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If you help a person to read, 
then their opportunities
in life will be endless.
BaRBaRa BusH, FiRsT LaDy



Dear Members of the Houston Community: 

My mother, Barbara Bush, has always believed, “If you help a person to read, then their 

opportunities in life will be endless.” Known by many as “The First Lady of Literacy,” she 

advocates for literacy as a foundation for individual, family, and community success. 

She placed literacy on the forefront of the nation while in the White House and 25 years 

ago launched the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy. Since the foundation’s 

inception, more than $40 million has been invested in nearly 900 family literacy pro-

grams across America.

 Last year, my mother invited my wife, Maria, and me to continue her legacy right 

here in the city my parents have called home for nearly a half-century by creating the 

Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation. The foundation’s mission is to improve 

the quality of life of Houstonians across all age groups through the power of literacy. 

The foundation has implemented a practical, high-impact strategy that will increase 

Houston’s literacy rates and will serve as a model for other cities.

 Everyone deserves the opportunity to reach his or her God-given potential, which is 

why it is critically important that we attack Houston’s literacy crisis with every resource 

possible and invest in effective strategies. We must take action to reverse the  

disastrous social and economic impacts caused by the vicious cycle of illiteracy in 

our society. We call upon everyone in Houston to make the literacy promise – join us in 

bringing an end to Houston’s literacy crisis.

Sincerely,

NEIL BUSH
Chairman, 

Barbara Bush Houston Literacy foundation

FROM TH E CHai R MaN

WE CALL UPoN EvERyoNE IN HoUSToN To

mAkE THE LITERACy PRomISE – joIN US

IN BRINgINg AN ENd To HoUSToN’S

LITERACy CRISIS.

The foundation has implemented 
a practical, high-impact strategy  
that will increase Houston’s  
literacy rates and will serve  
as a model for other cities.
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FROM TH E CHai R MaN FROM TH E PR E s i D E NT

jULIE BAkER fINCk, PH.d. 
President, 

Barbara Bush Houston Literacy foundation

Dear Members of the Houston Community:

Since September 2013, the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation has taken on 

the important role of convening more than 100 community leaders to identify Houston’s 

literacy crisis and develop a plan of action to boost literacy rates across people of all 

ages. I am pleased to share our findings and the plan in Houston’s Literacy Crisis: 

A Blueprint for Community Action. This detailed report serves to:

	 •	 	Frame	Houston’s	literacy	crisis	through	a	synthesis	of	key	research	and	import-

ant data across four categories – children from birth to kindergarten, children 

in kindergarten through third grade, adolescents in grades four through 12, 

and adults.

	 •	 	Provide	a	plan	that	includes	goals,	strategies,	and	steps	for	the	community	to	

act upon that will increase literacy rates across the city.

 The comprehensive Blueprint for Community Action will evolve over time, based on 

additional data, research, and community engagement. 

 I am grateful to Deloitte for making literacy a priority and for donating more than 

1,000 hours of service leading up to and including the preparation of this report. I am 

also appreciative of the many community leaders, whose expertise provided valuable 

insight for the creation of the Blueprint for Community Action. Increasing literacy rates 

must be a top priority for every education institution, school district, business, organi-

zation, and individual in our city. We must work together to overcome the complex and 

pervasive issue of low literacy in Houston.

Sincerely,

WE mUST WoRk TogETHER To ovERComE 

THE ComPLEx ANd PERvASIvE ISSUE 

of LoW LITERACy IN HoUSToN.

Increasing literacy rates  
must be a top priority for every  
education institution, school  
district, business, organization, 
and individual in our city. 

L E T T E R S



4  |   Houston’s Li teracy Crisis:  A Blueprint  for Community Act ion 

ExECuTiVE su M MaRy

Literacy – the ability to read, write, speak clearly and  
think critically – is, indisputably, a fundamental skill  
necessary for success in school, work and life.

THERE IS A LiTERaCy CRisis IN HoUSToN.

AS mANy AS  
60%

of HoUSToN-AREA 

kINdERgARTENERS  

ENTEREd SCHooL  

WITHoUT THE REqUISITE  

REAdINg-REAdINESS SkILLS

 73%
of THE NEARLy HALf-mILLIoN 

SCHooL-AgEd CHILdREN  

IN HoUSToN ARE CoNSIdEREd 

ECoNomICALLy dISAdvANTAgEd

NEARLy
  600,000 

SCHooL-AgEd 

CHILdREN IN HoUSToN
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Houston’s Literacy Crisis

Houston’s literacy crisis is evident across all age groups – early learners from birth to 

kindergarten, children in kindergarten through 3rd grade, adolescents in grades four 

through 12 and adults. School-age data is aggregated across the five major Houston-

area school districts: Aldine Independent School District (ISD), Alief ISD, Cypress-

Fairbanks ISD, Houston ISD, and Spring Branch ISD – and other districts and charter 

school networks with a majority of schools in Houston city limits.1 

 Year after year, Houston’s youngest children enter kindergarten lacking adequate 

reading-readiness skills. Based on 2013 assessments administered by Houston-area 

school districts, as many as 60 percent of children did not possess the literacy skills 

expected upon entering kindergarten.2 The wide “readiness gap” of entering kinder-

garteners places significant pressure on teachers and the entire education system to 

apply additional resources to help students “catch up” so that they can meet or exceed 

academic expectations from the onset of their school years.

 Third grade is a critical milestone in a child’s education, because this is when 

the child transitions from learning how to read to reading to learn. Research has 

shown that 3rd-grade reading proficiency is not only related to future school suc-

cess, such as graduation rates and college readiness levels, but is also related to 

dropout and incarceration rates.3 That is why it is particularly alarming that 25 percent 

of Houston-area 3rd graders performed at an unsatisfactory academic performance 

level on the State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) reading exam 

administered in 2013, which required only that students answer 20 out of 40 questions 

correctly for satisfactory academic performance level. Furthermore, only 18 percent of 

3rd graders scored at the advanced academic performance level, which indicates that 

children are fully prepared for the next grade. In fact, many of the more than 55 per-

cent of 3rd graders who performed at a satisfactory academic performance level may 

have still required additional education or support in order to be fully prepared for the  

4th grade.4 This data is particularly concerning because national research shows that 

children who do not read on grade level by the end of 3rd grade are four times less likely 

to graduate on time or drop out.5 

E x E C U T I v E  S U m m A R y

 1 in 5 
HoUSToN 3Rd gRAdERS  

PERfoRmEd AT AN 

AdvANCEd ACAdEmIC 

PERfoRmANCE LEvEL  

IN REAdINg, WELL-PREPAREd 

foR 4TH gRAdE

Houston’s literacy crisis is  
evident across all age groups– 
early learners from birth to  
kindergarten, children in  
kindergarten through 3rd grade, 
adolescents in grades four 
through 12 and adults.

 1 in 4
HoUSToN 3Rd gRAdERS  

fAILEd To mEET THE 

mINImUm SATISfACToRy 

ACAdEmIC PERfoRmANCE LEvEL  

oN THE STATE

REAdINg ASSESSmENT

3Rd gRAdERS fRom  

ECoNomICALLy dISAdvANTAgEd 

HomES SCoREd  
19% 

LoWER IN REAdINg THAN  

THEIR NoN-ECoNomICALLy  

dISAdvANTAgEd PEERS 
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ExECuTiVE su M MaRy

 An additional problem among Houston’s 3rd graders is the significant achievement 

gap. The reading achievement gap between African American and White 3rd graders 

was 24 percent and was 16 percent between Hispanic and White 3rd graders.6 Third 

graders from economically disadvantaged7 homes scored 19 percent lower than their 

non-economically disadvantaged peers.8 This is critical because, on average, nearly 

75 percent of the nearly half-million school-aged children in Houston are considered 

economically disadvantaged. This rate increases to more than 80 percent in inner-city 

school districts, such as the Houston Independent School District.9 

 Low literacy rates among Houston’s students persist through middle school and 

into high school. Specifically, in the spring of 2013, only 4 percent of 7th graders scored 

at an advanced academic performance level on the state-mandated writing exam, and 

31 percent performed at an unsatisfactory academic performance level.10 Among  

8th graders, 18 percent failed to meet minimum expectations on the reading exam, and 

22 percent scored at the advanced academic performance level.11 Also, approximately 

half of Houston’s high school students who took the English I reading and writing end-

of-course exams, which are required for graduation, did not meet minimum standards.12 

Although students receive opportunities to retake the exams, they are burdened with 

passing prior exams while simultaneously keeping pace in other required classes. In 

addition, the achievement gap in reading and writing exists at every grade tested, and is 

as wide as 30 percent.13

 finally, one in five adults — roughly 330,000 people — in Houston is considered 

functionally illiterate,14 unable to manage daily activities and employment tasks 

that require reading skills beyond a basic level in any language. This rate is similar 

to the U.S. Census Bureau 2012 American Community Survey results, in which one in 

four Houston adults does not have a high school diploma, General Education Diploma 

(GED) or equivalent.15 Low literacy levels have significant social and economic 

impacts on the well-being of individuals, families and communities.

ACHIEvEmENT 
  GAPS

ARE EvIdENT ACRoSS  

EvERy gRAdE IN  

REAdINg ANd WRITINg  

oN STATE-mANdATEd ExAmS 

1 in 5
HoUSToN AdULTS

IS fUNCTIoNALLy  

ILLITERATE
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E x E C U T I v E  S U m m A R y

The Cycle of Low Literacy among families
 

Low literacy has life long impact on individuals. For example, among adults at the low-

est level of literacy proficiency nationally, 43 percent live in poverty. In contrast, among 

adults with strong literacy skills, only 4 percent live in poverty.16 Studies have shown 

adults with low literacy skills tend to have poorer health, limited job opportunities, 

and difficulty supporting themselves, much less their families.17 Just as troubling 

is the recurring cycle of low literacy within families. Research has shown a child’s liter-

acy level is strongly correlated with his or her mother’s education level, thus triggering 

the likelihood of low literacy in the next generation.18 In essence, until the cycle of low  

literacy is broken, the cycle of poverty will remain unbroken. Figure 1 depicts the cycle 

of low literacy, the implications and the complexity involved in breaking the cycle.

fIgURE 1: CyCLE of LoW LITERACy
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Until the cycle of low literacy 
is broken, the cycle of poverty 
will remain unbroken. 



8  |   Houston’s Li teracy Crisis:  A Blueprint  for Community Act ion 

ISSUES CoRRELATEd WITH 
LoW LITERACy LEvELS ImPLICATIoNS
 
  »  85% of juveniles who interface with the 

court system are functionally illiterate, 
and over 70% of inmates cannot read 
above a 4th-grade level.19 

  »  It costs $21,390 per inmate, per year  
in prison costs alone.20 

  »  Adults with low literacy have poorer 
overall health, which leads to higher  
total healthcare costs for our 
community.21 

  »  43 percent of adults with the lowest 
levels of literacy skills live in poverty, 
compared to only 4 percent of those 
with the highest levels of literacy skills.22 

  »  Only 34% of Houston adults ages  
25 and older hold an Associate’s or 
higher-level degree.23 Trends suggest 
that the 2016 market will demand a  
workforce in which nearly 55% will  
need to earn an Associate’s or  
higher-level degree.24  

  »  ‘Low basic skills,’ which include literacy, 
are seen as the most common barrier  
for welfare recipients who want to 
transition from welfare to work.25 

  »  Houston-area community colleges,  
thus taxpayers, spent almost $70M in 
2013 to provide developmental  
education courses.26

Crime rates

Health

Personal income

job-readiness 

Welfare and government subsidies

Education remediation costs

fIgURE 2: ECoNomIC ANd SoCIAL ImPACTS of LoW LITERACy

Social and Economic Implications on Communities
 

Literacy is a foundational skill for individual and family  

prosperity and is necessary for the social and economic 

vitality of any city.

As shown in Figure 2, low literacy levels have profound impacts on communities.

ExECuTiVE su M MaRy

HoUSToN-AREA 

CommUNITy CoLLEgES, 

THUS TAxPAyERS, SPENT NEARLy
 

 $70M 

IN 2013 oN dEvELoPmENTAL  

EdUCATIoN CoURSES 
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Call for Action
 

The magnitude and complexity of Houston’s literacy crisis will be solved neither quickly, 

nor simply. For this reason, the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation partnered 

with	Deloitte	Consulting,	LLP	and	has	involved	many	experts	and	leaders	from	across	

the community to develop this Blueprint for Community Action. 

 The purpose of the Blueprint for Community Action is to 

outline a plan of action to mobilize the Houston community 

and to elevate solving the crisis of low literacy as a top  

priority for our city.

 The six goals of the plan are:

 1. Raise awareness of Houston’s literacy crisis.

 2. Ensure every child enters kindergarten ready to read. 

 3. Ensure every child reads proficiently by the end of 3rd grade. 

 4.   Ensure every young adult graduates on time with the 

literacy skills needed for the workforce or higher education. 

 5.  Ensure every functionally illiterate adult is able to integrate 

into the workforce and succeed in everyday life. 

 6.  Establish a sustainable system that supports and builds capacity  

for ongoing literacy success.

 These goals are supported by proven strategies and detailed recommendations, 

along with key success indicators that will help the Houston community monitor  

its progress. 

 It’s time we focus on this critical challenge – ensuring every man, woman, and 

child develops strong literacy skills, necessary for lifelong individual, family and 

community success. The Blueprint for Community Action offers practical solutions. 

Everyone deserves an opportunity to reach his or her fullest potential in life, and all 

members of the Houston community can play a role in making this happen.

Everyone deserves an opportunity 
to reach his or her fullest poten-
tial in life, and all members of the 
Houston community can play a 
role in making this happen.

E x E C U T I v E  S U m m A R y
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TH E LiTE RaCy CR i s i s i N HOusTON

key facts about Houston 

Houston is the largest city in the state of Texas and the fourth largest in the United 

States, with over 2.1 million residents, according to the 2010 U.S. Census Data.27 If the 

city were considered an independent nation, it would rank as the 30th largest country 

in the world based on its economic size. Houston’s population is growing rapidly and 

becoming increasingly diverse, with more than 90 languages spoken28 and a growth 

rate of 7.5 percent over the past decade.29 In addition, from February 2013 to February 

2014, Houston-area employers created 77,000 new jobs, representing a 2.8 percent 

year-over-year increase, according to the Texas Workforce Commission.30
 

 The city has a complex pre-kindergarten through grade 12 education 
system consisting of public school districts, private institutions, and char-
ter school networks serving over a half-million students31 – 10 percent of 
the total school-age population of Texas – across grades pre-kindergarten 
through 12.32  

 

 Houston has five major independent school districts with a majority of their cam-

puses within the City of Houston boundary. The Houston Independent School District 

(HISD) is the 7th largest school district in the nation33 and the largest school district 

in the state of Texas serving approximately 209,000 students, based on 2013 enroll-

ment data.34 Cypress-Fairbanks ISD is the 3rd largest in the state of Texas, serving 

approximately 110,000 students.35 Houston has several prominent charter school 

Low-literacy is the root cause of almost all  
social ills, including crime rates, dropout rates,  
joblessness, homelessness, social injustice  
and health issue inequities.

 

– aNNisE PaRkER, MayOR

CiTy OF HOusTON

FIGURE 3: NUMBER OF HOUSTON
STUDENTS ENROLLED IN 2012–2013
(In thousands)

■  HOUSTON ISD*   
■ CYPRESS-FAIRBANKS ISD   
■ ALIEF ISD   
■ ALDINE ISD  
■ SPRING BRANCH ISD  
■ OTHER ISD'S AND 
 CHARTER SCHOOLS 
■ PRIVATE SCHOOLS** 
 

209

110
46

65

35

70

52

* Includes former North Forest ISD
** Estimated figure
Source: Texas Education Agency, 2013.
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81% 
HISPANIC oR 

AfRICAN AmERICAN 

 73% 
ECoNomICALLy  

dISAdvANTAgEd 

 53% 
AT-RISk of  

dRoPPINg oUT of SCHooL42 

 27%
LImITEd ENgLISH  

PRofICIENT43

Not only is the size of Houston’s 
kindergarten through grade 12 
student body expansive, but also 
it is very diverse.41 Specifically:
 

networks,	 such	 as	Harmony	Public	Schools,	KIPP	Houston	Public	Schools	 and	YES	

Prep	Public	Schools.	While	these	specific	networks	continue	to	grow	in	Houston,	they	

serve only 4 percent of Houston’s students.36 There are also many private schools in the 

Houston area serving approximately 10 percent of the Houston-area students.37 Figure 

338 depicts the number of students served by school districts, private schools and  

charter school districts in the Houston area.

 Houston’s postsecondary education system includes more than 40 community 

colleges, universities and technical colleges39 serving more than 220,000 students. 

The largest postsecondary education system in Houston and 4th largest in the state is  

the Houston Community College System (HCCS) serving more than 49,000 students, 

73 percent of whom attend part-time. HCCS awarded more than 5,700 Associate’s 

degrees and/or certificates last year. The largest public four-year institution in the 

Houston area is the University of Houston (UH), which has experienced an 18 per-

cent increase in enrollment over the past five years and serves more than 40,000 stu-

dents. The UH-Main Campus awarded more than 5,400 Bachelor’s and 2,000 Master’s 

degrees last year.40

 Despite Houston’s economic and cultural vitality and expansive education system, 

low literacy persists at all age levels. The issues at each level are explored within the 

next sections of this report.

L I T E R A C y  C R I S I S
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TH E LiTE RaCy CR i s i s i N HOusTON

FIGURE 4: ESTIMATE OF YOUNG CHILDREN IN EARLY EDUCATION
ENVIRONMENTS BY TYPE 
(Percent)

■ EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION SYSTEM
 ■ Childcare (center/home based)
 ■ Pre-Kindergarten
 ■ Head Start 
■  CARED FOR BY PARENTS 
■ CARED FOR BY FRIENDS OR 
 EXTENDED FAMILY  
 

21.6%

Source: Center for Houston’s Future, Community Indicator Report 2012.

43.4%

23.6%

9.8%

1.6%

35%

38% 
of HoUSToN CHILdREN  

UNdER THE AgE of 5 

LIvE IN PovERTy 

 
14% 

of HoUSToN CHILdREN  

AgES 4 ANd yoUNgER 

CURRENTLy RECEIvE 

SUBSIdIZEd CHILdCARE

The gap in Literacy Begins Early
 

The combination of the high cost of formal early childhood 

education and the lack of financial resources for many 

Houston families creates a major early childhood  

education gap. 

In Houston approximately 38 percent of children under the age of 5 live in poverty.44 

Even for those of greater financial means, high-quality childcare programs can account 

for as much as one-third of total income for a three-person family earning twice the  

poverty level.45 In addition, approximately 14 percent of children ages 4 and younger 

currently receive subsidized childcare.46 Consequently, only 35 percent of young chil-

dren attend a licensed childcare, Head Start or pre-kindergarten program. Figure 4 

depicts how young children are cared for in Houston.47 

 Not only is access to early childhood education an issue in Houston, but quality 

is also a significant problem. Specifically, the pre-kindergarten system in Texas meets 

only two out of 10 quality standards and ranks 28th nationally in state pre-kindergar-

ten funding levels.48 The State of Texas has minimal standards for childcare licensure 

requirements and lacks a comprehensive system of support and oversight. In addition, 

the childcare system in Texas has low standards for caregivers – a high school diploma 

and 24 hours of training – and requires no curriculum or formal academic program 

requirements, resulting in a variation of quality among providers and programs.49 
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 Equity in access to early childhood education is  

particularly important given Houston’s socioeconomic 

demographics, because families simply do not have the 

resources needed for appropriate cognitive and  

noncognitive child development. 

 For example, according to research, children who live in poverty have heard  

30 million fewer words than their affluent peers by age 3.50 This “30 million word gap,” 

as it is oftentimes called, has harmful impacts on a child’s school readiness and long-

term success without significant intervention and additional supports. This gap, in part, 

is due to limited discourse in the home between parent and child, lack of parental edu-

cation and scant access to books in the home. In fact, research has shown there is only 

one book available for every 300 children in low-income areas, as opposed to 13 books, 

on average, in homes of middle- and high-income children.51 Books are simply a luxury 

that many families cannot afford, yet they are essential to a child’s development.

 

35% 
of yoUNg CHILdREN 

ATTENdEd LICENSEd  

CHILdCARE, HEAd START  

oR PRE-kINdERgARTEN  

PRogRAmS IN HoUSToN 

 

CHILdREN WHo LIvE IN PovERTy 

HAvE HEARd   30,000,000 

fEWER WoRdS THAN  

THEIR AffLUENT PEERS 

  
              

IS AvAILABLE foR EvERy   300  
CHILdREN IN  

LoW-INComE-AREA HomES

L I T E R A C y  C R I S I S

1 BOOK
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TH E LiTE RaCy CR i s i s i N HOusTON

Houston-area school districts administer different  

kindergarten reading-readiness assessments. Regardless  

of the assessment, it is clear that a majority of Houston stu-

dents do not enter kindergarten ready to learn how to read. 

The Texas Education Agency (TEA) requires every school district to test kindergarten 

children three times during the school year – at the beginning, middle and end – in 

reading and math to monitor student progress. Unlike the assessments administered in 

grades 3 through 8 under the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness pro-

gram, districts are able to select from a TEA-approved list of assessments to meet the 

kindergarten testing requirements.52 While this provides autonomy to school districts, 

it results in the inability to aggregate kindergarten student performance data across 

districts. In fact, among four of the largest districts in Houston – Aldine ISD, Alief ISD, 

Cypress-Fairbanks ISD and Houston ISD – who provided kindergarten performance 

data for this report, only the two largest, Cypress-Fairbanks and Houston ISD, admin-

istered the same kindergarten reading assessment for the current, 2013–2014, school 

year. For this reason, kindergartener reading readiness based on results from each  

district’s assessment administered at the beginning of the current school year are  

presented in the table to the right.

 Although a common kindergarten reading assessment is not administered across 

Houston school districts, based on the results, it is clear that there is a significant prob-

lem in our city – far too many children are entering kindergarten lacking the basic, most 

foundational skills necessary for them to learn how to read.

oNLy
 

11% 
of HoUSToN CHILdREN 

ATTENd A HEAd START oR 

PRE-kINdERgARTEN 

PRogRAm
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L I T E R A C y  C R I S I S

The need for intervention for children entering kindergarten lacking  
the foundational skills necessary to learn how to read places an  
extreme burden on educators, strains district resources, and fuels 
the achievement gap in later years. 

The good news is that there is evidence in Houston that more high-quality early child-

hood education would have a significant impact. Economically disadvantaged children 

who attended Houston ISD pre-kindergarten or Head Start programs, on average, per-

formed higher on kindergarten readiness assessments than the average kindergartner 

across the district.57 Unfortunately, only 11 percent of Houston’s youngest learners 

attended a Head Start or pre-kindergarten program in 2012.58

 The benefits of high-quality early childhood education is not only evidenced in 

more developmentally prepared children ready to enter kindergarten ready to read, 

but it is also reaped with a high financial return on investment. Returns on invest-

ments in high-quality early childhood education are shown to be as much as $16 for  

every dollar invested.59 In fact, “mounting evidence shows that investments in early  

education may be considered as an economic development strategy.”60 A critical 

factor is to provide sustained, high-quality education across kindergarten through 

grade 12 – especially for economically disadvantaged children — for these  

investments to be fully realized.

SCHooL dISTRICT ASSESmENT RESULTS
 
Aldine ISd  TPRI® and Tejas Lee®  54% of kindergarteners did not possess appropriate  

rhyming skills and 22% had not developed basic letter 
identification skills, two foundational skills for reading 
development.53

Alief ISd easyCBM®  Among kindergarteners taking the English version of  
the test, 16% did not meet standard on letter sounds and 
44% did not meet standard on phoneme segmentation. 
Among kindergarteners taking the Spanish version of the 
test, 21% did not meet standard on syllable segmentation 
(or phoneme segmentation) and 34% did not meet standard 
on syllables.54

Cypress-fairbanks ISd Istation Early Reading Assessment®  51% of kindergarteners performed “below expected level” 
based on their overall reading score.55

Houston ISd Istation Early Reading Assessment®  64% of kindergarteners performed “below expected level” 
based on their overall reading score.56
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The Challenge of meeting 3rd-grade Expected Levels

Based on the STAAR reading assessment administered statewide, 24 percent of 

Houston’s 3rd grade students performed at an unsatisfactory academic performance 

level. Furthermore, only 18 percent of 3rd grade students scored at the advanced  

academic performance level,61 which is an indicator that children are ready for the  

4th grade.62 Many of the nearly 58 percent of the 3rd graders who performed at a sat-

isfactory academic performance level63 may have still required additional education or 

support to have been fully prepared for the 4th grade.64 This statistic is alarming because 

research indicates that reading below expected 3rd-grade levels is highly related to 

future academic challenges, as well as dropout, incarceration and poverty rates.65 

In fact, children who do not read proficiently by the end of 3rd grade are 
four times more likely not to graduate from high school on time.66

 Aggregate 3rd grade student data also illustrates a racial achievement gap 

and wide discrepancies between students of economically disadvantaged and non- 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Specifically, among Houston’s 3rd graders, 

African Americans and Hispanics were not only three times as likely, on average, to  

perform unsatisfactorily on the STAAR exam, but also their average score was  

100 points lower than those of their White counterparts. In addition, Hispanic 3rd grad-

ers were nearly three times less likely and African American 3rd graders were more  

than three times less likely to perform at an advanced academic performance level than 

their White peers. Finally, economically disadvantaged 3rd graders were three times 

more likely to perform at an unsatisfactory academic performance level and more than 

three times less likely to score at an advanced academic performance level than their 

more affluent peers. See Figure 567 for 3rd grade reading results across Houston.

 Writing is a key component of literacy. In Texas, only 4th graders take a writ-

ing exam at the elementary level. Unfortunately, as reflected in Figure 6,68 more than  

30 percent of 4th graders failed to meet minimum expectations, and only 7 percent 

scored at the advanced academic performance level. There was a 13 percent per-

formance gap among Hispanic and White students at the advanced academic per-

formance level and a 14 percent gap among African American and White students  

at the advanced academic performance level. More than 38 percent of African 

American and 34 percent of Hispanic students scored at an unsatisfactory academic 

performance level as compared to only 15 percent of White students. In addition,  

37 percent of economically disadvantaged students scored at an unsatisfactory  

academic performance level as compared to 15 percent of their more affluent peers.  

The achievement gap was 14 percent at the advanced academic performance level  

between socio-economic groups.
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Low Literacy and the Achievement gap Continue 
into middle and High School

Writing scores among 7th graders were relatively consistent with the 4th grade writ-

ing performance levels. At the 7th grade level, only 4 percent of students scored at 

the advanced academic performance level and more than 30 percent failed to meet 

satisfactory academic performance levels. See Figure 7.69 There was an 8 percent 

achievement gap at the advanced academic performance level among both Hispanic 

and African American students as compared to White 7th graders. Fourteen percent of 

White 7th graders scored unsatisfactory academic performance levels as compared to  

36 percent of Hispanic students and 35 percent of African American students, a gap of 

22 and 21 percent, respectively.

 Houston’s 8th grade Hispanic and African American students continue to per-

form more than three times as poorly as their White counterparts. See Figure 8.70 

Even though STAAR test data reveals that a majority of Hispanic and African American 

students performed at a satisfactory academic performance level, the Texas Education 

Agency (TEA) rates only those students who score advanced as postsecondary, col-

lege, and career ready. Hispanic and African American 8th graders were approximately 

three times less likely to score at an advanced academic performance level than their 

White peers. The gaps between economically disadvantaged and non-economically 

disadvantaged 8th grade students were consistent with 3rd grade gaps. Given that 

81 percent of Houstons students are either Hispanic or African American,71 significant 

resources are required not only to remediate, but also to enable students to become 

college and career ready. 
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Low Literacy Rates drive dropout Rates
 

Texas	 high	 school	 graduation	 requirements	 for	 the	 Minimum	 High	 School	 Program	

(MHSP)	 require	 that	 students	 be	 able	 to	 pass	 five	 out	 of	 11	 STAAR	 End	 of	 Course	

(EOC) assessments – English I, English II, Algebra I, U.S. History, Biology.72 With 

a heightened level of rigor and each year an increase in satisfactory scaled score 

requirements, students must meet or exceed the minimum score for those five required  

EOC assessments to graduate.73 According to the 2013 STAAR End of Course results,  

36 percent of Houston high school students did not meet minimum expectations on the 

English I Reading exam. See Figure 974 for overall reading results. In addition, 55 per-

cent of high school students who took the English I Writing exam did not meet minimum 

expectations. See Figure 1075 for overall writing results.

 There were also significant achievement gaps. Specifically, Hispanic and 

African American high school students tested were four times less likely to score 

at an advanced academic performance level on the English I exam and were more 

than three times more likely to perform at an unsatisfactory academic performance 

level as compared to their White peers. Only 1 percent of Hispanic and African 

American high school students tested scored at an advanced academic performance 

level on the English I Writing exam as compared to 6 percent of their White peers. The 

majority of Hispanic and African American students failed to meet minimum expecta-

tions on the English I Writing exam. Economically disadvantaged high school students 

tested were four times less likely to score at an advanced academic performance level 

and more than twice as likely to score unsatisfactory academic performance level on the 

English I Reading exam than their more affluent peers.76

 It is also important to note that minimum satisfactory academic performance level 

requirements will increase in subsequent years, because the TEA plans to gradu-

ally phase-in increased minimum standards for students to pass.77 Thus, while these  

statistics are alarming already, if nothing is done, more students will be at risk of not  

graduating on time and overall dropout rates will increase.
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More than 4,300 of Houstons students dropped out in 2011–2012.78 The dropout  

population largely consists of students who are Hispanic, African American, and  

economically disadvantaged. 

among dropouts, african american students are dispropor-

tionately over represented, consisting of over 32 percent  

of dropouts in comparison to 23 percent of the overall  

student population.
 See Figure 11 for details on Houston’s dropouts.79 High dropout rates contribute 

to alarmingly low levels of literacy among adults in Houston.

one out of five Adults Lacks Basic Literacy Skills 
and Even more Have Limited job options
 

An extrapolation of recent national data to Houston’s demographic profile sug-

gests that approximately 20 percent of Houston adults are functionally illiterate.80

This means they are unable “to read, write, and 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.”81 

 According to the U.S. Census Bureau 2012 American Community Survey results,  

24 percent of Houston adults do not have a high school diploma, GED or equivalent. 

See Figure 1282 for information on education attainment levels of Houston’s adults. Even 

among those who do have a high school diploma, nearly two-thirds entering the com-

munity college system require remediation before enrolling in courses counting toward 

a degree.83 
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 The largest postsecondary education system is the Houston Community College 

System with over 49,000 students, 75 percent of whom attend part-time. With many 

working, the average time to earn an Associate’s degree is 4.2 years, and fewer than 

20 percent of part-time HCCS students graduate within six years. The largest pub-

lic, four-year institution in the Houston area is the University of Houston (UH), which 

has experienced an 18 percent increase in enrollment over the past five years and 

serves more than 40,000 students. The UH-Main Campus awarded more than  

5,400 Bachelor’s and 2,000 Master’s Degrees last year. Reflective of Houston’s  

demographics, 68 percent of Bachelor’s degrees are awarded to at-risk students.84 

State-wide college success rates indicate fewer than 50 percent of students who enter 

community colleges persist to graduation, and fewer than 30 percent of college stu-

dents earn any degree (2- or 4-year) within 4 years.85

 In Texas the developmental education pipeline follows a downward trajectory. 

Among Texas high school graduates who enter college, 41 percent require devel-

opmental education coursework, and, of those, only 60 percent could meet Texas 

Success Initiative (TSI) reading requirements within two years.86 According to the 

2013 Texas Public Higher Education Almanac, for every 100 students who entered 

the community college system as part of the Fall 2008 cohort and who performed 

below the state college readiness standard, 76 percent enrolled in a developmental 

reading education course. Sadly, however, upon completion of the developmental 

reading course, only 61 percent of those students achieved college readiness levels. 

Furthermore, of those achieving college readiness levels, only 33 percent success-

fully completed their first college-level course counting toward a degree program.87 

 

Adults who have trouble reading, doing math, solving problems, and 
using technology will find the doors of the 21st-century workforce 
closed to them.88
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Social and Economic Implications of Low Literacy

Low literacy has profound implications on the quality of  

a person’s life, his or her family and the entire community. 

specifically, low literacy relates to crime rates, health  

quality, income levels, job-readiness levels, participation 

in welfare and government subsidy programs and develop-

mental education cost in postsecondary institutions.
 

Crime | According to the Department of Justice, “The link between academic failure and 

delinquency, violence, and crime is welded to reading failure.” Specifically, 85 percent 

of all juveniles who interface with the juvenile court system are functionally illiterate, and 

over 70 percent of inmates in America’s prisons cannot read above a 4th grade level.89 

Furthermore, an inmate costs taxpayers $21,390 annually,90 not including lost opportu-

nity costs to contribute to the economy.

Health | Investigations conducted mainly during the past 15 years have found that 

adults with low literacy generally have less health-related knowledge, manifest poorer 

control of their chronic illnesses, are less likely to receive preventive health services, and 

are more likely to be hospitalized. This leads to higher healthcare costs for all.91 Also, 

adults with low literacy skills are four times more likely to report “fair” or “poor” health 

than those with strong skills.92

Income | Forty-three percent of adults with the lowest level of literacy skills live in  

poverty compared to only 4 percent of those with the highest levels of literacy skills.93 

The probability of falling into poverty is three times higher for high school dropouts  

than for those who finish high school. The median personal income of high school grad-

uates during their prime earning years, ages 25 to 54, is 200 percent that of high  

school dropouts. 

The children, sadly, of high school dropouts have a much greater chance 
of dropping out of school, and this becomes a cyclical pattern.94 
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job Readiness | According to a report published in July 2013 by Workforce Solutions,95 

more than 75 percent of high-growth jobs demanded by the Houston-Galveston Gulf 

Coast region over the next decade will require a minimum of postsecondary vocational 

training or an Associate’s degree. Individuals demonstrating higher levels of literacy are 

more likely to be employed, work more weeks in a year, and earn higher wages than indi-

viduals demonstrating lower literacy proficiency levels. For example, in a study involving 

adults of varying literacy levels, adults with the lowest literacy levels reported working 

on average 18 to 19 weeks in the year as compared to adults with higher literacy levels, 

who reported working about twice as many weeks – between 34 and 44.96

Welfare and government Subsidies | There is also a high correlation between welfare 

recipients and their education levels. Welfare recipient data from the Urban Institute 

reveals that 42 percent have not completed high school and another 42 percent did not 

go beyond a high school degree. “Low basic skills” is seen as the most common barrier 

for welfare recipients who want to transition from welfare to work.97 For single mothers 

who are welfare recipients, the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) pro-

gram data showed that women who are high school dropouts are much more likely to 

be on welfare than women who have a high school degree or postsecondary education. 

Of the approximately 1.2 million single mothers on TANF in 2002, more than 41 percent 

were high school dropouts.98 

Remedial Education Costs | Houston’s major community and technical colleges – 

Houston Community College, Lone Star College, and San Jacinto College – spent 

nearly $70M in developmental math, reading, and writing courses for their students. 

These courses do not count toward a degree.99

75%
of HIgH-gRoWTH joBS 

dEmANdEd By THE  

HoUSToN-gALvESToN gULf CoAST 

REgIoN ovER THE NExT dECAdE  

WILL REqUIRE A mINImUm  

of PoSTSECoNdARy  

voCATIoNAL TRAININg oR 

AN ASSoCIATE’S dEgREE  

42%
of WELfARE RECIPIENTS 

HAvE NoT ComPLETEd  

HIgH SCHooL

L I T E R A C y  C R I S I S

For the region’s economy to continue its strong growth, 
it will be critical that we work to improve educational 
attainment, and that begins with enhanced literacy 
at all levels.

 

– BOB HaRVEy, PREsiDENT

GREaTER HOusTON PaRTNERsHiP



1.  Raise awareness of Houston’s literacy crisis. 

2.  Ensure every child enters kindergarten ready to read. 

3.  Ensure every child reads proficiently by the end of 

3rd grade. 

4.  Ensure every young adult graduates on time  

with the literacy skills needed for the workforce  

or higher education. 

5.  Ensure every functionally illiterate adult is able  

to integrate into the workforce and succeed in  

everyday life. 

6.  Establish a sustainable system that supports and  

builds capacity for ongoing literacy success.

The key six goals of the Blueprint for Community Action are:

As evidenced in the previous chapter, 

Houston is facing a literacy crisis 

across all ages of the population. 

The crisis is profound and will require 

efforts of the entire community to 

positively impact literacy rates using 

proven interventions. The issue of 

low literacy across our city cannot be 

solved by simply focusing on any one 

group of Houstonians. Low literacy is 

complex, intergenerational, and affects 

all demographics. Thus, the Blueprint 

for Community Action addresses all 

affected groups with the goal of break-

ing the low literacy cycle.

 With the input of almost 100 

community, business, and educa-

tion leaders and literary experts, 

BBHLf developed a set of targeted 

and age-specific strategies, detailed 
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recommendations and key metrics. In 

addition to directly impacting literacy 

rates for targeted age groups, BBHLf 

also aims to raise awareness of the  

literacy crisis and to create a sustain-

able support infrastructure for those 

organizations who are already work-

ing to improve the literacy rates in 

Houston for people of all ages. 

 The next section describes the 

details behind the goals, strategies 

and recommended actions, which are 

based on specific, research-based pro-

grams and interventions. The Blueprint 

for Community Action will continue to 

evolve over time as more information 

is gathered, community engagement 

efforts are expanded, and implementa-

tion efforts are undertaken. 

The objective of the Blueprint for 
Community Action is to define 
six overarching goals, provide 
strategies for each goal, outline 
recommended activities and 
define metrics for measurement 
of success. 
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Goal #1: Raise awareness of Houston’s literacy crisis.

STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS
 
  »  Measure Houstonians’ awareness of the literacy crisis and its effects on the  

community at large and on key stakeholder groups.

  »  In partnership with a public relations agency, develop and execute a strategic  
communications plan that will outline a multicultural media outreach plan, including 
print, online, and broadcast outlets, to reach all target markets.

  »  Identify local, regional, and national prominent figures (e.g., elected officials,  
athletes, entertainers), who will serve as champions and spokespeople for the  
foundation’s literacy campaign.

  »  Align the foundation’s annual calendar with existing local, regional, national  
and international literacy initiatives.

	 	 »	 	Present	Houston’s Literacy Promise, a pledge that all supporters will sign,  
committing their aid to advancing the foundation’s mission.

  »  Develop an online portal and social media tools dedicated to raising awareness of  
the foundation and Houston’s literacy crisis.

  »  Increase the visibility of the Houston literacy online portal through partnerships  
with existing non-profits, libraries, companies, churches, other social organizations, 
districts, and institutions of higher education.

  »  Create digital resources that partner organizations may use within their networks to 
support the literacy campaign. This will include a variety of resources (e.g., visuals  
and graphics as well as text-rich communications) that are culturally sensitive and 
relevant for Houston’s diverse community.

  »  Create a formal Houston literacy advocacy group consisting of businesses,  
nonprofits, educators, and other key leaders.

  » Create a formal Houston young professionals group for the foundation.

  »  Organize and implement events and speaking opportunities to raise awareness of the 
foundation’s efforts and to gain the support of a wide range of stakeholder groups.

  »  Monitor local, regional, and national policies and campaigns that align with and 
support literacy in Houston.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	existing	organizations	(e.g.,	school	districts,	service	providers,	 
higher-education institutions, coalitions, and other policy-influencing groups) to 
advocate with elected officials and governmental entities for stronger policies and 
increased resources to support literacy efforts in Houston.

  » Disseminate important literacy-related policy information to stakeholders.

Goal #1 Key Success Indicators

kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod 
Literacy issue awareness survey scores Biennial  Conduct annual survey to measure public awareness 
Social media metrics  Quarterly  Social media analysis including website views, document downloads, number of  
  users and discussion trends 
Policy	initiatives	 Biennial	 Number	of	literacy	policy	initiatives	developed	and	implemented

Elevate the priority of 
Houston’s literacy crisis 
in public opinion.

Use emerging technology and 
social media tools to engage 
and inform the public.

Create a focal point  
to champion community 
literacy efforts.

Influence policy and legislation.

B L U E P R I N T
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Define kindergarten ‘school readiness’ in Houston with common expectations and 

indicators of performance.

  »  Develop methods to establish a baseline of results from the different kindergarten 
reading assessments administered by school districts.

  »  Actively engage in the design and development of statewide kindergarten-readiness 
assessments under development by the Texas Education Agency and in partnership 
with the Children’s Learning Institute.

  »  Develop and maintain a Houston-area database of individual student-level  
performance against school readiness indicators and determine the potential  
accessibility by literacy organizations to better inform school instruction and services.

  »  Educate parents on the interpretation of literacy (reading and writing) assessment 
results, and provide clear strategies for supporting their child’s literacy development 
based on those results.

  »  Continue to maintain the database of existing Houston early childhood education  
programs and quality indicators through Qualifind, in partnership with Collaborative  
for Children.

  »  Advocate for the adoption and implementation of the Quality Rating Information 
System (QRIS) to assess, improve, and communicate the quality of all types of early  
childhood programs.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	school	districts	and	research	institutions	to	correlate	a	child’s	education	
prior to entering kindergarten with performance at school to evaluate the efficacy of 
early childhood education programs.

	 	 »	 	Promote	and	support	licensed	childcare	center	accreditation	(National	Early	
Childhood	Program	Accreditation,	National	Association	for	the	Education	of	Young	
Children, Association of Christian Schools International and National Association 
for Family Childcare) and individual provider certification (e.g., Child Development 
Associate	and	Council	for	Professional	Recognition).

  »  Increase awareness of resources available through federal grants that are free.

  »  Inventory Head Start, pre-kindergarten and licensed childcare programs in the 
Houston area and document current capacity and demographics of children and  
their families who are served by those programs.

  »  Advocate for universal high-quality, pre-kindergarten programs for all Houston 
children with priority to children of poverty.

  »  Collaborate in the expansion of high-quality programs for children from birth through 
three years.

  »  Identify and expand access to training and instructional materials for early childhood 
education providers.

  »  Ensure training is delivered for childcare providers on family literacy programs  
and classroom instructional strategies.

  »  Support sharing of evidence-based practices that yield increases in reading-  
readiness levels (e.g., curriculum, instructional strategies, parent engagement,  
class size, and other areas), and establish professional learning communities  
across providers (Head Start, licensed childcare and pre-kindergarten programs).

Goal #2: Ensure every child enters kindergarten ready to read.

Improve measurement and 
tracking of young children’s 
readiness for school.

Increase access to and  
evaluate quality of  
early childhood programs.

Expand training and 
professional development for 
early childhood education
instructors and providers.
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Develop and conduct an orientation program for organizations upon approval of  

licensure to operate as childcare providers.

  »  Encourage parents to read aloud with their young children for a minimum of 15 min-
utes every day.

  »  Expand access to early literacy parent/family resources in multiple languages  
(DVD/Books/YouTube/Literacy websites) to be distributed in targeted neighborhoods 
through community-based organizations and partnerships with hospitals.

  »  Enlist all service providers associated with parents of children ages 0–3, including  
doctors, nurses, toy retailers, grocery stores and department store chains to  
provide early literacy strategies and resources to parents and families.

	 	 »	 Provide	parents	and	caregivers	with	literacy	materials	and	basic	instructions	for	use.

	 	 »	 	Research	and	recommend	Smart	Phone	apps	that	support	literacy	development	and	
provide resource for parents to access.

	 	 »	 	Promote	the	cognitive	benefits	of	dual-language	conversations	and	reading	at	home	
in multilingual families.

	 	 »	 	Provide	materials	for	parents	on	how	to	assess	children’s	readiness	for	school	and	
help parents identify early warning signs of learning disabilities. 

  »  Expand upon successful home visitation programs for parents/families of young  
children through training of additional volunteers.

  »  Develop and/or expand access to current resources to assist young learners when 
they transition into kindergarten (e.g., importance of regular attendance, understand-
ing academic expectations, interpreting important assessment data or information, 
and how to support the child’s ongoing development during kindergarten, and other).

	 	 »	 		Plan	and	execute	book	drives	for	distribution	of	age-appropriate	books	to	children	in	
targeted neighborhoods.

  »  Expand library accessibility (hours and locations – e.g., mobile libraries) and  
link library providers to family literacy programs.

  »  Build libraries in pre-kindergarten and Head Start programs where they do not exist.

	 	 »	 		Expand	or	develop	partnerships	with	national	organizations,	such	as	Dolly	Parton	
Imagination Library, that provide free books or educational magazines to children of 
low-income parents along with leveraging school book purchases with publishers.

  »   Develop partnerships and increase capacity to increase student access to digital 
books and e-reader technologies (e.g., explore broad licenses).

  »   Invest in increased capacity of existing Houston-based organizations focused on  
building children’s home libraries.

Goal #2 Key Success Indicators

kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod

School readiness Annual  Utilize the beginning-of-year school district reading assessment data to determine  
the percent of children ready for kindergarten across Houston

% of children attending high-quality Annual Annual estimate of enrollment rates and demographic participation levels across  
     early education programs  early childhood education programs 
Number of age-appropriate books at home Annual Estimate the average number of books in homes in targeted neighborhoods

Assist parents and  
informal care providers  
with home-based  
literacy programs  
and interventions.

Increase children’s access  
to print and digital books and  
reading-level-appropriate materials.
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Create a common database of kindergarten through 3rd grade reading results  

across Houston-aggregated by district, school and zip code.

  »  Develop a handbook for parents to provide key developmental milestones and  
meaning of “reading at grade level.”

  »  Support school districts’ efforts to identify students with limited English proficiency 
and potential learning disabilities.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	colleges	of	education	and	regional	providers	to	increase	the	depth	and	
rigor of instruction on evidence-based literacy strategies and pedagogical acumen 
within alternative and traditional teacher certification programs.

  »  Increase professional development opportunities for educators and  
instructional leaders. 

  »  Develop standard protocols for special areas of need including newcomer  
Limited	English	Proficient	(LEP)	students,	LEP	students	transitioning	out	of	 
English as a Second Language (ESL) or bilingual programs, and students with  
identified learning disabilities.

  »  Educate teachers and administrators on best practices for personalization of  
coursework for students.

  »  Enhance understanding and importance of foundational literacy among administrators 
and district leadership.

  »  Support professional development opportunities for administration and district  
leadership with continued focus on foundational literacy.

  »  Identify means to incorporate programs that improve parent literacy at every  
elementary school.

  »  Inventory, assess capacity and document availability and impact of Houston-area  
providers of after-school and summer literacy programs. 

  »  Convene “out-of-school” and summer literacy program providers to share lessons 
learned, best practices and resources.

  »  Develop a coherent plan for expanding programs into neighborhoods/schools with 
low literacy performance levels. 

  »  Educate parents on available summer and after-school literacy programs and the 
importance of enrichment activities.

  »  Broaden partnership with local nonprofits to increase availability and quality of  
summer programs focused on literacy.

  »  Identify and train adult mentors for summer and after-school programs.

  » Identify and distribute technology-based programs for summer reading.

  »  Increase access of reading-level-appropriate books in summer school and  
after-school programs.

  » Advocate for extending hours of operation at community- and school-based libraries.

  »  Coordinate summer programs among districts and literacy providers to ensure  
alignment and impact on student learning.

Goal #3: Ensure every child reads proficiently by the end of 3rd grade.

Improve measurement  
and tracking of  
student achievement.

Improve teacher effectiveness 
in grades k–3.

Improve campus and district 
leadership effectiveness.

Support summer,  
after-school, and  
out-of-school  
literacy programs.
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Goal #3 Key Success Indicators

kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod

Reading at grade level Annual % of children reading at grade level at end of 3rd grade using STAAR data
Number of certified teachers Annual Number of teachers with Early Literacy Teacher certificates
Remediation required Annual Measure remediation rates required after school year (Tier 2/Tier 3)
Chronic absenteeism Annual % of children who are absent 10% of the time or more of the school year

STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
 	 »	 	Promote	existing	and	new	initiatives	to	read	books	to	children	across	all	formats	 

(traditional and digital).   

  »  Encourage parents to engage young children for a minimum of 15 minutes every day  
by reading books and asking questions to stimulate literacy development. Educate 
families on the benefits of their child’s daily reading, independently or together.

  » Create literacy VIBE among families (Voice; Interest; Books; Ears). 

  » Coordinate literacy events across the city aimed to engage families and community.

  »  Support efforts to make books accessible to all families (building home libraries  
and greater access to school libraries).

  »  Implement an early warning tracking system for student absenteeism and correspond-
ing timely intervention.

  »  Educate parents on the impact of chronic absenteeism on academic achievement, 
particularly at the early ages.

  »  Identify “priority” schools with high rates of students with chronic absenteeism and 
understand root causes.

	 	 »	 	Promote	incentives	for	increased	attendance	rates	and	help	remove	barriers	to	
attendance.

  »  Expand mentoring programs and ensure that students with high absenteeism are  
mentored by a caring adult.

Promote family  
literacy initiatives.

Support school districts’ 
efforts to reduce  
chronic absenteeism.
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Encourage 8th grade students and their parents to enroll in more rigorous high  

school	coursework	such	as	Advanced	Placement	or	International	Baccalaureate	 
to increase student achievement.

  »  Increase local and national opportunities for students to increase their literacy  
skills through rigorous after-school, talent identification, and summer college  
preparatory programs.

  »  Expand opportunities for SAT® and ACT® prep classes at the high school level.

  »  Increase professional development opportunities for teachers to implement critical 
reading and writing instruction across all content areas.

  »  Design robust resources for teachers to use that will ensure students develop strong 
writing skills across the curriculum. 

  »  Increase the depth and rigor of instruction on evidence-based literacy strategies and 
pedagogical acumen within alternative and traditional teacher certification programs.

  » Deploy reading intervention specialists to every low-performing school.

  » Advocate for secondary reading intervention endorsement.

  »  Create sustainable Response to Intervention (RTI) programs at the secondary level 
appropriate to the student population, which would include: 
a) Supporting literacy for all content areas 
b)  Implementing system for identifying students in the 40th percentile in reading 
 and writing 
c) Monitoring progress  
d) Enhancement of writing across curriculum 
e) Master schedules that include intervention courses 
f)  Establish a continuum of coursework appropriate to students’ current ability level 

starting in 4th grade

  »  Increase differentiated professional development and embedded coaching opportu-
nities for secondary teachers that emphasize reading, writing, and problem-solving 
teaching strategies. 

  »  Encourage the effective use of technology to support students who are struggling  
with reading and writing.

  » Support students learning to read and write in an electronic format.

  »  Educate teachers on best practices for personalization of coursework for students 
with identified learning disabilities.

  »  Develop and publicize best practices for students who are identified as newcomer 
LEP	students	and	establish	transition	program	for	students	who	have	exited	ESL	or	
ELL programs.

	 	 »	 	Provide	professional	development	to	teachers	on	best	practices	for	meeting	needs	 
of culturally and linguistically diverse students.

Goal #4:  Ensure every young adult graduates on-time with the literacy skills needed  
for the workforce or higher education.

Increase student access  
to more rigorous,  
college-ready courses.

Improve resources and  
effectiveness of in-school  
interventions for  
below-level students.
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Goal #4 Key Success Indicators

kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod

Readiness for middle school Annual % of 6th grade children that are middle school ready as defined by STAAR test
Readiness for high school Annual % of 8th grade children that are high school ready as defined by STAAR test
Readiness for college and/or workplace Annual  % of students that are college ready as measured by the Texas Success Initiative
   % reduction of Houston-area high school graduates who are required to take a 

remedial English course in college
Intervention certification  Annual Increase in number of teachers with Literacy Intervention (4–12) certification
Summer program participation Annual Number of Houston students participating in summer literacy programs

STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Educate parents on available summer and after-school literacy programs and the 

importance of enrichment activities.

  »  Broaden partnership with local nonprofits to increase availability and quality of  
reading-oriented summer programs.

  » Identify and train adult mentors for summer and after-school programs.

  » Identify and distribute technology-based programs for summer reading.

  » Increase access of age-appropriate books in summer and after-school programs.

  » Advocate for extending hours of operation at community and school libraries.

  »  Increase access to the arts, and motivate students through spoken word, theater,  
and other mediums as a means to improve speaking and writing skills and demon-
strate capabilities through creative and artistic methods.

  »  Educate parents on the importance of preparing students for middle school, high 
school, and beyond (i.e., coursework selection and classes for college credit).

  »  Launch pledge program for students to commit to continuing training and education 
after high school.

  » Improve and increase access to college and career readiness programs.

  »  Encourage students to take greater advantage of early-college and dual-credit 
options.

  »  Increase capacity of school districts, higher education and community organizations 
to support families and students in the completion of college, scholarship and finan-
cial aid applications.

  »  Implement early-warning tracking system for student absenteeism and corresponding 
timely intervention including home visits with an emphasis on younger students.

  »  Educate parents to access resources to help reduce chronic absence and improve 
academic achievement.

  »  Identify “priority” schools and students and understand root causes to chronic 
absenteeism.

  » Remove barriers and create incentives to reduce absences.

  »  Expand mentoring programs and ensure that students with high absenteeism are  
mentored by a caring adult.

Support summer and  
after-school literacy programs.

Encourage students to  
strive for education beyond 
high school.

Support districts’ efforts to 
reduce chronic absenteeism.
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Support collection of non-federal and non-state-funded adult literacy enrollment  

and performance information into existing state databases or in another suitable  
database, such as the Texas Online Learner Database (TOLD), managed by  
Houston Center for Literacy.

  »  Create a literacy and adult education continuum to address the needs of adult  
learners at all levels. 

  »  Assess resource requirements and develop a plan for expansion of existing capabili-
ties in nonprofit, faith-based, higher education and other government-funded entities. 

  »  Research and promote adult education classes at early education facilities  
(co-location) to improve access.

  »  Ensure a more holistic, life-course approach to literacy, particularly in the expansion  
of programming.

  »  Identify resources to support the provision of researched-based, training curricula  
and “train the trainer” programs for adult education service providers and staff.

  »  Develop strategies to incorporate adult literacy services with public libraries, faith-
based organizations, community-based programs, refugee service organizations, 
public high schools and on-site in corporate America.

  »  Share Houston-based, state and national research studies, and data (i.e., return on 
investment of adult education) in terms of impact on adults and children and the  
education continuum.

	 	 »	 Promote	adult	education	in	the	overall	education	spectrum.

  »  Emphasize the importance of vocational English programs among adults leading to 
fast-track employment and higher earning potential.

  »  Bring citizenship programs and other early literacy programs to early education  
centers (i.e., GED in Spanish, Spanish Literacy, and Computer Literacy in Spanish).

  »  Identify resources to increase the number of well-trained ESL instructors, both paid 
and volunteer, in local nonprofits and in faith-based institutions providing ESL classes 
and citizenship support.

  »  Incorporate with family literacy into adult education courses to double the impact  
and return on investment.

  »  Create partnerships with refugee service organizations to engage and improve adult 
and family literacy and use the refugees’ native languages as a medium toward 
English literacy.

Goal #5:  Ensure every functionally illiterate adult is able to integrate into  
the workforce and succeed in everyday life.

Build capacity for literacy  
programs including English  
as a Second Language,  
Adult Basic Education,  
Adult Special Education,  
other adult literacy programs  
in community-based  
agencies and community  
college programs.

Create citywide awareness 
regarding the importance of 
literacy and adult education. 

develop options for education 
of citizenship-seeking adults. 
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Goal #5 Key Success Indicators

kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod

Adult literacy rate Every 2 yrs. % of Houston adults that are functionally literate; conduct literacy survey
Adults served  Annual Number of adults served by adult education centers
Degrees and certificates earned Annual  Number of GEDs, certificates, Associate’s degrees, Bachelor’s degrees, Master’s 

degrees and others

STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Improve learning challenge identification skills of adult education providers.

  »  Investigate the funding complexities and feasibility of supporting education beyond 
high school graduation or GED completion.

  » Develop inventory of available literacy technology-based software applications.

  »  Create a system for distributing computers and software applications through  
existing providers.

  »  Build awareness of options among target population and provide necessary access, 
training and motivation to enable computer-based literacy self-study.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	the	Houston	Public	Library	to	utilize	existing	equipment	and	software	to	
increase participation. 

  »  Continue to develop partnerships with local corporations to donate used computer 
equipment to literacy providers to increase capacity and access to resources.

  »   Identify high-growth sector industries with career ladder opportunities and poten-
tial high wages for training through workforce investment, community college and 
Houston-area chambers to offer affordable short-term introduction training leading  
to entry-level jobs.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	the	workforce	development	system	to	ensure	that	low-skilled,	 
under-employed, and displaced workers with limited skills have access to training 
opportunities created by innovation and resources leveraged across the community.

  »   Build on existing collaboration with businesses to provide entry points for internships, 
on-the-job training (OJT), shadowing and work experiences for adult learners with  
low literacy skills seeking to enter or improve skills for job advancement.

  »   Ensure that sufficient pre-bridge and bridge training programs exist for adults reading 
below the 8th grade reading level or with limited English proficiency to integrate 
educational and vocational readiness outcomes, using established models such as 
I-BEST, and work with community colleges on this initiative.

	 	 »	 		Partner	with	justice	and	correction	organizations	to	ensure	inmates	have	the	ability	 
to improve basic literacy and workforce skills while incarcerated, on probation or  
on parole and offer transitional workforce literacy courses and support for formerly 
incarcerated men and women so they can succeed in the workplace. 

Provide support for adult  
students with learning  
challenges and special needs.

Create workforce  
literacy initiative.

Promote the distribution  
of technology-enabled  
self-study applications  
as part of a blended adult  
education approach.
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STRATEgIES RECommENdEd ACTIoNS  
  »  Develop a scorecard that includes all metrics identified in the Blueprint.

  »  Create a common database of literacy results across Houston for all age groups to 
populate the scorecard.

	 	 »	 	Publish	annual	progress	report	against	appropriate	scorecard	metrics.

  » Encourage funders to incorporate literacy as a part of all grants.

  » Create awareness of the efficiency and effectiveness of existing literacy programs.

  »  Create frameworks for large-scale, broad-based support (financial and volunteer)  
initiatives for individual companies (e.g., “Adopt a Community” or “Adopt a School”).

  »  Encourage corporate matching programs for donations made to Houston-area  
literacy providers and organizations.

  »  Encourage governments to incorporate a “literate workforce” feature into contracts 
that require contracts to employ literate workers or contribute to literacy projects.

  »  Implement a high-tech “matchmaking” tool that matches interested volunteers and 
corporate volunteer programs with volunteer opportunities.

  » Integrate social media tools within the volunteer match system.

  » Create volunteer eligibility criteria and identify time requirements.

  » Identify and/or develop literacy volunteer training curricula.

  » Create/replicate “train-the-trainer” volunteer and tutor programs to take to scale.

  » Integrate online training programs as appropriate.

	 	 »	 	Partner	with	national	programs	such	as	Americorps,	Americorps	VISTA,	CityYear	and	
others to build capacity in the implementation of research-based literacy programs 
across age groups.

  »  Expand City of Houston vision-screening programs for children to ensure that they 
have access to corrective eyewear.

  »  Improve information systems for Houston residents to seek information on mental  
and medical health services, early childhood education programs and options,  
adult education and workforce development programs, and other wrap-around  
programs and services.

Goal #6:  Establish a sustainable system that supports and builds capacity 
for ongoing literacy success.

Goal #6 Key Success Indicators 
 
kEy SUCCESS mETRIC fREqUENCy  CALCULATIoN mETHod

Number of volunteers and volunteer hours Annual  Measure number of people and hours of individuals engaged in improving 
literacy in Houston

Donations amount Annual Total number of dollars put to work in Houston to solve literacy crisis
Initiatives implemented Annual Number of new initiatives implemented as part of the Blueprint plan for action

measure and monitor 
progress and results of 
Blueprint implementation.

Improve city-wide systems  
that provide important services 
necessary for learning success.

Increase public and private 
monetary giving to support 
literacy efforts.

Implement technology solution 
for volunteer matching and 
monitoring.

Increase volunteer and literacy 
tutor skills and capacity.

B Lu E PR i NT FOR COM M u N iTy aCTiON
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mission of the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy foundation
 

The mission of the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy foundation is to improve the quality of life of Houstonians across all age 

groups through the power of literacy.

gUIdINg PRINCIPLES
 
Equity  Literacy is a fundamental, human right. Everyone deserves access to the resources 

necessary to become literate.

Urgency  There is no bigger, more important problem to address that is facing Houston than  
low literacy levels of people across all ages.

Effective   The solutions developed and implemented should be first and foremost 
evidenced-based.

Innovation  Houston is a city of innovation and entrepreneurship. That talent must be harnessed in  
ways that increase literacy rates of its residents.

Collaboration  No single organization possesses the talent and capacity to solve Houston’s literacy 
crisis, so collaboration among all stakeholders is critical.

Responsibility  Success will require that organizations and businesses take ownership of various  
strategies and recommended actions of the Blueprint.

volunteerism  Donation of time and talent is invaluable. Volunteer engagement must be purposeful  
and meaningful both for the volunteer and the individual(s) served.

Persistence  The community needs a sustained effort over many years to have a significant impact  
on the literacy crisis.

Accountability  The resources dedicated, the people served, and the resulting increase in literacy  
indicators need to be measured and reported to the community.

Scalability  Given the magnitude of Houston’s literacy crisis, scalability of services and resources  
is paramount.

Everything the BBHLF does is guided by the following set of core principles:

 There is no bigger, more important problem to address that 
is facing Houston than low literacy levels of people across 
all ages.
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AWARENESS & 
ADVOCACY

PARTNERSHIPS & 
CAPACITY BUILDING

RESEARCH &
MEASUREMENT

SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE

Implement technology solutions 
for management 

of volunteers

Establish community leadership 
teams to own and 

drive implementation

Create project management 
capability to facilitate execution 

of Blueprint strategies

BBHLF MISSON AND ROLE

IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF LIFE
FOR HOUSTONIANS OF ALL AGES 

THROUGH THE POWER OF LITERACY

Raise awareness of 
Houston’s Literacy Crisis

Convene stakeholders

Advocate for policy 
and resources to support
increased literacy rates

Leverage existing talent and
resources for implementation

Grow volunteer base and funds
toward research-based solutions

Foster collaboration among
all key stakeholders

Measure and report on progress
of Houston literacy rates

Research and promote 
innovative literacy solutions

and approaches

Initiate launch of innovative 
programs in Houston and

evaluate efficacy

aPPE N D ix

Role of the BBHLf
 

The BBHLF recognizes that there are a number of organizations in Houston that are 

achieving success in helping people of all ages improve their literacy skills and their qual-

ity of life. Many of these groups lent time and expertise in the development of this report 

and the BBHLF values the talent and resources these organizations possess and the 

quality of education and services they provide each and every day on behalf of our city and 

its residents. Unfortunately, many of them lack adequate infrastructure and resources –  

human, technology, facilities and funding – needed to address the full scale of the 

literacy crisis in Houston. It is not the intent of the BBHLF to duplicate their efforts or 

provide direct services to support families and individuals. 

fIgURE 13: BBHLf mISSIoN ANd RoLE
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Rather, the BBHLf will serve in the following roles to advance its mission: 

 »   Awareness and Advocacy | Raise awareness of the literacy crisis that  

exists in Houston and advocate for increased resources through the implemen-

tation of a strategic communications and engagement plan.

 »  Partnerships and Capacity-Building | Foster collaboration among civic,  

philanthropic, community, business, faith and education leaders, agencies and 

institutions to increase capacity by leveraging existing resources and mobiliz-

ing additional funding and volunteers.

 »  Research and measurement | Measure and monitor progress of literacy  

rates across the city; commission research to fill current “gaps”; and bring 

innovative, evidenced-based literacy practices to Houston.

 »  Sustainable Infrastructure | Champion the implementation of needed  

technology systems and cultivate commitment among stakeholders in the 

development of structures to support the strategies of the Blueprint for 

Community Action.

The mission and role of the BBHLF are illustrated in Figure 13.

Implementation Approach

In the next six to 12 months, the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation will work 

with community leaders to prioritize the Blueprint strategies and identify natural owners 

of implementation, some of which already have been identified in the specific strategies 

outlined in this report. The development implementation of plans will occur through the 

gathering of additional input, community buy-in, and identification of resources neces-

sary for success. The implementation plans will also serve as a tool to monitor progress 

of the overall community efforts and will be used during annual reporting on progress 

toward Houston’s literacy improvements. 

 BBHLF envisions the implementation plan to be a working public document that 

is regularly updated. Development of the plan will be focused on realistic timeframes, 

commitments and discipline in execution. In addition to the development of the imple-

mentation plan, BBHLF will enable regular project management reporting mechanisms 

which will inform the Houston community on the accomplishments of specific activities, 

ultimately aimed at increasing literacy rates in Houston.
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5Works, Inc.

Adult Reading Center

Aldine Independent School District

Alief Independent School District

All Kids Alliance

Alliance for Multicultural Community Services

Amaanah Refugee Services

Association for the Advancement of

  Mexican Americans

AVANCE-Houston, Inc.

Big Brothers Big Sisters-Greater Houston

Books Between Kids

Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Houston

Breakthrough Houston

Catholic Charities / Archdiocese of 

 Galveston-Houston

CHILDREN AT RISK

Citizen Schools of Texas

The Clinton Foundation

Collaborative for Children

College of the Mainland, Texas City

Communities In Schools

Community Family Centers

Cristo Rey Jesuit School

Cypress-Fairbanks Independent School District

Dancie	Perugini	Ware	Public	Relations

DePelchin	Children’s	Center

Empower Events, LLC

Evelyn Rubenstein Jewish Community

 Center of Houston

Family Services of Greater Houston

Fifth	Ward	Enrichment	Program,	Inc.

Literacy County of Fort Bend County

Harris County Department of Education

Harris	County	Public	Library

Houston A+ Challenge

Houston Area Urban League

Houston Community College

Houston Hispanic Forum

Houston Independent School District

Houston	Public	Library

Houston’s First Baptist Church

International Emergency and  

 Development Aid

Jewish Family Services

Judson Design

KIPP	Houston	Public	Schools

Legacy Community Health Services, Inc.

Literacy Advance of Houston

Literacy Connexus

Literacy Texas

Making It Better

McGraw-Hill Education

Memorial Assistance Ministries

Multicultural Education & Counseling

 through the Arts

NAACP	Houston	Branch

Neighborhood Centers, Inc.

Neuhaus Education Center

Parents	for	Public	Schools	of	Houston

Pasadena	Independent	School	District

Phillips	66

Presbyterian	School	of	Houston

Region 4 Educational Service Center

Salient	Partners

SEARCH Homeless / House of Tiny Treasures

Spring Branch Independent School  District

Star of Hope Mission

Teach For America

The Alliance for Multicultural 

 Community Services

The Center for Hearing and Speech

The Links, Inc.

United Way of Greater Houston

Volunteer Houston

Wesley Community Center, Inc.

WISE Learning & Sports

Writers in the Schools

Volunteer Houston

YES	Prep	Public	Schools

YMCA Community Center, Alief

YMCA of the Greater Houston Area
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