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Adult Literacy Collaborative of Kalamazoo County  
 

Overview 

 
The Kalamazoo Literacy Council plans to establish the Adult Literacy Collaborative (ALC) of 
Kalamazoo County as part of its three-year effort to strengthen literacy services in the 
community. The purpose of this collaborative is to create a conduit for providing comprehensive 
adult literacy services by establishing a central point for referring services, developing common 
initiatives, and providing support to the participating stakeholders that further the cause of adult 
literacy. It is anticipated that the ALC will be a functional body by 12/31/10. The ALC will provide 
a forum for shaping common goals for adult literacy providers. It will also serve as the venue for 
determining adult literacy priorities, identifying and expanding resources, and aligning services 
and programs. 
 

Why should an Adult Literacy Collaborative be formed?  
 
There currently is no clear point of entry into existing adult literacy programs and individuals 
struggle to access available services. While there is some interaction between agencies that 
provide adult literacy services, a formal means of identifying literacy needs and efficiently 
referring clients to service providers for further program placement does not yet exist. The ALC 
will simplify the process of accessing literacy systems and provide coordination to fill gaps and 
strengthen program effectiveness throughout the county. 
 
From a client perspective, it will be far easier to gain access to literacy services. One phone call 
to any agency that is part of or aware of the ALC will quickly put the client in contact with the 
appropriate service. Ideally, each client will be screened and referred to the most appropriate 
program through a referral process that is seamless. At all points of entry into the ALC, the 
client will be guided to the appropriate service in a timely manner in a way that is not confusing 
or frustrating – from intake to completion of service.  
 
There will be a uniform process for receiving, referring and tracking requests for adult literacy 
services for the increasing number of adults needing literacy services. Adults with literacy issues 
will be directed to the Kalamazoo Literacy Council, where they will be screened and referred to 
the correct program, whether it be Goodwill, KLC, or Kalamazoo Public Schools or another 
provider of services. At all points of entry into available programs (phone, walk-in, web, or some 
other means), clients will consistently receive the information they need to access the most 
appropriate service for their needs. 
  

What is the local need for adult literacy services?  
 
Pursuit of the goal of having a fully literate community is more critical now than ever. In 
Kalamazoo County, over 31,000 people or 13% of adults cannot read a simple story to a child, 
an intersection on a map, a prescription label, or total purchases from an order form.  
Additionally, children whose parents are functionally illiterate are twice as likely as their peers to 
be functionally illiterate. Helping adults improve their basic literacy skills has a direct and 
measurable impact on both the education and quality of life of their children. Moreover, for 
families to take full advantage of the Kalamazoo Promise or more confidently support their 
children’s education, they must be able to model reading and literacy in the home.  Parent’s who 
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value their own educational attainment make a great difference in their children’s success. That 
is why the ALC will be committed to quality literacy education to eliminate these problems and 
enhance the lives of adults through programs that increase reading, writing and spelling skills. 

 
Of the 31,000 who could benefit from adult literacy services, less than 10 percent are currently 
being served. To make some demonstrable progress in this area, the ALC will collectively have 
a target goal of reaching no less than 20 percent annually (approximately 6,200) within three 
years, with increasing numbers served each year beyond. 
 

What are the initial actions of the ALC? 
 
OBJECTIVE: To determine the total number served by adult literacy services collectively and 
the type of services received.   
 
OBJECTIVE: To have each stakeholder provide information about its programs and services to 
develop a map of the continuum of adult literacy services by 9/30/10. This information will be 
vital to creating a directory of these services. This will also help in identifying any gaps in 
service.  
 
OBJECTIVE: To create a referral tree to ensure individuals seeking adult literacy services (or 
literacy services in general) are referred to the appropriate service or services by 10/30/10. This 
referral tree will be a print document that will be made available to every ALC stakeholder and 
online.  

 
OBJECTIVE: To create a universal intake and referral process that accurately assesses the 
level of need of an inquiring client and effectively refers the client to the appropriate literacy 
service. 
 

OBJECTIVE: To create a marketing message that raises awareness of the need for adult 
literacy services and informs individuals how to access these services. 
 

OBJECTIVE: To publish the ALC directory and referral tree in a brochure that can be distributed 
at strategic sites within the community by 11/30/10. This directory and referral tree will also be 
available online (upon completion of the new KLC website). 
 
OBJECTIVE: To create an electronic data management system that tracks the number of 
referrals and requests for service by 11/30/10. This will include tracking geographic origin of the 
inquiry, demographics, and the referral action taken. This data management system will be 
updated on a weekly basis. 
 

It is anticipated that once these objectives are completed the ALC will be firmly established and 
have the capability of receiving, referring and tracking adult literacy requests in an effective and 
efficient manner. It is expected that ALC meetings will take place monthly or as needed to 
evaluate progress toward goals and identify future objectives and needs. 
 

How many phone calls should a person who wants to learn 

how to read have to make to get the help he or she needs? 
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What happens now when adults look for adult literacy services? 
 
Of the thousands of adults in Kalamazoo County who could use help learning how to read or 
improving their reading skills, most are not aware that free literacy services are available. Many 
would not begin to know where to look for help. The phone book doesn’t clearly list even one 
service that promotes adult literacy services. Calling 211, while helpful, yields scattered and 
incomplete results. For example, on August 20, 2010, when a call was made inquiring about 
services for an adult who wanted to learn how to read, the caller was referred first to the WMU 
Beginning Reading Center and Clinic (Dorothy J. McGinnis Reading Center and Clinic). The 
caller was told that a testing fee of $185 is required and tutoring would cost $295 per semester 
for 1st through 12th grade reading assistance. “Financial aid is available if you can’t afford it,” the 
caller was told.    
 
Next, the caller was referred to the “Kalamazoo Literacy Council in Portage” (which sounds 
geographically confusing). Upon calling that number, the caller was required to call another 
number for services. And upon calling that number, the caller was asked to leave a message. 
Finally, the 211 operator caller gave the caller the option of calling Learning Disabilities 
Association of Michigan, which is located in Lansing and serves disabled children and their 
families and requires $35 dues annually. Goodwill, Kalamazoo Public Schools, or any other 
service was not made known to the caller. 
 
Given this scenario, it is conceivable that the caller would not receive information about adult 
literacy services, much less be engaged in service, until called back (assuming the caller has a 
phone and is available to talk). While well-intentioned, the current process for inquiring and 
receiving adult literacy services appears to be more like an obstacle course than a safety net. It 
took three calls to get to a service capable of meeting the caller’s requested need and required 
leaving a message to get engaged in that service. It also took about 20 minutes to get to the 
point where the message could be left.  
 

Here’s another scenario. . . 
 
While walking into the Family Health Center, an adult asked the receptionist and therapist what 
happens if someone has difficulty reading intake and medical forms and needs help. They did 
not know where they would refer someone who wanted to learn how to read. They said they 
would try to assist someone who had difficulty as best they could, but had no knowledge that 
free services existed to help adults learn how to read. The phone book was their solution, even 
though two adult literacy programs were located a little over a block away. 
 
At a recent visit to Michigan Works, an adult asked the receptionist if she knew where 
individuals who wanted to learn how to read should go. She directed the request to 211 but said 
she did not know what organization could provide the service. A single Kalamazoo Literacy 
Council brochure was available among the educational resources information that was 
displayed in the lobby, but there was no specific reference to literacy services from the staff. 
 
On the web, promotion of adult literacy services is most comprehensively provided by the 
Kalamazoo Public Library on its “Adult Literacy Referral Service” and “Parent Literacy” pages. 
The page is the first site displayed by Google as a result of search with “Kalamazoo adult 
literacy” as the subject. However, some of the information available is not up to date. This 
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includes the Kalamazoo Literacy Council website. A person seeking adult literacy services 
online may have difficulty identifying which service is most appropriate for his or her needs and 
could be required to make multiple phone calls to receive the right information. 
 
It appears the most successful engagement in adult literacy services occurs for adults who are 
already engaged in adult education programs. If they are intent on getting their education (GED 
or diploma), they have access to literacy services either through the program they are enrolled 
in or can be referred to a service. In places where general help is sought in areas such as 
health, job seeking, or other arenas, awareness of literacy services appears low to non-existent. 
In other words, it takes an informed and motivated individual (most likely already engaged in 
adult education) to successfully seek and receive literacy services. Awareness of adult literacy 
services cannot currently be gained casually (information on how to get out of debt, set up a 
garage sale, or build a website are more readily available). It takes a deliberate and often times 
laborious attempt to get appropriate help. 
 
The work of the ALC will make this process less complicated and more responsive to the needs 
of all adults seeking literacy services. 
 

Expectations of ALC Stakeholders 
 
It is clear upon examination of the current state of adult literacy services in Kalamazoo County 
that it will require a substantial amount of collaboration and partnering to make demonstrable 
progress in reducing the number of adults who are functionally illiterate. The expectations of 
ALC stakeholders to address this challenge are to: 
 

 Commit to sharing relevant information regarding services that impact adult literacy. 
This includes sharing of numbers served, demographics of clients, types of services and 
programs provided, and identification of resources required to provide these services 
and programs. 

 

 Commit to engaging in the ongoing discussion about the state of adult literacy in 
Kalamazoo County. This will include attending meetings (no more than one per month), 
being timely and responsive to requests made to serve the ALC, and being engaged in 
the conversation by providing personal and institutional perspective to the topic. 

 

 Commit to being an advocate for the ALC as a concept and adult literacy as a 
community concern. This includes making other organizations and institutions aware of 
the goals of the ALC, seeking opportunities to further promote the causes of the ALC 
through networks, publicity and other means, and making sure the ALC is represented at 
forums and venues in the community that will further its causes. 

 
For more information contact 
 
Michael D. Evans 
Director of Literacy Services 
Kalamazoo Literacy Council 
PH: (269) 382-0490 Ext. 222 
Email: mevans@goodwillswmi.org  

 


