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research: illiteracy

impacts
Low levels of  literacy influence gross national income as 
well as income inequality. According to the Department 
of  Education, 54% of  U.S. adults read below a sixth-
grade level. This is a significant number because literacy 
is correlated with personal income, employment levels, 
health, and overall economic growth. Literacy is just one 
of  the aspects of  education that have decreased across the 
population.

The result is a lack ofactive and informed members of  
society, large-scale political disengagement, aggregated 
economic loss in the form of  suppressed GDP, 
greater dependency on social welfare programs, and
higher incarceration costs.

causes
Environmental factors such as low exposure to literature or 
language barriers can also limit reading success.

Teachers may not receive explicit instruction on how to 
teach reading skills, and existing reading curricula often do 
not align with the current science on how students learn.

recognition
Illiteracy is recognized around the world as a significant 
social issue with programs targeted to specific populations 

International Literacy Day

8 September 2022

Transforming literacy learning spaces
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around the world receiving funding through USAID and 
UNESCO. Within the United States, the Department of  
Education has the lead in terms of  standardization and 
development, but private organizations bring resources to the 
table for specific programming targeted to regions and age 
groups.

Barbara Bush Foundation
“Literacy is the key to solving everything.” is the tagline on 
the homepage of  the Barbara Bush Foundation. This speaks 
to literacy as a foundation for issues such as healthcare, 
poverty, incarceration, political divisiveness, and weakened 
communities.

approaches
The two main approaches to relieving illiteracy in the U.S. can 
be simplified to child-focused or adult-focused. While both 
are critical to success, many of  the Bush Foundation’s work 
is done looking at overall communities with an emphasis on 
adult literacy. 

School age curriculum development and teacher training is 
critical, but there are more barriers in terms of  educational 
bureacracy.
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research: Pearson’s Project Literacy

Project Literacy, from 2016, was a global cam-
paign founded and convened by Pearson, the 
FTSE 100 publishing company, dedicated to 
building partnerships and driving action that puts 
reading and writing within everyone’s reach. 

Pearson engaged FCB Inferno to create a cam-
paign that would raise awareness of  the scale, se-
verity and consequences of  illiteracy, to push illit-
eracy higher on the political agenda, and for the 
United Nations to make illiteracy a target within 
the sustainable development goals and that by 
2030 no child will be born at risk of  illiteracy.

Use the building blocks of  reading and writing, 
the ABCs, to demonstrate the link between 
illiteracy and 26 major problems facing the  
world today.

The campaign consisted of  a website, social 
media advertisements, and a 90-second film as 
well as celebrity endorsements and several live 
“spelling bee” events.

Of  note on the social media portion of  the cam-
pain, each letter of  the alphabet linked to its own 
social issue, had a dedicated Instagram account 
featuring content on the relevant topic, allowing 
users to discover each letter of  the ‘Alphabet of  
Illiteracy’ natively on the platform. Key social 
influencers, such as those close to literacy and 
sustainable development and a number of  high 

profile partners, are being engaged to add their 
voices to the campaign.

The  90 second film reworks the 1948 hit ‘A you’re 
Adorable’ with a harrowing narrative, clashing the 
emotions you remember from learning the ABCs 
with some of  the world’s gravest issues. Each letter 
is represented with hand crafted sculptures by Wil-
fred Wood, known for his satirical work on Spitting 
Image, which have each been turned into three 
dimensional CGI models.

FCB Inferno Site:

https://www.fcbinferno.com/
work/case-studies/alpha-
bet-of-illiteracy/
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project brief: literacy

topic
Low levels of  literacy influence gross national income as 
well as income inequality. According to the Department 
of  Education, 54% of  U.S. adults read below a sixth-
grade level. This is a significant number because literacy 
is correlated with personal income, employment levels, 
health, and overall economic growth. Literacy is just one 
of  the aspects of  education that have decreased across the 
population.

objective
Our objective is to create a campaign in support of  the 
mission of  the Barbara Bush Foundation that will engage 
viewers to contribute to a cause that helps spread literacy 
through engagement. We are not targeting the non-reading 
public, but those who can support programs that address 
illiteracy. The call to action will be more personal than 
financial, even though the cost of  illiteracy to the U.S. GDP 
is significant.

schedule
Thu Class 2:  
 Project Brief

Tue Class 3:  
 Continue research 
 Develop vision board

Thu Class 4:  
 Develop design approaches 
 Pamphlet Thumbnails

Tue Class 5:  
 Pamphlet comps 
 Poster Thumbnails

Thu Class 6:  
 Finalize designs

Tue Class 7: 
 Final deliverables due 
 Final process book due

“This study translates into dollars and cents what the literacy field has known for decades: 
low literacy prevents millions of Americans from fully participating in our society 
and our economy as parents, workers and citizens,” said Robinson. “It lies at the core 
of  multigenerational cycles of  poverty, poor health, and low educational attainment, 
contributing to the enormous equity gap that exists in our country.”

https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2020/09/09/ 
low-literacy-levels-among-us-adults-could-be-costing-the-economy-22-trillion-a-

audience
The primary audience for this project will be people who 
can successfully read and want to help others achieve greater 
equity through literacy. They want  to influence literacy in 
their communities through the support of  more robust library 
programs, higher academic and school funding, and adult 
education programs.

deliverables      

Poster set

Magazine ad spread
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brainstorming

While brainstorming on the topic, it became clear that I 
wanted the message to be more hopeful and positive than 
shaming those who can’t read. 

When I initially thought about the topic, we talked about 
how dumb Americans have gotten. Through the research, 
I realized that much of  this stupidity is not the fault of  the 
individual, but the result of  a failing system. 

The links to cyclical poverty and broken communities was 
new to me, so I imagine that it might be new to other readers 
who might initially judge people who can’t read.
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concept

help me help myself
Looking at the issue of  literacy at a personal level, while 
highlighting the significant numbers affected. We’ll put a 
face on some of  the statistics and then make a call to action 
for help.

A Black female adult
A fourth grader in a crowded classroom
A teenager in a rural high school
A man in jail
A young adult working multiple jobs
A struggling parent

All are in high-risk groups when it comes to the epidemic of  
illiteracy and can lead to a discussion of  book deserts, access 
to adult education, the link to poverty cycles, the impact on 
national GDP, the relationship to incarceration rates and 
primary school education.

Deliverables:
• Set of  posters
• Printed two-page magazine ad

#breakawayfrompoverty
#spellingforsurvival
#wherearethebooks
#nevertoolatetolearn
#readingequalsopportunity
#wedeservebetterthanafourthgradelevel
#iamnotdumbiwanttolearn
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color & typography systems

Hex: #dcd731
RGB: 220/215/49
CMYK: 16.84/5.24/94.85/0

Hex: #7b8d1a
RGB: 123/141/26
CMYK: 28/0/100/42

Hex: #816c59
RGB: 129/108/89
CMYK: 45/50/83/15

Hex: #c59650
RGB: 197/150/80
CMYK: 22.6/40.7/79/2.15

Hex: #1b9d9d
RGB: 27/157/157
CMYK: 79/78/40/.5

Chainprinter

Aglet Slab Light

Brandon Grotesque Medium
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poster comps v1
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poster comps exploration
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poster revisions
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poster revisions
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poster revisions
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final posters
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magazine spread revisions
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magazine spread revisions


