FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Illiteracy in Bristol, Virginia

By Diane Puckett


We as human beings take many things for granted in our everyday lives, but have you ever stopped and imagined what it would feel like if you didn’t have the ability to read? Routine tasks such as reading your child a story, filling out a job application, or just sitting down to read the morning newspaper are simplistic in nature to someone who can read, but what about for those who can’t? According to the National Adult Literacy Survey, “[F]orty-two million adult Americans can’t read.”(Sweet) Taking that staggering number of people into consideration, what are the ramifications that occur within a small community such as Bristol, Virginia? Illiteracy in adults presents three huge categories of problems (socially, economically, and the passage from one generation to the next) to a small community such as Bristol, Virginia which effect not only the person who is illiterate, but also the community they reside within.


Origins of the problem of illiteracy in this area stretch many, many years back to the day when dropping out of school was just something one had to do for one of many reasons. According to Sallie Garrett who is the executive director of HELP (Highland Educational Literacy Program), “[M]any people 75 years ago only made it in school until the 8th grade. They usually at that age had to do one of three things. Help the family out financially by going to work, help raise younger siblings because families were rather large, or help with raising food for the family by working on the farm.”(Garrett) Her biggest category of clients who seek help from her fall into the age group of 45-70. (Garrett) Due to the lack of an education when they were younger, these people now realize that knowledge is power. Possibly not the sort of power that would gain them economic wealth, but the sort of power that one acquires by feeling a higher sense of self worth. I have somewhat of an understanding as to why some people from a past generation didn’t get an adequate education due to family circumstances. What is misunderstood by me is how so many in America, as well as in this area still suffers from being insufficiently educated. According to some data given to me from Karen Gaylor, the administrative assistant at the Literacy Academy of Bristol, Virginia, “in the year 2005, there were 12,366 residents of Bristol, Virginia that were 25 years of age and older. Of those 12,366 people, 1,530 had less than a 9th grade education.”(Gaylor) Upon doing some simple mathematics, that roughly comes out to being 12.5 percent of our adults living here in Bristol, Virginia that are functionally illiterate. Ultimately, what happens to these 12.5 percent of our population who possess less than a full high school education? If you add in the 1,880 other people living here in Bristol who actually made it to the 12th grade but somehow didn’t make it to the point of graduating, that brings our total of people that are less than high school educated up to 3410.(Gaylor) It would clearly appear to me that our community is highly disadvantaged.


Speaking in terms of these disadvantaged citizens of our community, what ultimately happens to them socially? It is reported that in 2002, “16.2 percent of our population of Bristol, Virginia are below the poverty line.”(“U.S. Census Bureau”) If you break that percentage down into a straight forward figure, of our 17,342 residents, just over 2800 people are considered to be below poverty. If someone has that little of an income, they must then find some sort of an alternate income just to be able to survive. Would there be a tie between poverty, welfare, and illiteracy? It is reported that “43 percent of adults at the lowest level of literacy proficiency are in poverty” (“Magnitude”), and also “70 percent of mothers on welfare have reading skills in the lowest two proficiency levels.”(“Magnitude”) It would clearly be evident to me that illiteracy plays an important role in someone’s socio-economics. 

If living in poverty and depending on welfare were not enough, what must it feel like to be a child growing up in those unsatisfactory conditions? It is reported that children born from high school drop-outs are six times more likely to also drop out of high school.(Roberts) Perpetuating the problem of illiteracy from one generation to the next is probably in my opinion the scariest part of the whole dilemma. “[…][T]he cycle of illiteracy continues because the children of illiterate parents are often illiterate themselves because of the lack of support they receive from their home environment.”(“One Hundred”) One direct way to aide in raising our literacy rates in this country would be in educating these less educated parents. “Children’s literacy levels are strongly linked to the educational levels of their parents.” (Darling) By educating these parents, it would in turn be motivational to their offspring. One goal of the Highlands Educational Literacy Program is to help find not only the older generation of people who lack literacy skills, but also to find in particular young mothers who may have dropped out of school, or who still fall into the category of being functionally illiterate.(Garrett)”Young mothers who are illiterate are less likely to have books in their homes thereby their children are hindered by never being read to. By teaching these young mothers better reading skills, it will aide in breaking this generational cycle of illiteracy.”(Garrett)


My last category of problem as it pertains to illiteracy would be in how it affects unemployment. “An estimated 5 billion a year in taxes goes to support people who can’t find work due to illiteracy.”(Robinson) According to Gerald Smith, the manager of the Bristol, Virginia Employment Office, “Bristol, Virginia suffers from a 7.7 percent unemployment rate as of February, 2007”(Smith) Even though he couldn’t tell me how many people out of that 7.7 percent were possibly illiterate, he did go on to say “that possibly a great number of them are illiterate because they just don’t have the knowledge or the skills for someone to be employed.”(Smith) If that is true, why would businesses look toward Bristol, Virginia as being a place to start a company? According to Garrett (HELP), “[I]f you’re going to get businesses in the area that have high tech jobs with more income, they look at your population statistics. If they (the businesses) don’t think they have enough man-force, they won’t come in. You need to increase education levels to bring in businesses.”(Garrett) That makes perfect sense to me, but I received a very different point of view from Judy Lawson who is one case worker for the Bristol, Virginia Department of Social Services. She believes that “[T]there is a very good work ethic in the people of Bristol, Virginia. Even though there are many who may lack basic literacy skills in this area, they are highly willing and able to be trained to work at many different jobs if those jobs would just come into the area.”(Lawson) To summarize what she was saying, it would appear that she places a great deal of blame on the Chamber of Commerce for not promoting the town of Bristol, Virginia as it should be. (Lawson) Promoting this town fully or the lack of it, I would be inclined to follow what Ms. Garrett thinks. Companies are not going to bring businesses into an area that lack the educational skills needed to fill the positions in those companies.

Due to a relatively high number of less than educated adults living in Bristol, Virginia, I would be led to believe just from the statistics that we are lacking a proper amount of facilities to aide these people who may desire furthering their education. My research has proven that to be incorrect. In the city of Bristol, Virginia, we have a wonderful Literacy Academy that will work with these individuals in their literacy skills which would aide them in eventually getting their GED (general equivalency diploma). Also, in the city of Abingdon, Virginia (around 10 miles north of Bristol), there are two other facilities available to our area residents that also will supply aide. There is the Highlands Educational Literacy Program (HELP) which helps those who are in drastic need of literacy skills who have reading skills of less than a 4th grade level. Once the individuals go through that program and reach that 4th grade reading level, they are transferred to Mt. Rogers Regional Adult Education Program. Their program, just like the Bristol Virginia Literacy Academy, helps these individuals in obtaining their GED. We Bristolians have the means to fighting this illiteracy epidemic in our area; the problem lies in getting these people the help that they need.

In conclusion, Bristol, Virginia may suffer from illiteracy within adults by way of socially, economically, and the passage from one generation to the next, but we have the means and the facilities to remedy at least a portion of this problem due to available resources. I realize that for some people, rising above their circumstances and tackling what they lack head on could be somewhat of a struggle, but the pay-off in the end would truly be extremely worthwhile. It very well could make the difference between just living, and living better.
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