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For the past year, I have served as the education advisor to the president's special envoy to Sudan, Gen. Scott Gration. While the horrific situation in the Darfur region of Sudan has garnered significant attention in the media over the past few years, much less is known about South Sudan's struggle for independence from the north. The past few months have been pivotal in that struggle.
After five decades of civil war between the north and south, and another five years spent under the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement, the people of South Sudan voted in a January referendum to determine if they wished to form a new, independent nation. Nearly 99 percent of those who voted chose to separate from the north, and on July 9, South Sudan will become the world's 193rd nation.
This new country will be faced with many challenges, not least of which will be the education of all of its citizens. Only 15 percent of the approximately 8 million people in the country are literate, making it the world's least educated nation.
A few weeks ago, I was in Juba, South Sudan's capital city. During a meeting, one of the officials from the country's Ministry of Education asked me how the United States eliminated illiteracy among its citizens. I was embarrassed to have to tell a representative of the newest, most underdeveloped nation in the world that the wealthiest nation in history still has an illiteracy problem.
 
* * * * * 
 
The 2005 National Assessment of Adult Literacy revealed that of the 222 million adults in this country, 93 million do not possess the level of literacy needed to enroll in college or job training that current and future jobs will require.
Thirty million of these scored at the "below basic" level, which means that the extent of their literacy skills includes only basic addition, signing their name, and reading and understanding short, simple documents. These people cannot comprehend an article in this newspaper or balance a checkbook. It is a staggering fact, and it is unacceptable.
Our state and federal elected officials emphasize the need for significantly more college credentials to be earned by adults, but few of those officials acknowledge or seriously address the widespread illiteracy in the country.
Here in Virginia, nearly 1 million adults never graduated from high school and still have not earned a diploma or GED certificate. In some counties, upwards of 45 percent of the adults are in this situation. Their prospects for participating in today's competitive work force and earning good wages are grim, to say the least.
It is not hyperbole to say that this is a crisis that impacts critical issues from crime and public health to economic development and the future vitality of the commonwealth. Yet, Congress and Virginia's General Assembly continue to underfund adult education. A 2008 report found that "Virginia ranks 37th nationally in state expenditure for adult education and literacy" and concluded that this simply "will not get it done."
 
* * * * * 
 
Last October, Gov. Bob McDonnell hosted a National Governor's Association forum here in Richmond that focused on getting more adults into college and job training. The final report from that event acknowledges the crucial role that Virginia's adult education and literacy system must play in reaching the governor's goal of 100,000 more college credentials by 2015 — but that system's resources are stretched exceedingly thin.
More than 1 million Virginians need adult education services, and the system serves approximately 30,000 students per year. We spend less than $200 per year per adult student. It's a wonder that any progress is made, but, in fact, Virginia's adult education system performs above the national averages in almost every federal performance measure.
Two examples of how this is accomplished with so few resources warrant attention from the decision-makers who wish to achieve the goals set forth in the report mentioned above.
For more than 25 years, the Virginia Literacy Foundation and the Virginia Department of Education's Office of Adult Education and Literacy (OAEL) have maintained a public-private partnership to address the illiteracy problem in Virginia. This is one of the only partnerships of its kind in the United States.
The foundation distributes private and public money to battle illiteracy in the commonwealth by issuing annual challenge grants to community-based literacy organizations. In the past quarter of a century, the foundation, through its partnership with the department, has helped to increase the number of nonprofit literacy organizations from 36 to more than 140.
At the state level, OAEL, in partnership with The Literacy Institute at Virginia Commonwealth University, has worked to grow the PluggedInVA model of integrated adult education and training. This innovative and successful model provides adult education students with the opportunity to earn a GED certificate while simultaneously gaining hands-on job skills and community college credits. Over the past two years, the initiative has expanded quickly in Southwest Virginia, and OAEL is preparing to fund additional classes in three more regions of the state.
 
* * * * * 
It was humbling to admit to my friends in South Sudan that, after 100 years of mandatory public education and billions of dollars spent on primary and secondary education, the U.S. is still home to millions of illiterate adult citizens.
 
The fact that so few resources and attention are directed to this issue is evidence that we as a country still fail to acknowledge what the government of South Sudan has already recognized in the earliest days of that country's birth. Namely, that we have a significant illiteracy problem.
My advice to officials in South Sudan has been to face the facts without prevarication and to focus their people, money and political will on addressing those facts.
The Virginia Literacy Foundation and the Virginia Department of Education have been doing this for years with our limited resources. If we have learned anything together, it is that ignoring the problem does nothing to solve it. I hope that the governor's recent forum is an indication that Virginia's business and political leaders are beginning to recognize this.
Mark E. Emblidge is director of The Literacy Institute at Virginia Commonwealth University and the Virginia Literacy Foundation. He is a former president of the Virginia Board of Education. Contact him at vlime@earthlink.net.
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