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FOREWORD

This volume forms a part of the on-going work in the CERI project *“Technological
Changes and Human Resources Development''. Previous work under the project has demon-
strated clearly the new skills that are needed in the workforce in order to realise the full
potential of new technologies. The present work focuses on literacy. It considers the evidence
that a large proportion of workers have literacy skills below what is required in their daily lives,
examines the implications for the economy and asks how best adult literacy can be upgraded.

The study was carried out by Ms Lauren Benton and Mr. Thierry Noyelle of the Eisen-
hower Center for the Conservation of Human Resources at Columbia University, New York. It
was guided by an international group of experts co-ordinated by the CERI Secretariat, which
met three times during the course of the work. The authors are indebted to the members of this
group, who provided background materials instrumental in the preparation of the manuscript,
and extremely useful comments and criticisms on early drafts. The report is published on the
responsibility of the OECD Secretary-General.
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PREFACE

This is the tirst OECD study on adult illiteracy. 1t appears at a time when advanced
industrialised countries are starting to- worry seriously about illiteracy, h.ving previously
considered it largely a problem for developing nations. The underlying reason for this new
concern is suggested precisely by CERI's work on technological change: it is not that schools
are turning out demonstrably less literate graduates than in the past. but that the ways in which
adults need to apply literacy skills are becoming far more demanding. But the phenomenon of
illiteracy in industrialised countries is as yet relatively little studied or understood: the study
that follows is a signiticant attempt to pull together what is known at the international level.

Specitically, CERI hopes that the study will have an impact at a number of levels. First, it
aims to stimulate the growing interest in an important problem. This interest has been raised by
International Literacy Year 1990, and is now high on the political agenda of some OECD
countries, notably the United States, Canada and France. More countries need to consider the
reasons for the concern, while those countries that already worry about illiteracy need to sustain
their interest: long-term solutions are needed. possibly including new approaches to the way
both children and adults learn. Second, the study aims to stimulate further research, It points
out the serious gaps in our knowledge, in particular about the extent of illiteracy and about
which of the many types of remedial programme actually succeed in improving adults” literacy
skills, Third, by considering what is known in a number of countries, the study could poten-
tially help to spread understanding across borders. Specitically. there may be scope for borrow-
ing internationally some methods of measuring adult literacy, and the two annexes on Canada’s
work in this area are intended to be of practical use,

Finally, despite the gaps in knowledge, the study aims to contribute substantially to
international understanding of literacy and literacy. In CERI's view, the single most important
lesson of this volume is that literacy is not a problem affecting small, marginal sections of the
population, but a central issue determining the competence of the workforee, Estimates vary
widely according to detinitions, but it is conceivable that about one-third of workers could do
their jobs better if they were able to use basic reading and writing skills better. This perspective
will inform CERI's continuing work on human resources, which is now focusing on the
development of adults as litelong learners.

o / ()
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

With the growing recognition that literacy levels in the years ahead will intrinsically be
tied to the capacity of tirms and nations to respond to economic challenges, the opportunity
exists in advanced countries for the formation of a broad coalition to support the expansion of
literacy training. This is welcome news in a ficld that has long been characterized by insuffi-
cient funding and policy attention as well as fragmentation - both in the implementation of
remedial programs and among various schools of researchers and practitioners. Many employ-
ers who formerly regarded illiteracy as a minor worry have now begun to view the issue as
critically linked to competitiveness. Many educators who once resented any emphasis on the
cconomic impact of literacy training have come to recognize that the best pedagogical methods
often include, or even tocus on, the working lives and economic goals of learners,

Yet we should not regard as inevitable a strong push for greater attention or resources
devoted to enhancing literacy levels in the developed world. Despite signs of strong support for
fighting illiteracy, we also find persisting barriers to effective alliance-building among partici-
pants in the ficld. So far, employers often still fail to match rhetoric with significant invest-
ments. Many educators continue to resist recasting their programs to make them more effective,
particularly if doing so might mean compromising institutional interests. Governments still
devote insufticient resources, and otten prefer burcaucratic reshuffling to substantive changes
in policy. In most cases. learners, too, remain marginalized from decision-making about
curriculum and program goals and often fail to grasp their right to have a say in guiding policy.
In short, the opportunity may exist for wider consensus and more co-ordinated action, but
whether particular local, regional, or national communities will be able to seize this opportunity
remains to be seen.

Scope of the book

This monograph presents a composite view of the literacy problem, the linkage between
literacy and economic performance, and the opportunities and difticulties for addressing suc-
cesstully the challenges raised by deficient levels of literacy in a cross-section of OECD
countries. The focus is on literacy problems among adults, particularly among tiose already in
the workforce.

The following chapter on 'Literacy and Economic Performance in Context™ discusses
recent changes in the nature of economic competition and the implications of such changes for
work, skills, and the linkage between enhanced literacy and improved economic performance.
The point is made that most of the industrialized nations of the OECD have entered a new

9
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cconomic era characterized by new industrics, new forms of production and competition, and a
much higher premium on skills. Those with low levels of fiteracy and basic workplace skills
find it increasingly difticult to obtain or retain employment. And, as we show, the problem of
poor literacy and low basic skills is not one that is mostly contined to young, high school
dropouts or selected groups ot unemployed workers — as is often alleged — but one that is
equally serious among older, employed workers.

Still, defining and measuring literacy and basic skill problems in the context of the new
cconomy, for the purpose of remedial intervention, is not a simple matter. In Chapter 2, we also
retrace how conceptions and measurements of literacy have evolved over time to arrive at a
modern concept of “*functional literacy ™" that seeks to link the literacy performance capabilitics
of individuals more closely and directly to their everyday needs in civic lite and in the
workplace.

.

Chapter 3, **The Scope of the Literacy Problem in Industrialized Nations™". tukes note of
tindings from recent and current efforts at direct functional literacy measurement in several
OECD Member countries. While only a few countries are currently carrying out such direct
assessmients, findings from their surveys of literacy levels are extremely uscful in clarifying the
nature and magnitude of the literacy problem. An important finding from these surveys is that.
contrary to popular pereeptions, the incidence of illiteracy. when classically defined as the
inability to decipher printed words, is actually quite low in industrialized nations. The problem,
instead, appears to lie in the alarmingly high incidence of what many observers call “*functional
illiteracy'". High sroportions of individuals falt within the tower and middle ranges of literacy
scales and, despite some literacy skills, are unable to participate fully in the cconomice and civie
lite of today’s advanced nations, We discuss these findings and also show how they are being
used in some countries by government, employer groups, community organizations, and others
concerned with literacy to elevate national consciousness and promote remedial action,

In Chapter 4, “"Remedial Interventions by Public Sector and Voluatary Institutions™ . we
examine the institutional arrangements wtilized by voluntary and government agencies to
deliver literacy training in several OLCD countries. Our survey does not claim to be compre-
hensive. only indicative of the rather wide mix of institutional responses in place in the
countries reviewed for the purpose of this analysis. As we suggest in the course of this review,
difterent approaches appear to have ditferent benefits and disadvantages. However, a key issue
in almost every country appears to be finding the appropriate balance between central guidance
and decentralized program implementation and program innovation. Still, in the absence of
extensive assessments by countries of both the erfectiveness of various delivery modes and the
performance of individual programs (rates of retention, rates of completion, ete.), definitive
conclusions as to what constitutes an optimal delivery model or set of models are difticult to
draw,

In Chapter S, “Literacy. Productivity, and Growth™. we return to a discussion of the
linkage between enhancing literacy and sustaining growth in industrialized countrices opened up
in Chapter 2. We profile key examples of firm- and sector-based efforts in a number of OLCD
countries that focus on raising literacy simultancously with expanding basic workplace skills
and. in cffect, on strengthening both literacy and economic performance.

Our emphasis is on combining a broad assessment of what is known and what is being
done in the field of literacy with an understanding of where remedial cfforts might tead,
provided they receive sufticient support, While our assessment is based on a review of
eaperiences in several OECD countries, our objective is not to present an exhaustive picture of
what is known or done in particular countries. Rather, we discuss individual country exper-

Q 1()1
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iences only to point to broad themes, issues, trends, and tendencies relative to the literacy
problem and likely to be common to most industrialized countries. The imbalance that may be
found in our presentation of the materials — with materials from some countries featuring more
frequently or more prominently than those from others — must be seen as a result of the often
highly patchy nature of the scholarly and policy evidence about the adult literacy issue in
OECD countries and not the result of some particular bias on the part of the authors. The
unevenness in available scholarly and policy materials itself reflects differences in national
perceptions about the seriousness of the problem and varying responses in funding research and
assessment efforts.

This is consistent with the conclusion that emerges from the difterent chapters and is
restated in the concluding chapter, namely that the field of aduit literacy and economic
performance is an area that remains in sore need of measurement and assessment. Indeed, one
objective in carrying out this study is to point to tields in which international organizations,
such as the OECD, might make significant contributions by promoting cross-national efforts in
the areas of public-sector, voluntary, or private-sector intervention, assessment of program and
institutional effectiveness, and measurement ot the scope of literacy or of the cost of low levels
of literacy to economic growth and productivity.

In this respect, one area that is receiving growing attention from edncational policy-
makers and analysts in a number of OECD countries is the direct measurement of literacy
levels in the labor force of industrialized economies, While efforts carried out in the United
States, Canada, and France (so far the only countries with direct assessments) are discussed at
some length in Chapter 2, we thought it would be helpful if policy-makers and analysts at
Statistics Canada and Canada’s Department of the Secretary of State with the most recent
experience with large-scale measurement of litcracy were asked to share with us some of what
they have learned (note that Canada has just completed a full-scale literacy assessment of ity
adult population). Annexes | and 2, prepared respectively by Statistics Canada and Canada's
Department of the Secretary of State, address the issue of measurement of literacy levels in
advanced economies. Annex | focuses on the survey method used by Statistics Canada in its
1989 survey of literacy levels in Canada’s adult population. That method is an expansion and
refinement of a survey methodology first developed by the Educational Testing Service (ETS)
on behalf of the U.S. Department of Education for its 1985 National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) -- a study of literacy levels among young U.S. adults (aged 21 to 25). Annex
2 focuses on the development of robust proxy measures that nught be used as second-best
alternatives to direct survey measurement of literacy levels.

Throughout our work on this project, we have been impressed by the degree to which
diverse interests appear to be converging in support of expanding literacy research and training,
and encouraging experimentation with new approaches where older methods have failed.
However, we have also found that few sources provide policy-makers and practitioners with an
overview of the problem and a framework for analyzing widely different and scattered pro-
grams. International comparisons are especially lacking. It is our hope that this book begins to
respond to this need and can help guide both research and policy in the right directions,




Chapter 2

LITERACY AND ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE IN CONTEXT

Literacy is a social construct whose detinition has evolved hisiorically, often in response
to broad economic transformations. At the beginning of this century, when a large proportion of
jobs required little or no reading and writing, many of the advanced industrial nations would
have defined literacy simply as the ability to sign one's name. In both poorer and wealthier
nations today, in contrast, the idea of literacy denotes mastery of a much more complex set of
tasks. In part, this ditference reflects changes in the structure of the economy and in the nature
of work; in part, it responds to a more subtle understanding of literacy requirements in all social
spheres.

Not surprisingly, reasons for promoting literacy have changed over time (and have varied
across countries). In much of northern Europe and the United Kingdom, for example, literacy
== and the right of individuals to achieve literacy - was for a long time linked closely with the
goal of full participation (and, specitically, voting) by the people in **civic'" life. More recently,
particularly in the United States, the emphasis has shitted strongly in favor of a view of literacy
as essential to economic performance, both of individuals and of local and national economies.
This recent trend responds to important shifts in the nature of the world economy and related
changes in the organization and sectoral distribution of jobs.

Skills and economic performance in the new global economy

Most observers of the economy would agree that the middle of the 1970s marked a shift
from the post-war Fordist era, characterized by the domination of mass production and the
vertically integrated firm to an era of more intense global competition involving more complex
and more flexible production networks. This shift has had important implications for the
organization of work. Within firms, the Fordist approach centered on the pursuit of a highly
fragmented division of labor and the breakdown of work into sets of simple, easy-to-learn tasks
so that workers could be made interchangeable or, for that matter, could be replaced by
machinery. Facing more competitive, more fragmented, and highly volatile markets, many
firms in the late 1970s and especially the 1980s responded by altering the structure of produc-
tion in order to emphasize quality, diversitication, customization, timeliness, rapid innovation,
and customer service'. Although sustaining high levels of productivity remains critical, the
quality of work exacted from employees has become at least as important as the quantity. Not
surprisingly, it is now widely recognized that tirms face intense pressures to enhance the skill
level of the worktorce?. Strategies to achieve this goal include more selective recruitment and
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accelerated technological change to displace poorly skilled workers; they also emphasize
increasingly improvements through training and retraining of the existing workforce.

The new emphasis on skills as a major factor of competitiveness has played a key role in
propelling the issue of literacy to the fore of the policy debate. Although considerable attention
has veen devoted to the problem of defining literacy in general (mainly with the aim of altering
our notion of literacy to respond to the new economic context), efforts have turned increasingly
towards enriching our understanding of the problem by providing empirical studies in which to
ground these more philosophical debates. For example, key questions such as how the problem
of illiteracy relates to social stratitication, on the one hand. and job characteristics, on the other
(to say nothing of workers™ welifare), play a larger role today in guiding research and in
structuring policy debates. Nevertheless, as this monograph will show, much remains to be
done. particnlarly if we are to answer another set of questions relating to program design and
offectiveness. and the overall costs of illiteracy in terms of lost production and lost
competitiveness,

This monograph reports on how far we have come in answering key questions regarding
illiteracy in OECD countries. Our concern with the implications of the literacy problem for
economic performance and, in turn, with the impact of recent economic shifts on both the
reality and the conceptualization of the literacy problem, will be apparent to the reader.
However. we also hope to contribute to the wider task of assessing the scope of the problem,
identifying useful ways of studying it. and calling attention to some promising directions in
policy. In this chapter. we address several key points, namely the definition of illiteracy, its
distribution in the population, and the impact of economic restructuring on ideas about
workforce literacy and performance.

Literacy and the workforce

In today’s advanced economies there is an assumption widely shared by policy-makers
and the public at large that illiteracy is a phenomenon found mostly among selected groups of
unemployed and. more importantly. among marginalized youth who have dropped out of the
secondary education system or graduated from it with extremely limited skills.

With the benetit of new insights gained from a recent in-depth survey of the literacy skills
of the Canadian population aged 16 to 69, we now know that this view offers only a very
partial assessment of the literacy problem in advanced economies, Indeed, a key tinding of the
Canadian survey (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3 as well as in Annexes | and 2) is that
poor literacy is also found in a significant share of the older employed adult workforce.

The Canadian survey breaks down the Canadian population into four groups based on
reading levels, with level | representing the lowest skill level (**basic illiteracy’"), level 4 the
highest (**functional literacy'"), and levels 2 and 3 intermediate levels of less-than-full func-
tional literacy. What the survey shows is that literacy declines as individuals get older. For
example. only 6 per cent of those between the ages of 16 and 24 have reading levels 1 and 2,
and only 7 per cent of those 25 to 34 years old, but this proportion rises to 14 per cent for those
between ages 35 and 54, and 36 per cent in the oldest. 55 to 64 years old group. In other
words. the evidence from the Canadian survey supports a view already shared by educators and
cognitive scientists, numely that literacy tends to deteriorate over time, partly because of the
individual's insutticient direct use of his or her literacy skills.
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This finding is extremely important, not only for Canada but for other advanced econo-
mies as well, if we take note of two additional observations: tirst, that with the ongoing shift to
the new global economy, training needs are increasing sharply, not only among entry-level
workers, but increasingly also among those already in the workforce who must Iearn new jobs
and/or new ways of doing their old jobs: second. that the notion that the skill level of a nation's
workforee can simply be raised through the replacement of its older, less-educated workforce
by a younger, better-trained one flies in the face of declining birth rates and of the fact that
industrialized nations cannot wait for the coming of age of a new generation of workers to fix
the skill problem. Competition demands that countries act faster.

Here again, findings from Canada are helpful inillustrating some of these points. Prelimi-
nary findings from a recent two-year longitudinal study carried out in Canada suggest that more
than half of the population aged 16 to 64 (55.4 per cent) changed lubor foree status during the
two-year survey period (1986-1987). Conversely, only 44.6 per cent of the labor force cither
remained in the same jobs or remained unemployed. More precisely, the roughly 8 million
Canadians who changed job status made a total of nearly 26 million changes (including
changes from employed to unemployed, changes from unemployed to employed, changes of
cmployer. or changes of job within the same enterprise), an average of 3.3 changes per
individual over a two-year period. A large number of these job changes was not simply back
and forth transitions from employment to unemployp.ent but, instead, job changes among the
employed. And, while the incidence of job changes tended to be higher among younger than
older workers, nearly one out of every tive workers between the ages of 35 and 54 changed job
status more than twice during the two-year period. In short, as the Canadian data suggest, labor
market flux and the resulting needs in new learning and job training are not limited o younger
workers but importantly also include older workers®,

As for the role of youth in the rejuvenation of the labor foree of advanced cconomies,
Statistics Canada recently collected data on the number and percentage of *student entrants®’
into the labor foree of eleven OECD Member countries which sied light on this dimension of
the problem. The term **student entrant™ picks up not only youth who graduated from school
the year before entering the labor market, but also **re-entrants™, i.e. individuals who may have
returned to school after a period of work and are now ready to re-enter the job market. Still,
roughly 90 per cent of tho.2 **student entrants™ in the cleven countries were under 25.

Statistics Canada’s findings are for 1988 and are shown in Table 2.1. On average, student
entrants represented only 3.3 per cent of the total labor force of the eleven countries. Only the
Netherlands (8.9 per cent of total labor foree) deviated signiticantly from the average, At this
average rate of entry. it should take roughly 30 years for mature OECD countries to replace
their existing labor force with a better-schooled labor force — hardly the rate of change
demanded by today’s highly competitive world economy,

To summarize, illiteracy in advanced nations is not a probiem that is restricted to a group
of mostly drop-out youths, but one that includes also a significant numbe- of older workers.
The implications of this finding are fundamental. Remedying to the literacy problem cannot be
seen simply in terms of restructuring secondary education so as to cut down in the rate of high
school drop-outs, but must also be seen in terms of restructuring remedial programs that are
targeted to an older. adult population, including a sizeable share of the emploved adult labor
force. To do so. however, assumes a better understanding of what illiteracy is and what the
extent of the problem is. In the remainder of this chapter and in the next one we examine these
issues, by looking first at the emergetice of the coneept of functional literacy and, second, at the
development of assessment techniques to measure the extent of functional literacy.
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Table 2.1.  Number and share of student entrants into the labor force of selected OECD
countries, 1988

. _‘%"_"_’E:"_‘M’_~# 1 Student enbants as o share of
1.abot toree Student entranis laben fonee (43
Belgium I R75 A (Y
I'rance ARRIARS (R 27
Denmark I R6Y 127 4.4
Giermany LMY A8S 1.7
Gireece 3961 S0 20
Treland RN 51 19
Luxemboury 155 4 28
Netherlands 6 S SK2 Y
Portugal 4748 o0 1.9
Spam 14 608 w7 Q6
United Kingdom 2R 199 B AR} 4.1
Avenage R

Soprce Intornndion supphed o Stanstes Canada by Member: connties From David 1 Ross, “Funcnonat Tietacy and §abour

Mathe™ (taam

The rise of the concept of functional literacy
Grade attainment

For some years now, when seeking to define and measure literacy, advanced nations have
used educational levels completed hy the adult population as the basic measure, The advantage
of this method is that data are available in almost all countries, allowing both some comparison
among countries and the tracking of historical progress in particular countries. Detailed data on
grade attainment exist tor most advanced countries, and comparative studies have been pre-
pared by the OECD for its Member countries and Burostat for EEC member countries, A recent
interim report by Eurostat shows grade-level attainment for 14 10 64 year-olds in European
countries and gives useful information on relative access to formal education by providing a
hreakdown of male and female grade completion (see Table 2.2). When these data are analyzed
by age group and employment status, they can help in identifying the source ol illiteracy
problems in the adult population.

These data are limited, however. To begin with, grade school systems are too idiosyneratic
to compare casily the content of grade levels from one country to another. In addition, grade
completion levels, even it accurately reported by survey respondents, give little indication as to
the actual capabilities of the adult population. Some recent findings from Canada help illustrate
the problem, Rescarchers using Canadian Census data had come to use ninth-grade completion
as 4 minimum indicator of lireracy. However, Statisties Canala’s recent survey of literacy as
measured through competeney tests Tound that roughly one in cight adults with more years of
schooling could be classitied as *false literates™: that is. they had completed nine years of
schooling but performed at the level of **functional illiterates™ .
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Table 2.2, Education levels completed by EEC member countries (as a percentage of total labor force), 1988

United

Highest education completed Germany France ltaly Belpium  Luxembourg Kingdom Irefand Denmark Gireeer Portugad Spatin
No formal education 718 28.02 .10 117 0.34 1.06 0.51 3340 2104
First fevel 22,95 9.14 RE 5519 4.68 39.94 I.84 SER3 49.36 39.69
Second level, first stage 39,40 3036 08..47 2891 26,74 65.80 25.30 46.33 8.29 8.89 19.96
Second level, second stage 41.39 6.84 17.47 19.92 8407 10.17 2321 38.31 2L13 4.39 12.02
Third tevel 182 .50 6.09
Third tevel, non-univerity 4.76 493 v.07 20K 5.560 S 0.23 442 1.61
Third level, university or equivatent 5.94 2.50 R .66 0.32 444 446 8.2 RIRY
Post-graduate [IRR] 37 0.40 I.15 0.66 284 0.40 0.05
Towl tabor foree 1K).00 106).00 HOLOO 10000 100.00 100.00 1H)L.00 14).00 HH)L.OH) 100.00 1030.00

Source: Eurostal, 1988 Commumits Tabour Foree Sursey,
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Reading tests

An improvement on this tirst measurement approach is to administer standardized tests
that measure respondents’ grade-level reading abilities. This form of assessment is common to
many cducational and training programs. In the United States, for example, the Job Partnership
Training Act (JTPA) Program routinely uses grade reading levels as measured through tests
administered in school as eligibility reguirements. And yet, although more meaningful than
grade completion data, results from these tests also have serious limitations, especially as
predictors of job performunce. For example, rescarch conducted for the U.S, military found a
low correlation between reading scores and on-the-job performance. Indeed, those who tested
poorly performed virtually the same as higher-testing groups in all performance categories
duving military service, although they tended to he promoted less frequently®.

The inability to mateh up tested grade veading levels and job performance has to do both
with the kind of testing that has traditionally been used and with the nature of learning itself.
Rescarchers have found that when respondents are familiar with the content of inessages, they
can read at levels that are two to four grades higher than when they are veading unfamiliar
materials. A single individual reading different types of material can also show substantial
differences in scoring”. Such tindings place a greater burden on testers to find ways of
evaluating learners that more fairly reflect cultural and linguistic ditferences and that also relate
more closely to the actual contexts in which readers work and live.

Such findings also support a broader understanding of the complex set of behaviors
collapsed under the rubric of “literacy™. Only at the very lowest reading levels can literacy be
described simply as the ability to decode written words or phrases. Even at relatively low levels
of requirements, individuals must draw on a wide range of abilities in reading so that they can
not only decipher messages but also interpret them'. Literacy appears intricately connected toa
series of 'seeond order competeneies™ that enable individuals to tackle new tasks (applying
existing competencies in a new way) or to relate speeific tasks to a larger set of goals
(combining competencies to solve complex problems).

Functional literacy

It is the recognition of such complexity that has supported revision ot the very definition
of literacy. The concepts **functional literacy™ and “*functional illiteracy’” were introduced to
distinguish the higher-order level of abilities that separates those who are barely able to read
and write (*basic illiterates™) from those who are able to use their skills to function fully in the
workplace, the community, and at home (“functional literates'). UNESCO’s detinition of
literacy attempted to capture this meaning:

“A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy

is required for effective functioning of his/her group and community and also for enabling

hinvher to continue to use reading, writing and caleulation for his/her own and the
community's development.”™

Increasingly, government agencies are adhering to this meaning, even when they must also
adopt narrower operational detinitions. The influential 1985 National Assessment ol Educa-
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tional Progress (NAEP) study of literacy among young adults in the United States detined
literacy as follows:

“‘using printed and written information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and
to develop one’s knowledge and potential.’*

Canada’s detinition used in its 1989 survey of literacy skills is as follows:
“*Information processing skills necessary to use printed materials commonly encountered
at work, at home, and in the community'*®,

Such definitions, of course, raise new problems and questions. Some authors have rejected
the use of the term **functional illiteracy** because it implies a tighter fit than actually appears
to exist between literacy skills and functional competence, Others complain that the term
“illiteracy'* is often used to describe a condition pertaining to the developing countries, and
“tunctional illiteracy’ as pertaining to developed countries, as if the two conditions were
different. Still others have observed that the term **functional illiteracy’’ suggests a high value
placed on contormity to specitic functional contexts, Each context crystallizes a set of social,
political, and power relationships, and simply exhorting participants to function better entails
encouraging conformity to its structure, It is o accident, some point out, that the term
“functional illiteracy' - and much of the carly research supporting its interpretation —
originated in the military. where becoming truly **functionally literate'’ means essentially
being a good soldier, In the realm of national or local politics, in contrast, fully functional
citizens have analytical and critical abilities that allow them to question the very framework
and language in which political issues are presented and discussed!!.

Both the recognition of the importance of the functional context of learning and the idea
that conformity to functional contexts is an insufticient goal for public policy have crucial
implications for the way we view the link between literacy and economic performance.
Understanding literacy as a context-specitic competency implies the need for a close linkage
between literacy training for adults and workplace and job training, Traditional workplace
programs try to help learners by removing them from the job context, giving them general
literacy instruction for a few hours per week, and returning them to the workplace. Not only is
training thus removed from its functional context but workers are encouraged to conform to job
structures, whether or not these make sense; as we shall explain below, worker participation in
ordering the production process would represent a much more forward-looking goal, given
current competitive conditions.

The challenge of tying literacy training to job training has become even more immediate
because of accelerating change in the nature of jobs themselves, Researchers point out that
literacy needs in most jobs are alreudy quite high; several studies show that difticulty levels of
on-the-job reading materials typically range from ninth to twelfth grade levels, and that only a
tiny percentage of jobs require no reading at all'*, Those workers called upon to do the most
reading are workers learning new jobs who may include many with the least amount of
previous job-related training'*, More broadly, analyses of Jabor market shifts suggest a growing
tension between steady growth in advanced economies in jobs requiring reading and communi-
cations skills, and the tendency for larger proportions of the labor force to be drawn from
groups that have on average completed fewer years of schooling, such as women, minorities,
immigrants, or other disadvantaged groups.

The implications of recent trends are still more tar-reaching, however. Observers of broad
economic shifts in advanced economies note that the accelerating fragmentation and diversifi-
cation of markets, coupled with intensifying international competition since the mid-1970s,
have altered competitive strategies of firms and affected the structure of most jobs,
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In manufacturing, the emphasis on training workers to perform routinized tasks in mass
production factories has been replaced by a concern for maximizing flexibility and improving
communications among production centers. Thus we see not only a need by some firms to
recruit more highly educated workers but also a desire to recast traditional roles in the factory
in such a way that existing workers are called upon to perform a range of new, literacy-
requiring tasks.

In the services, the fastest growing sector of the developed cconomies, the demand for
new types of workers is also striking. Although there has been inordinate attention to the rapid
creation of jobs for low-level service workers, this trend represents only a small part of the
story. In a process that has parallcled restructuring in manufacturing, the services have also
been reorganized internally in response 1o pressures to diversify products and meet new
international competition. One result has been a flattening of organizational structure so that a
larger percentage of the service workforce must engage directly in sales and customer service
and must, as a conseguence, master a higher level of communications skills; another effect has
been to enhance the importance of firm-specitic technologies and procedures as a way for firms
to identify themselves in the market place, with the result that workers are increasingly called
upon to master not just generic basic skills but also an array of specific competencies that allow
them to understand, apply, and represent firm practices successfully*.

The growing emphasis on context-related instruction, then, is coming at a time when the
context of most jobs is rapidly changing. The tocus and nature of change place a higher value
on “*sccond-order competencies' and at the same time demand higher minimum basic skills.
That is, not only must workers have better skills merely to **function’” in the workplace, but
they are in fact being called upon to contribute more to firm performance by being able to
understand their place in the production process and improvise improvements. The degree to
which workers have been able to spur innovation **from below' has varied substantiaily across
regions and sectors within OECD countries; however, where examples of dynamic growth
through multi-level innovation have occurred, they have generally been supported by work
environments that encourage worker mobility, open-ended educational opportunitics, and
active learning on the job',

In sum, one implication of recent findings about both the naturc of literacy and the
changing structure of work is that more may have to be done to restructure jobs in ways that
will reinforce broad-based learning, just as educational programs must pay closer attention to
adult workers' experiences on the job. We will have more to say about this convergenee, and
about some attempts to bring it about, in a later chapter. In this chapter, we have attempted to
emphasize the important changes that have swept the world of work in recent years, and their
possible implications for opening communication among ceconomic analysts, cognitive scien-
tists, and education researchers, on the one hand, and greater collaboration among. firms,
[carners, educators, and governments concerned with both literacy and cconomic growth, on
the other. By recognizing the importance of both historical and social contexts in determining
the meaning and uses of literacy, we have sought to open the possibility of addressing the
literacy problem in ways that recognize local differences, cultural diversity, and participant
needs, while responding to economic prioritics,
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Chapter 3

THE SCOPE OF THE LITERACY PROBLEM
IN INDUSTRIALIZED NATIONS

Measurement of literacy may be presented as a merely technical task, but in reality it is
also a highly political one, On the one hand. estimates ot illiteracy showing that the magnitude
of the problem is pervasive and growing tend to function as a call to action, Thus proponents of
strong literacy efforts can often be found citing estimates ot the illiterate population that are of
questionable accuracy in order to atiract attention to the cause. On the other hand, business,
government, and community leaders may have incentives 1o minimize estimates of the prob-
lem. Given the mcreasing attention to the linkages between literacy levels and economic
growth, suggestions that literacy affects large portions of the workforee may become a threat
to-aregion’s ability to attract further investment, More broadly., recognizing the seriousness of
the illiteracy probiemn often implies radically revising national myths about educational stan-
dards and about the distribution of wealth and opportunity. These concerns encourage a
conservative and critical attitude towards literacy assessments.,

There are, of course, very real technical difticulties in conducting accurate assessments of
literacy. As noted in the previous chapter. recent research tells us that the most uscetul represen-
tation of the illiteracy problem in the context of advanced nations needs 1o measure not simply
reading and writing skills but also communication, interpretive, and numeracy skills, and,
morcover, needs to do so by taking into account the context within which individuals put those
skills to use. Data on grade completion of the kind presented in the previous chapter are
insufticient for this more complex measurement task. Taking note of the shortcomings of
traditional measurement, and responding to research supporting a more contextual approach to
literacy, three OECD Member countries have recently sponsored direct assessments of contex-
tual literacy skills: the United States, Canada, and France.

The development of direct literacy assessment surveys in the United States

One approach to assessment that is likely to grow in influence throughout the OECD was
initiated in the United States and is now being pursued also by Canada and France. involving
direct performance assessment of 4 hroad range of literacy skills through in-depth survey of
sample populations. The origins of this work can be linked hack to an-assessment survey
conducted in the United States in the mid-1970s, namely the 1975 Adul Performance 1.evel
(APL) survey. Although the 1975 AP survey helped pioneer methodology using **perform-
ance tasks™ as indicators of literacy competency, this initial study resulted in the dissemination
of tigures that proved to be glaringly inaceurate, including one claim that by the year 2000 two

23 A
Q L. ‘1

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

I —




out of three Americans would be illiterate. The national estimates based loosely on the APL
survey did stimulate interest in the illiteracy problem, however, and. for that reason, reecived
less critical serutiny than they should have. More importantly, the press and public reliance on
APL tigures pointed to the need for more reliable estimates hased on other large-scale studies'.

In 1985, the U.S. Department of Education sponsored a special survey of young adults
(aged 21 to 25). the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). This survey was
ground-breaking i its more complex approach to literacy testing. The survey sought to
measure three different types of competencies: prose literacy, document literacy, and quantita-
tive literacy. The survey proposed to do so, morcover. without adopting any firm cut-ofT points
for “illiteracy'” or *functional illiteracy™". but instead by presenting respondents” abilities
along three different seales (corresponding to the different types of competeney).

The results of the survey suggested two important conclusions, One was that literacy skills
were distributed in the population in a way that was consistent with the distribution of
ec . omic opportunity. Black young adults performed signiticantly helow white young adults,
w Lie Hispanics registered scores that averaged about mid-way between these groups. The
second important finding was that the simple inability to read - “illiteracy as classically
detined - appeared far less prevalent than difticulties in using literacy skills to perform simple
tasks. Only about 2 per cent of young adults had such limited literacy skills that they werce
judged to be unable to perform the simplest simulation tasks included in the survey. but, at the
same time, only 10 to 40 per cent were able to complete the most complex. multistep tasks: the
largest group fell within the middle range of the literacy scales and clearly represented the most
troubling category from the perspective of employment policy.

Building on the 1985 NAEP study. the U.S. Department of Labor commissioned the
Educational Testing Service (ETS) to develop and conduct literacy assessments of three special
populations: unemployment insurance claimants, employment service claimants, and partici-
pants in the Job Training Partnership Act. Also underway is preparatory work on a national
adult literacy assessment tor individuals aged 16 to 64, also o he conducted by ETS for the
U8, Department of Education in 1992, The 1992 assessment will permit for the first time in the
United States tracking trends in literacy by comparing the performance of young adults in 1985
with those in 1992. Comparisons will also be made with the 1989 data from the three special
surveys sponsored by the Department of Labor. States are being cuncouraged to participate in
this national assessment so that officials can obtain data that will be statistically signiticant for
(heir states and use the results to inform state policy.

Because they approach literacy measurement in a more complex way, the NAEP survey
and other ongoing literacy assessments are gaining considerable influence internationatly. A
simifar approach has been adopted by Canada i two recent assessments (1987 and 1989).

Canada: The first nation-wide Literacy Assessment Survey

Prior to the introduction of these performance task assignments, Canada, like other
countries. relicd on traditional measurces., For example, rescarchers working with data from the
Canadian Census and the Canadian Association for Adult Education (CAAE) both detired
functional literacy as equivalent to the completion of nine years of schooling. But a path-
breaking survey conducted for Southam News, a daily Canadian newspaper, in 1987 provided a
first attempt at divect assessiment’. Interviews were conducted with 2 398 adultst items were
adapted from the NAEP English survey instrument and a French version was also prepared.
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Instead ot reporting the results along the three literacy scales used in the NAEP survey, the
Southam News study relied on literacy *jury™ to determine what levels of performance
should be used as indicators of functional illiteracy”,

The Southam News survey was important in calling attention to the problem of illiteracy in
Canada and also in pointing to the need for 4 more claborate national assessment. Some of the
results were surprising; others, disturbing: and a few were questionable given the shortcomings
of the survey methodology. Four and a halt million Canadians — or nearly 24 per cent of the
Canadians 18 years and older - were judged to be functionally illiterate. The survey also
showed that illiteracy decreases from East to West and that there was a higher incidence among
children of the jobless, the working class, and the most poorly educated. One controversial
tinding was that francophones showed higher illiteracy rates than anglophones, a conclusion
that was challenged by some critics who complained that the survey instrument had merely
been translated from English to French without taking into account respondents’ different
cultural and functional contexts”, Lastly, about half of those labelled as functional illiterates in
the survey were found to have completed nine years of schooling and could have been
considered literate by more traditional measures,

The Southam News survey spurred interest in developing a more sophisticated national
assessment for Canada. Subsequently, Statisties Canada conducted a nation-wide survey on
behalt of the National Literacy Seeretariat in October 1989, The survey assessed a representa-
tive sample of about Y SO0 individuals between ages 16 10 69, The study was structured to
produce a separate test score for each respondent in reading. writing, and numeracy that would
allow the individual to be placed in one of four skill-level categories,.

As the first such large-scale national assessment of the entire adult population to be
completed, the Canadian study will surely be examined closely in other countries where
national surveys are under consideration, Findings from the tests on reading and numeracy
ability became available in May and July 1990, and complete results appeared later that year.
Not surprisingly, the findings contirm general patterns found carlier in the Southam News
survey. while adding greater detail and precision,

Like the 1987 Southam News study (and the 1985 U.S. NAEP survey). reading scores in
the 1989 Statisties Canada national assessment suggest that the largest problem iy presented hy
those individuals who can read very simple messages but have severely limited abilities to use
their skills to complete complex “tasks. Thus when respondents are ranked by level, the
tollowing pattern emerges®:

Fevels Percent of respondents

Level 1 Canadians an this Tevel have difficulty deating with printed naterials. They

most ikely identity themselves s people who cannot read . 1
Level 20 Canadians at tns level can use printed materials only for limited Purposes

such as tinding s Bnnliar word in a siniple text. They would likely recognize

themselves s having difticulties with common reading materials, Y
Level 3 Canadians at this level can use reading materials in g variely of situations

provided the matenal s simple, clearly aid out and the tiske invoived are not oo

comples. While these people pencrally do not see thenselves as having major

dithealties. they tend o avoid singations requiting reading, D
Level 32 Canadians at tis Jevel meet most evervday reading demands. This is a
farge ind diverse group which exhibits @ wide range of reading shills. 62
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The survey results also reveal a strong correlation between literacy proficiency and
educational attainment, age (with younger Canadians outperforming older respondents), and
income. Secondary school completion is closely related to the ability to perform everyday
reading tasks. Only a small proportion of Canadians who completed secondary education fall in
levels 1 and 2 (8 per cent), while over 80 per cent of those who attended universities or
community colleges perform at level 4 (see Table 3.1). Differences in educational attainment
also appear to explain differences between French- and English-speaking Canadians: while
their performance is comparable in the 16 to 24 year old group. older English speakers — who
also have a higher sccondary scheol completion rate — performed better on average. Another
significant result — and one that confirms the pattern detected in the carlier Southam News
study - is that reading skills are lowest in the eastern Canadian provinces and highest in the
West (see Table 3.2). The lowest reading levels were found in the economically depressed
province of Newfoundland, where almost vne-quarter of the adult population is at levels | and
2. and 36 per cent at level 3; the highest rates are in western provinces such as British
Columbia, where only 12 per cent of the adult population falls in levels 1 and 2 while 69 per
cent are classified at level 4.

Tuable 3.1.  Percentage distribution of Canadian adults aged 16-69 by highest level of schooling
showing reading skill level

Population Readimg shills (pereentage distribution)
(thousands) Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Fevel 4
Cunada® 17 708 S 10 2 63
No schooling or elementary 1 818 hy) KR 28 12
Some secondary 4427 3 13 35 48
Secondary completed 4 181 - o 22 70
Trade school 1133 b h 25 63
Community vollege 2 458 ! b 15 8l
University 3 456 " " 8 8Y

Note:  Excludes pepsons sho reported hisig no Whills 1 cither of Canada’s official Tanguages. For detiniton of levels, see text.
@) Total meludes “not stated™ evel of schooling.
h) Sampling vanability oo high for this estinate to be released.
¢) Sampling vanability associated with this estinate s igh

Source: Sursey of Literacy Sklls Usedd i Daily Activities™, Statisties Canada, 1989

It is clear. even without going into further detail on the Canadian findings, that this study
will provide information of considerable value in determining policy measures 1o combat
illiteracy. A further advantage of this assessment, and of those being conducted or at the
planning stage in the United States, is that they will permit some tracking of national trends if
or when surveys are repeated.

Given the political usefulness of such assessments, it remains something of a surprise that
more efforts arc not underway in other OECD countries to produce similar studies. Observers
point out that in northern European countries — particularly in Scandinavia and in the former
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Table 3.2, Percentage distribution of persons aged 16-69 by reading skill levels,
Canada and provinces

Population Reading kills (percentage distribution)
(thousands) Level | Level 2 Level 3 Level 4
Canada 18 024 7 9 22 62
Atlantic | 546 6 13 30 52
Newfoundiand 384 7 17 36 39
Prince Edward Istand 8S “ “ “ “
Nova Scotia 594 5" 10 2R 57
New Brunswick 483 6 12 26 56
Quebec 4721 6 13 25 57
Ontario 6 689 9 8 21 62
Prairies 2 984 4 7 19 70
Manitoba 703 Sk 7" 23 (S
Suskatchewan 632 3 Sk 19 72
Alberta | 649 4 7" 17 71
British Columbia 2084 5 7 19 69

Note: Persons who have reported having 0o skills in cither of Canadit's official languages are meluded in leve) 1. For detinition of
levels, see text.
a) - Sampling variability too high for this estimate to he released.
by Sampling variabrliyy, associated with this estimate i high.

Searce: *Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities™, Statistics Canada, 1989,

West Germany — the lack of interest in conducting national assessments is related to the
widespread perception that illiteracy is a problem aftecting mainly **marginal** populations,
particularly immigrants. The push to recognize literacy as a national priority has tended to
come largely from volunteer bo.lies and non-governmental interest groups, not from govern-
ment®. But the reasoning behind the ofticial view is somewhat circular. Short of g full-scale
assessment, it is nearly impossible to check whether or not the official view on literacy is
indeed accurate.

Publicity produces a literacy assessment in France

This situation may be changing, however. In France, the official position changed rather
radically in 1984 with the release of a report to the Prime Minister entitled Des illettrés en
France’. Earlier, France had routinely reported to international agencies, as it did in 1979 to a
commission of the European Community, that the country did not have a serious adult illiteracy
problem. Also, although France had provisions in place to aid workers in receiving lifelong
education, the benefits tended to accrue to non-French speakers. The first official recognition of
a problem came in a 1981 report on poverty in France (the Oheix Report)', which was
followed by the formation of a commission to prepare the 1984 study. The latter report listed
numerous recommendations, including establishing an interministerial committee to co-ordi-
nate literacy programs, and an assessment of current levels of provision of services and
training,
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The publicity surrounding the report's publication established the figure of 2 million adult
illiterates in France. This figure, still often cited as the working estimate, was supplemented by
findings from a survey in 1986-87 that reported respondents’ abilities to speak, read, write and
master (understand and use) language. That study concluded that illiteracy affected 1.4 million
immigrants and 1.9 million French-born citizens, or a total of 3.3 million adults (over the age of
18) living in France (or 9 per cent of the 37 million persons 18 years and older). Unlike the
U.S. and Canadian studies, however, the survey used a small number of indicators of illiteracy.,
including such items as respondents’ reporting on whether they had read a book recently or
habitually read the newspaper. Direct assessment of speaking and comprehension relied on
interviewers' evaluations''.

Following these earlier efforts, France has now refined its definition of functional illiter-
acy. Its current working definition is that of *'individuals with difficulties in mastering basic
skills'* (personnes en difficulté de maitrise des savoirs de base). Five basic skill areas are
included under the new working definition:

i) The capacity to reason (hypothesis formation; anticipation of answers; ability to
reason from different points of views; anticipation of cause and consequences)
ii) The capacity to communicate (reading, writing, verbal):
iii) Numeracy capacity (counting, measuring, and comparing quantities):
iv) The capacity to understand time (understand kinship, social group. calendar); and
1) The capacity to understand space.

France has recently conducted a large-scale assessment of these skills with a sample of
I 500 long-term unemployed 25 years or older from six major cities: Paris, Marseilles, Lyon,
Lille. Strasbourg and Toulouse. The survey was conducted between March and May 1990 and
the analysis of the results and the publication of findings were projected for summer 1991. This
follows an earlier sample survey of a small group of young military draftees using the same
survey instrument.

Action precedes assessment in the United Kingdom

Of course, we should not be overly critical of efforts to promote estimates of illiteracy that
are not based on direct and complete assessments. As was mentioned earlier, in the United
Kingdom, tor example, proponents of literacy initiatives began in the 1970s to refer routinely to
the figure of 2 million as an estimate of British adults with literacy problems. Public recogni-
tion of the problem not only preceded that in France, but large-scale literacy programs also got
an ecarlier start, in part because a promotional campaign led by the BBC drew attention to the
issue. There is some indication here too, however, that a national study would have assisted
policy-makers. Early promotional efforts and most programs targeted working-class males on
the assumption that this group represented the largest number of illiterates. Only recently have
programs begun to reach out more aggressively to other groups as policy-makers have realized
that the problem is not limited to the original target population.

In summary, then, the goal of producing measurements of illiteracy based on national
assessments has been pursued unevenly among OECD Member countries. The United States
and Canada have moved farthest towards this goal, while some European countries have only
recently begun to address the need for more accurate estimates. Preliminary results from the
United States and Canada suggest that assessments can provide information that will be
extremely useful in guiding policy, particularly in identifying target populations. By identitying
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groups and regions most in need, by exploring the range of tactors tied to high illiteracy rates,
and by characterizing more accurately the nature of literacy difticulties, such studies can help
inform decisions about program scope, location, and content. It must be stated, at the same
time, that there is no need to postpone action until such assessments can be completed. Literacy
campaigns in the United Kingdom, recent government actions in France, and the expansion of
the adult education system in Sweden (more on this below) have all responded to a growing
recognition of a literacy or basic skills problem in the absence of large-scale, direct
assessments,
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Chapter 4

REMEDIAL INTERVENTIONS BY PUBLIC SECTOR
AND VOLUNTARY INSTITUTIONS

Related to the need for national literacy assessments is the goal of evaluating learners’
levels and iheir progress in remedial literacy programs. Learner as ~ssment and program
evaluation are notoriously inconsistent. not to say inadequate, in most cases. Few broad studics
exist to guide policy-makers’ choices in funding one type of program over another. In part, the
difticulty retlects real obstacles in designing assessment and evaluation criteria or instruments:
in part, the problem stems from the conflict of interest that arises when institutions or program
providers are asked to evaluate their own performance. In particular in countries or regions
where volunteers have taken a lead role in the fight against illiteracy, the issue of assessment
can be very sensitive.

Some evidence from the United States suggests that many institutions may in fact have
much to hide. One recent study of U.S. programs found that many remedial programs have
little impact on most learners. While an average of 100 contact hours is needed for a learner to
make & one-year gain in grade-level reading ability, no program is reported to hold average
learners for that long: overall. only 20 per cent of learners stay for a year or longer'. Many
programs, in fact, have little incentive to report aceurately on completion and success rates. In
most states, for example, community college-based literacy programs recerve tunding aceord-
ing to gross enrolment figures, not according to completion rates or student performance. Taken
together, existing programs also appear to reach only a small fraction of the potentia pool of
learners. By one estimate, only three to four million people in the United States are reached
cach year, and the average expenditure per learner is under $200, compared with $4 000 per
year for cach child in public school’.

For the other developed countries examined here, still less information seems available on
the effectiveness and scope of existing programs. Clearly, evaluation is one arca of comparative
rescarch that is sorely in need of greater attention. Studies of failed programs would be
potentially as usetul as protiles of programs that work well,

The lack of objective guidelines about what to do to combat illiteracy is just one constraint
facing policy-makers. In the countries examined here, policy directions are also heavily intlu-
enced by the structure of political authority. This constraint manifests itself in several wilys.
Actions on literacy can be particularly sensitive to political tensions between regional (or local)
and national levels of government. A strong commitment to action on illiteracy at cither of
these levels is no guarantee that relevant policies will be aggressively implemented if support is
withheld elsewhere. I addition, at cach level, literacy is an issue which tends not to fall
suarely under the purview of a particular agency or leadership. Thus burcaucratic reshuftling
as & response to the problem is a common, it not continual, occurrence.
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Comparing examples of government responsce to illiteracy in several countries will help to
make these and other points clearer,

The lack of federal leadership and the limits of deeentralization: The politics of
literaey in the United States

In the United States, responsibility for literacy programs lies mostly at the state level,
although partial funding for many programs cones through the federal government and is
matched or augmented by state funding. The federal role s, for a number of reasons, not
particularly clear-sighted or effective. To begin with, efforts to improve literacy fall under the
purview of at least three federsl agencies - Education, Labor, and Health and Human Services.
Some additional funding is spent by the U.S. Department of Justice as part of its administration
of the Immigration Act - mostly on English as a Second Language (ESL) programs:. State
officials frequently complain that they do not know which ageney - and which department
within it - to contact with questions about programs or funding for adult literacy. Further, like
other funding arcas of a non-military nature, adult literacy has not received high funding
priority during the last decade. At the federal level, an estimated $1 to $2 billion are spent on a
variety of programs, and considerable burden is placed on the states to come up with the bulk
of funding®. Leadership at the federal level has also not signalled this issue as a high priority,
although some recent changes are positive, including the greater attention on literacy from the
White House. recent efforts of the U.S. Department of Labor to fund workplace literacy
projects, and the recent creation of a five-year Center for Adult Literacy based at the University
of Pennsylvania and jointly funded by the U.S. Departments of Education, Labor, and Health
and Human Services.

The lack of consistent federal support has complicated matters for the states. some of
which have recently made commitments to promote literacy training more actively. For the
states. the issue is inextricably tied to cconomic interests. Ina context of declining traditional
manufacturing, state ofticials have become more vocal about the need to raise educational
levels in order to support growth strategies focused on promoting services and attracting high-
technology investments, What state reformers confront, however, is a highly fragmented
funding system that distributes responsibility for adult literacy training among the Job and
Training Partnership Act (JTPA), Adult Basic Education (ABE), and a handful of other, smaller
programs, some initiated at the state level. In addition to posing administrative difticulties,
these divisions often create **turf battles'" that can cause agencies to resist reforms designed to
improve the overall delivery of services. For example, while experts urge officials to create
more programs that blend practical training with basic skills and literacy instruction, vocational
education administrators often manoeuver to preserve the relative autonomy, and purity, of
more traditional approaches to vocational training.

State officials clearly recognize the need to unify or at least co-ordinate the various state-
level programs and funding streams, A brief look at the efforts of three states will give some
indication of the range for possible action in this direction and the difficulties states encounter
when they try to alter the status quo.

In Massachusetts, a change in policy came in 1987, after Governor Dukakis called for
increased volunteer efforts to combat illiteracy. At tirst, the plan was to set up a new oftice, the
Commonwealth Literacy Campaign. to co-ordinate this new volunteer effort. But the very
group assigned the initial co-ordinating task became highly critical of traditional approaches
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relying solely on volunteers. Instead, the group advocated tapping funding from other state
agencies to pay professional instructors (and to train volunteers).

The content and style of instruction. however., could not be worked out completely withont
first solving the ditticult problem of who would he cligible for instruction and how access
would be artanged. Thus the principal tool of the Coglition became one of co-ordinating actions
among state agencies that already dealt with educationally needy populations, such as the social
services, welfare, and unemployment oftices. A first step was simply to assess the scope of
existing literacy programs and to understand which populations were already being served, and
which underserved. The Caalition then conducted a statewide survey of existing programs and
prepared a comprehensive database, The oftice planned, later, to try to evaluate which pro-
grams were most suceesstul and to use those as madels for pilot projects around the state,

However, no sooner had the Coalition's effort been launched in carnest that the plan ran
into difficulties. Beginning in 1988, Massachusetts found itselt facing a severe budget crisis,
and funding for literacy initiatives quickly evaporated. Among other plans affected, a handful
of workplace literacy projects had 1o be curtailed. plans to open regional centers were aban-
doned. and the Coalition had to limit its role o one of helping to co-ordinate funded literacy
programs run by various agencies.

Michigan has fared much better with funding of its new literacy initiative. The plan is part
of a broader project started in January 1989 to create a single system of access o all forms of
publicly funded basic training. The Michigan Opportunity System will eventually issue cards to
all potential recipients and offer them training and education based on their skill levels. Some
services will be provided free of charge and others will require partial payment by recipients,
The budget for this project includes the state's full budget for adult education, about $230 mil-
lion, plus another $5 or 6 million in federal funds, The programs involved will be rn through a
variety of agencies and institutions including JTPA. adult basic education programs, commu-
nity colleges, and volunteer organizations,

The emphasis of the Michigan project is on workforce literacy. Given the state's declining
manufacturing base, state ofticials perceive a need to prepare the workforee for other, poten-
tially more demanding occupations. as well as for more complex jobs in remaining manutactur-
ing. They understand their role as one of “tearing down et barriers™ o enable disparate
agencies o work together. Both state ofticials and business leaders also want to merge the
content of many educational and job triaining programs, so that basic skills training is more
immediately applicable to the workplace. But, as in Massachusetts. the goal of smoothing
administrative obstacles seems to be taking precedence over attention to revising the content of
literacy instruction. Still, the Michigan cettort includes starting a number of pilot projects. These
will differ from existing programs mainly in that they will attempt to access all the services
available in particul'r counties and 1o be more thorough in their idemtitication of target
populations. Recipients of welfare, uncmployment benetits, and of other state services, will
thus be assessed for literacy skills and channelled into literacy programs. most of which will, at
least initially. observe traditional techniques. A basic skills training program will also be
phased in gradually. as the details of how 1o assess individuals® skills, place them in appropriate
programs, and evaluate their progress are worked ont.

Still another strategy for integrating state programs is being tried in Mississippi. Here, oo,
for quite different reasons, state ofticials pereeive @ critical need to bolster econontic growth
through enhancing citizens literacy skills. The state is predominantly rural, and has a large
poor and undereducated population., Although the state has been somewhat successtul in the
past in attracting manufacturing tirms that were relocating in search of cheaper, non-unionized
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labor. state ofticials correctly perceive this strategy to be insufticient for luring high-tech
businesses and advanced services to the state. Nor will the availability of low-wage labor be
able 1o attract and hold many traditional manufacturing concerns, whose needs are changing.
However. the established system for providing adult education is clearly inadequate to the task
of raising educational levels and upgrading skills, particularly because existing programs are
run through the state’s 15 community colleges, institutions that fail to reach the neediest
groups, especially dispersed rural populations with poor access to these sites.

In response to these concerns. Governor Mabus recently established a new Oftice for
Literacy headed by Karl Haigler, a former director of federal adult education in the Reagan
administration. The oftice will serve as an umbrella agency overseeing statewide literacy
initiatives. One of its main goals is to establish and tollow strict evaluation criteria in refunding
existing programs. State ofticials recognize that the existing system rewards institutions for
maintaining enrolment, regardless of how students actually perform and whether or not they
complete training. Mississippi has also become the first state to pass a Basic Skills Income Tax
Credit that will reward businesses for organizing and funding workplace training programs.

As in Massachusetts and Michigan, state officials also favor changing the relationship
between job training and basic skills instruction, with greater overlap in the content of voca-
tional and literacy programs. Yet, as in other states, traditional burcaucratic divisions are
perceived to be serious obstacles to this task. The director of the Oftice for Literacy observes
that the **fossilization of thinking”" of vocational educators has prevented them from pursuing
or supporting innovative approaches that would tie job skills and literacy training. One instruc-
tor who designed such an innovative program (a *math for plumbers™” course that “even
taught trigonometry’* by combining mathematics instruction with vocational exercises) was
chastised by the state vocational oftice for altering the traditional curriculum, which contained
no basic skills instruction. Such conservative thinking, and the administrative divisions that
reinforee it. will change stowly even with aggressive leadership from the Governor's oftice.

At least in the short run, then, new state. initiatives are likely to result in ““more of the
same’ — more literacy programs offered to a wider clientele. Still. the convergence of opinion
in these three states about what needs to be done to enhance literacy prograims is striking,
especially when we consider the signiticant differences in the three states” economiies. In all
three, literacy has become an important priority only in the last several years; in all three,
interest is tied to economic growth strategies. State ofticials seem also to agree on the need to
co-ordinate better the activities of various state agencies and departments that serve the
populations most in need of literacy training. They agree, too, that one substantive change
should be to encourage more ovetlap between vocational and basic skills training. In all three
cases. there is a mounting concern, too, with evaluation of programs. The methods for achiev-
ing these goals ditfer considerably. of course, and it would be useful to have further compara-
tive research to weigh the success of virious administrative and policy reforms as these eftorts
mature.

The cases also point to some of the tensions that exist between federal and state-level
policy. Our impression is that most state ofticials view the federal policy as both inetficient and
insincere. They tind little guidance coming from the federal government about how to achieve
integration of separately funded programs, and they have, as a result, begun to look to other
states for examples of suceesstul experiments®. The cases described here, together with a
handful of programs in other states, will probably thus find their importance magnified as other
states search for models for action. At the same time, of course, the limitations to state actions
remain very real, Budget constraints continually threaten to cut off innovative strategies hetore
they have emerged from infancy. as has already happened to some degree in Massachusetts,
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and changing political fortunes of influential governors may also adversely affect other experi-
ments. Even where a tirm commitment exists and new state agencies have been created, the
challenge of sorting out bureaucratic tensions and responsibilities overshadows work on actual
program content and design.

Decentralization and local experimentation: The federal and provincial roles in Canada

Provision of training in literacy and basic skills in Citrada is even more decentralized than
in the United States, There is no officially mandated role for the tederal government in primary
and secondary education, which is under the direct control of the provinces. The federal
government does provide some funding to post-secondary education, and to literacy programs
specitically, but support is tiltered through several difterent federal departments, There is no
federal Department of Education. The Department of the Secretary of State and the Department
of Employment and Immigration show the most active interest in literacy and basic skills. The
federal government directly supports Frontier College?, an institution that, since 1899, has been
devoted to enhancing literacy skills of workers and disadvantaged groups (recently, indigenous
peoples and the prison population), as weli as a number of other programs (including remedial
literacy programs for individuals in jail or on parole). In general, however, the federal govern-
ment is not positioned to play a strong leadership role in the literacy movement, despite
growing attention to the links between education and cconomic performance. The federal role
is largely understood to be one of providing services and policy supports that cannot be handled
by the provinces; sponsorship of the recent national literacy survey is a prime example®. A key
principle of the federal effort revolves around the idea of building collaborative efforts through
partnerships,

This situation has both advantages and disadvantages. On the positive side, local auton-
omy allows for experimentation and sometimes adoption of unorthodox or innovative
approaches. In comparison with most states in the United States, the Canadian provinees have
been on average more supportive of community-based groups and ot an overall strategy that
favors tailoring programs to community needs. On the negative side, the Jack of oversight and
strong financial support at the federal level is reflected in a highly uneven, and in some places
very undeveloped, infrastructure for delivering training. While a few provinees have been able
to provide substantial, consistent funding and have been building literacy programs for over
decade, other provinces have lagged behind and have had to rely on traditional providers
— community colleges, local school hoards, and volunteer organizations - to take responsibility
for adult basic training, whether or not these organizations have proven themselves to be
effective providers in the past. A brief comparison of literacy efforts in several provinces
illustrates these points,

As was already noted, literacy levels vary substantially by province. The differences
reflect in part ditferences in economic conditions - the poorest provinees are also those with
the highest illiteracy rates - and in part variation in other social patterns that influence literacy.
such as the proportion of indigenous peoples and immigrants, Provinees with a mijority or a
sizeable minority of French-speakers also contend with 1 different historical context for educa-
tion; among older Canadians, French-speakers tend to have lower illiteracy rates than their
English-speaking peers, reflecting the later development of universal secondary education in
Catholic institutions. In addition to such variables, the provinees also display burcaucratic-
organizational difterences that affect both the coneeption of the literacy issue and the wily in
which programs are administered.
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Not surprisingly, then, we find a wide variety of approaches to the literacy issue. In the
Maritime provinces, where illiteracy rates are highest, provincial govemments have been the
least well prepared to fund sizeable remedial programs. Reliance on volunteer organizations
has been much greater here than elsewhere in Canada, in part reflecting the influence of U.S.
organizations, principally Laubach of America, and in part because these provinces have
relatively few community colleges, traditional providers of most adult education elsewhere in
Canada. In contrast, provincial planning to address adult illiteracy has been fairly long-standing
in both British Columbia and Quebec, with significantly higher rates of adult literacy.

In British Columbia, planning began in the late 1970s when extensive programming was
established through the province's community colleges. For different reasons, Quebec also
began organizing a provincial literacy plan in the 1970s. As in other arcas of public policy, the
province had considerable incentive to establish its autonomy in education policy; not surpris-
ingly. its programs have been characterized by a strong emphasis on distinctive cultural and
social contexts as the determinants of both educational achievement and the role that remedial
learning should play*.

Despite these differences in approach, it is fair to say that in virtwally all the Canadian
provinces, officials are experimenting with an expanding mix of methods to address illiteracy.
In British Columbia, for example, ofticials recognize that the established system of funding
literacy training through community colleges is not meeting the needs of many groups, under
discussion now is a plan to extend funding to community groups, although the colleges have
been successful in retaining control of funding and will oversee comniunity programs. Several
provinces have moved much further and faster towards a more “open’’ system of funding that
extends direet support to community groups. Ontario, for example, has established regional
centers that oversee funding in their areas and have strong ties to community groups; workplace
literacy funds, too, are available from the province not just to the private sector but also to other
groups that present successtul proposals. Saskatchewan and Manitoba have also begun experi-
menting with changing administrative structures to allow more direct tunding of conununity
groups, particularly since this approach is considered to have more potential tor reaching the
large indigenous populations in these provinces. The trend towards funding of community-
based groups seems to reflect an increasing acceptance of a model of remedial training that
emphasizes the benetits of instruction by peers and positive community reinforcement for
learners.

Despite the differences in approach at the provincial level, eftorts do exist to co-ordinate
actions 1o a certain degree among provinces and to share information about successtul pro-
grams, The Council of Ministers of Education disseminates information about literacy pro-
grams in the various provinces. The Atlantic and the Western provinces have also collaborated
in planning within their regions. However, provincial autonomy remains the rule, and co-
ordination of programs is made more difficult by the fact that difterent provincial ministries
(and often several departments or ministries within each province) are responsible for literacy.
Further, just as bureaucratic reshuffling has been common in the United States, ministerial
responsibility for literacy shifts frequently within provinces (as recently occurred in Ontario),
introducing uncertainty about the continuity of existing programs.

In summary, then, Canada is similar to the United States in that both countries have had
fairly weak tederal participation in initiating, overseeing. and monitoring remedial programs. In
Canada, though, the burden falls still more squarely on the provinces; the system has promoted
innovation and at the same time seems to have created wide inconsistencies in the commitment
to combatting illiteracy and in the way programs are run. As in the United States, there is
considerable need for more consistent and objective evaluation of programs and administrative
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structures that will not appear to place provinces in competition with one another by placing the
reputation of their education systems in Jeopardy. Any international organization seeking to
influence the direction of literacy policy in Canada should be prepared to work directly with
policy-makers and providers at the provincial and community levels, in addition to relying on
contacts through federal agencies.

Reconciling national guidelines with local autonomy: Adult education and adult
literacy in Sweden

Sweden’s adult education system is undoubtedly one of the most comprehensive, and best
organized. among OECD nations. In 1986, at least half the Swedish civilian labor force was
involved in some kind of education or retraining, including both public- and private-sector
programs. In contrast, 27 million U.S. workers, or slightly less than one-quarter of the 112 mil-
lion civilian labor force, were counted as having participated in a minimum of one occurrence
of organized training during 19847, Only a small fraction of Swedish adult education, however,
is specitically adult literacy training. At least until recently, the general perception in Sweden
has been that illiteracy is not a significant problem except perhaps as it affects immigrants. It
should be noted however that Sweden has recently set aside SKr 10 billion (approximately
$2 billion) to be spent over 5 years as part of its **working life renewal fund”* and to be used
for structural adjustinents of the labor force (more on this below). Presumably some of these
monies will be used for remedial literacy and basic skills training even though. to the best of
our knowledge, no funds have been specitically designated as such. Indeed, in a tairly recent
paper on adult literacy in Sweden. Kenneth Abrahamsson provides some vivid examples of
cases of needed remedial basic skills training®. At the Ortviken pulp and paper mill, for
instance. a plant undergoing major technological upgrading. management and the trade union,
with the help of professional trainers, identified 300 workers out of a total of 700 as needing
retraining, including 75 1 125 with extensive basic skills needs. In another instance, that of a
4 500-employce car factory, a survey of approximately 1 500 of the workers identitied S00 in
need of **adult basic education””. More broadly, the unions have estimated that during the tirst
halt of 1986, only 2 per cent of employees with less than nine years of schooling received more
than one week of company-paid training, even though 25 per ceni of the employees had spent
less than nine years in school®. Still. whether or not literacy training is actually reaching the
neediest workers. much can be learned from the Swedish experience since it offers. in contrast
to the United States and Canada, an example of an adult education system that attempts to be
comprehensive and that involves a high degree of co-ordination between local and natjional
levels.

A unique feature of the Swedish system is that much of adult education is **popular
education™, supported by the State but administered independently. Popular forms include a
network of **folk high schools’*. Another important type of popular education is represented by
the “'study group associations''. These groups were formed carly in the century by workers'
associations and other interest groups, and they gradually came 1o be less closely associated
with particular ideologies and interest groups. The eleven existing associations sponsor
thousands of study circles, Although these groups are supported mainly by funds from the
government and municipalities (participants also pay a small fee), subject matter and focus are
determined independently by sponsoring associations. Courses consist on average of about
20 to 30 hours during about 10 meetings. Participating in the circles. which together accounted
for 28.4 per cent of adult education in 1986, is a way of life for some segments of the
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population. In providing the network of folk high schools and study groups, Sweden goes
beyond most other developed countries in making the opportunity for lifelong education a
reality for its citizens.

Also unigue to Sweden is a system promoted recently by the country’s labor unions to
make company-based training more widely accessible and more responsive to broad educa-
tional goals of workers. The unions pushed the government to establish “renewal funds’’ in
which companices were forced to deposit 10 per cent of their profits for a single year. 1985 (or
roughly SKr 10 billion), and then draw from these funds over a five-year period to pay for
training, rescarch, and development. Unions in the companics have a say in how these funds are
used, and one general stipulation is that much of the moncey spent on training must go to basic
training for those workers with little formal schooling. Recently, the unions have pushed for
cven more aggressive policies on company training that would guarantee workers with minimal
formal schooling supplementary training.

A third distinctive feature of the Swedish system is the important role played by the
municipalities in organizing adult cducation. The municipalities have considerable leeway in
organizing programs but respond to a national policy with national standards and curriculum.
The emphasis of the municipal programs is on serving adults who have not been able to
complete secondary education and who may want to qualify for university entrance. In the
1970s. the municipal system was expanded to include a semi-autonomous organization provid-
ing adult literacy training (writing, reading. and mathematics). Still a fairly small part of the
adult education system, literacy training has served mainly immigrants, who make up over half
the students. and Swedes who have failed in school, are unemployed, or who have learning
disabilitics. It is fairly common for training for the latter group to be co-ordirated with other
social agencies serving disadvantaged populations,

Some criticisms of the Swedish system of adult education include the observation that
access is considerably greater for those with more years of initial schooling. In addition,
observers point out that adult education in Sweden involves mostly part-time, intermittent study
over long periods of time. While appropriate to certain kinds of educational enhancement
courses. this model is not very effective in literacy training. Also. the system comprises a wide
variety of types and levels of education, and the lack of systematic connections among the
various programs may contribute to the low rate of progression from adult education into
higher education. Finally, some observers have pointed out that even though the share of the
population with less than nine ycears of schooling has decreased steadily, from 65 per cent in
1960 to about 23 per cent in 1986 and to a low projected rate of only 4 per cent in 2010, higher
rates of participation in formal schooling disguise persistent inequities in educational content
and student performance by group'. Adult education programs have not generally been struc-
tured to respond to these inequities. The sguccess' of the Swedish system, in fact, tends to be
inferred from statistics such as grade level completion and participation rates in various
programs rather than according to tight assessment standards.

Such observations aside. the Swedish experience still provides a useful contrast to that of
the United States and Canada, countries which are still struggling to construct an administrative
system that would allow simultaneously for local autonomy and adherence to national stan-
dards. and would climinate some of the barriers that now exist wnong the branches of adult
cducation. The more porous system in Sweden seems not only to accomplish these goals but
also to permit active and direct participation of a wider set of interest groups. most notably
those representing the interests of labor. Finally. the strong role played by forms of ponular
cducation seems to support those educators in the United States and Canada who advocate
greater emphasis on leamer-directed programs, peer instruction, and, more generally, the
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blurring of distinctions between “literacy™ as traditionally taught and adult education more
broadly detined.

Searching for an appropriate delivery madel: The fight for literacy in France

In vivid contrast to Sweden. France has kept provision of literacy training uite separate
from the rest of its education system. As we noted carlier, until the last decade, illiteracy was
generally viewed as a problem of migrant workers, Even provisions for lifelong Iearning that
resulted from talks between the government and industry, and extended to workers the right to
take time oft work to atiend classes, led mainly to expansion of French-language instruction for
immigrant workers. Numerous voluntary organizations, in addition, formed to offer language
training for immigrants. The situation is summarized by one observer as follows;

"The voluntary organizations) are relatively recent. frequently partisan in origin, and after
an initial phase of unsuceesstully seeking to undertake further political mobilization
among migrants, have become pragmatic in their ticld of action and ability to negotiate
government subsidies for their educational undertakings... It has been the custom, when
looking at underachievement in schools or adult illiteracy, to note that it must be a
"migrant problem’. Consequently, an abundant body of research on the cducation of
migrants” children and adult migrants exists with a wealth of comparative European
experience. The same is not true for the need of adult nationals,”* !

Following the publication of the 1984 report to the Prime Minister on illiteracy, the
government set up an Interministerial Committee to conduet research and co-ordinate efforts to
combat illiteracy. The interministerial body. signiticantly. does not have its Secretariat in the
Ministry of Education, which has remained somewhat aloof from the group’s efforts and from
policy regarding literacy in general. The effect is to perpetuate a system in which initiatives on
literacy remain fragmented, divided among various agencies that serve different segments off
the population with high cducational needs. The interministerial group is poorly funded and
cannotitselt” sponsor major new programs. The group does try to help co-ordinate literacy
policy in difterent parts of the country through regional representation. but without the ability
to cither extend or withhold funding. the coherence between national and local level policy
remains weak,

The relative weakness of the literacy campaign in France may reflect simply a lack of
strong commitment”, Potentially powerful vehicles for addressing the problem are already in
place but remain underutilized. This is the case, for example. with training credits available to
unemployed workers. Still, for certain groups of these workers, the system of training credit is
now being extended to offer up to 1 100 hours worth of retraining rather than the standard
450 hours. Also, the Interministerial Committee s looking into ways in which to redirect
minimum annual training monies set aside by French firms under the Taw to efforts promoting
literacy and basic skill training. Additionally, the Interministerial Committee is pushing for the
creation of a system of individualized training credits™ (erédit-formation individualisé) for
school drop-outs or school-deficient youths that would allow them to collect up to 1 600 hours
of remedial training over a period of several years,
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The United Kingdom’s **bottom-up®’ literacy movement

It is useful to take a brief look at literacy campaigns in the United Kingdom since they
present yet another distinetive pattern of policy and training. In contrast 1o both France and
Sweden, which emphasize strongly the use of professional trainers in adult education and
literacy programs, the United Kingdom has until relatively recently builtits literacy campaign
upon the efforts of voluntary organizations. The vocal demands of community-based workers
in the British Association of Scttlements helped to stimulate the creation of a three-year plan
for a national literacy campaign between 1975 and 197%. Key to the plan was the participation
of the BBC in advertising to recruit both learners and volunteer instructors, The government
also announced funding of £1 million per year to be dishursed to local literacy programs, and a
co-ordinating body was formed to oversee the campaign. The response went considerably
bevond initial expectations. The three-year campaign attracted 155 000 adult learners. After
initially targeting male, working-class learners with very limited abilities, the BBC broadened
its approach to try to attract a more diverse group of learners with a wider mix of skills.

After the first three years, the campaign underwent some significant changes. The national
advertising and recruitment effort ended. and responsibility for co-ordination was shifted to a
new and smaller body. the Adult Literacy and Basic Skitls Unit. With considerably less
funding. and a budget that was subject to year-by-year renewal. the unit switched the cmphasis
to local responsibility for recruitment of students and volunteers. Not surprisingly, the number
of learners coming forward cach year deereased. In the broader political context of budget cuts
in education, and uncertainty about the fate of existing programs, links could not be established
between various programs serving underskilled populations. Difficulties stemming from the
heavy reliance on volunteers  the need for better instructor training and more program
continuity, for example ~ have not been addressed given the dearth of funds.

The initial stages of the 1970s literacy campaign suggested a suceesstul model for
combining strong state action, media participation, and community support. But the fate of the
campaign following the start-up period warns of some of the dangers of attempting a facile
switel in responsibility from the national to the local level without providing sufticient funding
oF infrastructure to ensure program continuity. At the same time, this experience highlights the
importance of strong community participation as perhaps a necessary, though not sufticient,
condition for suceessful implementation of national policy.

But in recent years, recognizing both benefits and limitations of the policy pursued in the
carly 1980s, the central government has been providing stronger financial and programmatic
support to the Adult Literacy and Basic Skill Unit's activities, while preserving the local
orientation.

Awaiting national awareness: The Federal Republic of Germany''

Germany's high rate of cconomic growth and its long tradition of compulsory schooling
have together niade public recognition of any literacy problem in the country slow o develop.
Nevertheless. there are clear signs that such a problem does exist. The German Commission for
UNESCO estinates that there are S00 000 to 3 million illiterates in Germany'. It is increas-
imgly clear, too, that adults with pooy literacy skills include many who have completed all
compulsory years of schooling but who still find themselves unable to cope with the literacy
demands of employment and civie participation.
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Recognition of the problem began in the late 1970s, when a handful of adult education
institutes also initiated literacy programs. Literacy instruction was an entirely new field in
German adult education, which had previously focused on vocational training and general
cducation. Over the next several years, and particularly between 1979 and 1982, increased
publicity about illiteracy and the active backing of some state governments (for example,
Lower Saxony and Northrhine-Westtalia) encouraged growing demand for these programs. The
number of adult education institutes offering literacy instruction rose to 120 by 1982.

Steady expansion of the numbers of both courses and students characterized the <cmainder
of the decade. After 1982, this expansion was supported and monitored by the German Adult
Education Association’s literacy project. The project conducted annual surveys of literacy
programs at adult education institutes between 1982 and 1985, and found that the nuinber of
participants more than doubled during that time., By 1986, ntore than 6 000 learners were taking
literacy courses in around 242 (or approximately one in three) adult education institutes'®,

Despite this clear indication of progress, a number of problems remain to be addressed in
the German system. As in some ot the other countries whose efforts we have profiled, the
system of financing literacy programs creates some inequities. There has been no national
funding of literacy provision. Each adult education institute funds its own programs, and
institute budgets are in turn provided by the community. Not surprisingly, the commitment to
providing training is uneven and does not necessarily reflect the level of need in various
regions. In fact, the distribution of programs suggests that rural populations are being under-
served, while the lack of a direet national assessment of the population makes it difficult to
assess whether other groups who need attention may be difticult to reach through the network
of institutes.

A further problem involves the content of literacy training. Although in 1985 about 80 per
cent of the adult education institutes were co-operating with other organizations such as job
centers and welfare offices, co-operation tended to focus on recruiting learners rather than
revising the content of programs.

In the tirst years of rapid expansion, literacy programs have been largely separated from
other types of training in vocational and basic skills. Recent calls for greater overlap between
these types of training may result in significant changes; for now, the integration of objectives
and methods, and the bridging of programs in institutes with training in other types of
institutions, including the private sector, remain the major challenges in the Germanp case.

Overview

This survey of national policy and remedial literacy programs in several OECD countries
draws attention to some recurring themes, In every country the design and implementation of
policy measures are strongly influenced by the nature of political links and tensions between
national, regional, or local levels. In addition, the relationship of literacy initiatives to the
existing institutional schooling and training framework varies substantially from one country to
another and even among different regions in the same country. Both these variables, in turn,
may affect the efticiency with which available funding can be used in a co-ordinated way to
combit illiteracy and the degree to which standards of evaluation and accountability can be
suceesstully applied. And yet, despite national and local differences. several common goals do
emerge from our review of individual country efforts in literacy. Two are particularly worthy of
note.
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First, virtually all policy groups are struggling with the issues of evaluation and accounta-
bility. In the absence of performance assessment, planners are tempted to continue supporting
existing programs while only tentatively funding other approaches that theory, political pres-
sure, or a combination of both, appear to advocate. In fairness, however, program planners and
policy-makers are usually ill-equipped to assess how well or poorly the new approaches may
work, even though the shortcomings of the old approaches may be better understood.

“econd, despite limited evaluation tools, policy is evolving towards favoring a multiplicity
of delivery modes that include funding not only for mainstream institutions but also for work-
based and community-based groups. In this respect, there seems to be a growing consensus
among researchers and policy-makers that traditional literacy training and basic skills training
should be brought together, both as a way of improving co-ordination of programs and as a
means of maximizing the effectiveness of both types of training substantively and financially.
Here too, however, policy-makers lack assessments of the effectiveness of difterent delivery
modes, making their task of promoting the strongest possible institutional arrangements all the
more difficult. In the next chapter, we turn to a discussion of alternative literacy efforts,
particularly to those linking remedial literacy instruction to basic skills training and workplace
nerformance,
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Chapter 5

LITERACY, PRODUCTIVITY, AND GROWTH: CONTEXTUAL
REMEDIAL LITERACY TRAINING

It has become commonplace to refer to a number of broad trends in arguing that strong ties
exist between literacy levels and productivity in the advanced economies. Most commonly,
perhaps, observers note that the structure of these advanced economies is changing with the fast
growth of the high technology and service sectors, and the relative decline of traditional
manufacturing. New jobs requiring new mixes of skills are being created while unskilled
industrial jobs are declining. Also signiticant is the trend towards greater participation in the
labor force by women, minorities. migrants, and other groups which may have had less aceess
to education and hence fewer skills but which are now growing as a share of the total
workforce.

More broadly, the argument continues, tirms have reorganized internally in response to the
changed economic climate since the mid-1970s. In particular, increasing international competi-
tion and market diversification have led tirms in all advanced economies to search for ways to
reorder production so that they can respond more quickly and with greater flexibility to market
shifts. One casualty of this change in strategy has been allegiance to traditional work structures,
In industry, firms are seeking to reorganize production so that departments and sub-contractors
may work together more closely and with greater responsiveness. For industrial workers, the
changes often mean greater demands on them to be able to handle varied tasks, to respond to
unexpected situations, to understand the relationship of various tasks inside the tirm, and to
communicate more readily both with other workers and with management’.

The service sector has not been immune from a similar process of restructuring. Although
considerable attention has focused on the creation of a large pool of low-skilled service jobs in
the advanced economies, this trend represents only part of the story. In sectors as different as
business services and retailing, we find that the organizational structure of firms has been
altered to allow for more rapid product development, increased attention to customer/elient
service and sales, and greater reliance on proprietary technology as a means of producing a
distinctive firm image. The implications for individual workers are vast. They tend to be called
on to train more extensively in the use of special technologies, to deal more often and in more
complex ways with clients. and to retrain more frequently as positions and departments change
in function. As in manufacturing, these trends imply greater demand for communications skills
and skills in retrieving and analyzing information in a more uncertain environment?. In short.
then, in both sectors of the economy, many jobs have become more demanding.
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The economic cost of illiteracy

The literature linking basic skills of the labor force to the competitiveness of individual
tirms and the economic performance of nations is large but relatively recent. In Canada, for
example, the Hudson Institute has recently published a report on the skill needs of the Canadian
labor force®. In the United States, the Department of Labor jointly with the American Society of
Training and Development has recently completed a large-scale study of skill and training
needs in the national economy*. This work followed an earlier study by the Hudson Institute,
Workforce 2000, also commissioned by the U.S. Department of Labor®, A large number of
similar studies is now available tor most OECD countries.

However. almost all of the relatively new literature on basic skills is of a descriptive,
prescriptive, and, mostly, qualitative nature, and little has been done so far to assess the direct
costs of basic skill and literacy deficiencies on productivity and economic output,

A large and growing number of employers now recognize that deticient basic skills and
functional illiteracy are a cost to their operations and that the problem is far more serious than
they once believed. For example, in a recent survey of 600 senior managers representing a
broad spectrum of Canadian industry, the Conference Board of Canada found that about one-
third of businesses reported serious difficulties in areas such as the introduction of new
technology, product quality, and productivity because of basic skills deticiencies in the labor
force®.

In addition to being limited, the available direct evidence describing the costs of basic
skills and literacy deficiencies for business is often controversial because of methodological
measurentent issues. For the United States, Kozol estimated the direct cost of adult functional
illiteracy on business at $20 billion in 1985, plus $237 billion in lifetime earnings forfeited by
men aged 25-30 with less than high school level attainment. In Canada, the Canadian Business
Task Force on Literacy estimated losses for Canadian business from known costs at C$ 4 bil-
lion annually in the late 1980s. Simply extrapolating from this figure to the United States,
Mikulecky suggests that nearly $40 billion are lost annually by U.S. business as a result of
illiteracy”, We have no way of knowing how near or wide of the mark such estimates fall.

Indirect quantitative evidence linking literacy to economic performance can be found in
the work of economists relating skill levels of individual workers to both individual earnings
and tirm output. Typical studies involve measuring the gains of an increasc in human capital, as
measured by additional firm training or additional formal education, to the earnings of individ-
ual workers or the output of tirms. Such measurement is indirect in that it does not ineasure the
impact of the luck of skills on economic performance, but rather the impact of an increase in
skills. In general, this literature tends to support the notion that higher skill levels translate into
both higher individual earnings and higher tirm productivity. Perhaps the most compelling
aggregate evidence is that drawn from the work of economist Edward Denison suggesting that
more than half of the productivity increases in the U.S. economy between 1929 and 1969 can
be associated with on-the-job training and learning. More importantly, Denison shows that on-
the-job training and learning during the period was twice as important as technology in
boosting productivity®.

While the relationship between skill level and productivity has existed for quite some
time, as suggested by the work of Denison and others, the perception is that this relationship
has intensified over the last decade or so because of the rapidly changing nature of work and
<kills under conditions of intense transformation in technology and in the nature of competition.
Business groups’ growing interest in basic skills and literacy training stems in part from this
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growing perception that functional illiteracy is a threat to advanced nations’ competitive status
in a more rapidly changing, and more competitive, international economy, And yet, as we noted
in Chapter I, despite the change in rhetoric, business commitment to basic skills and literacy
training remains highly uneven. The reasons for hesitation vary. Some firms have been able to
rely on other strategies ~ especially technological upgrading and more carctul recruiting - to
continue to manage the skill mix in their workforces, Others have devoted their energies to
revamping in-house training in ways that addiess the problem obliquely®. Part of the blame,
too, must lic with educators, many of whom have been slow to alter traditional approaches to
literacy and basic skills training. Imported by firms that perceive a problem, many programs
simply supply high school cequivalency courses or basic literacy training that accomplishes
little, both because the number of hours of instruction tends to be low and because the content
is so far removed from workers® everyday experience that lessons are promptly forgotten',

Itis clear, then, that both sides — pedagogy and work organization — need to be addressed
it more effective practices are to be put in place. On one side, learning must be changed by
altering both the content and the style to address workers' immediate and long-term needs,
rather than to prepare workers to pertorm predetermined, specitic tasks in the tirm or to pursuc
goals established by educators. On the other side, work itself must be reorganized o maximize
use of workers® new learned competencies. and to develop second-order competencies upon
which additional training can be built. The growing recognition that the two efforts must be
related has already led to the creation of some promising, innovative programs. While it is too
carly to evaluate their success in most cases, we can learn from surveying the key features of
some apparently cffective experiments in various countrics.

Union participation

For what may scem obvious reasons, many firms in OECD Member countries have
consistently opposed union participation in the planning and delivery of workplace training or
literacy programs. Unions, for their part, have sometimes been wary of employer-sponsored
education programs because they fear that work rules will be affected and promotions may be
tied to members® performance. Evidence from ongoing experiments in union participation in
workplace programs suggests, however, that these institutions may be uniquely positioned to
address simultancously the problems of work reorganization and enhancing tearners® skills.
Several examples illustrate the promise and also indicate the range of patterns through which
union participation can occur,

Sweden is undoubtedly the country with the broadest union participation in literacy and
workplace training, As we noted in Chapter 4, it was union pressure that led to the 1985
provisions requiring tirms to set aside a portion of profits for a renewal fund partially dedicated
to training. The unions had alrcady established a strong tradition of participation in adult
cducation. Two organizations founded by the unions - the Workers Education Association and
the Educational Association of Salaried Employces ~ organize adult study circles that annually
cnroll about one million participants. Unions also influence adult education through the
20 labor-organized folk high schools and claim to include one out of six union members
nationally in some sort of educational activity. While most of the activities of unions involving
study circles and folk high schools occur away from the workplace and are not work-related,
the trend has been towards more active involvement with workforce training since the 1970s,
when the Swedish government passed measures aimed at democratizing work. Unions
responded by backing programs to help train worker representatives, by encouraging study
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circles to focus on workplace culture and history, and by safeguarding provisions for paid
cducational leave!!,

Participation in the oversight of spending of the funds set aside in 1985 has given the
unions their clearest opportunity to inftuence workplace training directly. Firms have generally
resisted using part of the set-aside to fund adult programs for poorly educated workers, and
such programs have been established only where unions have actively pushed for them. No
evaluation is yet available of programs that have been set up using the renewal funds, One case
that has received considerable attention, thongh, is the experience of a truck factory in Gothen-
burg, where 777 out of 4 220 employees had less than nine years of schooling. The union
pressured to have the equivalent of $5 million of the renewal funds devoted to establishing low-
level courses in Swedish, English, mathematics, and computer usage that were made available
to employees during working hours and without loss of job benefits. In the tirst two-and-a-half
years of the program, 230 employees participated, with a low drop-out rate of 10 per cent.
Because students were drawn into the program by department, instruction could be tailored
somewhat to include material from the workplace. Absentecism in participating departments
appareintly went down during the program, and production rates were held constant despite the
time away tfrom work devoted to study'-.

Despite the strong tradition of union participation in adult education, initiatives such as the
one at Gothenburg mark a departure front the past because they necessitate direct involvement
in cducation at the workplace. Continuing this trend may be necessary to the goal of truly
democratizing the Swedish workplace! . In particular, such workplace programs may be able to
reach a population — poorly educated Swedish-born adults - who has not participated in large
numbers in the municipal adult education system, where most literacy training has been located
until now.

A secomd, guite different type of union participation is that found in the U.S. automobile
industry since the carly 19805, In 1982 Ford and the United Auto Workers (UAW) agreed to
establish a jointly-run progrant to assist workers with cducation and training. Similar agree-
nients were subsequently reached between the UAW and the two other major automobile
makers, Chrysler and General Motors. The organizations are unique in that they are entirely co-
managed by company and union representatives. They are also richly funded, drawing oft a
tax"" based on the total number of employee hours worked.

The UAW-GM Human Resources Center. founded in 1984, now claims the title of the
largest privately-funded education center in the world, serving 400 000 UAW-represented GM
employees distributed in 147 plants. Programs that the center supports (on a $150-200 million
annual budget, representing 19 cents per hour worked, or ahout $400 for cach of 320 000 active
workers) include health and safety education, job-related skill development, tuition assistance,
pre-retirement planning, and training and job placement for displaced workers. The organiza-
tion operates 12 centers located near GM plants throughout the castern, southern, and midwest-
ern United States.

Only a small portion of these programs involves hasic skills or literacy training. But such
training is, at least in theory, available to all cligible workers. Displaced workers applying tor
help with training and job placement are assessed in reading and mathematics. It their basic
«kills are found to be too low for them to benetit from either classroom or on-the-job training,
they are referred to an outside provider for GED (high-school equivalent) courses or remedial
instruction. Virtually all such instruction is performed by outside vendors, Similarly, most
active workers who are shown to be in need of remedial training are referred to local schools
for GED or other adult education courses. In the plants, problems with basic skills are more
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acute now than in the past because job classifications are undergoing change and workers must
often retrain in order to qualify for newly defined, generally broader job classifications. The
affected workers tend to be skilled tradesmen who have considerable seniority in the plants and
who average between 40 and 45 years of age. They have been out of school for many yeirs,
and many have a negative attitude towards traditional forms of schooling,

Not surprisingly, the UAW-GM center has found that sending workers to traditionally
structured adult education courses does not always respond well to cither company or worker
needs, Representatives of UAW-GM have recently worked with the Literacy Center at Central
Michigan University to develop a grant from the U.S. Department of Education to create
literacy training programs that are more sensitive to learners’ backgrounds and more closely
tied to their experience on the job. The plan is to set up pilot projects at several plants that will
offer work-retated. competency-based training centered wround instruction using words,
phrases, and tasks encountered at work. The hope is that the program will address the two most
serious problems of the existing basic skills programs: recruitment of learners, given the clear
stigma attached to training that is labelled **remedial*, and retention of students in courses that
reproduce the traditional classroom setting that many learners have alrcady encountered and
rejected. One component of the project will be teaching adult education instructors about work
in the plants so that they can train other teachers to relite instruction to work experiences.

Michigan’s project planners could look North for an example of a program that is already
incorporating many of these ideas. ‘Two years ago, the Ontario Federation of Labor received
funding from the province of Ontario to establish workplace basic skills programs. The
province's Ministry of Education had established a fund for such projects but found that few
cmployers actually applied; the Federation of Labor was more than willing to play a major role
in designing programs for unionized workplaces, The Basic Education for Skills Training
program (BEST) is not just endorsed by the unions but is entirely under their direction. BEST
currently runs some 100 groups with 6 to 12 people per group. In at least 80 per cent of the
cases, companies agree to share some of the cost; workers attend the groups for four hours a
week, two hours on company time and two on workers® unpaid time,

The BEST program, perhaps more than any other workplace program we have found, is
structured to emphasize the linkage between learning and workplace experienee. The program
is not presented as one designed to address workers® *deficiencies® or to improve their grade-
level assessments. Organizers have found that in order to facilitate recruitment they must stress
the fact that workers already possess valuable skills, including, in most cases, the ability to read
and write at a low level. Classes are led by volunteers from the workplace, who are trained by
program organizers. According to the program’s directors, the success of the program to date
rests partly on the ability of the union to recruit and retain learners by creating an atmosphere
of trust and by informing other, non-participating workers about the project o that participants
de not face ridicule from their peers. Whether or not this cracial teature can be maintained after
two years, when the groups will be continued by the companics themselves, and without BEST
funding, remains to be seen. Also, one criticism that has been raised against the BEST program
is that little attention has been paid to the issue of how to help learners continue improving their
skills after they have reached the limit of what the program can offer.

In summary, union participation has in some places allowed for precisely the type of
experimentation in linking remedial education to work experience that many cxperts and
business leaders have called for. Fears about unions using influence over training to challenge
companies’ prerogatives appear to be unfounded. On the contrary, goals that are ditticult to
achieve in workplace programs — high levels of recruitment and retention. relevance to work
tasks, and reinforcement of supportive relationships at work - may be best pursued where
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worker representatives, and participants themselves, are closely involved in planning and
running cducational programs,

Curriculum reform

The examples described above point to a second area of change that is likely to alter the
effectiveness of adult worker training. As we already noted, tragitional curricula of adult
programs. including most of those sold as **workplace literacy™, consist of standard high
school equivalency or remedial training that takes very little account of the backgrounds or
oceupations of learners. The trend appears now to be changing, as employers and learners are
joining literacy experts in calling for more examples of customized curricula.

One noteworthy example is a project to develop literacy training materials for workers and
trainces in the banking industry in the United States. The American Bankers Association
commissioned a study of low-level jobs in banking for which some firms have noted difticulty
in recruiting workers with sufficient skills'’. The result was a protile of skill needs in various
jobs that is now being used by a division of the publishing house Simon and Schuster to
prepare customized basic skills training materials for the banking industry.

This sectoral approach generzlizes a practice familiar in scattered. smaller programs where
customized curricula are already in use, In the United States, the traditional separation between
adult literacy and vocational education has in the past limited the adoption of such an approach
(recall the example of the program in Mississippi that was discontinued because it did not meet
the standards of the established vocational curriculum). Other scattered programs continue as
quict suceesses. In New York City, for example, the local government sponsors an expanding
program to teach adult learners the skills they will need 1o enter publicly-funded nursing
programs. A number of states, too, are working to set up collaborative cross-agency projects
that will require customized curricula to meet the needs of particular target populations. And in
a few sectors, business representatives are already working with local community colleges to
create courses designed to meet the needs of technical personnel in their industries.

In Canada, the BEST program just described has made the fully customized curriculum
the centerpicee of its program. No degree of standardization exists so that groups are free to use
whatever materials seem best suited to their needs. Learners bring in the materials themselves
and are encouraged to draw on texts from home and from their communities as well as from
work. Frontier College. a federally funded institution devoted to basic education and literacy in
Canada. has also partially adopted this approach. In addition to designing pilot programs that
incorporate workplace tasks and materials into course work, Frontier College has developed a
workshop to teach businesses how to set up programs using job-related materials. [tis interest-
ing to note that Frontier College has seen much more interest in establishing such programs in
manufacturing firms and little demand from services. This experience may refiect differences in
educational attainment of the labor force between manufacturing and service tirms, with levels
of literacy and basic skills performance lower in the former than the latter. But it may also
reflect the tendency for services firms to develop their own customized forms of training in
order to prepare workers at all levels to handle proprictary technology and procedures.

As the trend towards adopting customized curricula continues, we can expeet to see the
proliferation of two patterns. In one model, instructors will be trained to teach using any sorts
of materials. and course content will respond entirely to circumstance and to learners’ needs, as
is already being done in the BEST program. In the other, educators will begin to develop
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materials that are customized for particular groups - technicians in a particular industry, for
example. Many more cases already exist where this second strategy is in use. The difference in
the future will be that such programs will no longer be classified as either vocational or
remedial, but will combine both types of training in content as well as in funding. Distinctions
will also become more blurred between the content of programs conducted in the workplace
and in outside institutions. Adopting a customized curriculum is surely not a suflicient condi-
tion for success, but in combination with other changes it can apparently make a signiticant
difference in program records of achievement.

Restructuring work as a training strategy

Just as classroom training must be related to work content in order to be effective, work
itsell” must be made more responsive to training methods and needs. This has been demon-
strated by both education researchers and business analysts, Research with military personnel
has shown that when learners receive basic skills training and then continue in unrelated jobs,
they retain less than halt of what they have learned within eight weeks', Business analysts
point out that assigning workers narrow, repetitive tasks limits their abilities to learn new skills
quickly and to respond 1o unexpected situations. Restructuring work, then, is critical to the goal
of enhancing both workers’ competencies and tirm productivity,

This strategy has already been demonstrated to be effective in a handful of rapidly
restructuring sectors where new competitive pressures have generated novel approaches to
work organization. Some of these cases oceur where decentralization of production has created
a plethora of new small firms; traditional hierarchical relationships are broken down and
replaced with more fluid work structures that allow workers to perform a wider mix of tasks,
take part in some decisions about the organization of” work, and even contribute to product
design. Their experiences help to expand skill levels, which in trn support a flexible system of
production based on fast response to rapidly shifting demand'e,

Although such systems of so-called flexible specialization have been best documented in
the manufacturing sector and in countries where particular political cenditions tacilitate this
transformation, similar principles linking skill levels to organizational restructuring also
emerge in strikingly ditferent settings. In some segments of the service sector, new competitive
pressures have also led firms to restructure internally. As in manutacturing, one result has been
to break apart and recombine traditionally separate departments so that such functions as
product development, marketing, and customer service become more closely linked. Workers.
as a consequence, are required regularly (o perform a wider range of tasks and to make frequent
decisions based on general principles of tirm policy and procedure; they are also shifted more
often from one section to another. Workers' encounters with “*training™* are not limited to the
tormal instruction they receive as new recruits. Instead, informal training is built into nearly
every position and workers face retraining to perform new tasks regularly throughout their
careers. Such systems for combining organizational and training goals are found even in
advanced service industries such as investment banking and business services!”.

What signiticance do such examples hold for training workers in hasic skills and literacy?”?
The implication seems clear that building training into jobs will at least reinforce other types of
learning, even it this change cannot completely remove the need for complementary remedial
programs. It is important to note, however, that simply adopting changes that make work
appear more challenging, without actually altering the organizational context of work (and
workers® perception of their place in that context), does not necessarily achieve the same
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purpose. Firms that have implemented task rotation or organized work teams niy sticeeed in
increasing productivity without enhancing workers’ competencies: this criticism has been
made, for example, of the GM-Toyota Fremont plant in California'™,

One clear conclusion is that much more research is needed to gange the effects on literacy
of various organizational structures and how they frame the content of work. This rescarch
needs to focus, also, not only on manufacturing, where much of the debate about restructuring,
has been centered, but also on the services. where employment creation is now greatest in the
developed countries. Existing research suggests great promise in encouraging firms to seek
witys to enhance skill levels through types of job restructuring that are also consistent with
broader competitive strategics. Rather than satisfying themselves with blaming the school
system. or workers themselves, for edocational “deficiencies', business leaders must also
critically assess the limits placed on workers’ learning by the structure of work itsell, and by
the expectations firms hold for their employees.

Learner-centered strategies

Many of the successtul and more innovative programs in the developing countries have
not only abandoned more established teaching methods but have also advocated eliminating
most fixed teaching methods in favor of a system that responds immediately to learners” needs.
This is particularly true of a pumber of scattered community-based literacy programs. I adult
education more broadly, the approach has been sueeessfully used as a centerpicee of some
larger programs, such as the adult study circles in Sweden,

Learner-centered strategies face an uphill hattle within the literacy movement because
they imply an ideology that legitimizes learners’ authority to know their own needs and
threatens the prerogatives of licensed cdugitors to assess needs and goals independently. One
community-hased group in the United States that emphasizes a learner-based approach is
PLAN Inc., in Washington, D.C. The program’s director, Michacel Fox, views with skepticism
any claim that the content of literacy training can be apolitical. Fvery teaching method and
textbook contains messages about learners’ status and prospects, in most eises reaftirming their
feelings of inadeyuacy and powerlessness. According to Fox, such feelings are reinforced when
fearners see so few immediate results from training. Tt takes at least one year of intensive
instruction to raise reading levels substantially, and few learners stay with programs that long,
particularly when they see paltry practical results. It is necessary, then, to address immediate
needs. Examples of such actions at PLLAN include helping students to vote - not by teaching
themt to read hallots but by instructing them about how to vote without knowing how to read
and coaching them to help them pass the drivers' test, if necessary by memorizing answers to
test questions. I students see sueh conerete signs of change in their lives, the argument goes,
they will be motivated to continue learning.

Onee again, BEST in Ontario is the most notable example of a workplace program using i
learner-centered approach. BEST peer instructors use materials that students bring to class,
giving equal treatment to texts brought from home, from the community, or from work. Not
focusing exclusively on work-related texts ironically appears to be an elfective way to address
problems with work tasks, sinee these are treated as part of a complex set of tasks that workers
ordinarily face tor which sinilar skills are needed.

Another type of learner-centered approach that is gaining prominence is found in inter-
generational literacy programs. These respond to researeh hindings showing that individuals’
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literacy rates correlate closely with mothers’ educational background®. The programs use a
wide array of pedagogical techniques, but all are learer-centered in the sense that they
emphasize giving support to individual learners by affecting the environment around them - in
this case, learners” primary relationships with parents or children®. The possibilities for apply-
ing such an approach in work-related programs has yet to be explored, but it is interesting to
note that some studies of rapidly restructuring sectors show that dynamic growth is supported
by inter-generational training taking place within family-run firms?,

Overview

A major trend inadult remedial literacy training 1s the growing emphasis on training that
is workplace contextual in nature, The shift to more contextual training has important implica-
tions for the active participation of workers themselves and/or of their unions, for the participa-
tion of learners, and for the transformation of curricula.

A tirst observation in closing this chapter is that while a number of experiments are now
under way in several OECD countries linking directly literacy remedial training to workplace
basic skills remedial training, it must be noted that most of these experiments have been
undertaken by large firms with both the willingness and the financial and organizational
resources to launch such programs. We must not forget, however, that most workers in
industrialized nations are employed by small tirms with very different levels of resources and
commitment to remedial literacy. The implication is that emerging models of contextual
remedial training tha, may work well in large organizational settings may not be appropriate to
respond to the training needs of small employers. Very difterent structures may be needed to
assist small tirms in the retraining of their labor force. The terrain for experimentation would
seem vast; so far, however, we have found little evidence of action on this front in any of the
OECD countries,

A second closing observation regards programs emphasizing workplace-centered, contex-
tually-oriented remedial literacy. Thus far, there has been little close scrutiny of their effective-
ness. While there is casual evidence that some of these experiments are indeed succeeding
where other, more traditional programs have failed, the lack of hard assessment may limit their
diffusion as employers hesitate to venture away trom traditional avenues.

T
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Chapter 6

CONCILUSION

A relatively new trend intoday's literacy movement in industrialized nations is to empha-
size the role that the community and the workplace can play as settings for the remedial
education of adults. This trend implies a challenge to established education systems, including
institutions devoted solely to adult education. Some countries already possess a strong tradition
of adult education supported by community organizations and interest groups; this foundation
should help to support coalitions to provide workplace training that pursues not only company
objectives but also the broad educational goals of workers. In Sweden, for example, strong past
union participation in adult education in community settings is leading, logically, to union
involvement in workplace programs, while a long tradition of participation by a large spectrum
of the adult population in community-based training progcams is preparing individuals for a
more active role in remedial training programs based at work.

In most countries, however, the tradition of remedial adult education is weaker, its linkage
with work is not well developed. and considerable barriers remain to the development of
etfective workplace, or, at least, work-oriented literacy training. In the United States, where
low levels of literacy in the adult population are perhaps most explicitly related to economic
performance coneerns, state agencies are struggling to establish new approaches to the problem
that cut across entrenched institutional interests. Still, advances seem slow in comparison to
needs. Even well-funded joint union-company, work-oriented remedial basic skills programs
are able to move only very slowly towards integrating literacy into traditional workplace
training. In Germany and France, the isolation of literacy programs from school-based educa-
tion (in Germany, in adult education institutes and in France, in programs serving populations
with special needs) places other kinds of limits on the scope for alliances among educators,
tirms, and learners in fomenting effective remedial programs.

Still, the similarities in program trends among the countries studied appear most striking.
It seems evident that common economic pressures are driving actions on literacy in the
industrialized nations. The concern is for maintaining growth in a more competitive and more
technologically complex environment in part by fostering organizational flexibility and innova-
tion, properties that are rightly perceived to be a function of the workforee's capacities for
learning and on-the-job co-operation. These pressures call for more basic skills training in the
workplace, more integration of work-related and non-work-related content, more support for
participatory organizational models in both work and training, and closer ties to community
organizations and other local interest groups. Some of the similarities in program trends among
industrialized nations may derive also from a climate of public-sector fiscal austerity, In a
number of cases, calls for more workplace programs and greater community participation in
literacy training respond directly to the relative decline of public funding tor traditional
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educational institutions. Thus, the trends we outline follow a double logic: a push for the
delivery of more varied and more effective educational programs and the pull to fill widening
gaps in the delivery system as established providers become more fiscally and politically
constrained.

The task of clarifying these trends and identifying successful resolutions to the dilemmas
they raise must rest on a solid understanding of the issues at hand. In that respect, our
discussion has pointed towards several arcas in which considerably more research is needed.
First, much more attention should be devoted to evaluations and assessments of the content and
nature of existing programs. While our understanding of the litcracy needs may have improved,
we still know too little about the best teaching methods for meeting literacy goals. Too little is
known about the effectiveness of individual programs as measured by retention rates of
participants, skill improvement of participants, or similarly relevant measures.

Second, more analysis of institutional arrangements that support or deter effective pro-
gram leadership and management would be useful. As we have emphasized, similar goals are
being pursued in a wide range of institutional-administrative settings, with varying success.
Although certain political and bureaucratic constraints cannot be easily altered, policy-makers
may learn a great deal from the study of alternative administrative arrangements that are being
used to frame new literaey efforts in other countries and in other local polities. Business
leaders, too, would benefit from examining case studies of effective alliances among govern-
ment, business, educators, and learners in promoting literacy training and broad-based worker
education. We also need to know more about the cost effectiveness of various programs. The
dearth of knowledge about the performance rate of particular programs and the effectiveness of
various institutional arrangements is hindering policy-makers — in government, business,
unions, community organizations, or schools — in identifying and diffusing the most effective
programs. The result is a tendency by all to overly rely on traditional programs and shy away
from program innovation.

Third, an equally strong case can be made that countries that have yet to conduct a
national assessment of the illiteracy problem should do so. As the U.S., Canadian, and French
examples indicate, national assessments can be particularly useful in raising national conscious-
ness about the issue, in identifying target populations, and, in turn, in assessing needed
resources and optimal delivery modes. The issue is sufticiently important to warrant additional
discussion. In the following two annexes we review a range of alternatives for carrying out
quantitative assessments of the literacy needs of industrialized nations. We urge readers to give
those annexes at least as much attention as they have given to this report.

Finally, as part of a broad assessment of the literacy needs of individual countries, there is
a need for a much sharper assessment of the costs of illiteracy to individual firms and to the
aggregate economy. Of particular interest would be to understand whether the cost of illiteracy
falls evenly across the economy or, instead, is borne disproportionately by ccrtain firr s and
institutions as defined, for example, by size or by sector. For instance, if it is the case that small
firms are characterized by a larger share of their workers with poor basic and literacy skills,
then the issue of how to provide remedial training to workers employed in small firms deserves
special attention. As we have noted earlier, most innovation in workplace-oriented remedial
literacy and basic skills programs has taken place in large organizations, It is far from clear,
however, that such programs can be transferred wholesale to the rest of the economy. Only
more analysis and more experimentation can ultimately help us in this area.
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Annex |

CANADA’S SURVEY OF LITERACY SKILLS USED IN DAILY ACTIVITIES';
SURVEY PREPARATION AND MEASUREMENT ISSUES

Alvin Satin, Karen Kelly and Gilles Montigny, Statistics Canada

Stan Jones, Carleton University
Background

Literacy has long been recognized as essential for those who wish to function eftectively
in countries such as Canada where the use of printed materials has become so pervasive.
Literacy provides the means to acquire knowledge of the world and to communicate with
others.

Recent reports have raised literacy as an important national issue. These reports have
brought to light both the extent of the problem of low literacy skill levels among segments of
the Canadian population and the attendant costs to business and society. Other studies have
stressed the literacy requirements of a changing workforce operating within an increasingly
competitive global market?.

In response to the need for an uccurate in-dey-" study of literacy in Canada, a national
literacy assessment was undertaken by Statistics Canada in 1989, The objectives and method-
ology of the survey are described in the sections which follow.

Survey objectives and data requirements of Canada’s Survey of Literacy Skills Used in
Daily Activities (LSUDA)

The primary objective of the study was to develop a data base which, upon analysis,
would lead to a better understanding of the literacy skills of the Canadian population and hence
afford enhanced opportunities for program planning and targeting of clientele. More speciti-
cally, the major objectives of the survey were:

I. To provide a direct assessment of reading, writing, and numeracy skills of the Cana-

dian adult population;,

2. To identity groups in Canadian society whose literacy skill levels place them at high

risk; and

3. To establish the linkages between assessed literacy levels and other socio-economic

variables,

The principal data requirements of the Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities

(LSUDA) were thus to provide a statistically reliable overall prof e of the literacy skills of the
population in Canada, its regions and provinces. Secondary requirements for the survey were to
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examine these profiles within groups classitied by socio-economic and background variables
such as age and educational attainment with particular emphasis on high risk categories
(persons with low educational attainment and young adults).

Conceptualizing literacy

Statistics Canada's definition of literacy (see Chapter 3 above) takes oft from UNESCO's
1978 definition. The 1978 UNESCO **Revised Recommendation Concerning the International
Standardization of Educational Statistics’ provided the following definition of functional
literacy:

A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy

is required for effective functioning of his/her group and community and also for enabling

him/her to continue to use reading, writing and caleulation for his/her own and the
community’s development.”

Literacy proficiency is recognized to be *culture and time dependent’” and, in this regard,
is influenced by technological advancements which have tended to increase the literacy require-
ments that members of society face.

The task of developing a literacy definition for Canada is particularly difficult because of
the multicultural nature of its society. To develop a measure of literacy unique to cach
Canadian sub-culture would be to leave behind the idea of a large-scale national survey, using
direct standard measurement instruments. Yet, to ignore the literacy skills of various groups in
various languages would oversimplify our understanding of literacy in Canada.

This dilemma of whether to develop a literacy measure for cach sub-group, or to create a
more standard tool, led to a decision to define literacy, in the present study, in terms of
Canada’s two ofticial languages - either English or French.

To assess literacy skills directly in a multiplicity of non-ofticial languages was deemed to
be beyond the scope of this survey. Apart from the obvious operational difficulties involved in
the development of equivalent measurement tools in different languages, to do so would have
violated a basic principle underlying the design of the survey, viz. that it should restrict itself to
the languages used by government to communicate with its population. Rather than a reflection
of ethnocentricity, this strategy responds to the view that an absence of ofticial language
literacy effectively deprives a segment of the population from the benetit of government
initiatives based on the printed word - in health promotion, labor market adjustment, or any
other area of activity.

The skills underlying literacy cannot be separated from the “context’ in which they must
be applied. That is, the specific literacy skills individuals require in their everyday lives are
largely dependent on their occupation, the activities they engage in at home, and their level of
participation in community lite. Hence, to put the skills involved in literacy into context, the
three primary *‘domains’  — work, home, and community — in which literacy skills must be
applied were incorporated into our operational definition. Consideration given to these domains
in the selection of measurement tasks ensured that a broad range of literacy demands that
people commonly encountered in their everyday lives were included.

It was also recognized that the literacy skill that is required in a given situation depends on
the type of material to which it must be applied. Thus, a third component of literacy, ""materi-
als™". was built into the proposed framework of the LSUDA survey. To be specific, materials
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refer to the various forms or formats in which information is displayed. Following rescarch by
Kirsch and Jungeblut, the materials listed in Table A.1 were used in designing the survey?,

Table A.1. Materials used in daily activities

Prose: News story, edttorial, text.
Documents:  Fabel, sign, directions, memo/letter, fonn, index/reference, notice, diagram/chart, graph, ad.
Numeracy:  Table, bill, deposit ship, catalogue order form,

The underlying framework for the survey thus recognizes the multitaceted nature of
literacy and attempts to conceptualize it as the application of a set of information-processing
skills to different materials or formats in their associated domains. While the survey does not
address specialized skills such as computer literacy or literacy in the sciences or technology, it
can be used to address the ability of persons to deal with materials frequently encountered in
the workplace and thereby to indicate the degree to which minimum literacy requirements are
satisticd for a broad range of jobs. The survey also establishes most of the groundwork
necessary for conducting more focused rescarch on literacy issues affecting particular segments
of Canadian society.

Data collection instruments and methods

The LSUDA survey employed three questionnaires to profile the characteristics and the
literacy skills of Canada’s adult population:

~ A setof “background™ questions which gathered information on an individual's socio-
demographic characteristies, on parental educational achicvement, and on perecived
literacy skills and needs:

-~ A Usereening”t questionnaire, involving seven simple tasks, designed to identify indi-
viduals with very limited literacy abilities (those who had very low literacy abilities
were not asked to respond to the next questionnaire);

- A Tmaint questionnaire, comprising 37 tasks aimed at measuring specific reading,
writing, and numeracy abilities.

To investigate how literacy skills were distributed within the Canadian population, the
background questionnaire included such demographic and socio-ccor. aie variables as mother
tongue, cducational attainment, and income. Respondents were also ashed to assess their
reading and writing skills and indicate the types of programs that they believed could assist
them at work or in their daily lives. (See Annex 2 for further discussion of the usefulness of
some of these variables,)
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The second and third components of the study involved the administration of simulation
tasks using materials described in Table A.1. To be selected, tasks had to be of a type
commonly encountered in daily living in Canada. The inclusion of tasks which were outside the
experience of the majority of Canadians would have given an unfair advantage to those who
had previously been exposed to a particular task. Thus, preference was given to tasks relatively
free of technical jargon.

Another criterion guiding the selection of items was the suitability of administering such
items within a houschold survey directed to the general adult population. For most respondents,
participation in the survey was probably their first exposure to a test cnvironment since leaving
the formal school system. Coupled with the fact that it was the federal govemment doing the
testing, it was necessary to limit the length and complexity of the items included in the test.
Thus. reading aloud tasks or tasks more commonly cencountered in academic settings were
excluded.

Finally, it was necessary to ensure that the survey could be administered within a reasona-
ble amount of time. This made it weeessary to recognize the priority given to the measurement
of reading skill levels and to restrict, in particular, the number of writing tasks given the
relatively large amount of time needed to complete such tasks. Also. more items had to be
selected at the lower and middle ranges of abilities in order to measure these levels with as
much precision as possible given their importance in relation to program planning.

Many of the 44 items used in the test were drawn from the item pool used in the NAEP
study’. These items were adapted to suit the Canadian context. Several new items were
developed when their counterparts in the NAEP pool were deemed inappropriate for usc in
Canada. To facilitate the training of interviewers, the ficld administration, the processing of
questionnaires, and the analysis of data, one instrument was developed in English and onc in
French.

The sample design used in the survey was determined in consideration of both the detailed
data requirements and the need for face-to-face interviews to carry out i literacy assessment of
the general population. Given both the large sample size required to satisfy the data require-
ments and the need to cluster this sample to reduce travel costs, the Labour Force Survey
(LFS), Canada’s largest continuing houschold survey, was used to structure the sample. Recent
respondents to the LES in the age range 16-69 were preselected on the basis of age and
cducational attainment to meet targeted allocations while limiting the sclection to one person
per houschold.

There were two separate administrations of the test items in the LSUDA. In April 1989, a
pilot administration was conducted with some 1 500 individuals for the purpose of evaluating
the test. Some minor adjustments to items were made, primarily to ensure a high level of
consistency between the English and French versions.

The main administration of the survey was undertaken in October 1989 with a sample of
9 455 individuals by way of a personal interview conducted in the respondent’s home. All tasks
were administered to respondents in accordance with rigorous interviewer instructions. Inter-
viewers were required to record, for cach task, an attempt, a retusal, or a verbally expressed
inability of the respondent to perform the task. Respondents were encouraged to look at and
attempt all tasks,

LFS interviewers carried out the data collection. Their training was particularly oriented
towards methods of administering the tasks in a ncutral manner and adhering strictly to
directives. The sensitive nature of the subject matter was stressed, and they were trained to deal
with situations involving language difticultics, low literacy skill levels, reluctance, and other
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ditficulties with might arise during the interview. Also, to promote yuality and consistency in
the assessment of test results, designated regional office staft” were given special training to
score the answers in a centralized manner. The response rate for the October 1989 survey was
70 per cent.

The functional literacy continuum

[tis generally agreed that functional literacy skills do not fall neatly into categories but
rather form a continuum?. 1t is possible, however, to identify points along this continuum that
deserve particular attention because they are useful for program and educational planning.
None of these points, however, divides the continuum into *‘literate™ and *illiterate’” because
of the relative nature of functional literacy®,

The table on page 25 above provides the definitions of levels used to deseribe the reading
skills of Canada’s adult population. Parallel detinitions were developed for writing and numer-
acy skills,

What is crucial to note is that these four levels were developed prior to item development
and served to guide that development. For example, reading level 2 items were designed to
require only the ability to recognize and point out key words in i text. 1t was not assumed that
all reading level 2 items would be equally cacy or ditticult; other factors that could not be
meisured, such as prior familiarity with the information in the text, would influence any
individual’s response. However, it a sufticient number of level 2 items were used in the
assessment and ananalysis procedure sensitive to the overall pattern of responses adopted, the
effect of individual variation could be minimized.

The levels, then, are not points derived post hoe from the test data, but designed into the
test. Thus the ESUDA results do not provide dati to discover what the points/levels were, but
data to contirm the model of tunctional literacy. reflected in the levels, that generated the test
items,

Alternatives to the continuia

There e, of course, alternatives to the continuum notion. One could simply  group
individuals based on their correct responses to some small number of key items, a procedure
used by the Adult Perforniance Level (APL) project in the United States and by the Southam
Literacy Survey in Cuanada.

The difficulty with the key items notion is that literacy experts agree that no small number
of items can detine functional literacy. In a multicultural, multiliterate society such as Canada.
itis impossible to say what literacy tasks everyone ought to be able to do. The APL approach
has been widely criticized on these grounds (most etfectively by Cervero) as has the Southam
News project (especially by Fagan)®,

Another alternative is to ignore individuals and report only on item performance as was
done in carly functional reading studies’. In this framework one would learn only, for example,
that 65 per cent of the examinees could answer an item on reading a map, that 50 per cent coukd
find o particular ad in the yellow pages, and that 71 per cent could cirele the long distance
charges on i phone bill. The usetulness of this approach is limited in that it does not fend itself
to generalizing beyond the particular instance,
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Because the key items and item-by-item approaches make it difficult to generalize to other
literacy tasks and thus to program nceds, they are less useful than the labelled continuum
approach adopted by LSUDA.,

Measuring functional literacy

Because the LSUDA approach identitied certain points along the functional literacy
continuum to use as markers. and created and administered test items to serve as tests for those
points, it was possible to locate individuals ong the continuum. This section addresses how
the responses of the individuals tested were used to identity their functional literacy level.

Determining how to measure levels

Since it is the skills that underlic and generate the responses rather than the responses
themselves that are of primary interest, a measurement system that directed its attention to
these underlying skills was necessary. All tests are relatively indirect measures of the skills
they are directed towards: all are estimates of some underlying or latent trait.

Further, it was necessary to relate the individuals' scores to the items that define the
various levels. It it were possible to construet a perfect test, where the items were precise
measures, it would be casy to relate individuals to levels; level 1 individuals would be unable to
answer any level 2 items, level 2 individuals would answer all level 2 items, but no level 3
items. No one knows how to corstruct such tests, particularly tests of skills such as literacy. In
the real world, level 2 people are likely to miss a few level 2 items and to answer correctly a
few level 3 items. Each of the levels represents a range of abilities. The Kind of scoring system
that is needed is one that relates the pattern of performance on the test to the defining items.

Item response theory (IRT) provides an approach to measurement that defines an
individual's ability in terms of the dift.culty of test tasks which that individual can perform®.
Based upon a regression model (a two-parameter logistic model was used in this study), IRT
caleulates for cach item an estimate of its difficulty and an estimate of an individual’s ability
using the same numerical scale, commonly a scale that ranges from 0 to 500. An item difticulty
is defined as the level of individual ability needed to have a certain chance of answering the
item correctly; similarly, an individual's ability is defined as the level of difficulty of items
which that individual has a certain chance of answering correctly, In the interests of applying a
rigorous and realistic standard. that chance was set as 80 per cent in LSUDA, the same standard
as that adopted in the U.S. 1986 Young Adult Literacy Study.

Checking reliability

Before the IRT procedures can be applied, it must tirst be determined that the test meets
standard test criteria for reliability. The reliability for the .cading scale items on LSUDA was
0.912, quite satisfactory for such a multi-item test. No single item had a major influence on the
reliability.
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Grouping items by difficulty

Onee IRT difficulty scores for the items had been caleulated. the ranges for cach level
could then be determined. Simply put, the items were ordered according o their difticulty
score. The Tevel for which cach item was initially designed was compared with the groupings
that emerged from the diftficulty scores, In pilot trials not every item turned out to be in the
expected levell Eachitem that did not group as expected was examined to determine whether
the analysis of it had been wrong or whether the item needed 10 be revised. Only o few items
needed revision, and this was largely because the French and English versions performed at
different levels. Where this happened, an examination revealed significant differences in the
phrasing or the presentation of the item in the two Linguages or in the text used in the different
versions, These differences were corrected Tor the final instrument.

A closter aalysis program was also run to group the items by statistical similarity. “This
type ofanalysis uses several statistical tests to lind the most natural groupings ol the test items.,
The item gronps, or clusters, derived from this analysis matched those from the theory driven
examination. The convergenee of evidence Tor the levels strengthened confidence that they had
been properly identiticd.

I summiary, the Tollowing steps were followed to group the items by Tunctional literacy
level:

I We caleulated difticulty scores for cach item using 1R

2. We grouped the items by expected Tevel and determined whether grouping by

difficulty scores it the intended design;

3o We performed a statistical grouping procedure (cluster analysis) to verity the model

hased procedure in step 2: and

4. Because steps 2 and 3 worked satisFactorily, the statistical ranges for cach level were

determined from the difficulty scores of items at that level,

The ranges Tor cach level could be determined on the basis of the scores of the casiest item
atthat fevel and the most difticult item at the same Tevel, This, of course, left small uncovered
areas which were divided at even numbers so that linally;

Level 10 Under 160

Level 200 160204

Level 300 205 244

Level 0 245 and over

Determuing an individual's level

At that point, it becomes relatively simple to determine person’s level The individual's
score is the item difficulty score of the most difticult item that the indiv idual has an 80 percent
chanee of answering corvectly. In this manner, an individual whose score s less than 160 N al
reading fevel Foany individual whose score is over 205 but not over 243 is at reading level 3
cle. Under this approach the technical detinition of cach reading level for individuals is:

Level D Tudividuals who have aless than 80 per-cent probability of answering an item

with i difficulty ol 160 or higher.

Level 20 Individuals who have at least an 80 per-cent probability of answering an iem

with a difficulty of To nd aless than 80 per cent probability of answering an
item with a difliculty of 208,
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Level 3+ Individuals who have at least an 80 per cent probability of answering an item
with a difficulty of 205 and a less than 80 per cent probability of answering an
i-em with a difticulty of 245.

Level 40 Individuals who have at least an 80 per cent probability of answering an item
with a difticulty of 245.

Because an individual's score is based on the total pattern of answers, not just on those of
a particular level, it is possible, as noted above, that some level 2 individuals will answer some
level 3 items, but they will not do so consistently. Thus, a person’s level is the highest level at
which she/he can perform consistently.

In general, of course, the levels are closely tied to the number of correct answers. For
example, 98 per cent of the reading level 2 individuals answered fewer than 21 items and
97 per cent of the reading level 3 individuals answered 20 or more correctly, IRT scoring looks
for overall consistency and discounts, but does not ignore, correct answers that are out of the
pattern. In contrast, Simple Item Correct: Scoring is more likely than IRT to reward an
individual for a lucky guess and penalize an individual for a casual mistake. The ability to have
some control over guessing and accidental errors is one of the advantages of IRT scoring
procedures.

Conclusion

The evidence from the pilot study and from the main administration of the LSUDA
indicates that the levels used in the study are identitiable points along the functional literacy
continuum. It also indicates that the procedures used in assigning levels to individuals worked
well. The national distribution of reading skills is presented in the following table. The findings
themselves appear to be reasonable and that, too, provides assurance that the levels and
procedures were appropriate.

Pereent distribution of Canadian adults aped 16-69
by level of reading shifls

Percent

esel
distnbution

7
Y

1

62
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More detailed breakdown of the survey results, by province and by socio-cconomic
background, are available in other reports on the LSUDA project (see also Annex 2). They too
contirm the reasonableness of the levels and procedures. Just how valuable the levels are,
however, depends on the use of the results by literacy practitioners and on how they are used in
analyses ot the data by other researchers. We hope that the study presents new opportunities for
a more Tocused examination of the issue of literacy in Canada,
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Annex 2

DIRECT VERSUS PROXY MEASURES OF ADULT FUNCTIONAL LITERACY:
A PRELIMINARY RE-EXAMINATION!'

David Neice and Margaret Adsett,
with Wesley Rodney

The Departnzent of the Secretary of State, Ottawa

Purpose

The purpose of this annex is to reassess the value of certain *‘proxy measures'’ of adult
functional literacy in the light of new data from Statistics Canada’s recent Survey of Literacy
Skills Used in Daily Activities (LSUDA). The following practical questions underlie this
inquiry:

I. Now that the results of Statistics Canada’s direct skill assessments are available, what
is the match or mismatch between these results, and traditional proxy measures of
functional literacy? In particular, besides educational attainment, are there other
“strong’" correlates of adult functional literacy?

2. Can any of these **strong”’ correlates be combined to form a new, robust proxy index
that might be utilized as an interim substitute for more extensive, but also more
expensive, direct literacy assessment surveys? If so, what would be the risks and
benefits of utilizing such a proxy index?

3. Finally, which is ultimately preferable, direct skill assessments or proxy measures?

This annex begins with a brief discussion of concepts and definitions and then moves on to
a discussion of the history behind the use of proxy measures for estimating adult literacy and
illiteracy. A discussion of the traditional inadequacy of proxies lays the ground for a short
review of the most recent alternative: the direct skill assessment surveys such as those that have
been done recently in North America. The direct assessment approach developed by Statistics
Canada for the National Literacy Secretariat will be highlighted.

We then continue with a discussion of the empirical correlation between the results of
Statistics Canada’s adult literacy skills survey and various proxy measures, and we re-examine
the potential adequacy of using proxy survey measures in the light of the new survey results. In
conclusion, the strengths and weaknesses of the two approaches are discussed for both near-
and long-term international comparisons.




Concepts

Our view is that the notion of literacy is best grasped not as a generalized concept but
rather as a set of information processing skills which are accomplished, with varying success,
within specific contexts and circumstances, and using particular materials or stimuli, Ulti-
mately, therefore, literacy is best underpinned by an empirical and operational definition. If
people can perform certain adult reading tasks, they can be said to have reached a certain skill
level; and if they can do more, they have a higher skill level, and so on. Adult literacy is, thus,
best represented as a continuum of skill levels, each level increasing in complexity, but each
requiring both decoding and decision skills related to specific contexts of functioning,

The virtues of an empirical and operational approach are many. First, the semantic
tendency to exaggerate and juxtapose the two black and white categories of *‘the literate’’ and
“‘the illiterate’*, while not entirely eliminated, is at least subdued. Second, the notion of a
continuum of skill levels is a much better empirical reflection of adult functioning than is the
old, rigid dichotomy. Third, this approach allows us to steer wide and clear of the ‘‘concep-
tual” debates about literacy, which, in our opinion, occupy much too much thought and energy
/nat would be better devoted to establishing relevant empirical standards of adult functioning.
And fourth, our operational approach lets us move back to the conceptual level with a very
simple and elegant definition which speaks to the lives of adults — not in itself an insignificant
accomplishment.

Thus, our current preferred definition is that offered by Statistics Canada where adult
functional literacy refers to:

““The information processing skills necessary to use the printed material commonly

encountered at work, at home, and in the community.’"*

The term *‘information processing skills'* encompasses the three pillars of reading, writ-
ing, and numeracy abilities and includes both decoding and decision skills. These skills are
empirically identifiable and refer to the individuals’ abilities to utilize materials that are
commonly encountered in work, at home, and in community life within the context of modern
industrialized countries. This definition also carries the implicit sense that functional literacy is
a requirement for full citizenship participation.

The use of proxy measures

In North America, the use of surrogate or proxy measures to estimate the literacy skills of
the general population stems from two distinct traditions. One is rooted in self-report data
gathered for many years by both the U.S. and Canadian Censuses. The second tradition derives
from UNESCO's worldwide efforts to measure (and eradicate) illiteracy and from the applica-
tion of this tradition to industrialized countries through the use of grade attainment as proxy
measures. We will discuss each in turn.

For decades, the Censuses taken in North America have asked respondents to report
whether they could both read and write a simple message. By that measure, as Stedman and
Kaestle have noted, there was a tremendous reduction in illiteracy in the United States over the
past century, from about 20 per cent in 1870 to less than | per cent in the 1970s* The situation
was quite similar for Canada, so much so, in fact, that the Canadian Census ceased collecting
such information in 1931.

Gy o




E

What can be made of these census measures? For someone to state, at the beginning of
this century, that he or she could read or write a simple message was unlikely to refer to the
same level of skill as that required today. Up to the end of the Second World War, the term
“illiterate™ was reserved for those with virtually no reading skills at all. One problem here is
that self-reporting, at least when people are directly asked if they are able to read or write, is
not very reliable, Those who do not read at all or who do not read well are quite likely to
practice deception when questioned about their skills. And certainly, it the method of posing
the questions is made in terms of a literate versus illiterate dichotomy, the emotionally charged
character of these terms will skew the results. We return to this issue later when we look at
other ways of tackling self-assessment,

What such self-assessment . qgests, however, is that **basic®” illiteracy, that is the inabil-
ity to read and write anything at all, was most likely almost absent from North American
societies by the mid-1900s, except for unusual instances resulting from extreme economic or
congenital factors. Still, while people may have been literate, by the standards ot 1900, would
they have been functionally literate by the standards of today?

The UNESCO approach to proxy measures goes more or less to the heart of that guestion,
In 1978, UNESCO issued guidelines to member states to colleet data on adult illiteracy. Three
approaches were suggested: a) a census question: h) special survey tests; and ¢) estimates based
on school enrolment or educational attainment. The Canadian Commission for UNESCO in
1983 suggested, at least for Canada, that since direet measures of the number of basic and
functional illiterates were not available, the pereentage of adults with less than grade 5 could be
used as a proxy indicator of **basic illiteracy™**, Similarly, sne percentage of adults who had not
completed grade 9 could be used as an indicator of **functional illiteracy’*, These educational
attainment measures were seen, at the time, as satisfactory proxy measnres, but they are now
believed to be insufticient to describe the true extent of adult functional illiteracy,

The validity of the educational attainment measure as an indicator of functional literacy
rests on two premises: most individuals who have completed at least the tirst level of schooling
can meet the minimal expectations of their community: and most have reached a level of
personal autonomy which is high enough that they can further improve their basic skills on
their own, However, there is considerable disagreement in Canada as to the validity of grade 8
or 9 completion as an indicator of functionz! Literacy. Some believe that it underestimates the
magnitude of the problem, and that grade 11 completion would be more appropriate for
Canada®. Others argue that it produces greatly inflated estimates of functional illiteracy since
many persons with little formal education are nonetheless highly literate?, These debates point
to some of the problems of functional literacy as a *‘relative’” concept.

Nevertheless, educational attainment forms the basis for the various statistical compari-
sons and policy prescriptions generated by UNESCO. For many developing countries, any
increase inthe educational attainment of the population at large, particularly widespread
completion of first level (primary or grade school), is seen as a progressive attack on the
problem. For many industrialized nations, however. the picture is less clear since mass compul-
sory education at the first level makes comparisons less appropriate, Furthermore, and not to be
dismissed lightly, is the thorny matter of standards for the basic literacy education that students
are receiving while they are enrolled in the first level of schooling in some industrialized
countries,

The question becomes simply this: are there individuals in industrialized socicties who
have the requisite grade level to be deemed literate, but who in reality lack the skill levels to be
truly literate”? The answer is unequivocally yes. When using grade attainment as our proxy of
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literacy. we end up both talsely labelling some as literate and falsely labelling others as
illiterate®. With the results from direct skill assessment studies from several countries now in
hand, the evidence is clear that while strorg, the correlation between grade attainment and real-
world literacy skills is less than perfect.

Direct assessment and the Statistics Canada Survey of Literacy Skills

In North America. the technology of direct literacy assessment surveys is now about
20 years old, going back to Lou Harris and Associates™ 1971 Reading Ditticulty Survey and the
1975 University of Texas APL Survey’. The most important surveys and their tindings are
reviewed in Chapter 3 of the main report. The outputs of these studies, while they embody
important variations and nuances, essentially point to certain inescapable trends. Stedman and
Kaestle summed up these trends in their exhaustive review of all literacy testing done in the
United States over the past hundred years. They concluded that:

“It is reasonable to estimate that about 20 per cent of the adult population, or around

23.5 million people in the U.S.. have serious difticulties with common reading tasks.

Another 10 per cent or so are probably marginal in their functional literacy skills.'"""

‘Their summation is all the more interesting because it was made before most of the recent
direct assessments had been done. The new results just reaffirm their estimates.

In the current climate. direct skill assessments are significantly better'. And certainly,
when they are set beside the self-assessment results of carlier censuses, or the now tottering
viability of educational attainment, they do offer tremendous precision, measurement accuracy,
and indeed insight and clarity about the adult literacy issue. The technology of educational
testing and sophisticated survey sampling methodology combine into a powertul strategy which
allows countries to get hard numbers on adult functional illiteracy.

However, there is a certain cost for this kind of precision. These studies are labor and
technology intensive. They rely on expertise in testing and survey methodology which is more
developed in some countries than others. They also rely on an infrastructure of empirical social
seience research both tor their guidance and ultimately for their aceeptance by relevant authori-
ties and trend setters, such as the media and clites. And with the expense must come an
institutional commitment that better literacy statistics are needed and are worth the attention
they will generate.

And so, it can be stated emphatically that, if cost is not critical, it the goal is to obtain the
best available information, and if the institutional momentum exists to get there, direct skill
assessmient methods are definitely the answer. But suppose the climate is more tenuous, the
resources fewer, and the national literacy momentum still in its infancy. Is there a possible path
where better proxies might work as interim measures until direct measures can be acquired?
We think so, as we will sce shortly.

For the purpose of this annex, rather than trying to canvas the results and correlates of all
of the various direet skill assessments that have been done so far, we will instead focus on the
results of the most recent and also most detailed survey, namely, Statistics Canada’s 1989
Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities (1.SUDA).

The Statistics Canada literacy study consisted of interviews administered to a representa-
tive sample of 9 435 persons aged 16 to 69 in their homes that involved a series of tasks
designed to test reading, numeracy, and writing activities commonly encountered in daily lite
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in Canada. The assessment was restricted to Canada's two ofticial languages, English and
French.

Skill levels were defined according to the abilities required to accomplish a varicty of
activities. For reading, the abilities ranged from locating a word or item in a document (for
example, locating the expiry date on a driver’s license) to more complex abilities involving the
integration of information from various parts of a document (for example, reading a chart to
determine if an employee is eligible for a particular benefit).

The survey employed three questionnaires:

a) A *‘background’ questionnaire aimed at gathering information on the individual's
socio-demographic characteristics, parental educational achievement, as well as per-
ceived literacy skills and needs;

b) A ‘*‘screening’’ questionnaire, involving a small number of simple tasks, designed to
identify individuals with very limited literacy abilities (those demonstrating very low
literacy abilities at the outcome of this survey questionnaire) were not asked to
respond to the next questionnaire; and

¢/ A “'main’’ questionnaire, comprising the majority of the tests, aimed at measuring
specific reading, writing, and numeracy abilities.

Figure 1: Reading skilt fevels in Canada
Adults aged 16 to 69
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Source: LSUDA.




Figure 2: Reading skill levels by province
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The main outcome of the survey was i separate test score for cach respondent for reading,
writing, and numeracy. To aid in the interpretation of these scores, respondents were arrayed
among skill levels according to their performance on the test. In the case of reading, four levels

were utilized as set out on page 25 above.

For the purposes of this analysis, Canadians at level 1 generally cannot read. Those at
level 2 are described as having skills too limited to deal with most everyday reading demands.
Canadians at level 4 have reading skills sutficient to meet everyday requirements, while those
at level 3 have a reading proficiency enabling them to handle reading demands within a more

limited range.
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Figure 3: Reading skiil levels by age groups
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Figure | shows the distribution of Canadians across the four reading skill levels. Sixty-
two per cent have reading skills deemed adequate for daily requirements (level 4) while 38 per
cent do not (levels 1, 2 and 3 combined). Figure 2 provides an overview of the reading results
by provinces. The figure suggests a smooth shift to stronger skills from the east to the west
coast. While there has been much speculation as to why this pattern exists, no clear answers are
yet available. We suggest that income levels may explain the variations as well as provincial
age structures and the proportion ot the foreign-born in different provinces, but other hypo-
theses are also possible.

Finally, Figure 3 provides a snapshot of reading skill levels by age groups. While it is
clear that the population over 45 years of age has poorer reading skills, it is also evident that
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there is a large share of the Canadian population aged 16-24 with problems at level 2 and
level 3 functioning. For young individuals, some of whom may have just left the school system,
this is not an encouraging statistic.

LSUDA reading skill levels and educational attainment
We can now turn to the heart of our concerns, namely the quality of the relationship
between the tindings from direct assessment and those suggested by proxy measures of literacy.

Figure 4 presents the relationship between reading skill levels and educational attainment based
on the LSUDA results. The majority of Canadians with no schooling have level | reading skills

Figure 4: Reading skill levels by educational attainment
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Figure 5: Educational attainment and reading skitl ievels
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(68 per cent). Another 17 and 6 per cent of these people respectively have levels 2 and 3
reading skills. This leaves 9 per cent of those without schooling with level 4 reading skills. By
classifying all of those with no schooling as **basic illiterates’’, the educational attainment
measure would have falsely classified nearly one third of that group (32 per cent), those with
reading levels ranging from 2 to 4. As for those with elementary (or first level) education, at
least 12 per cent would have been talsely classitied as **functionally illiterate’” since this per-
centage actually has level 4 reading skills.

Figure 5 provides more insights into the adequacy of educational attainment as a surrogate
measure of literacy'. In this diagram, cducation is grouped in the same way as it has been
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previously collapsed by researchers to measure literacy, with **grade 4 or less™ used to indicate
“*basic illiteracy'", *“grades 5 to 8'" to indicate *‘functional illiteracy™’, and **grade 9 or more"’
to indicate *‘literacy’". When cross-classified with the LSUDA reading skill levels, the figure
shows that as many as 44 per cent of those with grade 4 or less education would be misclassi-
fied as **basic illiterates’* by the educational attainment measure. Likewise, up to 44 per cent of
those with grade S 0 8 education — with actual reading skill levels 3 and 4 — would be
misclassified as **functional illiterates’”,

Things are not much better when we consider those with grade **9 or more™ education.
Using the traditional proxy, all of those with grade **9 or more™ levels of education are
assumed to be **functionally litcrate'’. Yet, according to Figure 5, as many as 31 per cent of
those people would be falsely labelled as functional literates since this percentage actually has
less than level 4 reading skills, The implication is that it we are to use education as a surrogate
measure of literacy, a level of educational attainment markedly higher than grade 9 should
likely be used as the cut-off point for functional literacy. In the case of Canada, Figure 4
suggests that *"high school ar more'* should be used as a standard of educational attainment to
assume “‘functional literacy™.

Revising our educational cut-oft point so that we assume adequate functional literacy
skills at **grade 12 or above' would still make education the best proxy measure ot literacy to
date, despite its imperfections. The correlation between the LSUDA reading skill levels w.nd
educational attainment. as defined in Figure 4, is a strong (.59 Gamma coefficient (an ordinal
measure of association)''. However, there are other possible surrogate measures, such as self-
assessment, w1 could be perfected or used in combination with education levels to produce
an even more accurate proxy.

LSUDA reading skill levels and self-assessment of literacy skills

One question asked in the LSUDA survey was: *'On a scale of | t0 5, | being poor and
5 being excellent, how would you rate your reading and writing skills in English/French?™,
Figure 6 displays the answers to this question cross-tabulated with the respondents’ actual
reading scores, as determined through the test results. Seventy-two per cent of those who rated
their literacy skills as **poor had level | reading skills; only 3.5 per cent of them actually had
level 4 reading skills. At the low end of the scale, therefore, selt-assessment appears to be
better than the traditional education surrogate which classified correctly as **basic illiterates™
only 56 per cent of those with grade 4 or less education (Figure 5).

At the other end of the self-assessment scale, 76 per cent of people who rated their literacy
skills as *‘excellent’ had adequate reading skills (level 4), as did 70 per cent of people who
rated their skills as **very good’’. These two points on the self-assessment scale appedar to be as
accurate, if not more accurate, than the education surrogate, which correctly labelled only
69 per cent of those with grade 9 or more education (Figure 5). Finally, about half of those who
assessed their skills in the middle of the self-assessment scale (“*good’’) had level 4 reading
skills, a similar percentage to that of people with **some’ high school education (Figure 4).
These results suggest that educational attainment and self-assessment could between them
produce a very strong combined proxy measure of literacy.

The ambiguous category on the self-assessment scale is for those who classify themselves
as “‘fair'”, Test results are such that these people are distributed roughly equally across the four
reading skill levels. Sixty-nine per cent of people who assessed their literacy skills as **fair”
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Figure 6: Reading sklll leveis by selt-assessment
of reading and wrlting skills

%

100 |

80

40

20

I 1 T 1
Poor Fair Good Very good Excellent

o, N N
- Level 1 //// Level 2 L3 Level 3 \\‘:\\‘* Levet 4

Source: LSUDA.

have less than a high school diploma. This again suggests that a revised proxy using educa-
tional attainment — for example using high school diploma as a cut-oft — in combination with
self-assessment could produce an excellent indicator of adult functional literacy.

A Gamma coeflicient of 0.46 for the correlation between self-assessment and the LSUDA
reading skill levels indicates that, with further experimentation and refinement, self-assessment,
cither alone or in combination with other measures, could be used as an excellent surrogate
measure of functional literacy skills, There is also a great deal of potential for subsequent
refinement of the wording and phrasing of the self-assessment question and the response scale
offered to improve the fit between the self-assessment measure and direct assessment measures.




LSUDA reading skill levels and frequeney of reading

Another question asked in the LSUDA survey was how often respondents read news-
papers, magazines or books. Figure 7 presents the answers to this question cross-classitied with
the LSUDA reading skill tevels. While the relationship between frequeney of reading and
literacy scores is weaker than any of the others presented here (with a Gamma coetticient of
0.33), we would rank this measure next after self-assessment for reasons which will become
evident shortly.

After the LSUDA data were cotlected, some preliminary research was commissioned on
the development of a reading activity index". Using a factor analysis of several data sets,

Figure 7: Reading levels by frequency of
reading newspapers, magazines or books
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Figure 8: ReadIng sklll levels by frequency
of llbrary visits
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including old ones, we leamed that the lrequency ol book reading is potentially the single best
indicator of functional literacy, perhaps even better than education. The Irequency of magazine
reading also loaded reasonably well in the factor analysis, though not better than education. In
marked contrast, newspaper reading loaded very poorly. Regarding the latter, we learned that
newspaper reading is much like television viewing and radio use. The LSUDA results contirm
that for radio use and television viewing, everybody doces it and does it often, regardless of
literacy level, which explains why the correlation is weak. We have concluded that the reason
why our measure of reading as depicted in Figure 7 is not associated more strongly with the
LSUDA reading skill levels is that the correlation has been dampened by the inclusion of too
many sources and types of reading magerials in the LSUDA reading question, newspapers in
particular. We believe that frequency of book reading is a potentially powerful surrogate
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measure of literacy. This potential is retlected in another correlation, namely that between the
frequency of visits to the library (another question on the LSUDA survey) and reading skill
levels (see Figure 8). The Gammu coefticient for this correlation is 0.46, the same as that for
self-assessment.

LSUDA reading skill levels and self-assessment of adequacy of workplace
literacy skills

In the LSUDA survey, following a set of questions on their present or last job, respondents
were asked whether or not they thought their reading skills were adequate for that job. The
specitic question was: Do you fecl your reading skills in English/French are adequate for this
job?".

Figure 9 presents the responses to this question cross-classitied with reading scores, which
have heen collapsed for the sake of simplicity into inadequate skills (levels 1 to 3) and adequate
skills (level 4). Only 30 per cent of those who self-reported that their reading skills were
adequate for their job actually tested as inadequate in reading. On the other hand, 79 per cent of
those who self-reported that their skills were inadequate for their job did in fact have inade-
quate reading skills.

Again, Canadian adults prove to have a good subjective self-understanding of the limits of
their reading skill levels. And again, the LSUDA survey suggests another strong proxy measure
that could be used for measuring literacy, particularly workforee literacy.

Figure 9: Reading levels by whether reading skills considered adequate for job

YES NO

Skills considered adequate for jobs

82

50




E

Figure 10: Reading skill levels by whether
reading skills limit job opportunities
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Another valuable measure of workforee literacy in the survey, is: **Do you teel your
reading skills in English/French are limiting your job opportunities?”.

As Figure 10 demonstrates, 71 per cent of people who self-reported that their reading
skills were limiting their job opportunitics did, in fact, have inadequate reading skills. A
similar percentage (73) of people who reported that their reading skills were not limiting their
job opportunities had adequate reading skills',

LSUDA reading skill levels and other proxy indicators

Other indicators examined in the LSUDA survey that produce good results in predicting
literacy levels are as follows: a history of a learning disability; the frequency with which one
writes letters; a respondent’s level of personal satisfaction with his/her reading skills; a
respondent’s perception as regards the adequacy of his/her literacy skills for everyday life;
reading frequency of various types of materials (letters, blueprints, manuals, reports, lists,
forms, and so forth) on the job; mother’s educational attainment; and participation in voluntary
and community organizations and in cultural life. These indicators are not discussed here. At
this point, suffice it to say that the LSUDA survey contains a wide range of potentially strong
surrogate measures of functional literacy, to be used alone or in combination with others. Our
work in developing proxy indicators and measures has just begun, Nonetheless, we think that

o 83

LRIC | 51



we have presented here strong evidence to demonstrate that this avenue of research has a great
deal of potential.

The next step in our work will involve combining several of the strong proxy indicators
into a predictor or factor model using association techniques such as log linear, logit, and
principal components analysis. On the basis of the LSUDA data, we think that a simple proxy
model could be constructed which might simulate as much as 90 per cent of the direct testing
results. However, let us stress that such modelling can be done only because we have the direct
measures available from the Statistics Canada survey. Direct measures provide a benchmark
against which proxies can be refined. Proxies can never replace the benchmarks but they can
work as interim surrogates as needed.

In addition, readers must be cautioned that the correlations we are finding, while strong,
may be unique to Canada or may be generalizable only to other countries very similar to
Canada. For instance, on the self-assessment and workforce literacy questions, the fact that
public attention on the adult literacy issue is now high in Canada may be leading respondents to
a more accurate self-rating. In the absence of many other direct assessment surveys, we cannot
assess the strength or these proxies for other societies, although some of our hypotheses could
be checked against the results of the upcoming U.S. surveys.

Additionally, we should note that some of the proposed proxy measures, such as learning
disabilitics, may be causal or antecedent, while others. such as parental levels of education, are
correlates, and still others, such as library use, are consequences of weak literacy skills. It will
be very important to explore the differences among causal, correlative, and consequent factors
in the further construction of proxy models. A final word of caution is required, since our
conclusions so far are only for reading skills, but adult literacy is really about the three skills of
reading, writing, and numeracy. Much further developmental work is obviously needed.

Conclusion

Is there life left in the use of proxy measures when we know that direct assessments are so
much better? This very much depends on the goals one wishes to achieve or advance. And most
certainly, it depends on the selection of an appropriate technology of measurement to fulfill
those goals.

A recent article by Daniel Wagner discusses in detail the issues which researchers must
carefully examine in the development and selection of an appropriate measurement technol-
ogy'. Our own research follows closely on Wagner's suggestion that a mixed technology of
direct measures and indirect self-assessment measures can yield very strong results. In societies
where the debate on adult functional illiteracy is well advanced, and where hard precise
numbers are needed to inform and fuel that debate, there can be no doubt that direct skili
assessment technology, while costly, will admirably succeed. In other societies, where interest
in the issues is less developed (or not developed at all), or where the costs of direct assessment
seem prohibitive, there are gains to be made both empirically, and from the point of view of
advocacy, by caretully re-examining the utility of proxy measures. Such measures could be
either derived from the secondary analysis of existing censuses or by commissioning new
surveys and analyses using a selection of critical indicators which would constitute the princi-
pal components of a rigorous proxy model.

In summary. several options exist at different levels of cost, complexity, and comparabil-
ity. Secondary analysis of any already available data sets, using proxy indicators similar to
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those discussed here, would be a start. Next in line would be to use a number ot refined proxy
indicators and to add them to other ongoing national surveys. Next would be & mix of proxies
and direct assessment measures administered to a small sample in order to check the basic
correlations, and then administered to a larger sample using a selection of the best proxy
correlates. Even more advanced would be the full-scale direct assessment approach using a
large sumple, with accompanying proxy correlates, such as the Canadian and U.S. studies. And
finally, at the highest level would be the integration of methodologies internationally, so that
real comparative statistics on adult literacy can be develcped world-wide, or at least for OECD
Member states.

Many industrialized societies are in the grips of an adult literacy crisis, but the rate and
speed of its public recognition in each society is highly varizble. The institutional will to do
something about the problem of adult illiteracy is also quite variable by country. Getting and
keeping adult literacy on the public agenda of many industrialized societies will require that
appropriate measurement technologies be available for different societal contexts and circum-
stances. The development of alternatives in the measurement of adult literacy, so that different
technologies are both available and adaptable to specific societal contexts and circumstances,
will aid us all. Some of those appropriate alternatives, we believe, may still reside in proxy
measurements and models.
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ADULT ILLITERACY
AND ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE

“Many of my workers can barely read or write”. Increasing
concern of this kind among employers and others has caused
industrialised countries to start addressing the problem of illiteracy
— previously associated mainly with developing nations. This
study, the OECD'’s first on the subject, considers the extent of
adult illiteracy, examines its impact on economic performance and
asks what kind of remedial programmes can be most effective. It
suggests that a “literacy gap” has been produced not by a fall in
educational standards but by a rise in the literacy levels required of
workers in modern economies.
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