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Two-thirds of students who cannot read proficiently by the end of fourth grade will end up in jail or on welfare. Over 70 
percent of America’s inmates cannot read above a fourth-grade level.

Nearly 85 percent of the juveniles who face trial in the juvenile court system are functionally illiterate, proving that there 
is a close relationship between illiteracy and crime. More than 60 percent of all inmates are functionally illiterate.

Fifty-three percent of fourth graders admitted to reading recreationally “almost every day,” while only 20 percent of eighth 
graders could say the same. 

Seventy-five percent of Americans who receive food stamps perform at the lowest two levels of literacy, and 90 percent of 
high school dropouts are on welfare.

Teenage girls ages sixteen to nineteen who live at or below the poverty level and have below-average literacy skills are six 
times more likely to have children out of wedlock than the girls their age who can read proficiently.

Reports show that low literacy directly costs the health care industry over $70 million every year.

Nationally, first  graders from low-income families have 50 percent smaller vocabularies than their peers from higher-
income families.

Sources: Online MBA. (2014). Understanding illiteracy infographic. Degree Scout. Used with permission.
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Over 60 percent of low-income families have no children’s books in the home. 

There are some really interesting pieces of data in this excerpt from an interview with Linda Darling-Hammond. You might 
consider giving this passage to one group and ask them to make sense of what she is saying here: http://bit.ly/2kvwXsw

With that very high poverty rate, our average scores on international tests look a little above the average in reading, 
about at the average in science and somewhat below the average in math, and a lot has been made out of that in 
the United States. But in fact, students in American schools where fewer than 10 percent of the students live in 
poverty actually are number one in the world in reading. Students in schools with up to 25 percent of kids living 
in poverty would rank number three in the world in reading, and even schools with as many as 50 percent of kids 
in poverty scored well above the averages in the OECD nations—which is mostly the European and some Asian 
nations. Our teachers are doing something very right in terms of educating kids to high levels in much more chal-
lenging circumstances than children face in other countries. The place where we really see the negative effects 
are in the growing number of schools with concentrated poverty, where more than 75 percent of children are poor. 
And there—the children in those schools score at levels that are near those of developing countries, with all the 
challenges that they face.

In response to this statement, the interviewer says:

Let’s talk about how this dynamic works. I can see at least two ways: you’d expect poor kids to have problems with 
preparation rising directly from being poor, and you’d also expect them to go to schools with fewer resources.

What do you think of these explanations?

Sources for this lesson: “11 facts” (n.d.); Holland and Darling-Hammond (2013); Lauer (2010); “Understanding illiteracy” (n.d.).
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