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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION: THE VARIABLE NATURE OF LITERACY

o

In 1968, James E. Allen, then U,S. Commissioner of Education,

. :aunched a major drive to eliminate illiteracy in the U, S, l;y 1980, This

drive led to the establishment of the national Right-to-Read program and
to a major repor:t from the National Academy of Education entitled Toward

a Literate Society, edited by John Carroll and Jeanne Chall. The committee

preparing ttii_s report proposed that the achievement of literacy was "one of

L}

én.&;ux'lng that every person arriving at adulthood will be able to read and
understand the whole spectrum of pr‘inted.materials that one is likely to
encounter in daily life'' (Carrol & Chall, .1975, 2. 8). Ina commissionfed
paper in the same report, Bormuth (1975) observed that literacy, in its
broadest sense, can be defined.as the ability to xiead (and write) and appro-
priately respond to all possible reading (and writing) tasks.

Using such definitions, few literate people could be found in a society
innundated with highly technical, specialized rea'ding and writing méterials.
Clearly, as Bormuth points out, such definitions have little practical use
for assessment, educational development, or testing.

The committee goes on to recommend an optimum standard: "In terms

of grade levels of difficulty, a meaningful goal might be the attainment of



-, 3P AL T

i TR o

L E2A TE TR ¢

CIEITErANU Ak L K N LU 3

PSS KU L B0 LR BT A0 USSR L7 BRI ¥ E RNV £ YL g Ot il L4 () TIood (U0 LORIVANN T (M )

L)
¥ .

-3

twelfth-grade literacy by all adults . . . our national educational policy is

-

that every child is expected to complete at least the twelfth grade, we-ought

then to expect dvery child to attain twelfth grade literacy" {Carroll & Chall,

1975, p. 8). While such a godl may be laudable in and of itself, there are

major problems in equating such a goal with "literacy.' One problem is

" that such a statement implies that all Americans who can score above a

12. 0 level on some standardized test are 'literate” while all Amerir.ans
failing to'meet that level are not yet fully literate. Since many literacy
demands in our society require far less than a twelfth grade reading ability,

&

while other demands require more, such a standard is arbitrary and thus

. not meaningful, This paper will later present other assessments and sug-

gested criteria for judging literacy and will show that most assessments

have sufféred from the same problem, that is, of choosing arbitrary criteria

"and standards for assessing literacy.

A' second problem with t.he committee's suggestion of using a twelfth
gradg literacy standard stems .from the operational delinition of "t\\?élfth
grade literac&. " The standardized test score which converts to the twelfth
gra:de equivalency score is that score which the average twelfth grade stu-
dent makes. More precisely, it is the. mean score obtained by all the twelfth
graders laking the test when the test was last standardized. Thds, if reading

abilities of Americans were improved so significantly that all Americans

~ attained at least this magic score, then the score would no longer ‘represen.t

the average twelfth grade score. In fact, it would be far below the average, @

*
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The test would have to be re-standardized, the score needed to attain a
" {welfth grade level sharply raised, and a high percentage of Americans would

once agam fall below the twelfth grade equivalency mark. In such a Catch;\-22
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W iulLlLte_x:aL.y Iabels would be perpetually den;ed to perhaps half

the population. Such a situation is ludicrogs and obviously not what the com-
mission meant when they suggested the twelfth-grade literacy level. Chall
(1975) suggests that increased literacy lcvels have already caused many tests
to be restandardized. ''Most of these (tests), and.especially fhose for the
early grades, require a greater absolute mastery of reading for.the same
grade equivalents or percentége re;.nks" (p. 7). The solution_wéuld seem to
be one of simply not restandardizing the tests and thus have a constant twelfth
grade equivalency svcore against which to measure people. But with such a
soluiion, the first g)robleﬁlv mentioﬂne.d ‘above re-emerges; the tests themselves
become the standard ofr literacy--an arbitrary and meaningless standard,

with little reference to the 1iteraéy demands imposed by society., Recently,

some researchers have attempted to circumvent this problem by designing

standardized liteiracy tests based on common literacy demands (such as

completing an insurance fcrm, reading a want-ad, ete.) Such tests have been.

| designed by the Adult Performance Level (APL) project (Northcutt, et. al.,
1975), by Louis Harris and Associates (the Survival Literacy Study, 1970,
1971), the Educational Testing §ervice (Adult Functional Reading Study,
Murphy et. al., 1975), the National Center for Health Statistics (The Brief

Test of Literacy, Vogt, 1973), and by the National Assessment of Educational

~s 8
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Progress (the Mini-Assessment of Furctional Literacy Gadway and Wilson,
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1975). Such tests, because fhey use real-life reading tasks, are usually

s 2

classified as finctional reading tests, and attempt to assess how many

~

)

_Americans agg_gcg___klév‘é"t'hé _fééding and writing skills needed to function

—
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in society, These assessments, and their greatly varying conclusions, will

be examined in Chapter 3. Although these tests do attempt to assess Ameri-

EXtody, Sl o, Pugen

cans' abilities to meet conunon literacy démands, they all suffer from the

LN B

~ same sorts of problems of arbitrariness. as do other standardized reading

-2k

and writing tests. Which "real life" literacy tasks should be included in

the test? How should comprehension or ability to perform be measured?

e Bothie B RDHANE (v iz barbe e

What criteria should be used to decide if an individual "passed''? The various

-

tests have answered these questions in varying ways, but, in the final analy-

TR P Bathal sl £ IR B e

sis, always in somewhat arbitrary ways. The decisions were by nature
arbitrary simply becuase they weren't actually based on what each individual
tested had to face in terms of literacy demands. Thus, because the tests

'had to be standardized in order to be used widely, they had to rely on ruvpre=-
sentative tasks and arbiirary crileria, and could not measure ht;w well indi-
viduils performed én the real-life tasks they were actually confronted with.
Since such tasks -vary.' among individuals, the notion of functional literacy is
automatically variable, and any standardized measurement, as a result,F
is arbitrary. ) .

This problem of arbitrary standards, instruments, and criteria--a prob-

lem which continually muddies all discussions of literacy--stems from a

DC.‘
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problem of defining the concept of \iitei-uc.y. Bormuth (1975) points out that

the concept of literacy is generally approached as if it were a product of

LIRUAY) 200 L SFLA S L A gt L o

nature--like the growth of corn. A naturalist can study the growth of corn,

can measure its aspects, without any reference to some ideal growth pattern.

1

——

Literacy, however, cannot‘e isolated and examined in such a natural state,

The concept of literacy is automatically tied to some ideal. Thus, if we say

AR AN FaLE -kl’i’luli:&tﬂ'i,-'-v’.:t”ﬂi'tl'ﬂ‘b- i KRS Ly

that ''25% of the citizens of Xville are illiterate" we are not describing any-
one's actual abilities; we are, rather, comparing abilities against some ideal.

This ;deal state, that we then call literacy, is not a fixed, natural phenomenon;

FLITRS { AT ¥ B L - | S o R

it is an artifact of man. As such, it is arbitrary. For that reason, the whole

1 E My Y

concept of literacy (arid. functional 1iteracy)'is arbitrary; it certainly has not

been consistent, and it has in many ways reflected the political, social and

LICSI P L A AT AR T L R FE

educational Zcitéeist«or spirit of the times--during different periods of
' - cducational history and within different countries. The Committee on Reading

g of the Nativnal Academy of Education stated the problem this way:

: Every commission or investigating body that has been charged with

S defining the extent of the literacy problem has been confronted with

o the fact that there is no generally accepted definition of functional

literacy and that statistics on literacy are generally based on unsatis-

: factory data and criteria, The figures given in some sources concerning
rates of literacy are generally not comparable. Statistics for thd 'liter-
acy' rates of various foreign countries as compared with the U, S, are |

“ well nigh uninterpretable, because they are nearly always based on people's
own reports or upon indirect estimates derived from information on
years of schooling. (Carroll & Chall, 1975, pp. 6-17).

Indeed, definitions and assessments of literacy in vhis country have run

such a wide gamut that it often -eems inconceivable that researchers are
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’e " talking about the same éoncept.- Definitions of ''a literate person "have

: ranged from: -someone.able to read aAnd/ or write his native language, accord- _,
ing to hxs own Assessment (Cook 1977); or "an adult 25 yearsiof age or older

I who has more than 5 years of formal education'’ (Berg. 1960); to someone who

?- - could perform ! \gv_ell e?oggb t_o obfam maxlmum value frcm materials he -

? // needed to read (Bormuth, 1973). Such definitions, as well ;;a: nau;;l_neqr:)f“ o
i/ . others that have beea advanced, differ greatly. -' Assessing the extent of

literacy in this country also differs greatly depending upon which definition
is used. “Chapter 2 traces the development of the concept of literacy and shows

that the definition, asscssment,” and educational repercussions of literacy
¥ ..

& - . s

have been strongly influenced by the particular Zeitgeist in which they were

-
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used.
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The concept of literacy, then, is and has been a variable one. It is

T I B

not an entity whcse dimensions. need only be/discover'ed by some clever

researcher who can then design instruments to measuie accuraiely the * ~ .

PR EG REILE L H SN R AR

extent of literacy; it is rather a changing, variable concept, molded both

e dees

Sy

by current social and political forces, and by the ideals held up by the- society )
for its citizens, Most 'importantly, it is really a function of the ability of

each in&ividual in a society to deal with the range of reading and writing . )
tasks that he encoux;ters‘énd thus it is a function both of the individual and

of thehliteracy materials themselves, It may be, then, that literacy- -Sr\)

at least "functional 11teraéy"-- can only be examined in tixe context of indi-

viduals' ability to handle their own literacy tasks,
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This study proposes to trace some of the historical roots of the concept

¢?

of literacy beth to show how this concept evolved and to show how '1iter'ac'y

. ™~ ~
has always beeh closely tied to the Zeitgeist. The social, politicdl and edu-

-

catioral uses and abuses of hteracy assessments will be examined and an

attempt will be made to place current efforts in a’ soc1a1 pohtmal and educa-

— e b e i ae 8 e me

tional context. (Current assessments of functional literacy will then be

examined in detail.) The'need to assess actual literacy demands, and indi-

. viduals' abiiities to handle those demands will be stressed.

Lastly, possible

instruments to do this type of assessment will be proposed for job-related

literacy demands, and the results of a fieldétesiing of these instruments
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CHAPTER TWQO:

. THE DEVELOPMENT OF LITERACY AND THE ZEITGEIST

—— ~o sme

2.1 BACKGROUND THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SYMBOLIC NATURE OF

" civilized society, " For that reason, in the popular 1maginat10n, _1111teracy

L

LITERACY

Fudge (1974) points out that litera~y is powerfully symbo&xc m .

“our bouety. Literacy dg\relopment is stressed for symbolm reasons as

well as for formﬁl tasks. Symbohcally, Olson (1975) suggests, hteracy is .
seen as the most significant dxstmgmshmg feature of a civilized man and a
is aﬁtumaticauy linked with "hunger, backwardness, and ovérpopulation"
(Olson, 1975, p. 111), While if is true that throughout histofy the develop-
ment of literacy has gone hand in hand with the development of civilizations
(Wallbank, et. al., 1972; Toyr;bge, 194’?), ..this 1 ay have occurred, as .Olso'n“
and Fudge contend, for symbolic reasons as much as for practical reasons.
Certainly, as Fudge points out, the symbolic aspecis of litex"acysdevelop-
ment, whwh have evolved throughout history, have pro.foundly 1nf1uenced our
current society’ s‘ étress on functional 11teracy and' minimal competency.

This symbolic influence acc-ounts for ‘the ambiguity "between the importm}ég
placed upon reading (by the general public) and the comparatively smédl
amount of reading which the public engages in" (Fudée, 1.974, p. 6). \

T .
-8-
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Historically,: then, literacy has been stressed for symbolic as well as prac-

tical reasons. - To understand our current preoccupution with literacy (as

I

—

well as functiohal literacy and minimai competency), we must éxamine the

historical roots of the symbolism and practical uses of literacy.

2,2 LITERACY PRIOR TO THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

innes (1950) points-out the relationship between the invention of writing
and the rise of civilizations, By providing the means to bind together a vast,
range of spoken language communities, writing (and reading) may have

served as an important impetus to the rise of early civilizations. Goody

and Watt (1968) claim that when writing is mastered by a substantial portion

" ofa society, 'profomxd,political and social changes happen. Certainly the

uniting force of the written (and later printed) word can be seen as a crucial '

influence on the development of more modern nations and civilizations. Thus,

some rudimentary forms of literacy may in fact have caused éarly civiliza=

tioiis to rise.

Goody and Watt (1968) pointed out that 1ité_racy was stressed as a national
éoal (perhaps for the fifsg fime) in fifth century, B,C., Greece., Greece ‘
had.extendec} its influence s, and litesacy scemed to be imperative for estab~ *

lighing and strengthening a political democracy (Wallbank, et. al., 1972). -

Evidence indicates that at that time the majority of the 'free citizens' could

" indeed read the laws and thus take an active role in derixqcrac;y (Fudge, 1972).

Although the ability to read and write may have been seen as néceséary, it

L

- 1a
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" was not automatically-seen-as-impertant.— Matthews (1975) points out that

to the Greeks, as well as to the Romans and Hebrews, the tearhing of school
was viewed as % low n;*ofession. This would indicate that the acquiring of
basic _iiteracy skills was not necessarily viewed highly.

The stress on literacy in Western civilization originated partly from
- carly Greece and Rome and partly from the rise of Islam. Spreading rapidly,
beginning in the 600s A.D, . Is;lamr_took over many of the former centers of

civilization. Islamic scholars borrowed and preserved the best scientific

these civilizations. Harun al-Rashid,
AN

3

and literary accomplishmenis of
- fcwr”exam;)lé, initiated the task of tranélating and \preserving the writings of
E | Aristotle, Euclid, Ptolemy, Archimedes, and other Greek scientific writers
-~ (Wallbank, ct. al., 1972). This task of preserving past learning wé.s later
carried out by Christiar.x monks, But more importantly, as I_slam incorporated
learning from past civilizations, its own civilization flourished. Toynbee
(1947) indicates that this sudden flourishing oi civilization wa- the spark

K J

that started the Rena‘iss_ance‘;r;d.the Reformation in Europe. Furthermore,
R . the K.oran_'s stress on literacy (believers are enjéined to read verses every
* \ day) may, have also had some infl"uenée on European views towards reading.
While Islamic Civ'lization was emcrgiﬁg as the cénter of learning and
literacy, Europc was ﬁeing .cohverted to Christianity and was undergoing a
different sort of development in terms of literacy. Charlem.agne_, by his

death in 814, had conquered most of Europe and had established Christianity

¢ there. Monasteries were set up throughout Europe, and they became the

“\\ R
13
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A center of most of the reading and writing. The clergy in many places became
the literate elite (Wallbank, et. al., 1972). Even then, the clergy was not
necessarily very skilled in literacy. Charlemagne was greatly concerned
about this, expressing in a letter these sentiments:’

Since in three years there were often sent to us from divers mone -
taries letters in which . . . c¢wing to neglect of learning, the untutored
tongue could not express itscif without faultiness. Whence it came that

"we began t» fear lest, as skill in writing was less, wisdom to under-
stand the Sacred Scriptures might be far less than it ought rightly to
be. (Quoted from Wallbank, et. al., 1972, p. 193).
This concern led to his decree, in 789, that every monastery have a school
for the education of boys in "singing, arithmetic, and grammar' (Wallbank,
et. al., 1972, p. 192). Although such schools did foster literacy among

the generélmﬁopulation to some extent, reading and writing remained pri-
marily the domain of the clergy. As the clergy gained in power and influence,
literacy became one of the symbols of the clergy's control over the masses.

Partly for that reason, ‘Luther later strongly encouraged all his followers

. to learn to read the Bible.

]

z.3 THE REFORMATION, RISE OF NATIONALISM AND LITERACY
The idea of universal liféracy as the goal for society received a major
' pu;h in the 1400s. Printing was invented in 1448, and almost immediately,
the Bible was made morc available to thg general populace. Espec;ially in
Germany, devout Christians began to study ‘the Scriptures carefully and be-

gan to censure the behavior of the German clergy. - Luther emerged as the

leader of the protesters, and Protestantism was born, Luther, influenced

.

14




_in kind, The Jesuits in particular, partly as an effort to win souls back to

as well as Catholic youth attended (Wallbank, et. al., 1972). Universal,

by encouraging the rise of nationalism in Europe. Luther's Bible (1525) was

-12-

by the Zeit;;ui-s.t (of rebellion against the clergy and the emergence of the
individual believer), stressed the importance of being able to read; he

preached, in fact, that one's salvation depended upon such an ability.

-}

Luther viewed this as so important that he wrote, “the civil authorities are

under obligation to compel the people to scnd their children to school"

(quoted in Eby & Arrowood, 1936, p. 91). Compayre (1907) observed:

""The primary school was the child of Protestantism, and the Reformation
was the cfadle in which it rocked" (p. 113)..

The religious and political upheavals surrounding the rise of Protes-
tantism had other influences on the development of literacy. As the Pro-

testants began to stress universal education, the Catholic Church responded
. 4 . : .

3

Catholicism, developed a school system so superior that many Protestant

quality ‘education (and, consequently,. universal literacy) emerged not onty
as important goals of a society: but alst.)ca_gf,fﬁréépons to be used in a religious
war. 'Literacy was prometed, ’to"é' large extent, as the means to train chil-
dren in the faith of their parents. The resultant curriculum stressed Bible
r:eading and dogma, a stress that was carried to America and was the first

foundation of American literacy efforts.

‘I'his emerging stress on universal literacy in turn affected the Zeitgeist

largcly're:sponsible for creating a standard literary language for all Germany
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(Wallbank, et. al,, 1972). Bibles appeared in other countries, in the
native language of the countries, and served the same uniting purpose. Due
to the nature of printing, spellings and sentence construction had to be stan-

dardized ( Matthewé, 1975), and thus the acquirement of literacy was facili-

tated and the national bond of a common language was made stronger.

The.rise of nationalism, coupled with the heightened religious zealous-

ness of the times, made countries highly intolerant of groups with dissenting

religious or political views. America became a haven for such groups and

they brought with.them many of the ideas about literacy from Europe. The

{eaching of reading and .writing in the country began primarily as the means

.of passging on religious tradition, and of reading the Scriptures (Wallbank,

et. ~al..., 1972).

The Reformation, then, created a new stress on 1iteracy; reading was
necessary to gain salvation. This stress was in reaction to an earlier
Zeitgeist (in whic‘k; the clergy were 1i;ter.'ate. ana were mofe powerful), It
alsp was influenced by, and infi_uenced, the Zeitgeiét. The rise of nationalism,
the standardizations of writing, the religious stress of schﬁols, and the be-
ginning of the American nation, were all aspects of the Zeitg_eist that in-

fluenced literacy and was influenced by literacy.
2.4 THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT AND“LITERACY

The Age of Enlightenment (the period spanning roughly the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries) influenced the concepts and development of literacy

- 16
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in new ways. Also known as the Age of Reason, this period was marked by
a stress on reason and not blind faith, Literacy began to be viewed as the

. . - .
means for discovering truth, for examining the self, for exchanging new and

'rational' ideas. As reason took preeminence, individuals began to demand

that positions in society be open on the basis of natu-ral e.bility, not parental -

influence or hereditary right. Voltaire, for example, stressed the idea of a
common gift of reason spread among all humanity (Sennett & Cc'ibb,' 1973,
p; 61). Locke presented a different, though not conflicting view. In his

Iissay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), he advanced the idea that,

at birth, the human mind is like a blank slate ("tabula rasa'’) and, through

. reflection and association, the mind combines new and old impressions to .

ape—

make a new idea. Such an idea, by eliminating the influences of "hereditary

~

rights, " helped form a new Zeitgeist--that of assigning power in a society

€8, , ,
'én the basis of ability, not birth.

A . .
This idew of assigning power based on natural ability, as Senneit and

;Cobb (1973) point out, was to later profoundly affect education, most notably

by crcatih'g a need for ability testing. It was in an effort to separate the

"high-natural-ability" from the "low-natural-ability'" children that Alfred
Binet wasg first‘commissioned to design an' I, Q. test. Many other tests--
including many literacy and minimal competency tests~--can be scen as

offorts in that direction. Sennett and Cobb point out the irony that the eight-
~ 4 - |

centh century stress on individual rights and abilities should result, years

jater, in tests that reinforce the "hidden injuries of class. "
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The Age of Enlightenment, by stressing natural ability, also focused
more attention on the poor. Until the 1700s, education was unattainable for
most of the common people (Wallbank, et. al,, 1972), Several heads of state

(such as Frederick the Great of Prussia and Joseph II of Austria), influenced

- by such works as Rousseau's Social Contract (1762) which stressed the im-~

portance of the government following the "General Will, " saw fit to set up
public systems of education. The Sunday School Movement, founded inl the |
carly 1700s and sponsox:ed maiz\xly. by Methodists in England, was one of the
first attempts to bring basic literacy to the poor (Wallbank et. al., 1972).
The f rst organized literacy programs aimed at adults qccurn'.red in the lgte
1700s (Golub, 1975). Thus, t1the promotion of literacy, C{ue to th~e influences
of the Zeitgeist, began to take on more of a universal air%i.

Literacy development was also strongly affected by the political occur-

rences of the times (which, in turn were caused by this increased stress on

\
T

natural abilities and rights). Revolutions--most nc_gtablj}r in the U, S. and in

. France--establi“sl;gd repreéent;.tive forms of government based on the belief
" “that all people shq_uld be free to ‘make their own political, economic, and edu-
~. cational decisions. The growth of such types of governments led .tjo the argu-
~ _mént (by. Thbmas Jefferson, among others) that an illiterate p’opixlace could
not~ govérn itsglf and therefore, literacy was _of the prime importance. In'

-

.many . instances, in fact, the right to vote became contingent on a person's

ability to read and write (Goody & Watt, 1963). This type of requirénﬁent

persisted in America and was later used as a way to deny voting rights to

: . _ . 1
(€) . . . : 8
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large numbers of Black citizens., Literacy, then, also’became strongly en-

twined with democratic ideals. The equating of literacy withwi‘“ul.l é—i_ti'zensliip
L )

had great implications. The. state had to assume some responsibility in

seeing that future mtxzens were able to read and write. (Th1s was later to

b 1

become one impetus for establishing universal compulsoxy educatlon ) At

the.same time, individuals who were not going to become future citizens
(such as - women or Blacks) did not need to acquire basic literacy skills.
Suhoohag--and especially advanced schooling--was advocated only for white
_males. Thus, the c,oncept' of literacy--what it was and who would be given

the opportunity to achieve it--was largely a product of political and social

influcnces. This concept of literacy, in turn, later helped influence politi-
cal and social movements. For example, Blacks were not taught to read

because they could not vote; 'latex;, Blacks could not vote because they were

unabie to read,
2.5 LITLRACY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

in the late 1700s and throughout the 1800s, hteracy'canmalgnb among
adults were planned and carriéd out mainly by vq_lunteer or_ganizations in-
cluding ‘chQrches, missions, and hongpverhmental agencies (Golub, 1975).
Efforts weré nut widespread, perhaps, as Cook (1977) suggests, because

the push westward was occupying the attention and imagination of the nation.

Cook also maintains that settlers did not view literé.cy as a vital skill, and

it was only after the frontiers were ‘established that the nation turned attention

+

to its social ills.

19
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2.5.1 Literacy and Democratization

. __Mone_impbnta_n_t__lyL_ literacy was being promoted in the 1800s through

\ .
lo_c:ally—run elementary schools, Increasing immigration and the need to

ass1m11ate ‘and democratize mumgrant» markedly influenced the 19th

century Zeltgexst In the early 1800s educatxon past the elementary grades

was restmcted o a pmvueged few, but the mcrease in immigration caused

‘many areas to provide schooling through high school (Biehler, 1974). T his

extension in schooling and later compulsory education laws stemmed in large

part from the need to acculturate immigrants (Violas, 1978). Horace Mann,

. who had great influence on American education in the 1830s and 1840s,

stressed the democratization role of education, He wrote that education

should become, ''the great equahzer of the cond1t10ns of men-—the balance

wheel of the social machinery"(quoted.from Biehler, 1974, p. 5). Educat):on
was scen to function as a balance wheel both by promoting equality aqd Iby
promoting good ci"tizepship._ C?il&reh were to be given equal education for
their own benefit--so they coulci become assirnilate_d into the Ameriéan cul-
ture and so they coula better themselves--as well as for the benefxt of the
society. ~'Violas (1978) .suggests that compulsory schooling may have been | .
morc an effort to make good, law-abiding, har_d-workiné citizens out o.f the |
immigrants than an effort t§ help the immigrants better their own condi_ti_qns.

Violas points out that Massachusetts,, which was undergoing great probiems )

in the 1840s due to urbamzatmn, 1mm1grat1on, and mdustmahsm, was the

1

first state to.pass a compulsory attendance law. Compulsory schoohng,

20
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asserted Violas, was designed '"to deal with the problems spawned by these

social forces' (Violas, 1978, p. 19). Literacy development, then, received

& major thrust forward as America tried to assimilate (for both humanitarian

and political reasons) influxes of immigrants in the mid 1800s. Massachusetts

passed its mandatory attendancé Taw in 1852; by 1900, thirty-four statesand ... .__

" .

2 —

Washington, D.C. had enacted similar legislation.

The stress on the importance of education (and, consequently, literacy)

" in a democratic society was also felt in other countries. When the common

people won the right to vote in England, they began to clamor for education.
As a result, an education bill was passed under Gladstone in 1870 which set

up free, compulsory education. School attendance in England increased from

- one to four million in ten years. France and Germany passed similar laws

at about the same time, and by 1900, free and compulsory education had been

-

established almest everywhere in Europe (Wallbank, et. al., 1972).

-

2.5.2. Child Labor Laws S | | | .
Reform mqQvements also strongly affected the Zeitgeist and the promo-

tion of literacy. Child labor laws, for example, were first advocated by

" humanitarian reformers "'who wanted to stop the brutal oppression of chil-

dren, which they believed inhibited the child's normal development, rendered

him useless to society during his adult years, and thus undermined the

- strength of the nation" (Violas, 1978, p. 20). Thus, like compulsory educa-

tion, these laws were advocated both for the good of the individual and for

the gm\)dgf the state. lIn many areas, child labor laws, which were passed
. - \\ . - .
AN - ‘)1

_ |- e
. 7 : h . ’ .
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béginning in the 1860s, often preceded compulsory education laws. In fact,

because many citizens became concerned when all these children began roam- -

o
-

ing the streets, child labor laws may have caused the passage of compulsory

1

“education laws. Educa‘‘on became the way to occupy the time of these ex-
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workers, and it was often viewed as "the antidote for social degeneration” . -~

— - . - -

(Violas, 1978, p. 21). -

2.5.3 The "New Industrialism"

-

" The riska of industria{i’ém also molded the Zeitgeist in the mid to late
1800s and it Tater affected the promotion of literacy. In the early .1800s,
most Xmericans We:re.self-employed (Maccoby & Terzi, .1972). A rapid %Xy
pansion of industrialism began in 1870 and continued to the first World War
(Wallbank, et. al.', 1972). By 1880, over half of the American workers .
were wage and salary .earners (O'Toole, et. al., \1973). A s.ca:lf-employed ‘ .. a
individual who was illiterate could cause problems only for qhimself. Oncée |
dhis ;Qinidual was emr_)loyed by soméone else, his ability__ to read and wriite

becaine his employer's concern, Industrial and business leaders. thus became

L
-~

increasingly concerned about literacyrde'velopmént. Furthermére,- the ‘mood _

of a self~employed America'was one of individualism. Many efforts at con-

¢ formity--including literacy and the establishment of mandatory schooling-- L.

were often resisted (Violas, 1978). This 'new industrialism, ' however, by

removing many Americans from self-employment, may have aided in the
! R

. .
£ L

public's acceptance of mandatory schooling.
The 'new industrialism’' also produced a very wealthy class of businessmen

) . ’ . . >

- . . . . / .
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and industrialists. This was usually at the expense of poor working condi-

tions and very low wages for most American workers. The government--

DNE 2 1 1 BLNICINER A2 3 U 90 TR AR (£ RE S LN L 1 B 0 PRI, e ¢ )
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and the middle*class-had adopted a policy of laissez-faire (letting business

2

" alone), based on the ideas of Adam Fmith, as originally proposed in 1776

EAILULE - CR Ry 2

(Walljnank, et. al., 1972). However, with the increased stréngth of business,

-._the workers began to orgamze. Mar:.'s Communist Manifesto (1848) and the

. SRR o
. rise of socialism in Europe helped prowvide the impetus for-the organization

L -»lﬂ’n"‘l-.!-ﬂ{ﬂ'&v‘”‘ualm
. 2|

of labor unions and the cries for economic justice. Wallbank, et. al. (1972)

LR R Aral L
-

contend that this increased worker agitation caused the middle class to partly

111 CRr,

PEES |

abandon the doctrine of laissez-faire liberalism. This, 'in turn, opened the

«oway t_‘or‘ the government to assume responsibility for the economic security

&,
&y,

af its citizégf%s. : This assumption of responsibility led to the passage of labor
) laws, of child-léb,d'r laws, of anti-trust laws, and, eventually, to the myriad
. -of weifare laws in existence today. Indirectly, it also led to the passage of

' compulsory educdtion laws and to the estabhshment of vocational and adult

,Lducatlon (Wallbank, et. al., 1972 O'Toole, et. al., 1973) Th1s turning

o
* - _ away from the doctrine of laiséez-faixje and turning towards increased govern-

*

* .
. o

ment r'esponsibility was to intensely affect education and the promotion of
@ ‘ :

liferacy up to the present time.

-

- 2.5.4 ‘Social Darwinism

AY ) \
Another important concept that emerged in the late 1800s, and which

affected the Zei'téeist, as well as, education and literacy, was the concept

of Social Darwinism. Veblen (1902) presented this concept clearly when
\ o . . ~ o .

S+
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he wrote:

. _ The life of man in society, just like the life of other species, is
' a struggle,for existence ... . The progress which has been and is
s being made in human institutions and in human character may be _ ) _

- - set down, broadly, to a natural selectionof the fittest habits.of thought
and to a process of enforced adaptation of individuals to an eaviron-
ment which has progressively changed with the growth of the community
and with the changing institutions under which men have lived.. '
(Veblen, -1902, p. 188), .

This concept of man's place in society--with all its political, economic,
\—-\;_ racial, and educational ramifications--'"became a vogue that swept western ~ . L~

i thought in“thle.:laté nineteenth een.tury." (W&:ubank, et. al., p. 589). Herbert
Spencer--from whom Darwin borrowed the éh;;sé "survival of the fitiiest"—-
was a leading proponent of this view. He regarded society as a living or-gan— —
ism in which individualé battled over meager .resources, the fittest individu-
" als survived and propagated, and thus, with each generation, mankind was
& bit more advanced. Spencer conseque.ntly:_ opposed any interfer_enc,e'. by the .
state with this natural development o.f society; he advocated unfettered. busi- -
ness competition and he opp_osé’d all state aid to the poor, whom he "regafded '
as unable to compete sucéeésfully in the ;struggle for survival and consequently
better eliminated" (Wallbank; et. al., p. 589).
The social “Darwini.sts e.learly“f&.lvored.'the.laissez-faire econbmic theory.
It fact, Darwihfs wori{ "owed its very existerice to one of the classics of

. this doctrine, Malthus' Essay on l?opulation"' (Himmelfarb, 1972, p. 834).

!

“The early laissez-fairists influenced Darwin who, in turn, influenced the

social Parwinists.
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Clcarly, this philosophy runs dxrvctly counter to the idea of increased
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; government responsibility and iutervention (through child labor, welfare

% and compulsorSr education laws) mentioned above., American society, by

:

f_ the tﬁ.r—-x}:{—tﬁ;—c—:_é_ntur},— \—vaAs_ ‘thus embroiled in a fundamental | phﬂosophmal

i controver sy over the economic, political and educational treatment of its

‘; | poorer citizens, Th;s controversy--whether the society should have legis-
lation and programs desiéned to democratize and eq_ualize co.nditions among
: ) its citizens or whether it should allow a type of natural meritocracy to

£ : . .
reign--contiriued to be fought throughout the 20th century. This battle, as

& will be shown later in this chapter, is one of the roots of America's current
*\\ preoccupatxon with minimum competency and functional literacy.

The plulosophw of social Darwlms'n was used as a ratmnahzatlon for
.
big business, for low ,wages and poor working conditions, for immigration
‘“restrictiqn,”aﬁnd for the denial of educatioral opportunities to céf’tai'ﬁ racés
and groups. The philosophy héld that if someone was poor or if someone
was illiteraie or if someone had not attained the same statﬁs as the upper

class, it was only because they were inherently inlerior; being inferior,

they had to vither adjust or perish. This idea, which William Ryan dis-

cusses at some length in his classic Blaming the Victim (1971) emerged

as aprevalent attitude severa' times in the 20th century; it can certainly

o

be scen in statements, especially in regard to immigration, that were made

around the turn of the centurv,

Cook (1978) for exampl -, ‘mentions a bill proposed by Henry Cabot Lodge--

ki
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an active 1wader of the Immigration Restriction League. The bill, proposed

2 W BB e ARG ARR, .MwMA-T&‘-*.u »n Lo

in 1890, would restrict immigration to'those people who could read and write
. ! .

thé'" own o - some other 1aégueige. Symbolically, at least, literacy showed

N

/x cof of mer.., 1111torac; showed proof that the immigrant did not meet the

PR AR5 Ay s

standards of "thé mental and moral qualities whlch make what we can our

4

— race” (g aote of Lodge from Cook, p;. | 2k Lodge stated that the test of liter- |

-
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A

ac¢y would probably exclude immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe

and {from Asia, and wou°1.d_ no.t affect English, F.r'ench, Germans and Scandi-

R JUCIIRY £2 3 PRTE 0} L2

navians. Lodge, then, was advocating the use of a literacy test based on .
| thu ideas of éocml Darwinism. In essence, he was égying that superior |

people read and thus if we exclude illiterates we'll manage to exclude the

lower end of the sgcial evolutionary scale._ A modlfled,__form of this view .

‘ _ . N
{that superior people are more literate and vice versa) is clearly part of

B2 T2ANC AR UL T L e R e Rt PR | 27001 (LT s TIWR  )

our current symbolic attachments to literacy. The Lodge bill and similar

' W.ﬂ‘lﬂ.h) LR R

ones proposed in 1909 and 1915 were all passed by Congresls but were all

e g,
.

| vetoed (Cook, 1978).

T E I ey

Similar sentiments « seen in books and articles appearing at the

:\. .
7 . . -

turn of the century (for example see J. R Commons Races and Immigrants

in America, N,Y,: Macmillan, 1907; and E. A, Ross, The Old World and

the New, New York: Century, 191.4). Violas (1978 P: 10) cites an article
o by David Start Jordan ( "Closed Doors on the Meltmg Pot') as being one of
many expreséing these views. According to Violas, Jordan "argqed that

national survival depended on the preservation ot the original racial

-
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characteristics-~self-control and a love of freedom--that had sustained the |
. emerg._.mg democracy. The new immigrants, accordmg to .}ordan, brought

-

_:—_f_‘ ‘different and mferiorc racial traits that were incompatible w1th democracy
o . " (p. 10)0 ) . . | '0

2.5.5 Increasing Immigx‘ation

can bé seen as a reaction to the changing nature of immigration in the late

1800s and early 1900s (Cook, 1_977"; Violas, 1975; Wallbank et._ al., 1972,

Himmelfarb, 1972). In the' 1860é 2.3 million immigrants came to the U, S..;

88 per cent of these immigrants were from northwestern Europe. In the first
: decade of the 19003, immigration mcreased to its zenith of 8.8 million; civer

K 70 per ccpt of these immigrants were from Southern Europe (Violas, 1978,

'pp. §-9), Additionally, th.g'nation saw a great influx of Chinese laborers in
the 1870s and 1i380$. This influx was halted in 1382 by a lalw restricting
further immigration of Chinese‘(Caok, 19'77). Many pative%orn Americans,
~ " who saw jobs gomg to the immigrants who vyould v;iork for low pay, and who

-

had a distrust of people whose 1ang,uage, appéax -ance'and customs were so
different, found in the conCept of sgcial. Darwinism a rationa;e for their anti-'
: .immigrant feelings.
Since many of the.se new immigrants were illiterate, literacy tests were
advoc{at_ed io separate out the mosi 'undesirable.""Perhaps more important 'J

- than this use of literacy to restrict certain peoples from immigrating, was

the fact that literacy took on a very symbolic_aspect. Literacy, in Sennet -

o . 27 ’ -
- A '.

v The rise of these social’ Darwxmsts as a major influence on the Zeitgeist,
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" and Cobb's (1972) terminology, became a "badge of ability.' To péaple who
advocated thc; social Darwinian view, literacy was a badge of people with
xr;erit, of peopie who had .reache'd higher planes in the 'evolutionary scale.
This equating of lite.racy with natural ab‘ility. and ah advanced state of develop-
ment (both in terms of individual's and nations) has had a powerful impact Ot;
our views towards literacy, even to the present day. The notion that iliit-

. eracy is symbolicl of backwardness can be seen in most accounts of literacy
problems. Harman (1970) Iamen'-cs countries "harboring" vast numbers of -
ill.itefrates (as if illiterpey were émailpox); Cook (1978) includes with her

e . reports of numbers of illiterates at different times, statements such as "these

" illiterates were examples of wasted economic and human potential” (p. 3); thé

various functional literacyiest results are reported by the news media in
) AN

e

terms of righteous indign_.ationlas if the accounts wége as‘-ﬁng, "how could
we allow so inany Americans to remain sub-human?" Perhaps most impor-
tantly--and perhaps the most desfruc’five aspect of this symbolic meaning of |
- oilliteracy--is @he fact that it leads to the assignment of low personal status
to illiteratés, both by themselves and by society (Illich, 1870). This assign-
ment of low status can be seen as having its roots in the symbolic aspects

that literac:}yafs'bed%during the time of tlie social Darwinists. This symbolic

. meaning of literacy can also be seen as a partial answer to Ol%on's (1973)

fundamental question in his Review of Towards a Literate Society, namely;
"Why can literacy be taken as an index of cultural sophistication and personal

."c-ompetencve and embraced wholeheartedly as a social policy?" (p. 114). This

. e -
'.‘x . * » -
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policy is embraced because we sfill believe that,symbolically at least, lit-

eracy is the hallmark of a civilized person in a civilized society. This

> : ‘
attitude was partly spawned by; social Darwinism in the 1800s. Literacy

) represents a h1gh point on a social Darwinian evolutionary scale.

2 5, 6 Summary Literacy and the Zeitgeist Pmor to the Twent1eth Century.

In this secticgn,it has been shown that, by the beginning of the 20th century,
literacy development had gone through many stages. The whole concept of

literacy--what it was’ and who should be entitled to it~-had changed'sever‘al'

times, each time both in response to political, religious, social and educa-

tional forces, and as a cause of political, religious, social and educational

changes. Generally, a literate person in the time of the Reformation was
sonieone (ppubably a man) who could read the Scriptures. This definition of
lit__eracy. was shown to be an outgrowth of the Reformers' bel;ef that reading
the Bible was nece >~ “y for seivationj in turn, this stress by the Proteetants
led to the eetabhshmg of quahty schools by both the Protesta.nts and the
Catholics as the religionists battled to wm souls. The equating of hteracy
with.the ability to read the Bible continued well into the 1800s. The Age of
Enlightenment, however, added another dimension to the conception of

literacy. Al least among the upper classes, a literate man came to be

) viewed as one who could read well--at least well enough to understand the

+philosophers r_.;a:.nd polftical theorists wriiing at the time; this ability to read

well became seen as a means of discovering truth (for truth was no longer

the exclusive property of theologians). During the same period, democracies

~ 29
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were established and literacy was stressed ter an enlightened citizenry.

Even though literacy was advocated by religious leaders, by philosophers,
\ ' o N '
and by democratic leaders, it remained a skill in the hands of an elite few..

Fay (1978) indicates that only 15 per cenf of the American people were literate

a

‘at the time of independence,

‘The influx of immigration, the rise 3&? urban centers and the new Indus-

tmal Revoluuon caused hteracy to assume a more universal nature. Uni-

'versal compulsory educatmn emerged as the clnef means to create a 11terate,

Americanized-populatiop. Compulso'ry éducation laws were advocated for

humanitarian reasons (to help the immigrants adjust.and better themselves)
: ' pens:

Sas well as for political and social reasons (to counteract 'deg._erati\ce' forces,

1\rap1d1y assimilate immigrants, and to keep children off the streets) This

) Lhauge in the aims of educatxon and hteracy began to direct hteracy develop-

ment away from simply promotmg B1b1e reading or the reading of philosophers
and towards much broader aims. .Literacy development begaxi_to be used for |
vocational, economié citizenship, and cultural endus. Literacy also took

on bym\\oohc meanings as a result of the views of the soc1a1 Darwinists;

liter acy became equated in the American conscmusness—-to a greater extent

than beﬂore-—wuh cultural sophistication and personal competence. Literacy

" becamela tool to separate the advanced individuals (those with merit) from

the backward individuals (those who were losing out in the evolutionary
|

|
str uggle\).

. ,
This section has traced, then, some of the roots of our current conceptions

o ~ 30
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.o_f literacy and showr; how thcsé conceptions are often products of- -and

" producers of-.-'-the_ Zeitgeist (the spirit of the times).

)}

43}

2.6 LITERACY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Introduction

-

By the eafl_y 19005, compulsory educatipn -had been established in all
states and American edication had become an institution. Elementary and

?

. secondar& schools were the primary tools for pr.onioting literacy. It was
assumed that_fhrough the schools literacy was 'avail'a;ble to all children and
thét a literate society would resuit (Violas, 1978). Concernover literacy
began to focus on tl;e adult population--the segment oif the population that had
not necessarily received schoolling. Literacy education, in fact, becam'e |
identified as adult educati(.)n.: Assessments of literacy, ligeg‘acy projécts
and camp.ai gns, and concerns over illiteracy focused on the adult. An inter-
gsting distinction was established that.is certainly foi}qwéd today: reading

" and writing instruction take 'pls;ce in schools with children; literacy inst;*uc-
‘tion takes place with adults. Much of thel recent literature on literacy focuses
on adult liferacy for that reason. This section will att.e zn;;t‘ to examine the

“promotion of literacy as it occurred both in public schools and in adult

education settings. Wanda D. Cook, i;u Adult Literacy Education in the

Um\cd Stales gives a thorough treatment to adult literacy in the 1900s; the

reader is referred Ct_here for a detailed account of programs, 1egislation, )

materials and assessments,

L]
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‘ ,, . 2.6.1 Major Influenccs on Literacy and the Zeilgeist

{

A number of mfluences, many of which had their roots in the events of

the 1800s,- ‘molded the definitions, assessments and promotlon of 11Leracy in

T
4

. the 1900s. Such influences, which will be discussed in detail, include: dif-

.

fering views about the goals of education; the society's needs to protect and

develop itself; business and industrial interest_s; progressive reforms and
the struggle for equal rights; ability testmg, and. the contmumg conflict

* between'the mesltocratlc or democratic role of American educatmn. These
influences can be seen both as shap‘irig the course of lit'eraqy promotion in

this country, and as underlying our current definitions, assessments, and

f‘( .
attitudes towards functional literacy. Each influence will be discussed from
these two perspectives.

.‘-‘

4

2.6.2 . Differing Views About the Goals of Education
Since public schooling was the msin thrust of literacy 'dsyelopx:nent in
this detl‘tury, the underlying ob;jecti\;'és of such education determine the moti-
: . vations for promoting literacy. | The motivations .jndicate the types of pro-
grams, the definitions, the assessment techmques and the views towards
literacy that are stressed. Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately), Amemcan
education is not characterized by one set of underlying objectives. ' This was,
as the last s,ection"shd;wed, true in the 1800s (for example, the progressive
ﬂreformers stressed education as a means for bettering the immigrants' lives;
; . _ .

social Darwinists, on the other hand, stressed education as a means of sorting

out people by natural ability, and of excluding '"undesirable" immigrants).




‘lying objectives have changed and have varied from place to place and, thus,
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A

-

The conflicts of differing objectives cuntinued throughout this century. Under-

°

>
so have the reasons and techniques for promoting literacy.

Tyler, in his classic Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction

(1949) argues that basic educational objectives can, and do, come from a

variety of sources. He divides the sources into four camps: progressives,
essensialists, sociolpgisté, and educational philosophers {pp. 4-5). i_ Pro-
gressives, in Tyler's view , emi)hasize the importénce of studying the ix_xter:-
ests, problems é.nd perceived pufboées of the 'child.. Curriculum is then

designed around promoting the interests, solving the perceived problems,

- and furthering the purposes of the child. In this view, literacy becomes a

" tool to help the child develop to his own desired potential,

Lssentialists emphasize the cultural heritage of the child and stress the

" need for education to pass the vast store of accumulated knowledge on to the

next generaiibn. Essentialists_fbcus.on objectives derived from outside the
child's own percéived needs or desires. In this view, literacy~is a skill
whic_ﬂ enables the child to have greatex: access to his cultural heritage;

literacy is promoted for the sake of this heritage, and not simply for the sake

of the child's felt ncéeds.

“Sociologists and others concerned with the pressing problems of society

view the school as the place for children to learn how to deal effectively

with social, political and economic problems. Objectives for education, they

feel, should be derived from studying contemporary problems, and the

-«
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' gunctional literacy tests (\.\'r_hich measure ability to fill out forms, read tele-
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* schools should then provide the skills, knowledge and attitudes that will

enable the children to function later. In this view, iiteraey would be pro-
N o _ :

moted for vocational, citizenship, and other 'functional' reasons. Current

A}

i)hone books, etc.) and the current public disillusionment with education (it

isn't preparing the children for the real world") can be se=n as outgrowths of

ethis philoso_phit:al stance. Func_tional literacy and minimum competency are
not concgrhed.with. how self-actualized in.dividulals are because of education, .
',nd'r with how much of their cultural lie!ritage they've learned; functional lit~
eracy and minimum competency tests are designed to measure the"ability.to
cqpé in. society. This ability need not necessarily be the goal' of American
- education at all. | ‘ v
Tylé;f"s fourth group--the educationé.l philosoph'ers--beli'eve that there
are basic !m in life "trangmitted' from one gen.eratium to another by
meané of. education" (Tyler, p., 5). 'i‘hrogg’h philosophic study, these basic
vali;es (whic'h are felt to be essential to a satisfying apd effeéii\c_g liée and td
the making of é gc\;o_d sog¢iety) can be identified- and thus provide thé s;)urce
for underlying education objectives. In this view, literacyis a tool to ht;fp
learn about and inc;j_rporate the essential \}alugs of life.
Tyler goes on-t(') suggest that objectives can be, and are, derived from
.studiesk'of the learnpré themselves, from studies of contemporary life and/or

from studies of particular subject areas. Objectives drawn from these var-

ious sources may often prove to be conflicting, Certainly, such studies

-
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would produce more objéctives than a school could hope to meet. Therefore,

e Tyler screens all these objectives through our current knowledge of teaching-

learning, and through the school's basic philosophy of education. The basic
| philosophy, then, deterx;aines both the underlying objectives of education and

T the particular objectives a school system chooses to try to meet. With more

I

and more states passing minimum competency laws, with increased public
_pressure to "return to the basics, " with increasing concern about graduates -

who cannot read well enough to cope in .society, it would seem that our na-

»

tion's basic philosophy of 'education—;and consequently its objectives for educa~

tion--are reflecting more and more Tyler's "sociologist" and "essentialist"

points of view, .

A second ‘way of viewing the varying educational philbsophies of the 20th

century is given by Rich (1974). “Rich proposes four divisions of philosophy--

W

two dealing with the extrinsic and two with the intrinsic values of education. -
The two extrinsic-value philosqphies.revowe around 1) what education will
do for the individual (e.g. guarantee a better job); and 2) what education will

do for society (e.g. create better citizens, meet n;anpowez: needs). The two

3

 intrinsic-value philosophies are: 1) life is developnie__nt and development is
A
growth (Dewey is the main proponent); and 2) education is the initiation of
z ’

the young into worthwhile activities (Peters is cited as the main proponent).

It appears that our current views towards education and literacy, and our

.current methods of assessing functional literacy, stem far more from the

-extrinsic -W philosophies of-education.




K These varying educational philbséphies, and the resultant dir;ec.:tion and
purpose that th‘ey give tot educatioh,‘ have waxed and waned throughout this
century.. As philosophies changed, so too did the reasons and methods for
,"promotmg, defxmng, and assessing literacy. This can be seen clear ly in .
the conflict over» whether schools should be merltocratlc or democratxc.
__This conflict, as shall be dis'cus_sed in a later sectiop, may have profoundly

| shaped the direction of literacy development in the 1960s and 1970s.

26 3 Society's Need to Protect and Develop Itself

A second major influence on ltiteracy in the 20th century came from the
society's need to, protect and develop itself. As was outlined in the last sec-
tion, education (and thus literacy) emerged as a means of assimilating im=-"
migrants and transforming them into worthwhile, productive citizens; such
a goal was clearly motivated by the interests of the state. This can be seen
clearly in a 1914 > 'letin of the U. S, Bureau of Educaiion:

o : Smce all classes of-our heterogeneous society are active factors

- : , therein, the State maintains schools tc render its citizenship homo-
geneous in spirit and purpose. The public schools exist primarily for

the benefit of the State rather than for the benefit of the individual.

The State seeks to make every citizen intelligent and serviceable.
/Hand, 1914, p. 105).

Similar statements can be found at other times in the 20th ceptury.” Violas *
(1978) points out that the "ci\('{c purposes of compulsory school attendance

PO

surfaced in the subsequent judicial interpretation of such legislation" (p. 23).

Violas goes on to quote Newton Edwards from his The Courts and the Public
'Scﬁop_l_g_ (1940, p. 480). 'In requiring attendance upon state schools, or

. others s{xbstanti-ally eéuivalent, the legislature does not confer a benefit
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upon the parent, nor primar.ly bpon the child; it is only do'ing that which the
o w_eu being apd‘the safety of i:he state itself requireg" (Eyﬂed in Violas, p. 2~3)'.
| It is. interesting to note hé)w a nation dedicated .'to p;'inciples of liberty
and privacy ,;:ould give as much power to an inst'itu;cion as it d/i‘d to schools
'with-_.compulsory"edqcatiop laws. The last sec:tion detailed some of the rea-
sons; incrgased indu_é{rializatigm 1;ad 'i'tlo less self-employment and thﬁs less
. ‘feeling of individualism; )distrust of immigra;nts--éspecially. from Asia and
o sduthex:n Europe--coﬁpled with child labor laws; led to the'pubiic;'s concern
about Ameriéaﬁization and about what to do with all these foreign children
out.on the Xstreets; and the i ea: that places in society should be awarded ac-
o cording to merit and nof birth caused democratic leaders and educators to
. - call éor equal opportunitieg for all. Qne other reason that the American
people were willing to surrender so much personal liBerty to the schools was .-
that the schools begaq to be view.e.d as absolutely\necessary for the st_;.?.te to
survive.’ Violas (1978) traces this view to the turn of .fhe century. In 1907,
James B. Asweil, superintendent of publi;: education for Louisiana addressed
the National Education Association. "With rhetoric thét begaxﬁe increasingly
' familiar.ia the twentieth century, Aswell argued that all members of a
society are so interconnected that the actions of each affect all, The state, -
. as the protector of all, has the right to control each child's edpcation because
'the child is a ward of the state.' The child's right, he claimed, is 'to de-

mand such opportunity as will enable him to render, in his own way, the

most efficient service and thus become a valuable asset to the state, worthy

- o 37
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of ciﬁ_penshxp'" (quote from Aswell, 190%, p. 152 in Violas, 1978, p. 24).

This concebf'- -that the child is fundamentally a ward of the state--has
L I > . . ‘

remained with us throughout this century. Parents are jailed if théir children

©

do not attend school; evéry staie requires a certain number of years in school,

and a certain number of days of attendance. Such laws clearly stem from

this concept. Education (and literacy) are promoted for the interests of the

. A logical extension of this concept provides a rationale for competency
testing and for “functional literacy' tests. If education is provided for the
interests of the state (and all its citizens) then the schools must ensure that &

¢ )

all the students meet the minimum requirements needed by the state. Schools .

. must ensure, for example, that all graduates (or even all students) be able

»

. Y : ,
to read and write well enough to function, to beworthwhile citizens, If

the schools do not do this, they have failed to meet their part of the contract.

3

. The state has the power--and the obligation--to require minimum competency

-

from all students; such coffipetency can'be measured through various tests,

and thus the state is obligated to require that studénts pass such tests. In

\

this sense, literacy is automatically tied to an abstraction (Bormuth, 1975),
namely, the minimum skills needed by the state. Literacy is thus somewhat
arbitrary and tied to a particular Zeitgeist; minimum skill levels change as

the peeds of the state c.ha'nge. . o o . %

~

This. extension of the basic idea of providing education for the interests

of the state to the idea of requiring some sort of competency ge_st_ivng is by -

. -

no means new, In 1911, four years after Aswell suggested that the child was ‘

[

1)

Vi
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‘the ward of the state, the NE4, in its ''Declaration of Principles, " included

-a provision that \_m.uuld ‘have kept children who were unable to pass certain

*

physical and mental maturity stdndards in permanent custody of the schoo{s-.

-

Children or youth "faﬂkng to meet such matumty°tests at school~age hrmt
should remain’ under pubhc supervxsxon‘ and control e1ther untll they reach
matumty, or permanently" (NEA Addresses and Proceedmgs. 1911, p 32)
Viola$§ (1978) cites an even stronger posmon taken by Charles A. Ellwood

proi’eSSOr of qomology at the Unwersny of Missouri, Eilwood suggested

e _ -y .

that ‘educators should set deﬁmte educatxonal standards and reqmrements and

-

in his words, ''then let every child in the state.be sentenced, 'as it were, by .
i \ L. . ‘M . .

a rational compulsory education law, to complete this requirement of educa-

tion in our public schools before they are pernutted to go forth and take their

place in the world of work" (Ellwood, 1914, p. 572). Ellwood felt such a

proposal would "have a eugenic value for the race'’ because those people who

" - Tbuld not meet the requirements for citizenship would then be turned over to.

_other institutions for their care and training., Violas notes, "Presumably,

. theseé institutions would prevent such undesireables from procreating” (Violas.

1978, p. 25).
Ellwood's proposal wgs not enacted into law, but it does show the abuse
to thCh the state-benefit theory can be extended, Since we are currently

-~

moving towar de more str« 58 on minimum competency and funcnonal literacy

" testing, (and thus possibly towards more reliance on the state-benefit theo-

ries) we must be alerf to such potential abuses. This is especially true since

JY 39 B
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minimum competency and fanctional literacy tests tend to produce lower

u
",

scores from minorigy and poor citizens (Kirsch & Guthrie, 1978; Fi'éher.

% ¢,

.1978; Olson, 1975). The state-benefit theory, coupled'with a-neo-soci.al

Darwinism, could easily lead to such testing b.eing' used for racism and for -

class oppression. Newman (1978) presents cgnvi,ncing evidence tixat the

» ¢

"credentials' of education (i.e., a ‘hi‘gh school or cellege diploma), while

LN

acquired by more and more blacks, have not necessarily ‘led to increased

_.job and ecénomic:opportunities for blacks; a white high school drop-out has

a better chance of getting a job thdn does a black high school graduate.- If

£

minority citizens perform poorer on functional literacy and 'job-gntry tests,

then a widespread use of such tests could be used to provide a rationale for

increased inequalities of opportunity.
N

~

"While promoting education and‘literacy for the benefit of the state has

-

\

p some""potential dangers as outlined above, it also has important and positive

co-nsequences. Kirsch and Guthrie (1978) state ip this regard: "American

literacy, according to some historians (Cremijn, 1970; Bailyn, 1960), -had

a libera}_ing quality which served to socialize its participants in a society of

emerging diversity and mobility, and to involve them in social and political

issues” (p. 487). From this frame of reference, literacy is viewed as pri-
. ’ ?
marily helping the individual and thus, indixfeétly, benefitting the state.

. The state-benefit theory influexiced literacy de_vélopk_nent in another way
in the twentieth century. The government, because it would directly or in-

direcily benefit from such involvement, ‘became active in promoting and

-

r
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funding literacy programs among adults. This involvement has been increasing
- .

~

throughout the century; it has been at its highest, however, during times when

. . . ' o
the government would benefit the most from such involvement. Cook (1877)
e A

5 .
’ \
v

states:. "the federal guvernment's concern with the problem surfaces mainly
.iiuring time;sfof national conflict" (p.' ix). This concern, as Cook demon-
strates, was highest during the two World Wars and during the Korean conflict.

L4
-

as men, showing up to be drafted, were tested. More importautly, .t was

_ during these conflicts that illiteracy was seen most clearly as being against

the interests of the state., America lost a great deal of manpower in the war

' effortq due to illiteracy, "In the First World War, . out of the 10 million men

in the flI‘St regxstratlon 700, 000 were found to be totally illiterate (Cook

p. 11). In the Second World War, in May, 1942, Presmentﬁ}(oosevelt reported
that nearly _hglf a million men had beep deferred because of inability to meet
-the Army's literacy requirement (Cobk, p. 49). Inthe Korean conflict,

about 300, 000 men were rejected from the draft in the first year for "educa-

_tional deficiencies' (Cook, p. 67).

In all three wars, illiterates were viewed as being unable to function in

the Army. ’]‘ru_m;in, during ihe Korean w~e, stated this view: "While illit-

- erates are at a disadvantage in civilian life, they may be a distinct hazard in

a mllltary mtuatlon (quoted in Cook, 1977, p. 67). The goverhment there-
fore, for its own benefit--that of increasing its Army--became more mvolved

in literacy assessment and promoticn. Following the First World War,

L]
b

11

It was during these wars that the extent of illiteracy in the nation was realized

. *.
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several states set up training programs for teachers of adults; several

states fequired districts with varying percentages of. i‘llit'erates to hold night

A\ S

A ) " N “ .
classes; by 1927, 60 percent of the states had passed some form of adult -

education legislation; a number of states established illiteracy commissions

R

.and lgeracy campaigns; and in 1924, on a national level, a National Ilhteracy

Conference was held and a Natwnal llhteracy Campaugn begun (Cook pp. 26-30).

-

Puring World War Two, as the Government found itself in need of more sol-

>

diers, illiterates were recruited and sent through' speecial trainidg. The

“

. ’govern'ment hired top educational experts to set up a crash literacy program

dc.signed to bring the recruits to a fourth grade reading level. This program
. N |
which, according to Witty (1944), was 90 percent successful, was surely the

"largest and most, extc;nsive x;rogram ever undertaken. Most assuredly,

it was the best equipped'' (Cook, 1977, p. 56). The state and feder'al govern-
ments, then, promot’ed literacy to a greater extent 'during and right after .
major wars. Clearly, literacy was being promoted for the benefit of the state.

- . These wars also caused the government, and the educators, to realize that

- assessments of literacy needed to be more exact. The government was appar-

‘

n
P14

ently surprised at the number of illiteratés who turned up for the draft ir. the

: First World War; census figures had not indicated that there were so many
illiterates. For the benefit of the state in future wars, it was élear that
bettcr definitions and assessments of literacy were needed. The state-benefit
tixeox’*y must be scen as one of the influences affecting the ccatinual changes

in the definition and assessment of literacy throughéut this century.

42
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I'he _intereosts of the state--in assimilating immigrants, in producing
productive citizehs, or in maintaining a strong military--strongly affected
litefacy develo‘pment in the twentieth céntury. Conversely, literacy develop-
ment affected the needs and interests of the state. Kirsch and Guthrie (1978)
point out that with increased literacy, printed language became .the main way
of communicating and acquiring ini‘c;>rmaticmT Printed language became the

. main way of assimilating immigrants, or training soldiers; thus, literacy
dcvelop.ment created the need for more literacy development. (Our soldiers
needed literacy because training, commands, etc.! were written; c;ther cqun-.
tries managed to fight with large numbers of illiterate soldiers, because they -

' reli(ed.on other means of communiéating training and commands. ) ‘Litera_c.y
and the state-benefit theory must be viewed, then, as interacting parts of

the Zeitgeist.

2.6.4 Business and Industrial Influence on Literacy K

The growth of business and i_nduétry was an integral part ot the‘?Zeitgeist
- iu the twentieth century. As such, it affected and was affected by literacy'

development. ~Oison (1975) stated, "Phillipe Aries, in his Centuries of Child~

hood (1962) claims that the introduction of compulsory schoohng had less to
do with the considerations of human welfare than with the development of an
efficient work force . . . to transform a mob of ruffians and lay-abouts into
.. cfficieut‘ and dilligent workers' (pp. 114-115)., Businesses and industry were
interested in qchools producing flmshed products '-~individuals who had the

necessary skil,ls to be good workers. Businesses and industry have functioned
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more as "human resource users rather than human resource developers'

(from a speecﬁ by Stic_ht, 1978). This‘rolle has‘influe.nced the establishment

LY
of vocational education, business education, and career education; it has also

influen;:ed the stress placed on functionai reading and wri_ting competencies.
Part of the tasks of school and literacy development, then, has been to
provide the finished products for industry and business. Symbolically, a
student who leaves school with good literacy skills is viewed as a "successful"
finish.ed product; .an illiterate student is. almost automatically classifie,d as a
"factory reject, "' and is viewed as below-standard on many dimensions other
than literacy. T‘his. view is demonstrated by Levin (1975). "It has been esti-
mated that one-third of:our nation's youth leave school witﬁout obtaining suf-
- ficient reading skills ..to meet the demands of employ.met;t‘_",_ These young |
'people emerge into the adult world with little sense of phgrsonal worth, with
social and vocational inadequacies, and with overriding feqlings of hopeless-
ness and futility . . . " (p. 3"‘ -): Levin provides no éupport for the contention
- that functiqnal illiteracy produces so many‘oth%r fla_ws,in the individual; n
howexier, her .contention appears to be a co.mmon one, The argument would
bé that if a student did not acquire literacy, he also nrobably did not acquire
math skills, social skills, skills needed to work for someone else, skills
needed to co.tinue learning and advancing, etc. No company would wax;t to
hire such an individual, even if the job required ﬁo reading or writing at all.
This symbolic:: side of literacy may explain why some companies I:équire

~

potential employees to take reading tests, even when the tests bear little
\

-
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resémblénce to actual literacy demands on the job, or. wh_én there are no .

- liﬁferacy demah.ds on the job, Sticht (1975), reporting for the NIE Study Group
on Linguistic eommunicatién, indicate;d that o?nly a nﬁnimal level of literacy
is needed for most occupations, and that the entrance requirements--in terms

. - of literacy«-for most jobs were inflated. - This inflation .can be seen as ind_ica-
tive of the symbolic link between literacy and poor ;;ert;orma:;ce. Literacy,‘
as several researéhers (Fudge,l 1975; Sticht, 1977, Newman, 1978) have

\_t'point.ed out, is only one .of m&ny factors that ican determine success on a jpb;
in fact, in many occupations, literacy is no determiner ?,t all. |

In addition to this symbolic influence, industry and business influencgd
litera&:_y development in other ways. | In the early 1900s, Fre_de'rifck Taylor
introduced his ideas. of incustrial efficiency. By subdividiné each task into
‘individual components, and by having one worker do each corﬁponent over
and over again, Taylor;ism was aimed at facilitating the greatest proddétivity
with the lgaSt expenditurfz of manpower and other resources (Violas, 1978).

- This concept was adopted whoehéartedly by business and led to a rapid

decline in craftsmen (O"i‘oole et, al., 1973)_. So rapid aﬁd complete was

“ this metho8 that by 1923 Henry Ford could report that over 50% of the jobs

in his factory could be learned in one day, and over 85 percent could be
‘mastered in a month‘.
This subdivi:sion of labor, by requifing only one small task to be learned

o by a worker, meant that training and literacy needs for many occupations

declined. On the other hand, human'workers were viewed, by Taylor and

L 3
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his followers, as one of the many parts to be p}lugged into an efficienf machine,
'Iﬁerefore, :ivh‘ille literacy and training needs for any tsfsk'lgssened, industry
© and business b:agan to need more 1ite‘fate and more broadly traiéed workers
/- S0 tpat they r;ould plué these workers into any glot th?.t was open. {\dditio:;ally,‘
1iter;ac‘y 'was seen as one more way to make the worker more efficient--and
- greater efficiency was the aim.‘. It is interestiﬁg to note in this regard that
. Cook (1877) reports on literacy projects undertaken by iddustries at various
p«mes in this century. The results that she reports are oiten in terms of
whether or not the workers Became more effxcxeﬁt as a result of literacy -
- training. In reporting the results of the 1913 New York City Workers' Cl.ass
'Experiiment, for example, she staies: ', . . work efficiency improved
20-170 percent, and the hoﬁrly wage increased from 19, 5¢ to 22.. 2¢ per hour"
~ (Cock, 1977, p. 17). Cook (repofting on a major 1958 study) also states
‘that, in general, literacy training "wa; view‘ed as relatively unimportant ‘in
the total scope of industry's educational programs' (p. 72).
= ‘ While viewing literacy~-both for préctical, efficiency reasons and for
.z;ymbol'ic reasons--as.important, industries ‘and business did not directly
\promote-literacy to a great e>;te1;t in this century. But tiley did influence
the direction of schools, thus indirectly iﬂfluencing literacy., American
educaticn é.dopted many of the cc;mponents of the efficient, factory approach
(Tyack, 1974; Violas, 1978), -Poorer students were tracked into voca;ibnal

education so that they could be "finished products' for industry. As early

a5 1009, John Cook reported to the NEA that "the leading function of school,

’ a ..
o . 16
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_so far as our industrial population is concerned, is to aid them in acquiring

‘the greatest efficiency possible'_in earning their living . . . " {(Cook, 1809,
% :

) )
p. 396). Cook defined the ihdustrial population as the wo»rking class; he, .

along with many other educators'(see Violas, 1978, p. 139) advocated track-
ing working class children into vocational education. Violas suggests that
this trackmg was not only designed to produce good workers for mdustry,

" . . school ™

but was also an efficiency measure on the part of schools.
officials, who were not partxcularly con\,erned with immigrant and workmg-
class children, us_.ed the industrial trammg programs as a way of getting
them out of school as quickly and with as little expense as possiblé" (Violas,
1978, p.-182).. - | '

L Eff_iéiencj,*- measures also led to incrzasing worker _aliqatién (O'Toole

et. al., 1973). O'Toole et. al. , in aOSpecial Task Force Repoét to the

Secretary of HEW, found that alienation has grown to the point where "nearly'

. 40 percerit of the over-forty wqrkers (interviewed) have thought seriously

about entering a different occupation, and would enter an educational program

_to acquire new skills" in order to change jobs if there were financial reimburse-

ment for the program {p. 122) Dissatisfactions with jobs, the report con-
tends, are due in large part to,the effxmency model of industry in which
workers do not feel "masters of their immediate e_:mnronments and ., . . that .
their work and they thems_glves are important--the twin ingredieiits of sélf-

esteem” (p. 13). The HEW report does not limit its findings of alienation."j‘

to industrial.settings, Instead, the report indicates the same trend in all

-
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afe_aa of work. ''With the shift from xlxanufa“n;\xrirxé to ser\vices--empléyment'
has gone from 50-50 i_n 1950 to 62-38 in favor ui services in 1970--the tyranny
of the macpine‘i_s perhaps being replaced by the tyranny of the bureaucracy"
{p. 22). This alienation often ieads to changes in jobs or to changes in a
total career. Lite.x‘acy skills are clearly advantageous for a worker who
tr1es to change professmns, conversely, 1111teracy can be one factor that
forces an individual to stay in an ahenatmg sxtuatmn. Thus, the efﬁcxency
model of industry and services, b?\roducmg alienation and the resultant
desu e for Job change, seems to have produced a greater need for 11teracy
Fudg . /1974) speculates that there is a posmve relationship between an
individual's level of literacy and his economic statu_s; He aruges,. héweve'r.

<

that such a relationship may exist not merely because higher péying jbbs

 require more literacy. "The distribution of literacy skills would seem to

correlate with the distribution of economic rewards, and it might be argued
that the reverse relationship is true. In an industrial society which is labor
intensive in the lower-status and lower-reward areas, it can be seen that

if literacy sk1lls grant the individual vocational mobility then our present

~ economic organization has a vested mterest in controlhng the d1str1but1on

A

of Lithacy--and keeping most individuals within the range of skills that place
ceilings on théir economic mobility" (p 30). Fudge goes on fo sveculate that
schools have traditionally ha& the role of sorting through the population and
providing high levels of literacy to those "with merit" while keeping a large

segment of the population semi-literate (or at least at lower levels). This
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33

large segxilent then enters the work force as the manual laborers, the machine

8bépators, 'etc. Thié might be seen, then,'a.s anoﬁher influence that in-lustry
e;nd business h:we had upon literacy promotion. |

“ Newman (1978) pointé out that blacks have long been aware of this rela-
tionship between schooling and economic rewards. "For this reason, most

black families place a high stress on education (Newman, 1978; Ryan, 1971),

With increased educational opportunities for all Americans--through legisla-

v wtion, co_m;_iensatory education, open admissions, etc--levels of schooling have

r
€

increased. If, as Fudge suggests, the distribution of literacy must be con-
trolled in our induétrial society, and if the years of schooling completed are
increas_i_?'g, then the retative value of sghooling must"autOmatically be lessened.
A high school graduate cannot be viewed as h_av_irig the san . worth fo;iay és hg
would have 50 years ago. This is not to say that the gradu:;lte actualiy is of
less worth, or is less literéte, but ratheruthat the relative value of a high

school diploma .has depreciated (Chall, 1975), Newman (1978) points out that

this has led to blacks befng excluded from many jobs for which they were quali- -

fied or over-qualified, Because the same jobs often went to white with less

education, it is clear that this "distribution of literacy' is not following edu-

. cation lines at all but'is instead following race and class lines. Ogbu (1978),

in Minority: Education and Caste shov s .clearly Lhow this inequality affects black

America. Black children, he shows, consistehtly perform below the levels of
white children in school because they know that education is not the pathway to

success, The problem is the caste barriers that continue to exist in America,

I
N
-
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'2.6.5 Progressive Reform, the Struggle for Equal Rights, and the Prb{notion

- of Literacy . | | \ | )
. ‘ -t )

"progressive reform' has been applied to a number of different movements
and philosophies (Tyack, 1974). Progressive reform movements (limited in \
this discussion to those that were concerned with the winning of equal rights N

and opportunities both within and outside of education) have also influenced \

\.

the Zeitgeist and the definitions and promotion of literacy in-the twentieth

-

century. From 1910 to the start of the First World War, a progressive reform

‘movement flourished. Cook attributés this to the rise in the power of women.

.~ The movement led to the Smith-Lever and Smith-Hughes acts,- designed to

(Y

give federal grants to help education (Cook, 1977, p. 10) as well as to bring

~about reforms in working conditions (O'Toole,et. al., 1973) and the treatment

of orphans, the elderly, and crimir;als (Wallbank, et. al., 1972), )

a.

Efforts at progressive reform also took place in the 1930s and 1940s,

\notably in education. Burton Fowler, president of the Progressive Education

Association, _c:haraqterized this movement in thesé_ words: .'.'We endorse, by
common consent, the obvious hypothesis that the child, rather than what he
studies, should be the center of all education effort' (1930, p. 159). Biehler

(1974) indicates that report cards in the 1930s and 40s frequently devoted more

. space to citizenship grades than to subject grades. The stress was on making .

grood o 1t1zen 3 and fulfilled people (as opposed to good workers or good scholars).
Biehler mdmates that th1s movement dxed out as a result of ' tbe launching of

Sputnik, changes in educational philosophy, and the 'cult-of-efficiency’.

00



Py

~be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education,
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emphasis' (p. 3853). Clearly this movement put educators in some conflict

with the interests of industry and business and the interests of the state, as

.
mentioned previously.

The major reform movement, which affects our views and definitions of
Iiteraéy and schooling today, occurred in the late 50s and the 60s. In 1954,
the Brown desegregation decision began’'to open more’educational opportunities
for. blacks. The Supreme Courtrruled that education was so important that
denying it on the basis of race denied blacks "the equal protection of the laws
guaranteed by the 14tl; Amendment, " Education, the Court contended, "is a .
principal instrument in awakening the child to cul_tural values, in prepa{ing
him for 'lé.ter professional training, . and in helping him to. adjust normally
to his environment. In these days, itis doul;tful that any child may .reasonably

. . )
Blacks risked their lives to integrate all-white schools, for the value of edu-
cation was esteemed (Newman,_ 1978). Struggles to integrate other aspects
of Am‘ex_'icau lifé, to overcome obstacles to voting (such as literacy tests),” to

achieve racial equality, and to ensure equal opport,unities in all facets of

hfe were waged., This civil rights struggle was also a precursor to other

' struggles--over women's rights, over mghts for the elderly and handicapped,

and over rights for other minorities,
This reform and civil rights movement affected literacy in a number of

ways. The content of literacy materials was changed to reflect the changes

in society (more minorities were included in books; sexist labels werr modified;,

L
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Black English was incorporated into materials in some instances; bilingual
_ . ,
materials were made available).

Compensatory education was made more
available in an attempt to rectify differences in achievement. Literacy re-

‘quirements for voting were ruled illegal. Literacy requirements for cotlege
entrance were lessened in m

any cases inorder to opéen opportunities for more
students, This struggle for equal rights in many ways becédme a struggle to

provide a more democratic distribution of education, and thus, literacy.'
Again, this movement came in conflfct with some of the interests of business,
government and industry, This conflict--between a more democratic form

-

of education and a more meritocratic form--will be examined in the next

section. This conflict may be one of the roots of our current stress on func-

tional literacy and minimal competency.

The progressive reform and civil rights movements, then, can be seen as

R Y '

affecting the materials used for liter.acy promotion, the uses of literacy

measures, 2nd, most importantly, the views about who, in our society,
should be allowed to achieve literacy.

2,6.6 Meritocracy Versus Democracy and the Promotion of Literacy

Another major influence on the promdtion of literacy in this century has

been the continuing debate--a debate that reached a climax in the 1960s and

70s--over whether American education should be a meritocracy (providing
equal opportunities only)-or a democracy (in tie sense of ensuring roughly .

equal results from education). Although American education under either

. 52
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system is called "democratic, " the aiins and objectives of the-systems differ

greatly, Ina ineritocracy, all children are provided with equal 'opportunities

. . )
and the most able (the onzs with the most natural merit) are able to use these

opportunities the best, are recognized as being more able, compl te more
years of scli‘ooling, aad eventually become the leaders.of induétry and govern-
ment (Biehler, -1974). "In a democracy, additional instruction, special edu-

cation, or compensatory programs may be established above and beyond the |

‘equal opportunities afforded by schools. These special programs are aiméd

at children who, because of other non-school influences, are not receiving
: .

&

an equal benefit from the schools' programs. The stress in the .democrac'?y

. -:. T N ma— R

system,is on atta mng roughly equal results

]

The attack on the *pemtocratxc belief that opportumtles in Amemcan
. kS

.education were really equal emerged 'during the Enlightenment as a reform -

- .

measure when "bright sons of lower-bcurgeois families demanded that govern-

-~
.

ment and professional positions be opened to persons oh the basis of natural

ability, rather than of parental influencé or hereditary right" (Sennett &

Cobb, 1972, p. 61),
' -
It can be seen that a number of influences cited earlier would tend to
[ . Y- R
favor such a sorting-out approach in education. Industry and business, with x

-

their stress on human resource use, would clearly have an easier task if

L3

individuals cntering the work market were already sorted by ability. The

interests of the state in ensurmg that top government and busmeSs leaders

were vcry able mdxvmuals, might also mfluence schools to. support individual

differences among students, would clearly be more "efficient if these

53
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. Aability). Theée influences resylted in the schools adopting a-meritocracy

’ some ._effor‘ts to move away from this approach (Biehler, '1974);3 it'was not

> . v )
. . . o . =mBl- .
. v .o ' G. i -
) . ' . . <
students could somehow be grouped with others who dre similar (usually in <
T _ ) Lo o

approach’to education (Sennett & Cobb, 1972; Tyack, 1974; Biehler, 1974). y

'This meritocracy approach has been the predominant one in education through-

N
3

out this century. The Progressive Educationists in the 1930s and 40s made

f

until the 1960s, however, that education adopted a different approach,

The idea of meritocracy, ci'c""’rr;;,xst be noted, was not one of denying equal

LY

. opportunities. It was felt, under a ﬁierifocratic system, 'that equal-opportuni-

a2 -

_ ties should be provided (at least at first) and that individuals would sort them-~

i

4 .

 selves 6ut: Givenvcompletely equal opportunities, the most able students

would succeed,the most, and the leé_s't able would gain little and drop out (to
join the work force a® manual l7borers). The influence of Social Darwinism

is obvious; however, in theory at least, a meritocratic educational system '

‘ d}d not prejudge who would succeed; the system provided equal opportunities

. : : {: .
t~ all and let a 'natural' sorting process occur.

In theory, then, the meritocracy system was democratic-~it pfovided I_ .
equal opportunities. in the.IQSOS‘, however,t. the system came under attack
. for two major reasonsy’ .fir"st, the contention thaf opportudities were equal -
rfor.all citizens was c)Aallenged and, second, time contention that prov;ding ‘

cqual opportunitics was enough to ensure equally beneficial results was dis- —~

credited, This attack on the meritocracy system emerged at the same time

<as the major struggles over civil rights; it was clear that the existing

594
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meritocracy system fell far short of meeting the needs of minority citizens.

Additicnally, this attack on mexitocracy came at'the same time that much
PO N - ~ .

of the nation was questioning all its institutions and thus the attack covered

many aspects of education besides meritocracy;,

-~

The underlying belief of the meritocratic system that educational oppor-

tu:.lities really were equa_l has been attacke-d since the inceptic:m ‘Qf public edu-

- catll-oﬁ. ,Cle.a‘rly,' by- denying education to bla.ks for many years, and by |

_ limiting the schooling of wonten, American educatj\on suffered frogm a systém-
atic bias in providing equal' opport}unities (Fay, __"1978). Schools prpvide{d for |
immigrants and mihorities were often poorly.staffed and equipped and were
often more concerned with creating disciplined citizens than witﬁ pr;)viding
education (Violas, '1978). Supreme Court decisi"ons: begin\nin'g with the-
Br(;wn decision in 1954 (discussed in the last section), sgpported what many

: _ educators and citizens had been saying: se;parate z__md equal was neither t.rue

nor sufficient., In addition, xjne.ritocx‘a':y was challenged for not even pro-
- viding equal opportunifies within the same school.

. ) AN
- Various studies in the 1940s and 1950s indicated that equal opportunities

o .

were not being given to all students. In 1949, for example, Hollingshead, in

Elmtowns Youth found that the process of differentiation in a small Indiana

-~

v

comprehensive high school reflected the social classes within the community.
Five strata of society were identified, and Hollingshead reported that the top
strata dominated the college preparatory progiram, the middle strata domina-

ted the general education program, and the lower strata were ordinarily

———, B
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.represented in the "commercial” track. This tre;.cking system is still strongly
in ef&:ct, and it ensures that unequal opportunities are provided--often on .the
basis of social‘glass: and n_o‘t necessarily merit (Biehler, 1974). |
This attack on the belief that equal _oéport’unities were enough to ensure equal
results can be seen in a'mimber of books and ‘s‘tud_ies that_wéré publdléd in
| the 19605.' _;Iolm Gar&ner,_ in Excellence (1964) wrote: "The schools are the

v

__golden avenue of opportunity for able yo{mgs"ters but at the same time, théy are

the arcna in which less able youngsters learn limitations, " Writing in Change,

- in 1972, Jerome Karabel asserted: " . . education is inextricably linked to '

N

the transmission of inequality from one generation to thenext . . . the entire

process helps ensiire that the already affluent receive a (higher) education

T - . _which enables them to retain their privilege and position. " The Coleman Re-
port (Equality of Educational Opportunity, 1966) as well as other studies
(Thosndike, 1973; Morris, 1959) found that the family background of the chila

| --the so__cioeconamic levels of garehfs, their education, their professioq, their
T ‘ incomf::'-l)ad a greéter influence on school achievement than did the school

itself. Thorndike (1973) summarized: ", . . the clear result is that good

home and environmental backgrounds provide strong differentiation . . . be-
tween students,'
Such findizlgs left serioug goi'ibts whether providing equal opportunities was

. l «
sufficient to ensure equal results. . Bloom (196¢) suggested that studies show

that a student in one sul of comn;{mities may spend one-and-a-half to two years

. el
to aitain what a student in another set of communitié¥ Tearns in one year. Thus,

-~ 56
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providing r:al equal opportunities may take twice as much time and money.

L]

| Bloom, and mény other educaiﬁgrs, suggested that providing equal opportuni-

tics in a meritocratic sense was not sufficient for education to be democratic;
, ) ! © 1 N

2

instead, additional and S;;ecial opportunities must be extended to some seg-
ments og soéiety in order to offset unequal influences occurring beyond the .
school dbors.

. This idea was adopted in many quarters. in the 1960s _and early 1970s (and,
of course, c:ont.i-nue_s in many blaces today). It led to massive compensatory
programs--from He;é Start to reading academies; it 1¢d to the acceptance of
Black English, e_md efforts at bilingual education; it led to increased educational
opportunities for all citizens as colleges and uni\;rersities- adopted special ad- |
mi'ssions pqlicies;' it led to education and job quotas; it helped influence deci-
sions on busing a'r_xd c;n the introduction of = vast variety of courses at the higb
school and college fevel designed to motivate,” and appeal to, diverse students.
The rr'xovemeng, then, was awaji from an elitist, meritocratic stress on aca-
demic ex‘cellence for a few and towards a more just (in terms of results) and
democratic stress for all.

© This movémént may .have entailed certa\i\n‘trade-ot‘fs in education, Most -
notably, it may have resulted in a trade-off be}ween better basic education for
everyone and less academic cxcellence for a fe;\}'.\\'l'he academically gifted may

AN

not be receiving the same quality of education, as Rafferty (1975) and other

~

suggest. This trade-off could explain why SAT scores aré declining (Wirtz,
<
1977) while basic competencies in reading are increasing (F‘ish"ér.,‘ 1978; Farr,

ay & Negley, 1978).

o7 '

i
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~ In addition to trade-offs in education, such an approach also undermines

many of the interesis’'that business, indusiry, government, and portions of
. 8 . . . . . .
MU the population have in education. If everyone graduates from high school, for

. . @
example, businesses and industry are no longer provided with pre-sorted

RPN
P 2R

»

wor‘i\'ers; or if everyone rfeceives sufficient education -(normal or compensatory)
- té end up roughly equal in ability, then the middle and Lipper'" classes can no
longer have any assurance that their children w'ill'atta,in the same ec_onor;xic .
status. Symbolically, as well as in actual i‘act,l such a systém poses g;‘eat
threat; to"the status‘. quo.
There have been strong indications in the last few 'yea.rs that some educa-
"tors and many segments of the American popu&ation desire a retura to a more
meritocratic appro-ac-h. As of March, 1978, 33 sta:ces had passed some form
of minimum competency legislation (Pipho, 1978). Such legislation js aimed
at ehsuring that only ;chose individuals who have mastered certain things (i.e.,
- S : these individuals with merit‘) be awarded a diploma, or be- passed to the next
grade. It is au offort at imposing meritocracy. Iti a lecture, Smith (1978) ré;
ported that 26 perce\nt of the first graders in Louisville faile:d the test for their .
grade and were retained; most of these children were black children in newly )
integrat.:-od schools. Smith suggested that this indicated-ﬁhat minimum compe-
tency testing was a return to the old, and socially unjust, meritocracy appx-'oach.
‘This desire for a return to meritocracy can be seen in public refusal to‘r

pass levies for schools (in Cleveland, for example). News media accounts in-

dicate that large segments of the population feel that schools are "not doing

R . o8
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their.jobs" teachmg frills, by not stressing the’ "basics, " by not stressing

W3 Pt AL L PR ARG I et Sl M, ppan 6. 0L E

academic excellenc e, and by not preparing students for the demands of life

) )
(see, for example, the November 14, 1977 issue of Time; August, 1974 issue

hoatr EAFE L

' of u,sS. News aud World Report Report on Educatxonal ‘Research, 1978 count-

-2 -__

less local papers or news programs). Part of this charge can be seen as the

LS e S TR BY 3

/.

desire to return fo a meritoc’:rati}c‘ approach to education. .
It.can be argued, then, that there has beena basic struggle in American -

education over whether schools should provide equal opportunities, and allow

%

those with merit (who, it has been shown, -are those who come primarily from

NE

better socio-economic backgrounds) to rise to the top, or whether educati%n

Sus PRSI nbite! POt sp ut (RR1E, GRBRY LI B et USRS L I B d0E

should provide special programs and compensatory measures to ensure that
opportunities are really equal, regardless of background. This struggle is\\‘
' : : \

oue between a meritocratic and a truly democratic system. During the last,
\

LIRS - B IR L S RN
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fif.teen years, th.c‘: cducational system has attempted to reflect more of a ""demo-
cratic;' approach, However, ]'.I;l the p.ast few years, pressure has been exerted
by some Iegislatoz‘s, some edueators, and some segments of the public to re- -
turn to a more meritocratic system, In this context, tests of minimum compe-
tency and functional literacy, it can be ergued, are tools designed to re-estab-
lish meritocracy. 11‘ a lugh school diploma no longer mgmhes merit the way

it once did, then functional literacy tests can be used as the means to separate

e thub(’ "with merit" from those w1thout momt

In The Hidden Injuries of Class, Sennett and Cobb (1973) point out the dan-

gers and negative ramifications of assigning people "badges of ability. " To

L | 7 | so
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~ classify someohe as a "functional illiterate” or as "minimally incompetent, "

as some certain measures do, is to assign such badges. Sennett and Cobb pro-

’ .Y . -
pose that such badges ''produce feelings of powerlessness and inadequacy"

(p. 62). Equally imporiant, such badges set up self-fulfilling prophecies; the

student who is labelled inferior with a minimallyf'incompetenf badge will pro-"

bably be treated differently by teachers, and will often be denied the same op-

: portunities as classmates; such a student will continue to fall behind,. fulfilling /

H

the prophe,cy that hc was without much merit. The classic study in this regar(i

(Eygmahon in the Classroom) was conducted by Rosenthai and Jacobson (1968).

‘They e,howed the subtle and large influence on a child's performance when slhe

1

is labelled with a badge.of ability. This notion of the destructive ramificat;,ions
of abSigmng students "badges of disability'" may explain why Fisher (1978),
after reviewing current tests on functional literacy, concluded that the one
group whii,h is unlikely to gain much from school, and the group that shbws the

greatest percentage of illiteracy, "consists of 1nd1v1duals who have repeated

one or more gradesf‘ (p. 15). Clearly, in a meritocratic system, those who

. fail a grade are almost automatically classified as being "without merit, "' and

‘a self-fulfilling prophecy is established, With increasing stress on minimal

competency and functional literacy teslting; the risk is run of labelling more
and more people with badges of 'disability' and thus setting up possibly unjust
sclf-fulfilling prophecies, This may be the greatest danger in a return to a

meritocracy.
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2,6.7 Ability Testing and the Promotion of Literacy \

A last major influence on the assessment and promotion of literacy in this
. N S : : - . <

century is the rise of ability testing. Ability testing has long been promoted as

a means of beginning a sorting process of students (as discussed earlier) from
. ' H N .

" the earliest grades o,nw.ard.. This stress can be seen from the earliest attempts

+

Al

& The successful festing §f inte}ligencé began in the’ 1890s with Alfred Binet;
The school é.uthorities of Paris asked Binet to develop an instrument that could
be used to differentiate between st{xde;nts who were capable of doing normal
school work and those who were not (Biehler, 1974), Binet died be‘fore his work
w,a.s perfected, and his ideas were adopted and refine-d by Lewis Ter.man who

subsequently published the Stanford-Binet in 1916. Thorndike was also inter-

ested in ability testing ax-ld pr:o;).o\sed, in' books like Animal Intelligence (1811)
that ability could be expressed in terpms of quantity and numbers. He suggested
that one could measure the physical.e;effects of intelligence and thus know ' how
much' ihtelligence.—was .needed to.:d_o any particular task (Sennet and Cobb, 1972,
p. 959).

Terman, Thorndi'~, Binet, Simon, and odher early researchers in this
area discovered an important phen()menon,' namely tha£ the scores of people
taking tests like the Stanford-Binet formed a bell-shaped curve, with most people
scoring around the middle and fewer and fewer people scoring towards the ex-'.
tremes. Scunett and Cobb .assert that this finding led researchers to concludg ¥

that there was a ""natural' allotment of ability; that people who stood out as

61
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" ideas of social Darwinism and of meritocratic educatlon, it supported the idea

-5Q.-

_individuals were 'naturally' unlike the mass at the center, either because they

were very stupld or very smart' (1972, p. 59\ Such a fmdmg supported the

that schools could be a sorting-out place for the interests\\of business, industry

W
v

and the state; and it clearly reinforced the symbolic asbects of 1iteracy--é.
high degree of literacy could serve as the mark of individudls at the upper
extremes of 'natural intelligence.'

Since the development of these early measures of intelligence, a vast

-number of tests have been developed (seg, for example, Buro's Mental Mea-~

surement Yearbook). Tests have been designed to assess progress in a subject,

)

. t0 measure aptltude, to predict future buCCGSS or to provide d1agnost1c infor-

mation.. In many cases, the tests are used to prov1de information for 'sortmg

_out' students--into groups, into grades, into schools and colleges, into jobs -

and professions, Testing can be seen as an integral part of the meritocratic

Ld

wi.? the efficiency model of scheoling. . It is interesting to note in this regard

that less stress was put on test results in the 1960s (when: schools_were striving

for more democracy), and that more emphasis is being put on test scores to'da'y
(as schools are returning to a meritocracy) (see Biehler, 1974).

While various types of ability testing can provide valuableinférmation for

" the teachmg 1earnmg process (IFarr, 1978) they also lend themselves to abuses.

St,nnett and Cobb (1974, p. 61) note that ' a person who is bemg measured by a
test can be classified by it'' and that any classification can lea.d to self~ fu1f1111ng

prophecies, and to feelings of unworthiness, futility and deSpa\lr. Sennett and

62 "-.
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Cobb vie‘w these tests as the means by which institutions and the society can-deal
with indiv.iduéii.s' because it would be impossiiﬂe to actually d.eai with all ikie peo-
. .
ple as 1nd1v1duals "the institutions rely upon numbers representing quantities
‘of- ability. " While this enables mstltutions to funcuon moria eff1C1ent1$r, it |
| also erases feelings of individuality and may prévent people from doing. what
they really want to do and are really capable of doing (p. 65)

Farr (1978) mentions other abuses of tests. He states: . "If they are used -

properly, tests can be useful infbrmatic_)_n-gathering tools; if they.are misused,”

e

.)_

they can misdirect the entire educati.onal process. - Minimum competency test-
ing in reading'achiev'ement.c-:an be misuse& in several ways' (p. 2). Farr con-
tends that the main abuse of tests is that they are used for purposes for which
they were not intended (such as the SAT being. used as.a measure of achieve-
mimt rather;than a measure for prec\iiction). ' Fﬁnctionél ~1iter:acy and minimum
competency tests are basically designe\d to measure. how well people can perfo{‘m
certain representativ;:\ tasks. As wa.s discussed earlier, functic;nal literacy is

; really a variablf; constr.‘uct and depends upon the individual's g.bility and the
nature of the literacy tasks s/he actually encounters in life (and must ‘complete
in.ordér to be funciional). Such tests oiily measure abilities on certain.tasks;
to draw conclusions about the ext;ant of funétional illiteracy in this country, or
to draw conclusions about the siate of our schools, from such tests is to misuse
the results. |

| A seccind misuse of t;esting that Farr cites stems from the assumption that

-
"they measure everything that is important in education' (p. 2). Calls for
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increased minimum competency and increased levels of functional literacy are

. really calls for better scores on tests that supposedly measure.these constructs..

]

" An assumption underlying the stress on such tests is that they aétually measure

what is important; £lxat is, if a person passes a minimum competeﬁcy test; s{he
has- gé;ined the bas.ic importaxﬁ skills and knowledge from school. Testing, it

is assumed, can 's_m;x_l_ehow measure tﬁ_e_ éuccessf-ul attainment of 9;}_1_ the objec~
tives of education. F;.rr states: ."vaiously,. there are important ;educational ;
objectives for .\‘vhich '}ve have no'-ef'feclzt'i\'e measyres and for which studé_n_t achieve“-_

ment would be an inadcquate measure.” -

A final abuse of testing stems from the narrow definition of abilities that’

are used. Ability is measured on only a few dimensions in any test (for example,

- ‘ .
the abilities to decode words, or reason logically, or find a main idesa, or com-
\ ’ ' .
’ - w . . .
plete a certain type of form). These particular dimensions become the marks

-

of overall ability; yet they are not necessarily correlated to other important

'skills and abilities. For example, if a person "fails" a functional literacy

test (e.g. fails to meet some criterion score on a set of 'representative’

tasks), this ‘in no way sould lead to the conclusion that s/he cannot function

a

4

veloped abilities that enables him to cope quite well, Newman (T976) present:

a case study of a florist, for example, who, although unable to read, managed

" his business quite well. He had devised an elaborate system of pictures,

doodles, and numbers that enabled him to take orders, remember addresses

and fill and deliver all his orde.rs; Such examples of people using other
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abilities to function 'adequately. in situations are quite common. Functional

literacy tests in no way can measure these other abilities, and thus itis'a
. ‘ ! .

misuse of the tests to assume that a "functional illiterate" (according to some

]

assessment) is somehow malfunctional. Yet that is precisely the assumption
that the term "functional'' literacy leads us to; somehow, such a test measures
ability to function. o

Ability testing, then, arose in response to the needs of a meritoc?atié

R

educatignal system, the n:eds of the society to make schools accountable, and

\

the nceds of other interests to have the schools provide a sorting-out ‘fu_nctior.l.

A number of misuses of tests have occurred although tests can clearly serve

useful functions. The abuses that bear most heaviiy on measures of functional

~

literacy are the use o.f'tests for purposes other than the ones they were speci-
fically designed for; tﬁe assumpt;mn that the tests "n_leasure what is important,
and the fact that any test fails to measure rhore than a few dimensions of ability,
but m;: resulls are applied more broaoxdly. The next chapter will detail some of
the results and implications of su‘ch misuses m current functional literic_:y |
assessments. i g

2.6.8 Literacy in the Twentieth Century: Conclusion

A number of social, political, educat?onal, business and industrial influ-
ences affected literacy development, definitions and assessments in the twentieth -
century. These influences, it has been shown, were strongly entwined, anq
formed the Zeitgeist at various points in the century. This section examined

the following influences in an attempt to explain the background of the current
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Differing philosophies about the goals. of education have produced
5 .

differing reasons for promoting and as'sessing literaKy. Thé current
stress on functional literacy and minimum cbmpetenc& was shown to

be partly a result:of the sociologist and esseni;iali_st (Tyler, 1949)

views of education. The sociologist stresses the skills needed to func-

tion in society; the essentialist stresses literacy as a means to have

access to past cultural heritage.
: . ,

.Thq interests of the state exerted a strong influence on literacy de-

> * - i-

velopment and assessment.” This influence was shown in the establish-
ment of compuisor-y educa£1011 and the promoting of adult Iitéracy as
part of the efforts to assimilate immigrants, produce productive
citizens, of\ maintain a st'rong military, The government's concern
over literacy promotion and assessment arose primarily during times
éf great immigration or mil'itary.conflicts. Literacy-was also advo-
cated, by some, a; a means of barring "undesirables'' from entry

into the country or from the privilege of voting.

Business and industrial inte_;'ests also influenc:ed literacy. The need

o have a "finished product' emerge from school, ready to take his

‘place’in the world of work, helped ‘establish and maintain the system

of ineritocracy. The efficiency model ot industry was adopted in large

-t ¥

part by edpcation, with resultant tracking systems and separate and

unequal cducational opportunities, The growth of industrialism also

°
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produced a need for less literacy skill for any particular fask, but
possil:ly more 1it5e'racyl skill if a workelre was to handle several fas_ks,

or to change jobs. Functional literacy and minimum competency con-

e

cerns can be seen as parts of an efficient; meritocratic, sorting-out

%

" system, based on industrial models and influences.

Progressive reform and civil rights movements also affected literacy.
These movements were shown to be closely involved with the ihcreased

democratization of the schools: The movements affected the content of

1y
-

-reading materials, the increased use of compensatory and other special

¢

education programs, and the views about who in the society was en-
titled to be literate (namely, anyone).
The debate over the meritocratic versus democratic role of schools,

closely tied to the influences listed above, also affected literacy de-

velopment and assessment. This debate--between whether schools
should simply provide-roughly equal opportunities and permif a
"natural" sorting process to occur or whether schools should provide

compensatury programs to ensure more cqual results--was shown to

have been at its h =~ " in the 1960s and 1270s; in the 1960s and'early

70s, increased cfforts were put forth to create miore of a democratic

system; increasingly, however, the swing seems to be back towards
a meritocracy. Functional literacy and minimum competency testing
can be seen as signs of this movement, and as tools to be used in

N

re-enforcing a meritocratic approach.
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The rise of ability testing, by providing a means to assess functional

literacy, .and minimum competency, also influenced litgracy assessment
\ 3 ¢ - "

¥

BRI RS PR RRD A Loy A
.

and development, Ability tests were shown to be, to some extent, a
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tool bf“a meritocratic system; they enable a sorting-out process to take

v RN, e by

place. Misuses of ability tests are common and include: overgeneral-
.. - . . ¢ V < '
'izing results; using the tests for rcasons other than the ones for which

»

they were designed, and assuming that the tests capture all that is

Rk sn derd e

g
£
-~
.

> ' important to measure, Thesc misases can be seen in assessments

R and discussions of functional literacy, as the next chaptérg outlines,

°
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Many other influences also affected literacy development and assessment

_in.this century; the ones listed abo- , however, secem to have-had the greatest

.
. * P4

impact on our-current stress on functional literacy assessment and development. .

A3 THURIFRT G,
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2.7. Conclusion ' .
.. - \ . ¢ . T 2- - .
- .. The development of literacy definitions, assessments, and levels has been
traced in this chapter. Highlights of various political, social, educational and

industrial influences on literacy have been presented in-an attempt to est,ablish'

'
‘.

: )
three important points about literacy (and functional literacy):

, *Literacy pmmotion_,' assessments and definitions have been the product’

of, and to an extent the producer of, the Zeitg‘eist'at various points in

history. Any discussion of literacy or functional literacy must be 'vieiyed

in light of the particular Zeitgeist.” S

L)
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#Literacy is not a fixed constant. 1t is an artifact of man, and its defini-

tion changes according to the Zeitgeist and according to-the particular

b
ideals set up by a society. Additionally, lite-acy has a variable nature

within any historical period; it varies according to the individual's abilities

and the literacy tasks encountered. Any discussion of literacy or functional

_literacy must take into account the fundamental variable nature of this

construct. ) .

xLiteracy has a symbolic, as well as a practical, meaning in a society.

;Ifhis'syTnboiic. agl)ect has also been influenced by, and ini‘luences,fne Zeit~
geist, Literacy has come to be viewed, symbolically, as a niax} f ability
‘and civilization (Olson, 1975). This symbolic aspect plays as much a role

in 1itex;acy develo.pment and assessment as does the practical aspects of

literacy.
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111 ASSESSING FUNCTIONAL LITERACY: &
CURRENT STATUS, CURRENT PROBLEMS

/ .
j
The previous chapter traced certain aspects of the historicul development

of *the concept of literacy. Literacy was shown to have had, historically, a var=
iable defmntlon determined by arbitrary standards. This definition was both a
result of the partlcular Zeitgeist, and a partial cause of the /(.’lt{_"t ist. The
,-Zeltgel.st by molding v1ews towards education and towar-dls the potentials and

roles oi‘human beiags in society, also molded the deflmilonq assessment tec. -
niques, angl promotion of literacy. Literacy was shown to be an arbitrary con
struct, co?tinually tied to some ideal, Additionally, literacy was shown tov have«
acq-uired a’ stx;ong symbolic meaning; literacy came to be viewed as important
for reasons above and beyond its functional uses. The nromotior »f litéraoy for i
its own sake grew out of th1$ syﬁbollc aspect of the concept of literacy.

For a number of reas?)ns outlined in the previous chapter-xreasons that
are symbolic as well as pra;ictical.-—our nation is .giedicated to the promotion of
literacy. 'Fu'll literacy, as E‘Q;nvisioned by Commissioner Allen (1968), and as
advocated by Carroll and Ch;\lll (1975) and more recently by Senator McGoverr
(1978), has in many ways becd‘me a national goail. Being a national goal, the

\

\ question then arises: Are we n}aking progress? Are we, asa nation, more

\ literate? : \ .
|
i

\ . -

The answer to such a quest‘i\on seeams to depend, to a large oxtent, upon

the definitiolh of literacy that is us.e_:d. Tt also depends upon who is comnaring
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literacy levels from various times, and why they are comparing them. Cook |,
(1977) shows how using different definitions of literacy yield greatly varyving

~

-Rgbers of ill.itex:ates (or "functional illiterates''). Fisher (197&?) exami-ned
shortsomings in many of the functional liter;lcy' testslanc; proposed that nne
possib;.e reééon for the differences in results may have been the motivations

‘)»- of the testers which caused them to construct harder or easier tests (based, for
t.l.'le most part on "repre.sentative reading tasks'") deéending upon what they hoped

to show. In a lecture, Farr, in 1977, indicated that an offer to appear on a
nationwide news show was withdrawn when the program planners discovered that

-

Farr's research showed that reading was improving; the news program wanted
to publicize a decline in literacy. Part of the reason for differiz;g results, then,
can possibly be explained by what the researchers--and perhaps the public--
wanted to find. | Goodman, in a 1978 NCTE speech, characterized much of the
testing going on in the nation as attempts to extort money from the government,
With educational funds under closer scrutiny, it is clearly to the advantage of

-
the educational establishment to create a crisis situation, in this case, the de-
cline of literacy, in order to receive more fundsto'solve' the pr;)blcm. It must
be recognized that part of the concern over functional literacy atd supposedly
declining reading scores, as well as the resultant assessments of such declines,
may come from a survival instinct on the part of professional cducators. This
is not to imply that current assessments of functional literacy are dishonest in

]

any way; in fact, these tests have been designed and administered with as much

objectivity as possible. However, because items were representatlive--and hence
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somewhat subjective--and because criteria for 'passing' were generally some-
what érbitr:ary, the tests could easily be used to produce vastly differing numbers
of illiterates. Muklebust (1969), writing about learning disabilitigs, said "Tell

me how many jfou want, and I'll write you & definition to find that many..' The

same could be said for functional illiterates. |
‘Rather than reflecting biases on the part of researchers, however, it is
more likely that results of functional literacy assessiments vary graeatly because

the assessments have been confounded by several philosophical and theoretical

problems. '

Philosophical and Theoretical Aspects of the Problem

A number of factors have confounded the assessment and promotion of func-

tional literacy; these factors have caused past assessments to vary widely in

-

definitions, assessment measures used, and results. A study that would shed

need to care-

-

more light on the meaning and extent of functional literacy would

fully address these factors that have posed problems in past research:

~

1. Literacy has traditionally been approached as a fixed construct--one

.

that was unchanging and that could be measured by a single instrument

(Bormuth, 1975). Instead, literacy is an invented construct and is

often influenced significantly by the social, political, religious, and

economic climates of particular periods of history (Ifudge, 1974; Olson,
a
1975; Diehl, 1979). Additionally, even within the same period of his-

tory, literacy has a variable nature, Literacy is nota single,

u
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optimum level of attainment, but it rather varies depending upon the
skills of any one individual and the lilt-e-.racy demands that that individual
faces. It is ''a continuous process of applying s;)ec;ified skills to
specified tasks' (Kirsch and Guthrie, 1978, p. 492),

Literacy measures have primarily been designed to yield binary class-
ifications of people--either "literate” or "sub-literate'" (Bormuth,
1975). Since literacy demands vary greatly, and since there are few,
if any, individuals who coAuld adequately meet all possible literacy de--
mands, then most people would be "sub-literate' in some situations.
Binary classifications__of literacy must, thcrefore, aut.om.atically en-
tail the use of arbitrary criteria. JIt is necessary to move beyond bi-
nary classifications and to examine fur;ctional literacy as a wide

" continuum.

Literacy has often carried a symbolic value, above the utilitarian
value, in our society (Fudge, 1974; Olson, 1975). Li‘téracy iz often
viewed as the mark of a civilized person in a civilized society; con-
versely, illiteracy is often viewed as being automatically linked with
backwardness, hunger, deprivation, crime, etc. (Foxr'example, a
recent Newsweek article was headlined ""The Blight of Iliteracy. " In
this article, as well as in other articles and inpspeechcs such as
McGovern'é\iz; 1978, illiteracy is presented as an autotnatic correlate
to--or evén a cce‘mse of--many of society's problems. ) In the past,

this symbolic valuc has caused literacy to be used as a tool in barring
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immigration of certain peoples (Coc;k, 1978) and as a tool for denying
the vote to black citizens. It now may cause educators and legisla-

tors to misjudge the actual levels of literacy needed in,the society;

it may also cause employers to misjudge and perhaps arbitrarily set

the literacy entry requirements for many occupations, in order to

avoid some of the influence of the symbolic values of literacy, it is
necessary Lo examine actual literacy demands en-co_untered in real

life situations, : | : ,

Partly due to the symbolic value of literacy, discussioas of, and even
assessments of functional literacy often equate t.hi's abi.iity with overall |
competency (Kirsch and Guthrie, 1978; Iisher, 1978). It is too often
assumed that an inability to read and write well indicates an overall o
1a'ck'of ability; an illiterate is often seen as automatically incompetent,
Obviously, a worker could be functionally illiterate (i. e. he cannot read
the materials supposedly necessary to complete a task.i and yet be
competen.i (i. e. he accomplished the task'anyway because of common
sense, previous ca:xperiepce, ete. ) Scfibner and Cole (1973) and Olson
(1975) indicate that attitudinal and behavioral characte;istics--other'- -
than simple literacy ability--have a much gréater impact on compe-

tency. In one of the few studies to address this question, Sticht (1975)

found a low correlation (. 30 to . 40) between reading aiWlity and on-the-

job performance tests. In order to determine the real importance of
'funétional literacy' it appears to be important to take into account

important attitudinal and behavioral characteristics.

74
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A number of important philosophical and theoretical issues are involved,
then, in the assessment of functional literacy. One approach to addressing
these issues is to examine how individuals interact with, ‘and how. successfully
they deal with, literacy demands that they actually encounter. By examining
this interaction in one sphere--in a jot‘)-setting-—it is pbssible to assess compo-

nents of literacy competency without reference to'the symbolic aspects of liter-

acy, or the need to establish a binary classification system. Additionally, such

a study is able to examine literacy at levels other than the minimuim, to repre-

Q

sent literacy as continuously distributed, and to examine the impact of attitudi-

nal and behavioral influences on literacy ability in a given situation.

Historical Development of the 2roblem

The term 'functional literacy' was first used in World War Two to describe

recruits whose reading and writing skills were below a level deemed necessary

"to read and follow military orders (Cook, 1978). Prior to this time, only basic

(not functional) literacy had been assessed. The assessments of basic and func-

_tional literacy have followed several different lines and have become more com=

plex with time. These assessments varied.mainly in the definition used for
'literacy, ' definitions w.hich ranged from the ability to read and write .a simple
sentence to the ability to fill out and understand more. complex forms. The majof
assessments, their worki.ng definitions of literacy, and their res’glts were as

follows:

1. The Census Bureau--which orovides the only consistent, comparable

-
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data across time--has traditionally defined literacy as the ability to
read and write a simple message in ariy language (U.S. Bureau of

the Census, 1971). If an individual has completed sixth grade, s/he

is automatically counted as 'literate’; if s/he has not completed six

.years of schooling, s/he is asked directly: ''Can you read and write

a simple message in any language?" This self-report procedure,

" clearly open to problems with accuracy of information, nevertheless

—

has remained consistent for over a century and thus provides us with
cdmparable data., In 1870, the Census Bureau reportad an illiteracy

rate of 20% (79% for blacks); in 1969, the Bureau reported an illiteracy

~Q

rate of only 1% (3% for blacks). By examining demographic variables--
and especially the age distributions of r eported elliterates, l'isher '

(1978) estlmated that within fxfty years only . 1% of the population will

be classified as illiterate, using the combination grade-completed

and self-report procedures of the Census Bureau, :
As mentioned above, the Census Bureau uses grade completed as one
of the criteria for determining if a person is literate. UNESCO and
the U.S. Army also suggest grade~cpmpleted as the c;?iteria for |
literacy; the completion of fourth to sixth grade is viewed as‘ a suf-
ficient proof of 'literacy (Fisher, 1978; Harman, 1970; Corder, 1971).
Using this cmtermn of five years of schoolmg, in 1970 95, 6% of the

populatmn was literate; in 1940, only 86. 3% was literate. An examina-

tion of demographic variables reveals that, using the definition of
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(-\ E | grade-completed, illiteracy was significantly more common among

older and minority citizens. Fisher (1978) by projecting the status -3

B e RE L RPN
. oW
4

of the 16 to 24 year old group, estimated that, if present trends con- 7
tinue, we can expect that abou.t 2 percent of the population will be
-classified as ill‘iterate. in the fL;ture, Lxs'ing eighth-grade completion
. as the criteria. Fisher indicates that this will represent 1.9 percent
of the white population, 3.3 percent of the black populétion and 12
percent of the Hispanic popul&tlon. If a fifth-grade. completlon cri-
terion is used, one percent of the fxopulatlon can be prmected té be.
illiterate (Fisher, 1978, p. 34). .
3. - It has been repeatedly suggested tliat a grade-equivalency reading
| (s\ abxhty should be used as the criterion for literacy. Carroll and Chall
(1975) in the landmark report from the National Academy of Educa-
tion, fér example, advocated the ottainment of twelfth-grade 1literacy
by all citizens. They wrote: ". . . our national educdtional policy
is that every child is expected to complete at least the-twelfth.grade;
we ought to expect every child to -att.ain twelfth grade literacy’ (p. 8)
.'Stlcht (1971) related grade .c.'qulvalcnmes to a det‘mmor; of functional
literacy in the context of military occupatlot:b. e reported that
reading grade levels of 7, 8 and 9 were associated with successful
job performance of cooks, repairmen; and supply cler‘;s, respectively,
The Brief Test of Literacy, administered by the National Ilcalth Sur-

-

7 vey (Vogt, 1970), used a standard reading test and defined literacy as

7
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the attainment of.a fourth grade eguivalency score. Using this defi-

BES

nition, 95,2% of thé r.lon-ins'tittuxtionalized youth, aged 12 to 17, are
literate. _ . B .

The mo_st recent e;ssessments of literacy--which wiil i'm discussed in
the next section--have defined functional literacy, bréadly, as the
oability to successfully perform reading tasks deemed necessary for
survival in the Aséciety (or in a job). These assessments (i.e The
Mini-Assessment of Functional Literacy; the Survival Literacy Study;
the Adult Functional Rea&ing Study; the Adult Perfor"mance Level |
Project; and Pro:]'ect REAI;ISTIC) have. produced widel_._&: varying 'results,
indicating that anywhere from 2 to 20 percent of the population is '
"functionally illiterate. ' While the basic definition used in these
assessments seems quite reasonable, fundamentau prdhlems arose in
applying such a definition to a nation-wide assessment, Except for
Project REALISTIC, all the assessments developed te'.&ts containing
representative real ng and/or writing activities, and administered

the tests to a random se_lection of the population. These assessments
differ.'ed on two basic definitional questions, .namely: ;Nhich readi,ng
tasks are actually necessary for 'survival ?' (Should th;a 1ong. 1040

tax form be included on the test; should leases, or pur;chasing agrec-
ments, or traffic signs?) At what point, and how, dot's a person show

that he is able to handle the reading tasks well enough to 'survive'?

It clearly is not enough to d-fine functional literacy as sufficient

-
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reading skills to tsurvive'; the tasks chosen, and the criteria for pass-
ing chosen, are an integral part of the definition,

The history of the assessment--and, by extention, the promotion--of

literacy has been one of changing definitions of what literacy is. These changing

definitions have yielded varying assessments of the problem, ranging from 1

percent of the population illiterate (using the Census Bureau criteria) to 20

percent illiterate (using the APL assessment procedure).

Present Status of the Problenﬁ : . .

There are a number of aspects of the present status of reséarch into func-
tional literacy. First, there has been much recent research attempting to asseés
the extent of functional illiteracy in the U.S. Second, there have been status
reports on the state of general reading achievement in the U, S. Third, there
has been some research into thé éhanging demands of literacy in the society;

&

any change in litc.acy demands’would obviously affect the levels of functional

literacy.

Perhaps the most-quoted study that assessed the level of functional literacy

is the Adult Performance Level Project (APL) conducted by Northcutt and others

(1975). APL used a number of methods, including interviews, reviews of re-

gearch, and expert opinior in arriving at a series of tasks that could be called

necessary for functional competence,. Test items were constructed using these
o .

tasks; only tasks that were positively correlated with three measures of success

--education, job status, and income--were included in the final test instrumeunts.

Ll
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The criteria for passing the tasks were based on whether scores fell into the
P '

_ range of scores of "Proficient adults" (APL3), "Functional adults' (APL2) or

. "Adults who function with difficulty” (APL1). Since these three groups were also °

|

7
o
|

based on income, education, and job status, the results are questionable; the
results can be viewed as simply supporting an untested hypothesis--that less

successful people are less literate (Fisher, 1978). Although this and other fac-

tors confounded the results (Griffith and Cervero, 1077), APL provided some

« sense of the extent of the functional illiteracy problem. APL found that about

i

'

]

{
-t

\tionally illiterate. APL reported, amon other thin s, that "449% (52 million
. P g g

20 perc;ént of the population fell into APLI! and thus could be classified as func-

X\mericans) could not match personal qualifications to.job requirements listed
\ . o -

in help wanted advertisements; 926 tH 28 million were not able to address an en-

_ ve\lop;e well -enough to _nsure that it would not encounter difficulties in the postal

system . . .'" (Northcutt, 1975).

. The Survival Literacy Study (Louis Harris and Assoriates,! 1870), the first
1 - : ,

majd‘r assessment of functional literacy, also used representative tasks. SIS
. - '\_\

- employed five application forms as the representative tasks, and set percentages

of correct responses as the criterion for passing. This assessment found ''that .

some {‘3 percent (18.5 million) of American adults failed to fill out the applica-

“tion forms for basic needs such as social security with fewer than 10% errors

{ <

while 3% (4. 3. million) of American adults failed the items, "

L

The Adult Functional Reading Study (Murphy, 1075) was preceded by a

survey to determire what Americans r+ad (Sharon, 1973). 'This survey was used
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in determining tasks that could bé considered "represcatative.” Additionally,

input was sought from representatives of industry, gducation, journalism, and

consumer groups. The tasks that were chosen were administere‘d to about 8, 000.
adults. Because of the d1€f1cu1ty in settmg meaningful passing crnema, the

results were reported on an item-by-item basis. Murphy concluded that "simple

/

reading tasks bascd on day-to-day reading activities can be answered é:o_rre"ctly
. J ¢

by most adults. However, there are significant differences between groups of
adults.' He also concluded that "reading materials’ at work is a cx-itica7l/1)art .
of the domain (of reading activities). A relatively large number ‘of pcopie pericrm

.

such tasks for a relatively long tijme'and consider them highly important”
{Murphy, 1975).

The Mini- Assessment of Functional Literacy (MAFL, (xadway and Wilson,
1974), conducted by the National Assessment of Educational Pr ogress uf;ed test

L3

items that he 1 previously been used on the 1971 assessment. Spemﬁcally, items

" were chosen that represented typical reading formats and calle.dxfon typical

reading béhaviors. Comparisons were made between the scores on the 1971 and

1974 samples, using three methods of scoring. Although the items chosen for

the MAFL were not as representative as those used in other studies, the MAFL

" had the advantage of being able to ingke a comparison across time. Results

indicated that all groups gained in functional literacy between 1971 and 1974,
'.
with a national gain of 2 percentage points.
Project REALISTIC (Sticht et al, 19%1; 1972; 1975; 1977; 1978) examined

functional literacy in the context of soveral military jobs'felt to have identical
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('\ civilian counterparts. Using measures of readability, reading proficiencyr, and- ...

job proliciency, Sticht a)md to determine what reading level was needed to

perform adequately on particular jobs--namely, cooks, . vehicle repairmen,
supply clerks, and armor crewmen., Reading, list_enmg and arithmetic skills
were compared to performancé on job- knowledge tests, job- sample‘tebts and
. \ super;vislnr 1 4tilngs Additionally, methods of cat'egorizing literacy demand% ahd
. assessing the difficulty el‘ job- related reading matemals (usmg a.read:,xbility for-
“ mula--FORCAST) were developed for this pro;ect These studies indicated that
the difficully level of Job matemals and the level of the reader's bkl“. comSme

to influence the extent of usage of reading materials. Sticht et.dl also foun(l that

those individuals who did not yse job reading materials did not necessarily com-
) pensate for the loss df information by seeking it in other ways (such as asking a

fellow worker). DeSpile this fact, 'Stichl et. al. repoz‘ted a low correlation (. 30
* - { N
to . 40) between reading abilify and on- the-job performance as measured by Job-

3 [ A4

sample tests and siipervism* fratings. The implication is that othcr important
-~ f i

variables have more influem‘le on job performance than abilily to read job ma-

- -
-~

. terials. Sticht et. al. also ;'eported' that the majority of reading tasks encoun-
tered were an integral part pf the job task; reading materials on the job,Bunlike
! i . .

¢ in schools, were used pr‘imfarliy to do something else, and not to learn new in-
formation, - While difficulti}bs arose using thé varigus measures,. the idea of
. '
. . . H . ] s
examining the actual reading materials of individuals, and their abilities to

handle the material, lb a mcrst promising one for meaningful as::essments of

l

f". » functional 1iteracy ’Ihls‘propocsed qtml), as will be dleLlSSQd later, utilizes

82 -
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several of the ideas and measures developed by Sticht et. al.

While the assessments of functional literacy mentioned above have caused

.

.concern about the seemingly large numbers of functional illiterates in our society,

assessments of basic reading competencies have tended to show some improve-
ment across time. Tuinman, Rowls and Farr (1976), in an overview of "then

and now" studies unte a general improvement in literacy since the turn of the

AY

ceuatury. The Mini-Assessment of FFunctional Literacy (Gadway and Wilsou,

1974), reporte.. a gain of two percentage points between 1971 and 1974 on its

-

test of functional literacy. Farr, Fay and Negley (Indiana Then and Now, 1978)

examined over 50, 000 high school students in Indiana ucing the same reading

_ test used 30 years previously. Even though the 10th graders tested in the 1870s

were younger, and included 10 percent of the population that would have dropped

out of school three decades carlier, the 70's scores showed no declines and some

~ “’gains, indicating major improvement in basic reading abilities. . Such research

b3

seriously challenges recent charges that the schools are not providing as good

an education as previously. llowever, such rescarch also appears to contradict

. the findings of functional literacy studies cited earlier. This seeming contra-

‘diction may be caused by the possibility that functional literacy assessments have
tended.to be biased in the favor of overestimation, as Fisher (1978) argues, It

is also possible that basic reading levels are improving while "functional read-
]

ing" levels are not; this would be the result if American education was stressing

b'asic skills for more students to the detriment of providing higher level skills

for the more gifted. (There are indications that education has indeed shifted
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| (\ from a 'meritocratic' to @ more 'democ ratic' system, to the detriment of the

more gifted students; see, for examplc, Violas‘,\\ 1978; Biehler, 1974; Tyack,

\\

[N

1974; Diehl, 1978),
On the other hand, this discrepancy between the findings of functional liter-
\
acy studies and basic reading achievement studies may be accounted for if func-
tional reaaing demands were increasing in tl‘fle society. In other \'vords, if a
higher level of reading proficiency was now ‘?r'equired to handle ev.ery-day read-
ihg tasks, ' .sic levels of literacy cquld increase while functional levels would
not; A number of researchers have reached the concluéion that f.iteracy demands
are indeed incfeasing (Levin, 1975; HEW Task Fcrce Rep\ox‘t,‘ O'Toolé et. al.,
1973; Cook, 1977). Other researchers, however, disagree. For example, the
™ Study Group on Linguistic Communications, reporiing to tl;.e National Institute |
of Educatio;, pointed out the possibility "that occupational éppor.tunitics arej far
more available than previouslyr imagined . . . and if employers and unions
. realized (the possibility) that only a basic level of literacy is reqxuired to per-
form adequately in most occupations, the entrance requirements of many jobs '
- might be reduced (Sticht et. al., 1975;, p. 21). Newman (1078), wriling in Change
magazine, issued a scathing indictment of t_he imposition of inflat.cd schooting
t - and literacy requirements of jobs. She states: ', . . whatever the job sphere,
technological advances have gen.erally resulted in the need for less skill rather
than more" (p. 40). The combination of over~inflated schoolinl.g z.a.nd literacy

requirements for many jobs with "sver-credentialism'' for other jobs, Newman

' asserted, has successfully kept many black workers unemployed or at less

84
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(\ | finaﬂcially rewarding jobs.

| This debate over whether literacy demands are increasing or decreasing
in our society étems in part from the fact that no research a.ctuadly cexamining
the demands over time has bcen done. Base-lit_lc; data about the current levels
of literacy demands are needed in order to .compare future data and determine
the status of such demands. The need to specify exact literacy demands made
. on particular individuals, rathc than the use of répresentative tasks or expert
guesses about'the levels of literacy needed, is vital in deterrpining, assessing

and promoting functional literacy. _ .

57 T

The current status of researchin functional can be summed up in several

points: .
~ 1. Assessments of functional literacy, because they relie.:i on representa-
tive tasks and somewhat arbitrary passing criteria have vielded vastly
differing results. .These asscssments have reported that anywhere
from 2 to 20 percent of the pdpulation iz "functionally Ylliterate."
Research, such as that conducted by Sticht, which examines actue?

) | demands and competencies of individuals rather than representative
demands; may hold promise for more accurately uncle;rs'tanding and
assessing fu‘nc‘tional literacy.

2 Some research has indicated that basic reading ability. has been im-
proving in A;nerica. This research indicates that prg’gress is being

made and that reports of large numbers of functional illiterates may

f'\ either be inaccurate, or may indicate that basic literacy ability is
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not sufficicnt to meet functional reading demands,

3. Much expert opinion (but little resecarch) has been given on whether
reading demands ax;e increasing or decreasing in the‘sp(‘.icty. This
issue is important in understaﬁ‘nding functional literacy, and in meaning-
fully projecting the future status of functional literacy so-_t-hat programs
can accurately address the issue. Base-line" data is necded for later
comparisons if we are to determine the increase or g.lucreasc' in
funcltional literacy demands.

.

IV A PROPOSAL TO EXAMINE FUNCTIONAL LITERACY
IN A VARIABLE CONTEXT '

Neerded_Research

R;zsearch in functional literécy has primarily concentrateci on defining
re-apresentative, basic reading and{writing tasks, and then assessing the ability
of a sample of the population in completing these t‘asks. Since fuhctional literacy
has a variable nature, any assessmént of functional literacy needs to address
the real literacy demands placed on individuals. It needs to be approached asg
an interaction between indiv:duals ang_ their own literacy ciemandé, and needs
to regard people as functionally literate when they can read/writt; well enough
to obtain their desired ends from the printed materials (Bormuth, 1973). For
this reason, research is needed that is aimed at >xamining this thteraction.
Sticht (1972) pointed out this need when he stated: "Despite considerable rhetoric

over the past 30 years concerning functional literacy and what 'functional literacy

H
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Jlevels' ought to b~ . . . we have found nol substantial research which attempts
to determine how literate a person must be to function in some defined adult
situation. " Kirsch and Guthrie (1978), Olson (1975) and Fisher (1978) also
pointed ._out the need for such research. The necd exists, then, for picking out
reading tasks encountered in everyday life, analyzing them, and ascertaining
the compé'tencies of people who actually complete these specific reading tasks,
In order to do this, it becomes necessary to identify one particular domain
of life activities in which to exa{ﬁline the interplay of literacy d(,;mnnds and literacy
competex{cies. This stqdy proposes to examine job-literacy, regognizing that
it is only one aspect of 1iterac'y demands. Job literacy was chosen because it
has a clearly definable domain, because it was found by other étndies to be a
highly important literacy activity (Murphy, 1975; Northeutt et, al., 1975) and
pecause of the implications for schools, ABE programs, business aﬁd industry,
and the setting of literacy requirements for johs.
In addition to the need for describing and analyzing literac.'\:f tasks encoun-
tered in a real life situation and for assessing the literacy competency needed -
by individuals who have to complete the tasks, considerably 111()1:(? information

v

is also needed about the reading and writing strategies used by workers in per-

_forming or avoiding literacy tasks on jobs., [How do workers approach different
types of manuals, memos, texts, forms, directions, letters, c¢tc.? Whii alter-
natives to literacy do workers perceive for gaining the same ihf(:.r-mation, and
what alternatives do they use tp compensate for poor literacy skills? The answers

to these questions are tar more important than ascertaining the percentages of

<
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functionally literate or illiterate I\‘].'orkers. Job-realted reading and writing

tasks might be rewritten or re-designed to more closely conform to strengths

in workers-' strategies. Training programs c_ould more sensibly be designed

to teach more efficient and useful (in terms of meeting actual literacy require- °
mernts) literacy'st.r_ategies.

- _—‘N-___

Attitudinal and behavioral factors related to job-literacy necd to,be examined,

-

bOtl;) to determine the _influemce of various factors on job-literacy competeney,
and tcg determine the implicafions of inadequate literacy compe-tmu-y on attitudes
and behaviors. Do workers perform literacy tasks better if the); feel a reading
or writing"mista}(e wit. affect their job or performance r-ating‘? Does job n\:pgét‘~'
ience, especially in an occupation with repetitive, nmogencous tasks, (:'nahle

a worker to deal with literacy materials of a difficulty greater than his/her
supposed level of literacy, because of ''repeated opportunities for gaining expe: -
ience in tlne performance of the job tasks, including the reading ‘and rn-—.rvuding
of materials used in support of the task?'" (Sticht, 1977, p. 227);x Are other bo-
haviors or attitudes more important than literacy skill in job-competence ?
(Sc?ibner- and Cole, 1973, for example, suggest that literacy is stressed--
e_specially in formal education--often to the 2xclusion of the development of other
practical. human competencies, such as ability to work cooperatively, or practi-
cal kno'w—hqw; Olson (1975) suggests that marginally literate inz!i;ziduals, while
regarded as- slow and dull, often make the b.est workers bccatxse;(xt' other atti-

tudinal or behavioral characteristics). The interplay of various attitudinal and

behavioral factors with literacy demands and competencies needs to be explored

| 88 .- e~
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if a true picturc of yob-literacy competence is to be capturcd,

Additionally, the effect of.poor job-literacy skills on attitudes and behavior
needs to be explored. A study of 23, 000 Navy recruits, recefitly cjuoted by the
New York Times News Service, found that, ''recruits with reading problems
were r.m;re likely to be dissatisfied, frustrated by }ack of promotional oppor-
tunities, and more likely to desert than their literate count_a;r'parté . . . boor
reading ability is also related to poor performance on the job . ."(Kux‘nbala,
1977). Murphy‘ (1975) points out, in the 1;1issir1g variables section of the Adult
Reading Study,. that personality variables seem to play an import\.antw-and be an
effect of--poor job-reading performance. lle states: ""I'o the exient that affee-
tive éutcomes do constitute an important fraction of the link between schooling
and earnings, our lanalysis must be regarded as seriously incomplete. "

Job-literacy profiles (consisting of descriptions of literacy demands for
a given job or occu;)ation at various stages in the job--eniry, training, on-the..-
job, re-training, etc.)ne.d to be ge:nera'.ed. Manpower speciali‘sts, employers,
and personnel managers could use such information to set meaningful require-
ments (in terms of literaqy;,kllls) for jobs. A number of legal suits, beginning
in th.e 1960s with a case brcught asainst Duke Power Company in.Durham, North
Carolina, have resulted in the ruling that employers can no longer arbitrarily
assign requirements for hiring or promotions; requirements mm‘zst be based on
actual tasks encouritered on 'the_jol). A profile of literacy tasks-..-taking into

account the attitudinal and behavioral influences on literacy competence--could

serve to establish meaaingful hiring requirements. A'idftionally, -if literacy

89
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requirements are inflated, as several researchers have suggested, lowered

literacy requirements would results, enabling some job opportunities to be
\
opened to more groups and individuals. Thus, a method of describing job-

literacy tasks and job-literacy profiles is an arca that needs research,

«

Statement of the Problem

-
.

This study is addressed to the arcas of necéded rescarch proviously out-

rlihed. Specifically, this study proposes to:

1. determine the actual literacy demands and levels of lii‘c_;rac'y difficul’
encountered by 100 individuals in a random selection of jobs;
2. determine the competence of these adults in deal.ng with their job- .
related materials, and determine the strategies employed in using the
written materiais to accomplish joh-tasks;

3. determine the‘relationship of job-literacy demaﬁds, competencies,
and strategies to such attitudinal/behavioral elemcnt.s;as gener-fl
reading ability, reading attitudes, reading expcrience, . job c\:pez'ien«r:a,
and attitudes towards the job; |

4. examine the interrelationships of demands, coxﬁpetencg' and strategies,
and attltudmallbehavmral factors in order to detor-mme which clu;wnts
have the most impact on job-3uccess and JOl)-lltCFa(,y ability, and iu
order to refine (or disprove) the Job Literacy Model d.uv.elopod for

this research;

5. examine differences in these various elements according to surh

: - 90
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demographic variables as sex, race, level of schooling completed,
employment status, income, job status, and job responsibility (as
determined by the Dictionary of’Occupational Titles, Repartment of

Labor).

Description and Rationale ' {

Most studies of functional literacy have centered around tasks represenia-
tive of "minimal" or "functional' literacy demands (Fisher, 1978; Kirsch and

\ .
Guthrie, 1978; Murphy, 1975; Northcutt, 1975; Iarris, 1970, 1971; Vogt, 1975).

L)

Occasionally, researchers have also attempted to assess some sort of generalized
reaéling ability or sometimes simply job performance ability through the use of
normed cloze tests (Murphy, 1975) or concurrent reading/job performance
paradigms (Sticht, 1'075).
Approéches that use representative literacy tasks can only tebl us about

‘performance on repreéentative, ';minixnal" tasks. Nothing is revealed about

the varied nature of real job literacy dehlandé, the attitudinal and behavioral
influences on demands and comnetencies, and the strategies employed in meeting
the demands. Sticht and his a5soci_atés at HumRRO have developed some tech-
niques for specifying the demands of a few occupations in the military, and they
have developed useful techniques for ascertaining difficulty of materials and for
describing the strategles of.workers in meeting reading demands... However,
Sticht's investigations were confined to the military. Because the military may

-

differ markedly from civilian workplaces in syeed of training, in hiring and
s
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promwotion policies and criteria, in number of years expericence workers have
at a given jo/b, and in the relative age and background of workers, it is probably
inap;;ropriate to generalize résults gained in the military situaticgq to the civilian
workplace. Furthermore, Sticht et. al. do.not address the various attitudinal
and behavioral interactions with literacy demands mcntim;ed (.'arli.ur‘. Sticht
et. al.. provide some .techniques which are incorporated, with revisions, in this
study. A number of other variables dre included in thi‘s: study, in an attempt
to take a broader look at job-literacy, and in an attempt to address the civilian
and the sociolinguistic context of real job-literacy demands, l.astly, this study
) .

proposes to treat literacy as a coﬁtinuum, and will invo.stigaj.g job-literacy d:-
mands at several job levels. .

An important step for elevating the study of job—literécy above generalized
reading ability and above minimal standards, is the creation of a model represon-

.

' tative of actual literacy events. Such a model needs to allow for interactions

that occur between literacy demands, literacy competence, various literacy
‘ Tk

" strategies, and a number of attitudinal and behavioral dispositions associated

with literacy/illiteracy.

Conceptual Framework

4

A literacy model that is sensitive to the interreclated aspects of job literacy

Y

needs to account for a number af_clements. These elements can be rationally
. : . . . .

¢ . -grouped under the categories of Literacy Deémar s, Literacy Strategies, and

»
L]

Attitudinal/ Behavioral Dispositions related to literacy.

L
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Literacy Demands: In order to analyze the literacy demands ol any given

job, a number of elements must be taken into account. Listed below are clements

to be accounted for as aspects of literacy demands:

A,

}

Current 1i£eracy demands

- Difficulty of material (readability of two realing samples; self-assessed
difficulty)

-Reading/ Writ{ng scope (‘a'profilge of the variety of literacy tasks cn-*

k4

countered on a job. May be analyzed task by task or as a quantificed

whole. Consists of the number of types of reading and writing mater-
' » . [ hd

ials gited and an analysis of five specific reading and five writing

.

tasks)

-Reading/ Writing Depth (A profile of the complexity of\literacy tasks

encountered ranging from skimming for one piece of information in
a reading-to-do task to employing complex study strategics in a reading-
*

to-learn task. Analyzed separately or as a quantified 'whole)
' :

-Alternatives Available (access to necessary job-information via non-

literacy related'sourceg, i, e. peers, supervisors, etc.)

-Time spent reaaing and writing on the job per day.

Job-literacy demand profile
L

-Index of current job-literacy demands (derived from factors listed above)

v"-Index of joh-entry demands (derived from identical factors listed above)
. ¢ [ ] )

-Indéx of job-training and re-training demands (derivud‘t‘r-ém estig\afted ’
* . . ~ .

time spent reading/writing per day and from reported literacy 'materials

used)

93
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theracy Strategies: A literate individual must have the flmihi’ﬁl.ity to

effxcxently deal with a variety of readlvg and writing demands. S< lvumg approp-

rlatﬁ and effective literacy strategies is necessary if an individual is to completely

s ?

« meet the literacy demands of a glven job. Through a field-testing of the instru-

/'/ mentation to be used in this study, and by examination of related studies (_no- ‘ -
1/' ’ . . ‘.
. - tably Sticht, 1976, 1977), a system for categorizing strategies has been dc‘-vul-
_oped._ This system will be used for research purposes and will be refined und
T elaborated upon as needed. Literacy strategies will be assessed through oper-
ended questions, rolc-—p'la'ys; and task completions. Broadly, st;rutegies will : %
be coded into 4 major areas and scveral sub-arcas: .
A, Reading-to-learn tasks (in which the ingiividual applies Htr‘atc-gies designed
to ensure retention of material readi \
1. Reread/Behearse (involveé repga_ting the processing of information
taken-from the test, with m1mma1 elab;r atl_(_)x}_fxf.}“x ansim*nmt@n)
}2. Problem So}ﬂQﬁé‘étion (Inv es answering text queH;tl()nS, solving
problems in text)
@ 3. Relate/Associate (In\{olves the use of mnemonics; discussion of ma-
terial; associations of new informatipn with other infomna_ti/o,n;
4. Focus Attention (involves act’iVit‘ies hich reduce the amount of infor -
.. mation in some’way, e. g underlining, outlining, taking notes)
B. Reading-to-do-tasks with no incidental learning (Involves;using material
‘as a r-gferenj,é or ‘'exterior memory'" for completing a task) - , //
> 2 ‘ « 1, Fact-_f;nding in text
r; | & ° *-*’.:....\’4..-—'
' .ﬁ""- <™ . ) :
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-, .
2. Fact- finding using charts, graphs, La}iés‘,- etc,
% t
3. Following directions using text ) '

4. Following directions using charts, graphs, tables, étc;.

Reading-to-do tasks with incidental learning (Involves using material as

a reference to complete a task, but learning the material in the process

*

so that the material ceases to ‘function as 'external memory')

1. Use of special study strategy (like oncs mentioned in A, c. g. r'c—'xjead/

rehearse, focus attention, etc.) '

I

2, Repetition of reading tasks over days oF moaths caused lear-nin‘g to
- .3 LY .

occur (several trial learning)

.
- L]

3. Appli¢ation of the reading information to a job task once caused
1earx§lling to occur. (single trial learning; e.g. a worker.reads direc- -

tions, does the task, aiid henceforth remembers how to do the task

without referring back to the directions)
/

/

Reading to assess (Involves strategies aimed at quickly going through ma-

LI )
‘ : : /

terial ir§ order to reach decisions about its use)

1. Assessing usefulness for a particular task

2. Assgessing whether to read the material more carefully later (or to'use

1
] L]

the imaterial later to help prepare reports, etc.)
E . . .

i . ‘ .
3. Assessing whether to pass the materials on to someornc e'sc

4. Other (this is then specified by the interviewer)
; : )

Once thg strategies employed have been determined for five recent literacy

tasks, workers will be scored on: a) the number of different strat- gies used;

3

e -
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/ b) the varicty of strategy types (c. g. reading-to-learn; reading-to-assess)
BRI { N )

[ ’ .
uced; c) the i'dentifi‘pation of difficulties encountered; and_ d) importance of the

| N & : .
particular task. Tﬁlese scores will provide the basis for assessing the "Stratet

!
/
‘ .

gies" component of the Literacy Model. | .
- < d

Attitudinal/Behavioral Dispositions Related to _Lituracyz' The attitudes and

behaviors an indjvidual demonstraies in relation to literacy ayc interrelated

- Y
——ra .
- — RS
~—— - PR

with both the striategies employed by the individuél, and with the-écape and depth
of literacy in which that individual particpates, Ilow one acts and f(;»el_s‘in rela-"

tion to literacy and job—litefac\y demands influences the et‘l‘ic'ietigy and the tho-.
. . i . \ ; £

/ - .

)

roughness with which the literacy aspects of that job can be per;fdrfnud.. Addi-

i }

tionally,i- 1itexfacy competence can affect attitudes and behaviors. listed l)plow'

t

(Y

are eldfents associated with Attitudinal/Behat ioral Dispositions Related to
% _

4

Literacy:

-Generalized reading attitude (Mik’ulecky Rehavioral. R(:?\&ding' Attitude

3

I

Me:[ure; Mikulecky, 1976,) '

-Reading experience (including total time reading per day; variety of noti-

vatfion; intensity of motivation; flexibility in reading)

P

-Attitude towards job (including interest in job; comfort with demands of
igb; d__L—":Sire to change occupation) . T

- Jab ¢xperience/ability {including number of years on job or similar joby;
] : ;
i

' #elf—perceived ability; supervisor or intydviewer rating)

~/Leyel of occupation {including felt prestige; clgssification of job; income)

f—Géneral literacy ability (including score on normed cloze test; hugrhest

H
€
i

i —_——- '
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grade completed; self-perceived abilities) ~ .

-Job-literacy ability (including self-assessment] score on cloze test designed

from actual job materials).

Figure 1; *
LITERACY MODEL
Actual Literacy Demands
A, Current
Difficulty of material
Reading/Writing Scope *
& Reading/ Writing Depth '
Alternatives Available 1o
Time spent per day Reading/Writing
B. Profile
. Index of current demands
Index of job-entry demands
Index of job-training/ re%ng
. demands .

. ,. N
DISSONANCE/CONSOMNANCE DISSONANCE/CONSONANCHE
Attitudinal/Be%avi_oraI . . -
Dispositions Related to ¢ _
Literacy Literacy Strategies

Generalized Readingﬁtti—t;c_ig HISSONANCE/ | Number of Strategies Used |
Reading Experience .CONSONANCE | Variety of Strategies Used
Attitude towards Job &« ——— = |ldentification of Difficulties
Job Experience/Ability ' Perceived Alternative Strategies
@ Level of Occupation Importance of Task
General Literacy Ability . - ’ -
-# | Job Literacy Ability .




Literacy Model

It is likely that each component combines with others to imorove or de-

: -~
© 'tr_act from the literacy efficiency of the individual. Some elements may be

more key than others and interrelationships between elements: may Wkist.

&

(Based 6n model formulated for NIE proposal, Mikulecky, 1977).

e e e b wm et e ¢ o as 8 ars o eae o e o o

'l
-

ro.

Th_is'-;?r'opbsed §tudy would _attempt to diag'nose the nature 91’ adult literacy
on two levels. . Initially, accurat_‘é information will.'be_ sought con'c:ernﬁxg actuali
.job literacy demands, strgtegies, and attitudinal/behavioral dispositions related
to job 1itei‘acy. This information will be sought in a representative, ra_ndoml;»
selected cross section of the adult population in érder to accuré,toly determine
what @s meant by job literacy in this country. More spécifically this means the

study will attempt to: . | |

-determine the scope of literacy demands and le' els of literacy difficulty

experienced on various jobs;

-

-determine the strategies perceived and used by adults in reading and writing

or avoiding reading and writing of job-related materials;
-determine the corapetence of adults in dealing with generai reading/ writing
. :
-demands and also when specifically dealing with job-realted material; and
L]

-determine relevant attitudinal and behavioral dispositions of adults in re-

lation to job literacy.
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:

: Secondly, the various elements of the literacy model presented in this study will )

: be examined togdetermine which elements are key, which elements have signifi-

cant contributive effects, and which elements differ significantly when grouped

and analyzed by such demographic variables as Income, Rducation Level, Bm-
lovment Status, and Occupation L.evel. Appro wriate linecar regression models ‘
: I prog g , }
_ B __and analysis of variance techniques will be employed.

et e e e e+ o = e e e e e = e e e

st O P

Implications

This study will provide us with information about the literacy demands of

*
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various jobs, the ability of workers to use materials, and the attitudinal/ be- -

havioral correlates of job literacy. Use of this information will have several

INE AL L R L LYY

implications:

- LT Ty o [ ¥ o L FOO LR P

~It should indicate to high schools the type of reading instruction needed
to prepare youth for the world of work,
-1t should indicate to industry and business some promising directions,
3

<

strategies and programs to help upgrade employees' literacy competence
and job performance.

-1t sho_uld indicate to professionals in.all areas of adult eduga_tion arecas of
émphas?s for programs, the types of materials most meaningful, and the

possible structure of programa necessary to reach individuals in need
of training, .
]

-It should indicate to people who write job manua.s and other job-related

-~

materials the considerations that they need to take into account for these
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materials to be used by the majority of workers,

-It should indicate to governmentf as well as industry, ’ thd real extent of
job literacy problems, and it should encourage these instifutions--if the
problems are real and great--to provide more support for ,job~relate.d
literacy. It may al.so indicate that many people who are ancemployed are

also illiterate, and this study may suégest that government job-training

- programs include job-related literacy instruction.

-Perhaps most importantly, sucha study would enable researchers to

<

examine functional literacy in a variable context, unconfounded by the

historical and symbolic influences on literacy. As this paper has indicated,

it is vital to move away from such influences if the recal nature of literacy

is to be understood, assessed, and promoted,

]
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