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Hist ory and  Operat ion 

The Read Out Loud (ROL) Hotline was 
launched in August 2005, with the goal of 
providing residents of the District of 
Columbia detailed and constantly updated 
information about adult education programs 
in the DC metro area. Residents are able to 
access information about programs by 
calling the Hotline (1-866-READ-OUT), or by 
accessing an on-line database. The database 
that was developed for this project is a very 
sophisticated mySQL/PHP application which 
can be used to track very specific detail 
about the type and number of classes being 
offered in the city at any given timeÑ
provided, of course, that this information is 
shared with ROL. 

Because a full-time coordinator was 
assigned to manage this hotline, it has been 
possible to proactively build relationships 
with programs and encourage them to share 
this data with us. As a result, the ROL 
database has the most comprehensive and 
up-to-date database of adult literacy 
program information that exists in the city to 
our knowledge. This accomplishment should 
not be underestimated, as it is requires that 
the programs see value in sharing this 
information, and that they have acquired a 
certain level of trust and comfort with the 
hotline coordinator.  

When an individual calls the Hotline, 
the Hotline Coordinator answers the phone 
and collects some basic information from the 
caller/learner, such as:  name, age, type of 
class(es) requested, last grade completed in 
school, location (quadrant), zip code, first 
language, and how the caller/learner heard 
about the Hotline. This information is 
obtained in a conversational styleÑ an 
approach that was recommended by literacy 
hotline coordinators in other parts of the 
country. There is a standardized form that is 
used to collect this data. However, not all 
callers are willing to share all of the 
information requested. Based on the 
conversation, the Hotline Coordinator 
searches for relevant programs using the on-
line database. This database not only 
contains information about organizations 
and the classes they offer, but also divides 
the organizations by location or quadrant 
(NW, NE, SW, SE).  The Hotline Coordinator 
refers the caller/learner to organizations 
(usually no more than three) that are 
offering programs matching their individual 
needs.  The caller/learner is also provided 
with information about registration dates, 
requirements, fees (if any), and a general 
overview of the programs offered by that 
particular organization. 
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At a later date, the same caller/learner 
receives a follow-up call to confirm whether 
or not the caller/learner was able to register 
for a class or if he/she is still looking for 
information. In mid-2005, the hotline 
coordinator started sending e-mails to 
literacy program coordinators to alert them 
that callers/learners who requested 
information about or were referred to their 
organization. This contact is conducted so 
that programs can be prepared when 
callers/learners contact them directly. 

A similar process is used for those 
contacting the hotline looking for volunteer 
opportunities. The one difference being that, 
with the callers permission, volunteers are 
placed on a list that is periodically shared 
with programs. Programs may then 
proactively contact potential volunteers from 
that list themselves. 

The Martin Luther King Memorial 
Library also runs a literacy helpline. The ROL 

hotline coordinator at D.C. LEARNs forwards 
all of the information they receive about 
program offerings to the library helpline 
coordinator. Also, because the ROL program 
database is entirely accessible online, the 
library helpline coordinator can access ROL 
program data at any time via the Web. 

Once the initial, broad-based ROL 
outreach campaign was completed in 
September/October of 2004, the hotline 
coordinator shifted his attention to 
marketing the service to agencies that are 
likely to come in contact with potential adult 
learners, encouraging them to provide 
information or to assist clients in using the 
hotline. This was done by personal visits and 
presentations by the ROL coordinator. It 
should be noted that the ROL coordinator 
had very limited supplies of ROL material to 
distribute during these visits.  A list of those 
agencies is available in Appendix A. 

Looking at  t he Fi rst  YearÕs Incoming Cal ls: Int roduct ion  

In order to fully review the Read Out 
Loud Hotline, one must first think about 
the program conceptually. Every day, the 
hotline operator takes numerous calls and 
information from six major categories of 
people:  

1. People looking for general information 
about ROL,  

2. People looking for GED and other 
classes,  

3. People calling on behalf of others,  

4. People seeking volunteer opportunities,  

5. People seeking employment 
opportunities, and  

6. People who choose to leave little to no 
information.  

In data collection, one of the first rules 
in developing a proper model is that 
categories should not be included for simple 
mathematical reasons; hence, we must 
examine the demographics of the callers and 
decide who truly belongs in our data set. It is 
clear that people looking for classes 
themselves, people who are calling for 
others, and people looking for volunteer 
opportunities, are all conceptually related to 
the hotline because they are at the core why 
Read Out Loud exists.  

On the other hand, we believe that 
people seeking employment opportunities, 
those seeking general information about 
ROL, and people who leave no or improper 
information are not conceptually connected 
to the purposes of the hotline and should 
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not be included in the overall assessment of 
the hotline. Therefore, we have left these 
numbers in the overall raw count of calls 
received, but decided to leave those 
numbers out of the more detailed analysis.  

The total number of calls received 
between August of 2004 and July of 2005 

totaled 1692. To understand that number 
better, we looked at annual call data from 
literacy hotlines in other cities, including 
those where a similar broad-based 
outreach campaign was used to encourage 
residents to use the hotline.

Cal ls t o t he Hot l ine and  visi t s t o t he Websi t e  

The following are our initial 
assessments of the past year of calls to ROL. 
Our analysis of that data was augmented 
by conversations and insights supplied by 
the ROL coordinator and D.C. LEARNs staff. 

 As noted above, the overall number of 
calls totaled 1692 between August of 
2004 and July of 2005.  

 85 people found information on classes 
through the Read Out Loud Website. 

 149 Volunteers found information on 
Read Out Loud through the Website. 

 63% of calls to the hotline were made in 
the first three months when ROL 
advertising was at its strongest. 

 While most people could not provide 
ROL with information on where they 
heard about ROL, 298 of callers who did 
provide information (or 19% of all 
callers) claimed to have heard about 
ROL on TV. 

 68% of the callers were learners looking 
for opportunities; 14% were relatives or 
friends calling for potential learners, 
and 7% were people seeking general 
information about ROL. 

 45% of all callers contacted the ROL 
hotline for information on GED 
programs. ÒNo info providedÓ, Òother,Ó 
and Ògeneral infoÓ constituted 17% of 
total calls (the third highest percentage 
of Òwhy people calledÓ). 

 This 17% makes up parts of the model 
that we think should be excluded from 
our analysis due to a lack of a conceptual 
relationship to the purpose of ROL, as 
mentioned above. 

 The majority of calls received were from 
within the District. However, 27%Ñ more 
than a quarter of the callsÑ were from 
either MD or VA. Callers from Maryland, in 
fact, made up almost 20% of the 
calls.iiThis is not surprising as ROL was a 
broad based campaign; Metro, radio, and 
TV advertisements clearly were accessible 
to residents living outside of the District. 

 The number of callers contacting ROL 
does not come close to matching the 
estimated number of residents needing 
some form of literacy help. However, as 
noted above, we are not suggesting that 
the estimated need is necessarily 
overstated. First, we assume that some of 
those people seeking services contact 
programs directly, or contact the library, 
which also has a literacy helpline. 
Secondly, we assume that the actual 
demand for services will always be a 
considerably smaller subset of those 
people who likely need such services. 
There are a number of factors that 
combine to discourage people from 
seeking adult literacy services other than 
lack of information about programs, such 
as: lack of time to take classes; lack of 
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conveniently located services; lack of 
awareness of oneÕs low literacy skills, 
conflicting priorities, fear of the stigma 
associated with being labeled Òilliterate,Ó 

negative past experiences in other 
educational settings, negative self-
esteem, and simple lack of interest or 
motivation.

Recommendat ions 

 Although the data is limited on the 
subject, it does appear that radio and 
television and other non-print methods 
of outreach were the most effective 
tools in the outreach campaign. On the 
other hand, the data also suggests that 
a broad-based electronic media 
campaign will attract a significant 
number of non-D.C. resident callers. 

 The spike in call volume during the 
months when ROL advertising was at its 
strongest is not surprising. 
Consideration should be given to 
timing future advertising blitzes with 
programsÕ enrollment periods, such as 
late August/Early September. 

 The call data also suggests that some 
kind of working agreement between 
surrounding states/counties (especially 
Maryland) regarding outreach/referrals 
may prove useful, since one quarter of 
the calls are coming outside of D.C. 

 In addition, marketing via other 
agencies and community sites (such as 
those related to health, immigration, 
housing, etc.) appears to be promising, 
but there is currently insufficient data 
to determine whether it is actually 
attracting more callers to the hotline. A 
follow up procedure with those 
agencies needs to be established, so 

that when an agency refers a 
constituent to ROL, that referral is 
communicated to the hotline operator. 
In addition, sufficient ROL materials 
should be made available to the ROL 
coordinator. Finally, due to the social 
stigma associated with Òilliteracy,Ó 
consideration needs to be given to 
providing strategies to the staff at these 
locations on addressing the literacy 
issue with their clients/community 
members. 

 The number and types of calls made to 
the libraryÕs helpline should be 
evaluated in order to better understand 
the impact of the ROL campaign. 

 However, overall, hotline/helpline calls 
alone are insufficient to determine a 
credible demand figure for literacy 
services in D.C. 

 If the primary goal is to attract larger 
numbers of new learners to adult 
literacy programs, future campaigns 
should consider, in addition to broad-
based awareness efforts, strategies for 
addressing the personal and social 
issues noted above (motivation, stigma, 
etc.) that discourage adults from 
enrolling in programs. Consulting with 
community-based partners located in 
areas where the need is greatest may be 
an effective strategy in this regard.  

 

                                                 
i Cesar Watts, D.C. LEARNs Hotline Coordinator, and Jeff Carter, D.C. LEARNs Executive Director, assisted with this report. 
ii At the beginning of the campaign, MD and VA callers were referred to hotlines in their respective states. Later, the ROL 
coordinator decided to collect some specific information about programs in MD (PG and Montgomery County) and VA, and 
is now able to refer many callers from these states directly to programs. 


