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C A L I F O R N I A V O I C E S

California Voices invites underrepresented audiences to share
their perspectives on the how to enhance California’s future.  
In addition to providing a fresh and frank look at the issues 
of ordinary people, the process of identifying and discussing
issues has been demonstrated to increase civic participation
among those least likely to be involved. This catalyzes new civic
capacity to address California’s challenges and opportunities.  

We invite you to use this report as a discussion guide to
reflect on your thoughts about these issues and engage others
in working together to make our state the best it can be.
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C A L I F O R N I A V O I C E S

California Voices is a nonpartisan project to encourage greater civic 
participation, particularly among those Californians who have been
underrepresented in the political process. The California State
Library partnered with the League of Women Voters of California
Education Fund and other organizations to:

• Increase civic engagement, especially among underserved
audiences, such as adult learners, new citizens and lower
income Californians.

• Give voice to the issues as experienced by underrepresented
audiences, adding a new and critical dimension to the issues
that are framed and presented by political campaigns and
major media.

• Foster two-way communication between underrepresented communities and the state’s
elected officials to promote greater understanding of the circumstances of each.

The California Voices project highlights the ongoing role of California’s public libraries in increasing informed
participation and a healthier civil society. Central to the project are the state library’s California Library
Literacy Services (CLLS) programs, which work to enable Californians of all ages to reach their literacy goals.
These learner-centered, volunteer-based programs are dedicated to empowering adult learners in all areas of
their lives – as workers, as parents, as community members and as lifelong learners. 

Adult learners in CLLS programs are diverse in terms of age, income and ethnicity, but have characteristics
common to many nonvoters: limited education, low to middle income and not growing up in a household
where voting and discussing public issues were the norm. Serving over 100,000 Californians each year, the
CLLS network of over 100 library-based literacy programs is an excellent channel to reach and connect
with nonvoters and less likely voters.

Addressing uneven representation
According to a 1994 State Adult Literacy Survey conducted by ETS, 40% of Californians read at an 8th
grade level or less (and this proportion has grown since then). Many Californians who have attended or
even completed high school still lack the literacy skills to read a newspaper or write a letter. Only 41% of
Californians with a high school education or less vote compared to 62% with a college degree. Only 12%
have written to an elected official.1

Only 41% of Californians with a high school education or less vote
compared to 62% with a college degree. Only 12% have written to
an elected official.

1 From The Ties that Bind: Changing Demographics and Civic Engagement in California; Public Policy Institute of California 2004
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project overview
Prior library-funded research with adult learners has shown that dialogue about issues they choose is effective in
increasing engagement among those who have felt excluded in the past. More information about this research
and the resulting voter involvement model is on page 20. California Voices is a constructive response to the
growing sentiment among thousands of citizens who feel distanced or disenfranchised by the political process.

How the project worked
On August 10, 2004 four libraries hosted regional forums:

• Corona Public Library

• Sacramento Public Library

• San Diego Public Library

• San Francisco Public Library
Adult students from each region participated in a 2-3 hour forum
that used a “History of the Future” format (adapted from the
Center for Applied Research in Philadelphia, PA). For the first
portion of the evening, in small groups, they envisioned what
California would be like in 2010 if it were once again a model 
for the best state to live in. They role-played being some of the
interviewees in 2010 who describe the 3-4 things that changed 
to make California a better place to live, and constructed scenarios
about how those changes occurred.  

After the local forums, over 100 participants across the four locations
were linked in the first ever learner-to-learner videoconference in
California. Adult learners shared their perspectives with each other
and collectively identified their common issues which serve as the
framework for this report:

• Health Care

• Education

• Transportation

• Housing

After the August 10, 2004 forum, CLLS programs across the state
were encouraged to invite their adult learners to write about these
issues. Several CLLS programs hosted issue workshops. The issue
worksheets they used are available at www.easyvoter.org.

The Questions 
We Asked
It is now the year 2010.
California has become a
great place to live.

• If you have everything
you want for your 
family and community,
what is it like to live 
in California in 2010?

•What were the most
important things that
happened in making
California a better 
place to live?

• How did these things
happen? 
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project overview

Impacts of the California Voices Statewide Townhall 
and Videoconference
For many adult learners, this was the first forum they had ever attended and the first time they had 
spoken in public about an issue they cared about. A major realization of the evening was that people who
have not been involved do have an important role in making the changes they want. Another theme was that
underrepresented Californians would like to have a different type of relationship with elected officials.

These notes from the local forum in Corona represented the sentiments of the other locations:

How did we get to this better California in 2010?

• Focusing on solutions – not just restating the problems

• Using the creativity and knowledge of all the people

How do we get government to make it a mandate that we develop this
kind of system?

• Start writing letters

• Register to vote

Politicians may pretend to listen and make lots of promises, but don’t 
follow through to get to the better California. They concentrate on the
problems that we have. Political leaders need to concentrate on solutions
and be willing to do the hard work needed to get to the solutions—and
be willing to put in the time. 

Citizens must stay active as well – we can’t just have a meeting and then
stop. We have to keep at it and watch what happens once it gets to the
politicians or behind closed doors – people must keep at it and become
a force to be reckoned with. Too often people express their needs and
opinions and it gets put into a paper or a speech but nothing gets done.

Education And Motivation Makes Everything Happen!

Corona Public Library Forum
RESULTS OF GROUP DISCUSSION
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health care
Did You Know?
•Where do people get health care? Six out of 

10 Americans get health care from their 
employers. Seniors can use Medicare. Californians with
low-income can use the Medi-Cal and Healthy Families
programs.About 5% buy private insurance.

• About 15% in the U.S. have no health care.These tend
to be people 18-44 and people in low-wage jobs 
without benefits.

• Health care costs have been going up about 7% each year. Experts say the main 
reasons are the high cost of prescription drugs and the fact that people are living
longer. On average, people now live 25 to 30 years longer than they did 100 years ago.

I am a Latina, a mother of three boys and an avid learner in an adult literacy 
program. I am an optimistic person and I have seen how health care in this
state has improved over time. However, the health care system today is still
challenged by an ever-increasing amount of people with special needs who
experience marginalization and opposition in this system. There are so many
without good health care. The elderly, people with disabilities and children are
the most vulnerable and suffer in all contexts: at home, at school, and in the
emergency rooms.

Californians need to continue to work hard to improve our health care system
and to support the many dedicated non-profit organizations that weave the 
safety net of care for these groups. The leadership should continue to work with
people, not against them. Many Californians feel angry resentful and alone.
They have given up, but our leadership should let them know that they continue
to work with compassion and indebtedness.  

The taxpayer, “big business”, national state and local organizations should
continue to organize to better fund and diversify our health care system. 
A program that improves the health of the people through support and 
education can transform the bodies, the minds and the spirit of the people.

Norma Shaw
SAN LEANDRO, CA
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health care

In my opinion people in the USA should have 
Universal Health Care. For everybody. If we can
pay for it in different ways like: taxes, payroll
deductibles, etc., that would be excellent for all.

José Rios
THERMAL, CA

Health care today is broken when seniors are forced
to pay for their medicine or their rent. In the year
2006 they will cut Medicaid by 15%. This will
make the problem worse.

James Flowers
VALLEJO, CA

I think health care should be available to everybody
in California. People are working very hard, two or
three jobs, but still don’t have health care because
their employers can’t afford it. They don’t go to the
doctor so small problems become big problems
and then they have to use Medi-Cal. 

We need preventive medicine where people can
get these problems nipped in the bud. In the long
run, that will save the state money.

Free health care should be on the ballot. 
We should vote on it. I want it to start at the
county level. People do local planning to see what
the county can do and then ask the state for rest.

Sherries Oakmon
SANTA ROSA, CA

Town Hall Highlights

Our Vision For 2010
Health care is available for all people.
You can see a doctor without waiting
and get preventive health care.

How To Get There

•We need universal health care for
everyone. Other countries do it.
Let’s send a team to study how they
make it work.

•We need to think about what we can
do in our communities.We can pool
our resources to increase our buying
power. Maybe have a community
health care co-op.

• One of the reasons health care costs
so much is the lawsuits and lobbying.
There needs to be a limit on what
people can sue for.
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health care
Universal health care is not the answer. The Government
has too much red tape; it is better left in the hands of 
private businesses. Prices in countries with universal
health care are much higher and the waiting times are
ridiculous. United States drug companies are raping the
citizens of the United States. Drug companies receive 
taxpayers’ money to do drug research. Why don’t they cut
us a deal? Drug companies keep the prices artificially high.

Kenneth McCreedie
HEMET, CA

I work part time. They gave me partial medical benefits and vision and dental
care, but the medical was expensive for a family. This left me to have to track
down a health care that I could afford for my kids and me. I’ve used lots of
plans. Now I have one that is $50 a visit and $1 a prescription. This is not
including hospitalization. I’m just praying that my kids and I don’t get sick
enough that we need to be put in the hospital.

The United States needs Universal Heath Care to make sure all Americans are
healthy. Tax the rich. And large corporate businesses. I don’t think this idea is
such a cliché. Some people are so rich that they won’t see the end of their money
and their kids won’t either. I’m not talking about all of the rich. We can come
up with what economic level to start at. 

Resonja Willoughby
OAKLAND, CA

Everybody needs health care! Even if they do not have any work status, because
nobody knows when they’ll get sick. Last year I had a panic attack. I’m taking
medicine that is very expensive for me; but my doctor helps me out a lot. She
gave me some sample medicine. I do not have Medi-Cal because I do not have
a work visa.

Usha Kumari
FAIRFIELD, CA
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health care

My Idea About Health Care: At the present time senior citizens pay about
$50.00 a month for health care. They pay $100.00 for their first doctor visit.
After that the government picks up the rest. The same type of system may work
for working people.

I think working people could pay 10% of their wages into a general insurance
fund and 1% for each child and 5% for their spouse. This entitles you to go to
the doctor at will.

One percent of the insurance fund will help promising doctors and nurses 
pay for their education. This is only a start. Many other suggestions can 
benefit this program. 

Neil Mills
SAN FRANCISCO, CA

I think health care is one of the most important things. I think everybody should
have health care. We have all the knowledge and experience to make people
healthier, but half the people can’t afford it. I think that big companies should
take it over and cut out insurance companies. The big companies should take it
over because they employ most of workforce. The government should make sure
the rest of the people have health care. Another solution would be to make it
nonprofit. Both insurance and healthcare are so expensive for everyone because
companies are out to make a profit. 

Tim Long
SAN FRANCISCO, CA

We need better prescription coverage because the low income or fixed income
can’t afford prescriptions they need. Medi-cal should pay more reliably and
quickly so Medi-cal patients would have a bigger choice of doctors. Doctors
would be more willing to take them and they would have a better chance to
receive optimum health care. Overall the community would be healthier.

Janet Johnson
HEMET, CA

I think they should make health care affordable for everyone. They should have
other means to help when a person reaches their maximum insurance benefits.

Evelyn Miller
SACRAMENTO, CA
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health care

We need to take care of health of all in our community, including illegal
immigrants. They are protected unofficially when there is an emergency, but
that is not enough. We need a plan to prevent their medical problems, to 
provide preventive care not only to those who can pay or have insurance. 

I think we should have mandatory health check visits in the homes of those who
do not seek medical treatment because of fear or lack of money. This will protect
the health of our country. 

Government needs to do something to bring down the costs of drugs. People
should have a choice to buy drugs wherever they can get them for the least
money. It might be best for the government to sell medication itself to keep the
prices low and affordable.

Al Levalle
CORONA, CA

What Do You Think?

•What is the role of government, business, the community and the individual in 
addressing our health care crisis?

• Should the government pay for health care for everyone, even if it means raising taxes?

• Should we invest more in preventive medicine and less in helping people add more
years at the end of life at great cost?

• Are we willing to limit how much we can recover in malpractice lawsuits to bring 
insurance rates down?

Health care for the very young to the elderly and those in between is life 
saving. Canada has a health care plan for all of its people. We should have the
same policy here in the U.S.A. The large profits that the medicine producers
make on the sick should stop. 

Lilton Powell, Jr.
SAN FRANCISCO, CA

Poor people have less resources to pay for the high costs of health care. 
The government should think seriously how to cover the health costs for the
people who don’t have medical insurance.

José Molina
SANTA PAULA, CA

If we lower the cost of malpractice insurance, we can lower the cost of medical
insurance for people like me, who live on a fixed income.

Donna Frye
SACRAMENTO, CA
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education
Did You Know?
• California spends an average of $6,719 each year for each

student in public schools.The national average per student 
is $7, 548.

• Only 36% of 4th graders in California tested as being skilled 
in English.This number was only 20% for low-income students
and 50% for higher income students.

• In California, 52% of high school graduates go on to study
more. 19% go straight to a 4-year college. 33% go to 
community college.

Parents should be informed by first or second grade if their child has a learning
problem. Their child should be tested and teachers should be taught how to 
recognize learning differences. The schools should not try to say the child will
grow out of these differences. Special Ed classes need to be overhauled 
completely. There is not nearly enough one on one work with individual 
students for each type of learning disability. I know it’s asking a lot, but as a person
with a long history of learning difficulties, many doors were kept closed to me.”

Adeline Rivas
PALMDALE, CA

The education system today is like the court. If you are rich, the system is for
you. If you live in the part of town like the ghetto, your child’s chance of going
to college is 1 in 10. We can change this by going to all PTA meetings and
demand the same money that the schools in the good neighborhood get.

James Flowers
VALLEJO, CA

Education is the key to an orderly society. Knowing what is expected of a 
person will keep him or her in a civil state of mind. What’s being taught at the
Elementary, Middle School, and High School levels will keep our children in
balance with society as well. We should pay our teachers a wage worthy of the
gift of teaching.

Lilton Powell, Jr.
SAN FRANCISCO, CA
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education

Teachers should have only fifteen students in class. Parents need to be involved
in the education of their kids. We need to motivate our children with little gifts
for every goal they reach.

José Rios
THERMAL, CA

How can we improve education in California? I think that by building more
schools for the community, because at this time the schools have an overpopulation
of students. In my opinion that affects the apprenticeship of the students. 

José Molina
SANTA PAULA, CA

Education for children: Improve the kid-to-teacher ratio; more teachers aides
in classes.

Education for adults: More support for adult literacy programs so they could get
better jobs or go to college and be less likely to get into trouble with the law. The
people would be more likely to vote and be more active in the community.

Janet Johnson
HEMET, CA

All classes should teach phonics and should use the correct phonetic symbols.
Class sizes should be smaller. Students who have a problem should have more
attention devoted to them. The priority should be on English classes. Students
falling behind in English should be given extra reading classes and should not be
made to attend extra classes like P.E., art, or any other elective classes.

Kenneth McCreedie
HEMET, CA

My biggest concern with the Public School System is that they don’t specialize
their teaching techniques. Currently public schools spend $6,719 per child each
year on education. I think this money would be better spent in a voucher system.

A voucher system is a system in which the taxes currently spent per child on
education could be used to send a child to the school of their parent’s choice.
This would make schools compete with one another. Schools would specialize
in many different techniques of teaching. Some schools would have teachers
with degrees in Special Education, learning disabilities and teaching English as
a Second Language.

I think this would improve education because it would take government 
curriculum out of schools, and give teachers the freedom to teach.

Pat Bozik
SAN DIEGO, CA
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education

Town Hall Highlights

Our Vision For 2010
Children gain the tools they need for a
successful life. Everyone is involved in
education.

How To Get There

• We need smaller class sizes and a
better teacher to kid ratio.There
needs to be more individual focus
on each child and more choices to
build different talents.

• Let’s recognize that not all kids
want to go to college. Some are
looking for skills to make a living.
Other countries have a system that
helps those kids early on.

•To make our schools better, the whole
community needs to get involved.
More people have to get engaged in
the decision-making process.

A better education is important for all young
people, to stop them from falling through the
cracks. The means to obtain a better paying job
is a broader literacy/training program for those
adults who have fallen behind, to help them
reach their potential. Once they can lift their
heads up, they become part of society.

Randy Cook
RANCHO CORDOVA, CA

Education is important because it is a tool for
learning. Schools and teachers need respect from
students, parents, and the community or they can’t
do their jobs. If they can’t do their jobs, no one
gets to learn. If you don’t learn, you can’t be what
you want to be or do what you want to do.

If you want to be able to build a house, you will
only be able to use your hands and not your ability
to read. You can use a hammer, tape measure 
and other tools, but you won’t be able to read
instructions, permits or blueprints. So, if your goal
is to build that house you will need to know how to
read and also how to use a hammer.

So if building a house or anything else is your goal,
you need to learn to read. Learning to read will
help you to achieve goals, whatever they may be.

Mike Hawley
SACRAMENTO, CA
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education

• High-pay teaching jobs attract more decent teachers.

• All public school students must wear a uniform until they graduate 12th grade.

• No calculators until 6th grade.

• Phonic systems must apply to first and second graders.

• All tests must have 50% multiple choice and 50% essay.

Kimchi Teng
CORONA, CA

I feel we spend too much money on positions that aren’t necessary. The School
Board has too many members. The money they use for their salaries could be
used to hire more teachers.  

Also, I believe that we need to increase parent involvement in school programs.
We should include parents in school decisions like curriculum. Increase the 
relationship between parents and teachers to make a working team. A team
would aid the students more when it came to homework and projects because
both would be working for the good of the student.

Lastly, I think that we should fix the Bilingual Education program so that it
helps the students improve instead of hurting them. Bilingual teachers should be
trained better and given more resources for dealing not only with the language
barrier but also with the cultural differences so that the child can fit in faster and
feel more comfortable and ready for the transition.

Robert Lopez 
SAN DIEGO, CA

What Do You Think?

• Is school about preparing kids for life or about academic skills?

• Should we have a system that has more individual focus or one that treats 
all children equally?

• Should parents have a choice of schools?

• Is parent involvement a necessary part of a student’s and school’s success?



housing
Did You Know?
• In 2000, the average rent in California was $747 per

month.The median (midpoint) price of a house in 
the state is now over $400,000, up 65% from just 
3 years ago.

• People in California are less likely to own a home than
people in other states. California housing is made up of
42% renters and 58% owners.That compares to 31%
renters and 69% owners across the U. S. as a whole.

• In the 2000 census, there were about 28,000 people without homes in California.
But it is hard to get a true count of homeless people.

There is a housing crisis in California. It is a shame that someone working
two or three jobs still needs a roommate to make the rent. We need to vote
on rent control.

The cost of real estate keeps going up while our wages stay the same. Houses
should not be an investment for the rich. People are allowed to sell houses at 
exorbitant rates – way above what the houses are really worth. There ought to 
be a cap on how much people make in real estate so homes would be more 
affordable. For people who are working hard, who have good income and good
credit, there ought to be a way you can buy a home for your family and yourself. 

Sherries Oakmon
SANTA ROSA, CA

Housing must be affordable, drug free, and crime free.  Shelters and hotel rooms
aren’t good housing for a family. The comfort of good housing means a stable,
safe place to live.

Lilton Powell, Jr.
SAN FRANCISCO, CA
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People are leaving San Diego for places like Texas because there is no affordable
housing and there are no rent caps.

Pat Bozik
SAN DIEGO, CA



housing

Town Hall Highlights

Our Vision For 2010
Everyone has a place to live that is
secure and healthy.

How To Get There

•To get more affordable housing,
we need to build coalitions in the
community. Neighborhoods could
actually build the housing they need.

• Let’s give landlords of vacant buildings
a deadline to clean the buildings up.
If they don’t do it, have the state
come in and turn the building into
affordable housing.

• Affordable housing needs to include
yards where children can get exercise
to be healthy and strong. We should
also use neighborhood patrols to
make our housing safer.

I consider that to own a home in California, we
need more time to pay off the mortgage. An
increase of five years would make a difference.
Also we need to have better interest rates.

José Rios
THERMAL, CA

Slum-lords should be imprisoned and the housing
should be turned into affordable housing. Several
years ago we were having a water shortage 
but meanwhile California allowed thousands of
new homes to be constructed, some with golf
courses (complete with lakes). We need to think
about where the water will come from before we
build more.

Kenneth McCreedie
HEMET, CA

The future of California will have no homeless
and it will be safe on the street at any time of the
day, as it was in the 1950s.

Elizabeth Hughes
SAN FRANCISCO, CA
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