CALIFORNIA LIBRARY LITERACY SERVICES

Family Literacy Survey – July, 2004

Background and Purpose

Because of the State Library’s decision to use outcomes measurement CLLS-funded projects, and because the former Family Literacy Survey was far too long and cumbersome, State Library Staff brought together a task force of Family Literacy program directors in the Summer of 2003 to determine what approach to take.  

In the course of writing a program goal and intended outcome and indicators for Family Literacy, this task force determined that the focus of the old parent/caregiver survey was incorrect!  That survey focused on the child(ren)’s progress in pre-literacy skills – but as this group astutely concluded, the focus of our CLLS Family Literacy Service is the parent/caregiver who is an adult learner! Therefore, the outcome measured should be about them, rather than about their child(ren)! 

The Task Force then created a new goal, outcome and indicators for Family Literacy:
Community goal:  To break the intergenerational cycle of low literacy.

Program (CLLS) goal:  To provide coordinated adult literacy and early literacy services that encourage reading and library use in families that include low literate adults and their pre-school children.

Outcome: Adult learners who are parents or caregivers actively nurture early literacy development and the joy of reading in their children’s lives.

Indicators:
1. Adult learners who are parents or caregivers share books or read with their child(ren) as one of five favorite activities for both adult and child and increase the frequency of this activity.

2. Adult learners who are parents or caregivers increase the number of times that they use oral language in play with their child(ren) by at least one time per day.

3. Adult learners who are parents or caregivers increase the number of times that they visit the library with their child(ren) by at least one time per month.
Survey Development and the "Self-Report" Issue

Carla Lehn, of the State Library Literacy Team, and Rhea Rubin, nationally known consultant on outcomes measures, then rewrote the survey so that it collected information on the adult learner’s progress toward the outcome. This new survey has one main question for each of the three indicators and was written to be clear and understandable for the adult learner interviewees, and easy for the FFL program staff to report to the State Library.

The FFL program directors had expressed concern about using self-report by the learners as the method. Specifically, they felt that learners might see the interview as a judgment on their parenting skills and therefore overestimate the number and frequency of their activities with their child(ren). We wanted to identify the type of question that would make learners the least defensive in their responses. 

So, Rhea and Carla met with a polling expert who told us that her firm (Harder and Harder) used direct questions with literacy program participants and even with other sensitive issues such as sexual behavior with people with HIV. Her opinion is that people are more frank in their responses to surveys than we’d expect. She provided us with examples of surveys using direct questions, including those used by Even Start and First Five California. Survey instruments used by the American Library Association’s Preschool Literacy Initiative also uses direct questions.

Still we wanted to try to verify that direct questions would not embarrass adult learners into over-reporting their activities. So we decided to do a small pilot test using both direct and indirect questions. The Solano County Library’s Literacy Program agreed to implement a pilot test of direct and indirect survey questions.  Participants were all interviewed about their experiences with the direct and indirect questions. After analyzing the pilot test responses and the interviewees comments, we concluded from the test that the direct questions were the best approach, and would give us the information needed.
