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TLLITERACY: AN OVERVIEW

David Harman
Harvard University

Mr. Harman reviews current definitions of illiteracy and functional
illiteracy andéd discusses their ele*lonsnlp both to estimates of
the scope of the problem and, by implication, to efforts toward

its solution. Applving functional standards according to the
reguisites of purtlcuLar societies, it can be seen that even

countries with high literacy rates, such as the United States,
harior large functionally illitexate populations. The authox

argues that adult basic education efforts here and abroad should
be planned on a situation-specific basis, with goals, content, and
evaluative components derived independently of the usual grade
school eguivalencies.

Wearly half of the world's adult population is iliiterate.

-

Over half is funct 1onally illiterate. Yet basic education for
adults remains one of the least developed areas in education.
What is meant by illiteracy? At what levels of functioning

in reading and writing is one considered literate? Until the

early. 1950's most governments considered the ability to read,

write, and compute at fairly elementary levels * 7~ . criterion.

UNESCO's Expert Committee on the Standardization of Educatiocnal
Statistics (1951) proposed that:

A person is literate who can, with unoorstanding, both regd
and write a short, simple statement on his everyday life.-

The 1950's saw a growing trend to differentiate between

a "“literate" person and a "functionally literate" person, as in

this 1962 UKESCO definition: , B \

Source: ‘Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 40, No. 2, Hay,

i

theracy as a Factor in Developmmnt (Parisé  UNESCO

”rnlneall /3, 19r5), p. 7.

R e '!_‘g’_“.r  '>:;’fﬂ.P
e R : 1 R g



A 70 provided by ERic:

2

A person is literate when he has acquired the essential
knowledge and skills which enalkle him to engage in &1l those
activities in which literacy is reguired for effective
functioning in his group and community, and whose atctainments
in reading, writing and arithmetic make it possible for him
ro continue to use these_skills towaxrds his own and the
community's development. ‘

However, most governments ztill adhere to the earlier

UNESCO standard coupled with a grade com letion eguivalenc
1P ¥o _ X

(usually fourth ox rifth grade) to identify their illiterate or

functionally illiterate'populations.
tn the United States, the Bureau of the Census defines

iliiteracy as "the inability <o read and write a simple messagé

a3

either in Bnglish or any othexr language. Despite its contention

that "the completion of no one particular grade of schcol corres-—

‘ponds to the attainment of literacy . - - " the Bureau uses a

fifth—-grade equivalency to distinguisl Functional literates.

The U,S; Army was the first to define functional literacy
when;<dufing World War II, it defined illiterates as "persons wWho
were incapalile of understanding the kinds of v .icten instructions

that are needed for carrying out basic military functions or

2a quantitative standaxrd was also proposed by UNESCO: "In
gquantitative terms, the standard of attainment in functional
iiteracy may be equated. to the skills of reading, writing, and
arithmetic achieved after a set number of years of primary or
elementary schooling." Both statements were adopted by the Inter-.
national Committee of Experts on Literacy (Paris, 1962), and were:
reaffirmed at a later conference in Teheran (X965). -

3This.definition is elaborated: "Illiterates include

persons who are able to read but not write. ‘Persons who formerly

knew how to read and write but were unable to 'do so at the time of
the survey beécause of mental or physical impairment such as blind=::

ness, are classified as 1iterate." Bureau of the Census, Current . .

Population Reports, Ser. P—20;,No,,A5,-9;.and12—23,_No. 8, 1.
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tasks."% The Army, too, set a fifth-grade equivalency as its
standard.
The Office.of Education uses grade equivalencies ranging

from the fourth to the eighth grades. As late as 1961 its standard

9]

was a fourth-grade equivaiency.
A 1970 conference on planning strategies for a national
adult "right to read" movement decided that adult literacy assess-

ments should be made independent of grade equivalents:

The challenge is to foster through every means the ability
to read, write and compute with the functional compeience
needed for meeting the reguirements of adult liviné.s
Illiteracy does not definé a persomn. Indeed, the mere
allegation that an adult illiterate is deficient assumes that
literacy is a necessaxy coﬁmodity. One who makes this assumﬁ%ion'
should be wiliing to accept a definition of literacy encompassing
thé folliowing three stages.
The first is the conceptﬁalization of'literagy'as.é tool.
The second is literacy attainment, the learning of reading and

writing skills. The third is the éractical application of these

4

fcurrent Population Reports, Ser. P-23, No. 8, 1.

Sthe definitions adopted by the Office of Bducation are:
“ithe ability to read, write, and compute at or above the minimum
level of competence needed for meeting the requirements of adult
level” for illiteracy and "+he ability to hold a decent job to
support self and family, to lead a 1ife of dignity and pride,"
for functional literacy.
(Washington, D.C.: National Center for Educational Statistics,
‘Handbook VI, P..203; A Lifetime of Education,‘U.S,-Office'of Bdu—-
cation, 1969; and Betty Arnett Ward, Literacy and Basic Elementary
Education for Adulis, U.S. Department of Health, Lducation and
Ylelfare, 1961, p. ix. S . : : . :

) 'GConference on Str@tegies’for7Generating a National "Right

\‘ .
1H{U3ad“ Adult Movement,vRaleigh,‘North Carolina, January 22-23,
s : : ‘ . 33 : : - o

Terminology for Curriculum and Instruction,

Sy




A
skillg in activities meaningful to the learner. Lach stage is
éontingent upon the former; each 1s a necessary component of
literacy. h

Conceptualization of litex w is applicable at the societal
as well as the individual ievel, Pre-literate societies need to
undergo a process of “literaiizétion" pefore their members can be’
lconsidereé litérate. Such a process is tantamount to a cultural
metamorphosis and will not be achieved through the relatively
.sinmple "alphabetization” of the lancguage. It implies, moxe funda—
mentally, the internalization of a literacy consciousness.

Schuman, Inkeles, and Smith found significant correlations
in East Pakistan between literacy attainment and boﬁh the level of
pqlitical identity and Willingness to consider‘change.7 Lerner,
Rogers and Herzog, and Rahim, in Turkey, Colombia, and Pakistan

. respectively, all found highly significant correlations between

literacy and exposure to mass media (radio, newr»Hapers, »7 xal™

o] .
. . . O . .
and awareness of new opportunities. Indeed, few would dispute

7Howard Schuman, Alex Inkeles, and David H. Smith, "Somne
Sccial Psychological Effects and Honeffects of Literacy in a New
‘NMation," IDconomic Development and Cultural Change, 16, to. 1
(October 1967), 1-4.

8Daniel Lerner, "Literacy and Initiative in Village Develop-
ment," Rural Development Research Report, HMIT Center for Inter-
Knational Studies, 1965; Everett :l. Rogexs, and William Herzog,
"Functional Literacy amdong Colombian Peasants," Economic Develop-=
ment and Cultural Change, XIV, No. 2 (January 1966); and S. A.
" Rahim, "Diffusion and Adoption of Agricultural Practices: A.
" Study of Communication, Diffusion and Adoption of Improved Agri-
"cultural Practices in a Village in East Pakistan" (Comilla:
Pakistan Academy for Village Development, 1961).
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the significance of literacy for either individual or national
development. Even the view of Shuman, ITnkeles, and Smith 1is

widely held, that "...the skill of reading and its later use are
more impor*ant than any specific content learned in schooi."

Because of the general lack of credible statistics, it is difficult
o assess the extent of world illiteracy. However, UNESCO es kbimates
.that in 1950 approximately 700 million (44 .3%) of the people aged

15 and above were illiterate. (See appendix A for a breakdown by
cbntinents.) By 1960 the estimated percentage had decreased to
39.39%, but the absolute figure had increased to 740 million people.
Assuming that the rate of decrease of the Fifties remained constant
during the sixties, UNESCO estimates that, in 1970, 810 million
people, or 34.8% of the fifteen and above age group, are illiterate.:
Meanwhile, the estimated number of literate adults in the world
(aged 15 and above) has increased fro. 7. mil_=x w1 30 B
.1,525 million in 1970.° UNESCO analysts have estimated that the
increase in sumbe:r of illiterates in a given country is mziated to
fhe iilits rac:- rate by a correlation doefficient of 0,55;l9 Thus,
countrie: witlhh high rates of illitexacy (70% or more) neve a
propensi:y for increasing the absclute numbers of adult ililiiterates,
while countries with relatively low illiteracy rates (3Z.. of iless)

3

. - . ras N . - ) - = : e e o+
tend to ower both the rate and absolute numbex OX illit=srates.

R gzssuming an increase in the .rate of decrease oX one and a
‘half time:s during the 1960°'s the percentage would be 32..5% or 760
million peonie. Doubling the rate of decrease, the figmires would | .
be 30.5% and 710 million people. Literacy 196701969 (Paris:UNESCO,. -
_August, 1969, provisional version), .8, - . : L
Q : loSta:istics of Illiteracy (Paris: UNESCO, Minedlit,
ERiC"_l965)' pP. 3. :

- T 13

Lit=racy 1967-1969, op. cit., pp. 9-10. - 8
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The proportion of female illiterates generally exceeds
that of males, often significantly. In at least three countries
—— Saudi Arabia, Somalia, and Yemen -~ the total adult female
populations are reported to be illiterate wnile in many others
the figure is over 90%.12

UNESCO experts contend that four years of primary schooling
are the minimum requisite for attaining permanent literacy. There
is no indicatién, however that even the completion of four grades
ensures any permanent attainmen’ of many cases fourth—-grade
_“graduates," or even primary school graduatés, can barely read
and rapidly regress to total illiteracy-.

Increase in enrollments in schbol systems is often .ak
as a predictor of an incr-ase of future literacy rates. But while
school systems are being significantly expanded in‘most countries,
the quality of education in many remains dubioué, and it is
aifficult to infer that present school enrollees will not be the

functional illiterates of the next generatcion.

Tlliteracy and Punctional Illiteracy in the United States

United States government figures placing the rate of illiteracy
among the population aged fourteen and above at 2.4% in 1960
‘"grossly understate the extent of the problern. Equally as under-—

‘stated is the 8.3%-figure'for functional illiterates in the group

d”f;;~_ - l2statistics of Illiteracy, Op.cit., pp.. 45, 118, 129.

“eRle | o "
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aged twenty-five and over. in fact, over

]
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that group
may be functionally illiterate.

The last collection of data for the individuali states was
in the 1930 census, all subseqguent figures being based on exgra-

rom rates and national data. Tlliterates were those

i

olations

g

who, when asked how many years of school they had completed,

answered, ‘'‘'None." functional illiterates were determined on the

basis of grade completion data. NoO testé of any kind were
administered. IHHence, application of different grade standaras'
results in differeht assessments of the extént of illiteracy
revealed by the 1960 Census data:

3.0 miliion illiterates (no school attended) age 14
and above (2.4%):
8.3 million functional illiterates (less than 5 years
of schooling) age 25 and above 8.3%):
24.0 million (less than 8 years ol achooling) age 25
and above (24.0%):
£58.6 million (less than 12 years of schooling) age 25 and
above (58.¢%) ; .
69.0 million (less than 12 years of schooling) age
. 16 and abhove.

In a study ccnducted in 1963 in the Woodilawn area of

P A
TN,

studied reported that they nad not gone as far as the sixth

Chicago it was reported that "although only 6.6% of the group

grade, 50.7% of the group, when subjected to achievement tests to’

determine theif acktual level of functioning, showed up &s

13Bureau}of the Census, Current Population Revorts..

Ser. P. 23, No. 8 {februarv 1963); Digest of Educational Statistics,
Department of Health, Education :and Welfare, November 1968, pp. 2 . .
and 1l1l; and current. Population Reports, Population Characteristics, ~
Literacy and Educational Attainment, U.S. Department of Commerce, :” -
Ser. P-20, No. 99 (February 1960) . . - ae o -

"
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functional illiterates."1? A survey of participants in Adult Basic
Education programs around the country in 1967 indicated that 53%

of the program entrants had a seventh grade or higher level of

education.l5 It seems clear that lack of testing, reliiance upon

grade~completion criteria, and inadequate definitions of functional

literacy combine to produce serious official underestimates of

the extent of illiteracy in the United States

ILiteracy Programs in the World

The first organized attempts at teaching adult illiterates date

back as far as Ehe‘lsth century when a number of church groups
mounted literacy campalgna express¢y to teach people to read the
Bible. Through the first half of the- twentieth century most literacy

programsfwere planned and sustained by volunteer organizations,

churches, missions, and othexr non-govermnmental organizations.

Between 1950 and 1970, however, an increasing number of government-—

Ricf. | | : o :‘~..1j> o !3

B A i Tox: provided by ERIC

operated literacy programs came into being, and now ninety~two

countries and nine non-governmental organizations repoxrt the

> .

.existence of programs.

l‘”t was also found that a large number of those scoring
at the fifth-grade level were so little above that it made llttle
difference. Raymond M. Hilliard, “Massive Attack on Illiteracy,
American Library Association Bulleuln,.December 1863, p. 1038.

lSAdult Basic'Education -~ Meeting the Challenge of the
970's, First Annual Report of the National Advisory Committee on -
AaulL Basic Education, August 196§, Appendlx A.  The survey polled.

":25% of the 406, OOO part1c1pants.'

6 ’ o
LJteracy 1967 196 QE cit., P- S5-
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Ministers of Education on

i

ia 1965, the World Conrferen o
the Eradication of Illiteracy recommended th traditicnal literacy
canmpaigns be replaced by fuhctional literacy programs "“closely
iinked to economic and social priorities and to present and future
nanpower needs.“l'7 Julius Nyerere expressed the urgent need for

anctional literacy programs as opposed to primary education for

o

chll dren and adult education for lelisure. "We must educate our

adults. Our children will not have an impact on our economic

-

he attitude of
" 18

development for five, ten or even twenty years. T
cur adults, on the other hand, wiil have an impact now.
The_typical literacy campéign is stili largely based on a
primer or set of primers. The learner is taught the alphabet and
reads a series of graded texts including short stories, rudimentary
history, and some'infofmation on the countx ry's political and
public institutions. One "graduates" f£from such a program when he
has read the primerkfrom cover to COVef, However, Ssome governments'
are extending the post-literacy phase of instructionr with a variety
oL more advanced‘readers, such as Tunisia's 71-text Peltite
. Encyclopedie des Adultes. Newspapers specifically designed for
newly literate adults are beginning to appear in many countries,
and broadcast and televised literacy programs are increasing in
number.
runcc1onal llteracy proglamsvtake a number of diffex rent.

* forms. Some countrles merely rev1se and expand ex1st1ng lementary}fﬁ

S 17pinal Renort, World Conference of Mldlsters of Educatlon
‘on Qhe Education of Illlteracy; Teheran, 1965 p- 7. R S

; lSQaOted in Literacy -—-— A Social Experleﬁce (Teheran.
[]{U:nuernatlonal Coun01l Oof Women,. 1965), p. 3.

F o . . o 33




reading material. In others, functional literxacy programs nave
been tied in with vocational training, rural and agricultural
extension programs, industry, and home economics. Intensive
programs of this nature have been launched in 18 countries.l9

Sone foxﬁe -1y colonized nations are utilizing iiteracy
lprograns o reinstate their own long-suppressed languages. Others
are teaching literacy in native languages to different language
g:oups within their population as in a Guatemalan program to

teach lndlans in their own languages, Qulche and Cakchlouel
vSeveral countries with multilingual populations are at tempting to
advance one lingua franca through literacy efforts, as in Upper
Volta, where_French-is being taught through the spoken languages
'w&More: Diouka, and - Gourouns1) Israel is teaching Hebrew te an‘
llmMLgLant Opulatlon speaklng 79 dlfzerent languages aud dlalects

The usual proqram consists of evening claSSes meet:ng two

"afor three tlmes a week, 1ast1ng between six and ten months and

lmlnatlﬂg in a "functlonal reaalng level., Classes are o:ten
;sheld in primary scnools and stafleo by prlmary school eachers,-aaf 

.Sltuathﬂ Wthh can present serloas obstacles to success Thls

“fjls partlcularly true in Latln Amerlca where adults are commonly

taught eondensed vers1ons of pxlmarj SChOOi cqulcula,‘emphas121ng ‘

the three R' s.zol

19Algeria; Chile,EQuador, Ethiopia,,Guinea, Indian, Iran, |

Madaqascar,.Mall,,Syrla, Tanzania, ‘Tunisia), Venezuela, Brazil, . -
. Jamaica, ngerla, Upper Volta Suian, theracy 1967 1969 _E c1t.,;

,:-Q-QLi;_tTe‘r'acyf13967’—-'1%.9; 'gefi“%?ci‘t.*. p. 26.
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The large majority of litexracy teacnhers are volunteers

‘oo
R
BTN

insnrnoting classes or, as in the Laubach "Bach—-One~Teach-One"
approach, individuals. Iighly trained and competent teaching
personnel is lacking everywhere. However, countries are beginning
to train special teaching cadres. Iran's “Army of Knowledge"
mobilizes eighteen-year-olds foxr teaching in lieu of their
military service, and Israel has had a teachers corps of army
‘girls for the past seven years.

Countries that claim to have eradicated illiteracy, such
as Cuba, have inaugurated adult continuing education courses.

Elsewhere, as large numbers of mass campaign "graduates' regress

to states of illiteracy, governments have begun to shift from .:

S mass camoalgns To seleclee programs as in the Korean re—educaelon'

,fprogram for mOrhers of schooJ chlldren, the Turkish program ror '}

’army recruits, the English program for new 1mm1grants, and a

”T;'Vlgerlan program for Lobacco growers.

UNbSCO has sponsored 1nternatlonal conferences, 1n1t1ated

;studles, and publlshed a W1de ange of materlal. In 196A 1t

'”}concelved the Experlmeneal World theracy Program to explore

fand evaluate tne relatlonshlp between llteracy and development 1n

,varlous countries and to test new methods.. By June of 1969 flfty—f

"*wtwo COUﬂurleS had submlrted proposais tO part1c1pate. Programs lnf

exlstcnce 1nclude large—scale experlmental and pllOt projects in

*J;ine countrles (Algerla, Equador, lran, Mall, Ethlopva, Gulnea,

GMadagascar, Sudan, and Tanzanla) one large~scale progecL in’
| VdVenezuela locally funded but a551sted Dy a JNESCO expert-'

v;-agrlcul ural development projects 1n Indla and Syrla and. elght 1fd”

11



maller "micro-experiments" in Algeria, Brazil, China, india,
‘Jamaica, Nigeria, Tunisia, and Upper Volta.
A1l the UNESCO projects inciude evaluative components.
This seems to represent a significant advance, Ffor little meaningful

‘evaluation has heenn undertaken toO date.

Methodologies

Mahy literacy campaigns prescribe methods of instruction
to their teacher step-by-step, cookbook faghion, often because of
a severe lack of materials suitable for adult instruction. Also,
'Eeachers in these campaigns are usually poor gqualified and must
be eralned in crash courses permlttlng 1ittle more than guick
,Laﬂlllallzaulon w;th the prescrlbed materials. There are two

‘main approaches to “eaching sdult illiterates how to read: the

  "SynuheulC method” and the nglobal method." The =yntheticxme£hod B
“”ilS based on the - recognltlon of leeters of the alphabee and thelr‘}-
T"faseociaued sounds.> The global method is based on the recognltlohr5
b”iOL words or phrases with their meanlngs. In many proglams anjf :
'vjeclectic approach, comblnlng elements of both the global and

"the synchetlc nethods, is supersedlng s;rlct aaherence to.a

”—foartlcula: methodology.zl

The greatest 51ngle 1mpact on mass llteracy campalgns
throughout the world has been thau of Dr. rank Laubach " Flrst
developed for teaching Lhe Maranow language of the Phlilppines, the

‘E‘sound—syllablc Laubach method has been applled to aate in 312

o 2lpor. furthe: discussion, see Teahne Chall, {,earning to
"Read: The Greau_Debate_(NeweYorc- McGraw~H1¢1,';967).

‘}333 f
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languages; Tn Laubach's original Key Word Method, several words
including all consonants in the language are derived {(not necessari
"with meaning), and new words are constructed by different juxtaposi
tions of consonants and vowels. TFrom a series of charts presented
at the outset of instruction the students learn to identify letters
Aand associate them .with soui:ds by superimposing drawings of objects
'on the zppropriate letters. Ziaubach sfresses the need for simplid
in both method and materials. The initial alphabet instruction
phase ie followed by three s=ages of graded readers on a variety
of topics in which the newly =cquired technical reading skilils
are_utilized.22

Other educators have inﬁroduced pre-literacy elements into
'l,liferacy campaigns, on the assumption that an adulﬁpilliterate‘muei
;thergo a process of conceptualizauion,before.he-begins actual
literacy training!' The most significant work in this arealhas

'been that of 3aulo Freire. His approach developed in Brazil

v'f(whefe both approach and aathor were. expelled following che l96Apﬁ

'coup d' eta ), empha51zes conscmenclzatlon as an lnccgral part ol
”;]the process of. llteracy atcalnment. theracy is v1ewed as a medlur
'for the freedom of manp and the concept of freedom 1s to be under-

.stood before or along w1th the acqu151tlon of readlng and wrltlng

”‘fskllls. ”he eeachef serves as. a co~ord1nacor of and parc1c1pant o

in an ongoing dlalogue around Lhemes generated from the culture an

-

_ 22Frank C. Laubach and Robert Laubach, ‘Toward Woxld
3 theracy. The Each One Teach One Waz (Syracuse- Un1ve151cy Press,
-~ 1960), pp. 3-30, ~ - -

o
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and concepts of the learner aimed at expa3n ding his levels of
awareness. The methcd of instruction ino reading is a sound-
syllabic one but is introduced only as the individual grasps the
meaning of literaoy. While several Cu.. . 70 prograns have, adopted
Freire's approach, many governments are waill of its rotentlal

consequences and prerer ToO maintain the mooe "nsatral methods.

Freire considers the latter to he “educatlmzlfo:rdomesticatiom"

-

as opposed to "education for freedom."

i1

tates

The National Center for Laucatlonal Statizcics estimates ohat,
during the year ending in May 1969, more Thsn 13.1 million people
aged 17 and over, 10% of the total age group not enrolled as
fulltime students, parthlpatCQ in organlzed continuing educatlon
activity, ranglng from "traditional llteracy 1nstructlon to |

job training program, neighborhood communlty or chu:ch act 1v1t1es,

. to university extension courses.]'However, only half,a mlllion of .

thtse adqlts were engaged in. adult ba31c educatlon procrams.'

The most excen51ve formai adult ba51c eoucatlon efforts are

fthose admlnlstered under Tltle II -B of the Economlc Opportunlty

' Act of 1964 and the Adult pducation Act of 1966, pboth of which

\‘1

. ‘represent an attempt to mount a mass functlonal lltelacy campalgn

v o v .'4
on a natlonal'scale.2

23 raulo Prclre, La Bducacio Como anctla de la Lloertad

(Santlago. ICIRA, 1969)

: 2d7he 1964 Act derlned the alms of adult basic education
programs as education for: adults,"whose inability to read or write
the Engllsh language constltute a, substantlal 1mpa1rmont ox thelr

T
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Enrollment in ABE (Adult Basic Education) programs dramati-
cally increased as a resglt of the 1954 Ac=. In 1965, programs in
19 states enrolled 37,991 people. By fiscal 1966, 4y states, the
District oFf Columbia, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islanc 3, and Guam
haé& programs, with total of 377,660 enrollees.25 Sir ze 1966 therxe
has been a steady growth: 388,935 persons were enroried 1in 1967;
455,730 in 1968 and an estimated 532,000 in 1969. Programs ozfer

#hree levels of courses: beginning, corresponding to grades one

o0 three; intermediate, grades £four to six; and advanced, grades

seven and eight., Nelther content nor form of the prcgrams can,

however, be inferred as no two states place similar interpretations

: L. ] L. . - 26
on duration of instruction in each level.

ttrition is a plague of all adult education programs. In

1968 a reported 160,705 students dropped out of ABE classes,
representing roughly 25% of enrollees. Of these, 29,219 left to

‘assume employment, 8,243 entered job training programs, 9,513 left

mcmtnte

ability to get or ‘retain employment commensurate with theixr ability

so as to help .eliminate such inability and raise the leve of educa-
tion of such individuals with a view to making them less likely

,fto become dependent on others, to improving their ability to benéfi
from occupational training and otherwise increasing theixr opportu-

nities for more producive and profitable employment, and making

them better able to meet their adult responsibilities." The

1966 Act specified "services or instruction below the college

level" for people without a secondary school completion certificate

or a comparable level of education currently not enrolled in school

" In June, 1969 the minimum age gqualification was reduced to 16.

25National Center Ffor Educational Statistics, Adult Basic

" Rducation Program Statistics, July 1, 1967-June 30, 1968, U.Ss.

. Department of Health, Education and Walfare. June 1969, pp. 4-57
 .and Adult Basic Education; Strengthening the TFoundation of our .

. Democratic Society, Second Annual Report of the National Advisoryj;
 Commission on Adult Basic Education, August 1969, ». 9. ' -

_\)

26Hawaii;,forgexample,»offers'a begihning léveerOurseaoff“

540 hours, an intermediate course of 260 ‘hours, and an advanced ..

.gb" w, :‘ ;<11?2 _f- ;j§§%f'




syecause of jop changes, 7,222 did not report any reason, and
lack of interest as the cause. Ih Many areas the
27
Curricula and teachlng methodologies arcund the country

vary, although a series oF prescriptive curriculum guides published

in 1966 by the U. S. Department of Health, Bducation and wWelfare
for ecach of the three levels are in wide use. The first of these,

for the beginning level, proposes & curriculum including reading

Hh

(taught by a global method), communication skilis (handwriting,
spelling, listening, and speaking), arithmetic, social living

utions, and

ey

(basic information about the country, locality, instit
individual rights), everyday science {personal aygiene, diet) and
enrichment through the arts (elements of culture). The guide also
proposes organizational patterns and administrative behavior.
ABE pfograms-arevfunded jointly by the Office of Education and thé
states on a 90/10 matching basis. Actual funds allocated fall
far short of the needs. While the National AdV1sorj Committee on
{Adult Basic Education recommended an abproorlauloﬂ of $125 mllllon
”for Llscal 1970, Congress authorized only $80 million and the actual
apoLooLlatlon Wlll amount to $50 mllllon—-$7 million lessvthangifJ
reconmendcd and far less. than is neeaed | |

The National Advisory Commltbee on Adult Basic EducatlonA  '
‘in its Second Annual Report (1968) states Lhat in ABE programs in
1967,

62,000 adults learned to read and write for the first time;
28, OOO registered and voted for the- leSt tlme,

-PAO'hours while South Dakota offers courses of 71, 74 " and 80
“hours respectively £for the same levels. Adult Basmc Laucatlon
;proqram.stdtlstlcs,’op. cit.., pp. 22-23.

vﬂEBiq]' 27Adu1thas;c~Education Proqrams, op,V¢it,, po.v 8 30..,

T



3,577 used their public lidrariesy
37,000 Found joks, race

i L ved raises or were promoted;

43,000 entered o0b T i S

25,000 opened bank 2a

27 .000 ecame stubscripers to newspapers oOr magazi.nes;

8 000G left the welfare rolls and became self-supportin s
,000 helped their children w with school assigiments.

v i
ccounts for the fire . time;

Wwhile the Committee claims that "these results show that the

program of Adult Ba sic Education has become one of the nation' s

o

positive investments in human resources,"”  there is absoluil ely
no conclusive evidence of a cause-effect relationship between
thése achievements and the actual programs.

Publicly sponsored programs such as "Americanilzation"

courses For new immigrants, on-the-job basic educaticn courses,

and special programs fox Indian and military veterans are all
. £ _ ‘ Y

‘administered separately. Their participants, however, are included

in the overall figure for the country.

Lack of coordlnatlon between: the various efforts, overlap,

'and lack of ongoiﬁ systematic planning and evaluatlon combine

to hamper adult basic educatlon act1v1t1es around the coun*Ly.

'°-istcaueqles for the Fuuure

;theracy efforus cannot be preocrlptlve de51gns adabtable to all |

fcounLrles and areas. nather, thej should be desxgned for spec;flc

. . ’'situations and taxget populatlons, Wlth clearly artlculatoa a1ms._7

In Adult Basic‘Education programs in the Unlted suates, fox example,
the eljnLnﬂgrado compietion equlvalency needs to be supplanted

by a cloally doflned dellneatlon of adult rcadlng roQUlSltcs:

28A6ult?Basic‘Education; Strenthenlnq the Foundatlon

.\)

of Our Democratic Society, Op. Clt.,
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znc. related functional goals. Income tax forms, driving instrucs .

ticns, job appiication forms, television guides, and newvwspapers,

amcng others, could be analyzed to derive a precise definition of

adult reading level, which could then'become‘the articulated

‘aim of iiteracy instruction. Functional aspects of the programs

should alsc be clearly delineated and their relationship to
literacy defined..

A common pfogram deficiency resulting from the adoption of
grade eguivalencies is.the transference of actual grade school
cutricula to adult courses. Although this approach facilitates both
program organization and curriculum design,.the main effect is that

ult illiterates are often equated with children and treated as
such. Furthernore, many teachers identify 1111tcracy with a lack

of 1ntelllgence, an unwarranted and potentially counter—procuctlve

'expectatlon.

pPsychological and cultural conStralnts need to be taken

“into account in planning literacy efforts. In sonme cases'formalized;

Learnlng 51tuatlons such as classes may not be practical and less

'! structured teachlng mlght be moxe acceptable. ‘As a rule, solutlons

Q

to these prob‘ems can be found and 1ncorporated into the plogram»ﬂi
plans if the constralnts are known.

Optimally, llteracy programs ‘'should :orm the first stage
of a continuing "lifelcng" adult education. Basic_literacy

Lralnlng needs to continue into new materials and subjccts. This

could be Lac111tated by the creatlon of permanent adult 1earn1ng

centers w1th SpeClally de51gned currlcula. These 1earn1ng centers.

"could.also.serve as community centers.
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Evalustion should be incorporated into programs from their
inception, not to prove success, but rather to facilitate innova-
tion and revision oI programs.
In chafting strategies for future adult basic education
efforts 'a case has been argued for the systeﬁatic planning of
programs and for the adoption of a situation~specific approach,

ferent projects for different areas and groups.

(3

or di

Fh

allowing
Meagef resources necessitate the close coordination of
efforts, Egually &s important is the dissemination of information
among PpPrograms. The object of such centralized coordinatioh,
*

however, should not be consolidation and standardization, but

rather the direction, planning, and disseminat ion of experience

- and ideas.

Finally, if meanlng:ul action is to be taken, professionalf
educators must realize that functional 1lllteracy is far morev-'

'widespread than has-been commonly thought.

-
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