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Commmunity--Based LLiteracy NNeeds Asssessme nt 

A Literaccy Needs Asssessment is a planning ttool used to ddetermine thhe gap betweeen a 
communnity’s currentt literacy cappacity and itss goals.  It taakes stock off what servicces are availaable 
and how well they arre working.  TThe needs asssessment a also helps a ccommunity ddetermine itts 
unmet litteracy needss. It should pprovide infoormation andd analysis off the literacyy landscape ffrom 
a social, ddemographiic, economicc, and educattional perspeective. This informationn can then bee 
utilized tto inform thee developmeent of a compprehensive ccommunity-bbased literaccy plan that 
capitalizees on the commmunity’s r esources andd addresses identified nneeds in an e ffort to raisee 
literacy aachievementt across the ccommunity. 

An Overrview of thhe Needs Asssessment Process 

Before deeveloping annd completinng a needs asssessment too inform thee planning wwork, the 
Communnity Literacy team will crraft a literacyy vision for ttheir commuunity and wiill draft literaacy 
goals for their comprrehensive plaan. These stteps will helpp to guide thhe needs ass essment proocess. 
After connducting the needs assesssment, the tteam can usee the informmation to refiine goals andd 
develop aa plan.  Memmbers of the Communityy Literacy Teeam can deveelop and admminister the 
needs asssessment, annd may wantt to seek inpput and assis stance from oother commmunity partneers 
with expeertise in literracy. 

The first step in craftting a needs assessment is to decide what informmation wouldd be useful tto 
collect. OOnce that is determined , methods foor collecting the informaation can be considered 
along witth deciding wwho within tthe communnity can provvide the info rmation.  Onnce the 
informattion has beenn collected, iit can be anaalyzed and u sed to informm goal settinng and plan 
developmment.  Detaills about howw to engage inn each of thee parts of th e needs asseessment proccess 
are descrribed here. 
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Step 1: 	What doess our team need to knnow? 

In order to plan whatt is best for yyour commuunity, you wiill need to taake action inn response too the 
followingg questions: 

1.	 WWhat do wee need to leearn aboutt literacy inn our commmunity? 

Actionn: Using the expertise of literacy teamm members and other c ommunity 
partners, bbrainstorm tthe informattion the teamm wants to kknow and froom 
whom. Whhen brainstoorming, be suure to considder the six coomponents ofo 
comprehennsive planniing across thhe continuumm of birth too adulthood: 

 Leaderrship 

 Systemm-wide Commmitment andd Partnershiips 

 Standaards and Aliggned Curricuulum 

 Instrucction and Inntervention 

 Assesssment 

 Professional Learnning 

Actionn: Identify yoour communnity’s strengtths related t to literacy. 

Actionn: Identify alll literacy ch allenges faciing your commmunity. 

2. WWhere can this informmation be ffound? 

Actionn: Develop a list of the aggencies or orrganizationss that will haave this 
informatioon and their contacts. 

3. HHow will wee gather thhe informaation? 

Actionn: Determinee how informmation will bbe gathered. Match infoormation 
gathering methods (e. g. survey, foocus groups)) to the varioous 
groups/sources from wwhich it will  be collectedd. 

Actionn: Advertisinng the literaccy planning eeffort will heelp communnity memberrs be 
prepared tto receive a ssurvey or be  invited to a a focus groupp. 

4. WWho will gaather the innformationn? 

Actionn: Literacy teeam memberrs should divvide up the iinformationn gathering taasks.  
Consider eexperience oof team memmbers with paarticular infoformation 
gathering strategies ass well as knoowledge of particular auddiences.  
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5. WWho will annalyze and report thee findings? ? 

Actionn:  Based on the type of ddata collecteed, determinne who will aanalyze the 
informatioon. 

6. WWhat shoulld the finall report loook like? 

Actionn: Consider hhow the infoormation wil ll be present ed in a way tthat is 
supportivee to the plannning processs and whichh is easy to unnderstand. 

7. HHow will wee use this aassessmennt and analyysis? 

Actionn: The findinngs from the Communityy Literacy Neeeds Assessmment shouldd 
guide the ggoal setting and planninng process. 

Actionn: The informmation colleccted may alsso be helpfull in writing ggrants to obttain 
funding foor plan impleementation 

Step 2: What sourrces of infoormation sshould we aaccess? 

Your teamm will want to collect infformation/ddata from a wwide range oof sources.  TThis is one off the 
reasons iit is importannt to have a diverse grouup of particippants.  Yourr team will wwant to gatheer 
informattion about wwhat is currenntly happeniing (or not hhappening) tthat supportss the six 
componeents of compprehensive liiteracy plannning across tthe birth-aduult continuuum. 

 LLeadership 

 Syystem-wide Commitmennt and Partnnerships 

 Standards annd Aligned Cuurriculum 

 Innstruction annd Interventtion 

 AAssessment 

 Professional LLearning 

Additionnally, you willl want to expplore the efffectiveness oof these serviices and actiivities by 
collectingg specific daata. The folloowing are souurces of dataa you may wwant to collecct from speciific 
groups: 

Early Chhildhood EEducators 

 EEnd of preschhool assessmment informaation 

 NNumber and//or percent oof children rreceiving CDDS (special n eeds) servicees 

 NNumber and//or percent oof teachers wwith associattes, bachelorrs, or masterrs in early 
chhildhood eduucation 
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K-12 Teachers & AAdministraators 

 KKindergartenn entry data ffrom screeniings 

 LLiteracy assesssment scorees at the endd of each graade 

 NNumber or peercent of chiildren who wwere proficieent, needed aadditional help, or requiired 
inntensive insttruction in reelationship tto literacy acchievement mmeasures 

 Percentage off students reeceiving speccial educatioon and Engliish Languagee Learner 
seervices 


 Poverty rates for school ssystem
 

 NNECAP scorees at 4th, 8thh, and 11th grrades
 

 HHigh school ggraduation rrates 


 School Attenddance rates 


 CCollege attenddance rate
 

Higher Educationn Faculty & Administrrators 

 Percent of stuudents who nneed remediial English ccourses 


 Percent of stuudents who ddo not compplete degreess and why
 

Local Governmennt 

 UUnemploymeent rates 

 Inncarcerationn rates 

 EEarnings dataa 

 CCensus data: 

- Numbber of years oof schooling. 

- Numbber of peoplee who speak a language oother than EEnglish, 

- Numbber of commmunity membbers born ou utside the USS. 

Commuunity Agenccies/Healthh Care 

 LLiteracy proggrams availabble, populatiions served & data on suuccess 

 CCivic organizaations and s ervices provvided 

 “RRaising Readders” and otther health ccare based litteracy initiattives availabble, level of 
participation,, and data onn success 

Businesss Leaders 

 Percent of woorkers who rrequire literaacy supportss and methodds of supplyiing that support 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment  4 



b

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

K-12 

Step 3: From whoom do we ccollect the iinformatioon we needd? 

Althoughh this will vary among coommunities,  the followinng is a samp le list of pottential 
groups/inndividuals wwho might bee involved inn a commun nity needs asssessment annd their spheeres 
of influennce: 

Early Chhildhood 	  Communnity memberrs not enrollled in 

 FFamily child ccare 

 CCenter-basedd child care (for-profit, 
non-profit, && faith-basedd) 


 Public Pre-K
 

 HHead Start
 

 HHome visitors 


 Superintendeent(s)
 

 Principals 


 LLiteracy specialists
 

 CCurriculum ccoordinators
 

 TTeachers
 

 Parents
 

Adult Liiteracy 

	 AAdult literacyy/Adult educcation 

 FFamily literaccy 


 Senior literaccy 


Higher Educationn 

	 2 & 4 year collleges-facultty, students, 
addministratioon 

Commuunity Membbers 

 RRefugee & Immmigrant poppulation 
leeaders 

 NNative Ameriican populattion leaders 

 AArts and cultuure-museumms, galleries 

 LLocal newspaapers or meddia 

 Potential fundders-philantthropic 
organizationss, local businnesses  

	 CCommunity mmembers enrrolled in 
literacy progrrams 

programms 

Loccal Governmment 

	 Mayor 

 Town Coouncil repressentatives 

 School CCommittee 

 Social Seervices-DHHHS, foster caare 

 Correctioonal programms 

Commmunity AAgencies/HHealth Caree 

 Pediatriccians and fammily practice 
providerrs 

 Public heealth nursess 

 Salvationn Army
 

 Goodwilll 


 Regionall United Waay 


 Library
 

 Lions Cluub 


 Rotary CClub  


 Elks Clu b 


Bussiness 

	 Chambeer of Comme rce 

 Local buusiness leadeers (small orr 
large) 

 Technoloogy/computter businessees & 
training programs 

	 Workforrce investmeent system-loocal 
training sites 

Reliigious insttitutions 

	 Churchees 

	 Synagoggues 

	 Mosquess 
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Step 4: How do wwe gather thhe informaation we neeed? 

There aree four majorr methods foor gathering informationn when conduucting a neeeds assessmeent. 

1. OOnline or wriitten questioonnaires or ssurveys 

2. LLocal data co llection 

3. OOral interviewws (in personn or by phonne) 

4. FFocus groupss 

The Guidde to Performmance Manaagement forr Communityy Literacy CCoalitions prrovides in-deepth 
informattion on usingg surveys andd questionn aires.  This gguide can bee obtained att: 
http://linncs.ed.gov/ppublications//pdf/NIFLCCommunityLLiteracyRepoort.pdf. 

Sample ssurveys and ffocus group questions arre included iin the Appenndix. 

Communnity Assessmment Tools frrom Rotary IInternationaal has more ssuggestions and details oon 
the varioous ways to ccollect commmunity informmation, whicch can be appplied to the literacy nee ds 
assessmeent: http://wwww.rotary..org/ridocumments/en_pddf/605c_enn.pdf. 

Step 5: How do wwe analyze aand organiize our datta? 

After colllecting inforrmation, it wwill need to bbe analyzed.  This can bee accomplishhed by team 
memberss with particcular experti se related too the types off informatioon collected.  Teams migght 
also conssider securinng a researchher or consulltant to assisst them withh this analysiis, dependinng on 
the amouunt and detaail of the dataa collected. 

Once infoormation co llected in th e needs asseessment is annalyzed, it wwill be helpfuul to organiz e it 
in a manner that willl enable the tteam to use it for refininng goals andd constructinng the plan. Your 
team mayy want to organize usingg the six critiical componnents found iin Literacy ffor ME: Maiine’s 
Comprehhensive Statee Literacy PPlan and devvelop a chart  around eachh sphere of iinfluence or 
stakeholdder cluster ( e.g. early chhildhood, schhool age, higgher educatioon, communnity providerrs, 
etc.).  Tabbles 1 and 2 (page 7) aree examples aare of organizzational struuctures.  Tabble 1 is set upp to 
focus on six componeents as they apply to sphheres of influuence.  Tablee 2 is designned up to 
compare informationn across sph eres of influ ence againstt one compoonent.  Thesee can be
modifiedd for spheress of influencee and compoonents. 
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Table 1:: Sphere off Influencee: Early Chhildhood Edducators 

Literacyy for ME CComponentt Evideence/Strenngths Challengees/Needs 

1. Strongg Leadership 

2. System 
Partne 

m-wide Com 
erships 

mitment & 

3. Standaards & Curriculum 

4. Instru ction & Inte rvention 

5. Assesssment 

6. Profes sional Learnning 

Table 2:: Literacy ffor ME Commponent: SStrong Leaadership 

Sphere of Influencce Evideence/Strenngths Challengees/Needs

Early Chiildhood Eduucators 

K-12 Eduucators 

Adult Litteracy 

Higher EEducation 

Communnity Memberrs 
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Resourcces 

The	 Literracy for ME Communityy‐Based	Neeeds	 Assessmment	was	deeveloped	byy utilizing	thhe	
following	resourcess.		These	ressources	conttain	 many	 hhelpful	toolss related	to	 needs	
assessment	tool	devvelopment	 aand	 may	be	useful	to	exxplore	as	a	 ccommunity‐based	literracy	
needs	 asssessment	iss being	consstructed. 

A Community Assesssment Guidee: A Brief Guuide on Howw to Conductt a Needs Asssessment 
http://wwww.luc.edu//curl/pdfs/AA_Communiity_Needs_AAssessment__Guide_.pdff 

A Quick GGuide to Commmunity Litteracy Needds Assessmennts 
http://wwww.nald.ca//library/learrning/sln/lit_needs_asssessments/li t_needs_asssessments.ppdf 

Communnity Assessmment Tools – A Companiion Piece to CCommunitiees in Action:: A Guide to 
Effectivee Projects 
http://wwww.rotary.org/ridocumeents/en_pdff/605c_en.ppdf 

Communnity Literacyy Planning GGuide 
http://wwww.2010legaciesnow.coom/fileadminn/user_uplooad/Embracce_Learningg/PDF/LiteraacyN 
ow_Guidde.pdf 

The Guidde to Performmance Manaagement forr Communityy Literacy CCoalitions 
http://linncs.ed.gov/ppublications//pdf/NIFLCCommunityLLiteracyRepoort.pdf 
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Appenddix 

Sample questions  for a survey for orgaanizations that provi ide literacyy 
servicess/resourcees: 

1. LLogistical infoormation: 

OOrganization 

CChief Executiive Name 

MMailing Addrress 

Physical Addrress 

CCity/Town 

State 

2. 501(c3) status? Yes/No 

3. TType of Literaacy Services 

HHome Visitinng 

EEarly Childhoood (Birth too 5 years 
olld) 

HHomework HHelp 

Subject Tutorring 

LLiteracy Testiing 

OOut-of-schoool 

YYouth Literaccy Programs 

LLearning Disaability Assesssment 

LLearning Disaability Tutorring 

AAdult Basic RReading and Writing 
(AABE) Basic MMath 

EELL Instructiion 

Zip Codee 

Phone 

Literacy Program Cooordinator 
Name/PPosition 

E-mail 

Website 

provided (s elect all thatt apply): 

Vocationnal English ffor Speakers of 
Other Laanguages (VESOL) 

Native LLanguage Litteracy  

Volunteeer Tutoring LLiteracy for 
Incarcerrated Youth AAdults 

GED Insstruction/Teest Preparatiion 

GED Tessting On-Sitee 

Workplaace Literacy Citizenship

Parent EEducation  

Family LLiteracy 

Health LLiteracy 

Financiaal Literacy 

Computeer Literacy 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment  9 
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4.	 AApproximately how manyy clients did your organiization proviide literacy sservices to inn the 
past fiscal yeaar? 

5.	 DDoes your orgganization pprovide literaacy services aat the physiccal address pprovided in 
QQuestion 1, orr at other loccations? 

OOn site only On siite and at othher locationss Otherr locations oonly 

6.	 Iff literacy services are proovided at othher locationss, please list  the locationns where liteeracy 
seervices are pprovided. 

7.	 WWhat percenttage of your staff involveed in literacyy initiatives hhold approppriate 
ceertification ffor their rolees? 

8.	 Iff your organ ization requuires a pre-teest for new cllients to det ermine theirr baseline 
literacy levelss prior to recceiving servi ces, please ddescribe youur pre-test prrocedure, 
inncluding types of assessmments used. If you do noot use pre-teests, please ddescribe the 
mmetrics or meeasurementss you use. 

9.	 Please describbe the trackiing system oor database tthat your ageency uses to  evaluate thee 
suuccess of youur program. 

10. WWhich of the following fuunding sourcces did your literacy servvices receivee in the last fiscal 
yeear? (Select all that applly) 

FFoundations or Corporations (please Foundattions (e.g. coommunity 
list by name) foundatiion, corporatte, United WWay) 

LLocal Governnment (e.g. CCommunity Individuual Donors 
BBlock Grant) 

Events/FFundraising 
Public Schoolls 

Other (pplease specifyy) 
State Governmment (pleasee specify) 

FFederal Goveernment (e.g. Workforce 
Innvestment AAct I or II) 

11.	 DDescribe the external facttors in your literacy orgaanization thaat affect provision of liteeracy 
seervices, yourr thoughts onn collaborat ion, and youur recommenndations forr change. 

12. DDescribe the iinternal facttors in your oorganizationn that affect provision off literacy 
seervices, yourr thoughts onn collaborat ion, and reccommendatioons for channge. 

13. Please enter tthe name of each organizzation you ppartner with and, if appliicable, the nname 
off any grants that jointly fund that coollaborative eeffort. If youu do not colllaborate withh 
anny organizattions, simplyy write N/A. 

14. Please define  the literacy need(s) youur organizatiion addressees, the level oof need that
exxists, and yoour capacity to meet thatt need. 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment	 10 
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Sample questions  for a focuss group suurvey (Childdren and YYouth):  

1.	 CCurrent literaacy habits: 

WWhat are youu reading righht now/whaat’s the last thhing you reaad? 

Iss/was it for sschool or forr pleasure? 

WWhat are youu writing currently/whatt was the lastt thing you wwrote? 

Iss/was it for sschool or pleeasure? 

DDo you have ttime to talk about what yyou are readding, writingg, or learningg about withh your 
cllassmates? 

2.	 WWhat kinds oof materials ddo you read??  [show of hhands for eacch choice] 

BBooks? Magaziness (which onees)? Neewspapers (wwhich ones)?? 

OOnline?  Other (ask theem to specifyfy)? 

3.	 a. Do you see  your parentts or siblingss read? 

- What do theey read? - Do theyy encourage you to read?? 

b. Do you seee your parentts or siblingss writing? 


- What do theey write? - Do theyy encourage you to writee? 


4.	 HHow do you ffeel about reading? 

5.	 HHow do you ffeel about wrriting? 

6.	 OOn a scale of 1-10, how mmuch do you like to read?? 

7.	 OOn a scale of 1-10, how mmuch do you like to writee? 

8.	 Iss reading or writing (eveer) fun? Whyy or why not? 

9.	 WWhat do you like to read//write aboutt? 

10. WWhat don’t yoou like to reaad/write aboout? 

11.	 AAre there timmes when youu find readinng difficult? 

WWhat makes iit difficult? 

12. DDo you think reading andd writing aree important?? Why? 

13. HHow does reaading you doo today affec t your futuree? 

14. Iff you were too design a reeading or wriiting programm, what wouuld it be likee? 

15. HHow would you convincee your friends to come? 

16. WWhat would mmake you waant to read oor write mor re? I would rread more iff... 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment  11 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample questions  for a focuss group suurvey (pareents): 

1.	 HHow importaant is readingg to your chiild’s success ? Why? 

2.	 HHow importaant is writingg to your chilld’s success?? Why? 

3.	 HHow are yourr children dooing with reaading and wrriting? 

a.	 What do they like  to read andd write?   

b.	 Are thhey making ssteady progrress as readeers and writeers? 

c.	 What motivates o r encouragees your child to read? 

d.	 What are the barrriers or thinggs that keep them from rreading or wwriting more ? 

4.	 WWhat are the most imporrtant things pparents can do to help thheir childrenn with readinng 
annd writing? 

5.	 Iss there anythhing that keeeps parents ffrom helpingg their childdren with reaading and 
wwriting? 

6.	 AAre there thinngs schools oor childcare programs caan do to bettter work witth parents onn 
asspects of liteeracy like reaading, writinng, speaking g, and listeni ng (e.g., bettter 
coommunication about your child’s prrogress, wheere/how you can get helpp, what they’’re 
exxpected to kknow and be able to do inn their curreent grade, aftfter-school programs, etcc.)? 

7.	 HHow can our community help childreen to be exceellent readerrs and writerrs? 

8.	 WWhat supportts can neigh bors, friendss, and commmunity organnizations proovide to ensuure 
yoour child’s s uccess with reading andd writing? 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment	 12 
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Sample questions  for a focuss group suurvey (adullt English l anguage leearners): 

1.	 WWhat do you read (any laanguage) for fun? 


BBooks Magaziness Newwspapers Internet
 

2.	 WWhat do you read in Engllish for fun?? 

3.	 WWhen is readding (Englishh) fun and ennjoyable? Whhat do you liike to read aabout? 

4.	 WWhen is readding (Englishh) particularlly difficult? WWhat are th e barriers thhat keep youu 
frrom learningg English or make it diffiicult? 

5.	 WWhat life expperiences havve affected yyour ability t o read and wwrite? 

6.	 WWhat servicess do you usee now to impprove your reeading, writiing, speakingg, and listenning? 

7.	 HHow could thhose be channged to work better for yoou? 

8.	 AAre there othher organizattions in the ccity that youu wish wouldd offer literaccy services? 
(pprobe) 

9.	 Iff you were too start a neww reading andd writing proogram for peeople like yoou (your friennds 
annd family), wwhat would iit be like? WWhere would it be held? WWhen? Whaat type of 
acctivities wouuld it involvee? 

Commmunity-Bassed Needs Asssessment	 13 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Sample questions  for a focuss group suurvey (commmunity-baased organiizations, 
teacherrs, librarianns, etc.): 

1.	 WWhat externaal factors aree affecting litteracy levels s of children,, youth and aadults in ourr 
coommunity? 

2.	 HHow do you tthink we cann best addresss these factoors as a commmunity? 

3.	 WWhat are the greatest inteernal streng ths of your aagency in adddressing thee literacy neeeds 
off your targetted learners?? 

4.	 WWhat are the greatest inteernal challennges your aggency faces i n addressingg the literacyy 
needs of yourr targeted leaarners? 

5.	 WWhat are youur issues, if aany with: 

Paid Staff (e.gg. recruitingg qualified staff, skills traaining or staaff developmment) 

VVolunteers (ee.g. recruitinng, qualificattions, hiring,, training, ettc.) 

6.	 DDo you have qquality standdards/best ppractices in pplace? If so, give some e xamples? 

7.	 HHow does youur agency mmeasure learnner outcome s for funderss or for yourr boards? 

8.	 DDo you currenntly have thee capacity too accept morre learners inn your progrrams/servicees? 

9.	 DDo you see innter-agency ccollaborationn as possiblee and desirabble? What mmight be the 
positive outcoomes of suchh collaboratiion? What mmight be the challenges? 

10. WWhat suggesttions do you have about how to betteer support aand enhance literacy for 
chhildren, you th, and adullts? 

11. Iff you could aaccomplish oone thing to promote greeater literacyy levels, whaat would it be? 
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