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DEFINITIONS OF LITERACY

Defi ining terms is properly the domain of the lexicographer, that creature whom Samuel Johnson
called "2 harmless drudge™ (Johnson, 1755) and whom Ambrose Bierce, with far less charity,
described as

3 pestilent fellow who, wader the peetense of Tecoeding some panticular stage ia te

development of 3 language, does what be can 10 arrest iy growh, siiffen ig flexiditty and

mechanize its methods,
: . (Bicrce, 19041958)

. Ourtaskhere  not mere definition, but navigation among asplrational, psychological, educational,
and political intentions of the term lireracy. This word, unlike such lexical enwrics 23 suger, birch,
and fump, has no neutral, prezise definition. It is onc of that class of auto-positive terms, like
libersy, justice, ar.d happiness, which we assume contain simple, primal qualitics-necessary and
desirable atiiibutes of our culture—-but which under scrutiny become vastly more complex and often
clusive, yiclding to no simple characterization or definition. While 3 few (e.g., Olson, 1975) have
questioned the desirability of universal literacy, most have accepted without debate its desirability and
have focused on methods by which it could be endowed on entire populations. .

My goal is 1o open to critical examination the various contemporary meanings offered for Lireracy
and 1o outline a set of definitions, established according to the needs of both pedagogy and national
policy. This is not 2 survey of literacy speak, nor an assessment of the practicality or desirability of
particular literacy goals, but a focused analysis of centrzl tenms and their usage. My method here is
primarily that of step-wise refinement, aided by the pragmatic method as practiced - y Willlam James,
that is, of “trying to interpret each notion by tracing its respective practical consequences” {James,
1907/195S, p.42). Historical material will be added for scasoning and decoration, but the primary
emphasis will be upon the here and now.

Literate/Iliterate and Literacy/lliteracy

The most basic terms 10 attend to are the adjectives literazelilliterate and the nouns derived from
them: literacylilliteracy. Literatelilliterate derived from the Latin term lircranus, which for Cicero
meant a leamed person, In the Middle Ages a literants was 00e who could read Latin, The exclusion
of writing from the more common definitions of lireratus resulted from the difficulty of mastering the
processes required of parchment and quills. On this general issue Furet and Ozouf (1982, p.76;
point out "We are inclined to forget, today, that for a long time writing was really a tzchnical exercise.
involving instruments, muscular gymnastics and a knack.® After 300 lirerarus came to mean
minimal ability to read Latin, mainly because of the breakdown of Jeaming that occumred during the
Middle Ages (Clanchy, 1979). With the spread of vemacuiar Janguages, particularly after the
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Reformation, a literate person came to mean one who could read and write in one's native language.
Although the term literacy docs not appear in the English lexicen until near the end of the 19th ¢., the
modem concepts of literate and illiterate date from the last alf of the 16th century. Reinnants of the
classical definition survived, nevertheless, at Ieast to the end of the 18th century. Lord Chesterfield,
for example, wrote in 1792 that an illiterate was onc "ignorant of Greek and Latin” (cited in the
Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘illiterate’). When lizerate or literacy arc employed as references to
high abilities, modifiers like advanced or high arc usually inserted. Thus Lester Asheim, in a recent
essay prepared for The Center for the Book at the Library of Congress, refers to the highly literate to
identify those who rcad Faulkner and Wittgenstein.

One can be literate by official definition, and still not be able to ferzet out the m2aning of

many forms of prose presentation. The terin “functional illitesacy” takes cognizance of

that at a fairly low level, but there are differences in the ability to interpret that can occur

even among those who are highly Literate as well.
{Ansheim, 1987, pp.14f.)

This is typical of modem usage, in that it recognizes that lirerate, shorn of all qualificrs and left to
solitary exposure, connotes a lower level of some quality, rather than the more advanced or even
average levels. Ansheim points out that, furthermore, literacy is not a uniform quality, even at its
high levels, but one which is "tied to a way of thinking, an acceptance of conventions of the form,
and a mind set (ibid, p.15)L,

As a first step in defining literacy, therefore, I will qualify the range of abilitics referred to as
minimal or near minimal for some goal, as opposcd to advanced, as was indicated in classical times.
Furthermore, T will assume that literacy skills center on the use of print and that at a minimum this
requires reading and writing. The addition of writing to the definition of literacy appears 1o be 2
contribution of the Reformation. Spufford (1981, p.149) s:ates * ‘Literate’ by definition implies the
ability to write." Nevertheless, lireracy is still occasionally used in reference to reading alone. For
example, a military test based on the difference betwceen reading and listening, without assessment of
writing, is labelled Experimental Literacy Assessmen: Benery (Sticht & Beck, 1976). Cipolla (1969)
proposes the terms semi-literate and quasi-literate 1o refer to those who read but cannot write.
Cipolla also uses these terms for those who read and write poorly, but this addresses the problem of
labelling points or regions on a continuum from zero literacy to the fullest literacy, a problem that will
be atiended to more fully below. Semi-literate and guasi-literate, because of their imprecision, offer
little help in our search for adequate nomenclature.

More problematica! than literacy is the tenn illireracy. With some exceptions, illiseracy tends to
be applicd to those who fall below any recommended criterion level, no matter how arbitrarily
derived. Thus, by some definitions those who read and write simple messages are placed in the same
class as those totally ignorant of writing and alphabets. Furthermore, the terms arc often defined
asymmetrically. Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary (1954), for exanple, defined literate as "able
to read and write" but illirerare as "unable toread.” (This was changed, however, in the most recent




cdition (Mish, 1984).) Where literate is often modificd to refine what level of literacy is implied
(c.g., highly literate, marginally literatc), illiteracy is rarely made more specific. In what follows 1
will reserve the tenin illiterate for those lacking totally in reading/writing knowlcdge.

Functional Literacy and Its Domain of Reference

One of the first tasks in refining the meaning of literacy is to attend 10 all of the phrases that
include the term literacy, such as conventional literacy, functional literacy, survival literacy, marginal
literacy, and functional aduls literacy . Most writers today tend ‘o treat literacy according to ideas
first operationalized by UNESCO in the 1950s. In several seminal studics done by that agency,
literacy was viewed as a continuum of skills, including both reading and writing, but applied in a
social context (Gray, 1956; UWESCO, 1957). Litcracy sequires procedural knowledge--the ability to
do something, as opposed to declarative knowledge--knowing of something. For convenicnce in
reporting and in policy making, the statistical division of UNESCO proposed in the late 1950s that
literacy staistics be recorded according to those reaching a minima! level and a functional level. The
former implics the ability to read and write a simple message; the latter implizs a level of literacy
sufficiently high for a person to function in a social sctting.

The phrase functional literacy suggests the possibility of a ron-functional literacy. Onc form of
non-functional literacy may have been implicd by the Honorable Margaret M. Heckler, who in
reporting the results of the Survival Literacy Study (Louis Harris and Associates, 1970) to the 11.S.
" House of Represcntatives, contrasted reading ability as a survival technique with reading ability as an
academic pur.vm't.2 Onc of America's most popular dictionarics supports this contrast by defining the
adjective academic as “very lcamed but inexperienced in practical matters” (Mish, 1984, p.48, col.1).
As embarassing as this may be for these of us who prowl the academic corridors, the distinction
between functional (i.c., practical, uscful) literacy ana school-based (i.c., academic) literacy is
incorporated in cveryday usage. Whilc plain vanilla literacy is hardly non-functional, the types of
literacy taught in most elementary s hools do not stress the practical use of reading and writing in
everyday life. Thus, the phrasc functional literacy, even though it may be redundant, may help
convey the scnse of social relevancy that is critical for a proper understanding of literacy.

The phrase functional adult literacy (Nafziger, ct al., 1975), represents a further attempt to make
explicit a word’s definition. The issuc that the term adult raiscs derives from the need to include
social relevancy in the definition of literacy. That is, if literacy is some complex of skifls that are
demonstrated in socially relevant contexts, thea it is logical to assume that until ong reaches or
approachces adulthood there are not sufficient opportunities to apply these particular cbills, and
therefore they can not be adequately assessed.

This is confirmed in part by the reporting practices of a number of social agencies. The United
States Census Bureau, in reporting literacy statistics from 1870 through 1930, applied them only to
persons 10 ycars of age or older. In 1959 and 1969 the reporting for literacy statistics was confined
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to those 14 years of age and older. In contrast, the Division of Adult Basic Education in the U.S.
Office of Education reportcd its data for persons 16 years of age and older.  The UNESCO F.xpert
Committee on Standardization of Educational Statistics reccommended that "if this question {on
literacy] is coafined to the population above a staied minimum age, the nunimum skould not be higher
than 15 years” (cited in UNESCO, 1957, p.21). 1t is doubtful that we would call a two-year old who
does not read and write illiterate. Would we on the other hand call today a 10 year-old who does not
read and waite an illiterate? If literacy is an ability which is demenstrated in such contexts as work,
voting, and home maragement, then the measurement of literacy rates for any population are most
logicaily done at the age levels where these activitics have meaning for that population. For most of
the population in the U.S.A., work permits cannot be obtained prior to the age of 16 and voting in
national elections becomes possible at 18, What is meaningful, however, is not simply the ages
when a few major transitions occur, but the age range during which a person is expected to interact
with society more as an adult than as a child: to understand and be responsible for the regulations of
automobile driving, work, and common commercial activities; to be aware of local, regional and
national cvents; to travel on one's own; sclect and eagage in recreational activities; and to negotiate the
more commion compenents of education and social life.

Coupied with these criteria are those that derived from the extended nature of modern education.
While in Colenial and early 19th century America formal education might end at age 7 or 8 whenaa
child was ready to enter the labor force, present day children in some countries do not begin formal
schooling until age 7. But even when chbildren began working at 7 or 8 it was not expected that they
would function as adults vis-a-vis socicty in gencral, and thercfore no one expected fully litsrate
behavior at such early ages. It scems rcasonable, therefore, to continuc to use literacy as a referent
for adult or near-adult abilities, and to avoid such compounds as functional adult literacy (or
functional child literacy). We do recognize that the skills that underlie literacy develop over many
years and develop unevenly over any lacge population of students. We can speak of the levels of
development which any person might have attained in the various skill arcas which literacy requires,
but it is probably not meaningful to rcport literacy as such prior to the age of 16, (At issuc here is
not the meaning of literacy for individuals, but its mecaning to society. Literacy rates arc meaningful
as indicators of population characteristics only when applied to those who neced to be literate.)

A more subtle issuc is raised by Fisher (1978) who claims that individuals who can cope within
environments in which print processing is required are by definition functionally literate, regardless
of whether or not they can pass reading and writing tests.  Fisher may be claiming that the
mechanisms through which one obtains meaning from print (and communicates with it) are not
relevant to the determination of functional literacy. Thus through oral mncans, coupled with an
awarcness of non-verbal cues, one might perfonn satisfactorily, or at least appear to do 50, in a
context where print processing is frequently required. Whether this speaks to the definition of
literacy or to the follics of middle management in some organizations, we caniot determine from
available cvidence. Twill without further discussion reject Fisher's argument and continue to define
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literacy as requiring a defined set of skills as opposed 0 a coping behavior that might be bascd on
deception, avoidance, or upon the literacy skills of others.3

Of the other phrascs cited at the beginning of this section, conventional literacy is synonymous
with functional literacy, only carrying perhaps slightly more emphasis on the everyday, non-work
related uses of print. Marginal literacy and survival literacy are attempts to define cuts along a
functional literacy scale, an issue that will be examined below.

The Skill Requirements of Literacy

The view of literacy as a complex. of skills is reflected in the first NAEP Adult Woik Skills and
Knowledge Assessment that was done in 1973-74 and in the Adult Performance Level Functional
Literacy Test that was also developed in the mid-1970s (National Assessment, 1976; Nafziger, etal.,
1975). In these surveys literacy skills were defined in terms of the print demands of occupational,
civic, community, and person:l functioning.

In these and other literacy surveys (e.g., Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1987), four basic types of skills
are consistently included: reading, writing, numeracy, and document processing. On the inclusion
of rcading as a comnponent of literacy, there is no argument, but on the types of rcading and the
criterion levels for basic or functional competency, there is still not widespread agreement.
School-based readirg assessments are generally based on continuous texts (fiction and non-fiction),
with items that draw on a range of vocabulary and comprchension skills. Scaling and reporting is
generally done in grade level equivalents, a practice whick may not be appropriate for adult
assessment.

Some adult reading demands clearly differ from those imposed on children. Consider, as an
example, the skills required for reading exit signs while driving on & freeway at 60 miles per hour, or
for reading subtitles on a foreign film. Both tasks may require reading speeds beyond those obtained
by the average fourth grader, yet may not require significantly higher comprehiension levels,
especially with the other cues available.

On the literacy requirements for writing, we have limited empirical evidence for establishing
competency levels. Between Thomdike's handwriting scale (Thomdike, 1910) and the recent
discovcry of process writing, relatively little work was done on the cognitive demands of writing,
The rediscovery of the work by Vygotsky (1962) and by Luria (1978) on writing, and the current
studies on he writing process have reconfirmed Samuel Johnson's claim that “What is writien
without effort is in general read without pleasure.” As Vygotsky (1962) claimed, writing requires
ability in abstract, deliberate activity. We are far, however, from grade level norms for composilion,
in spite of expanded rescarch and assessment activitics (e.g., Marticw, 1983; Whiteman, 1981;
Appiebee, Langer, and Mullis, 1987). '

On numcracy, therc is a growing concensus that at least basic competence in this area is required
for literacy, but exactly how much has not been thoroughly discussed. One argument is that
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numeracy beyond addition and subtraction is too specialized to include in a definition of basic
literacy. If we do include high levels of competence in multiplication, division, and operations with
percentages, then we climinate from the ranks of the literate a high percentage of Aincrica's young
adults (Kirsch & Jungeblut, 198G). A morc reasonable approach is to confine functianal literacy to
those basic numeric operations which are critical for ordinary meaning of print: basic addition and
subtraction, comparison (greater than, less than), dates, time, and perhaps a few other skills. Exactly
what to include, however, must await a thorough analysis of the literacy tasks of everyday life,

A fourth skill domain in functional literacy is dccument processing. This category is perhaps the
most difficult to define empirically, due to the limited amount of research done on it. Most notable is
the recent Young Adult Literacy Assessment donc by the National Assessment of Educational
Progress, which examined literacy abilities with tasks based on common documents (Kirsch &
Jungeblut, 1986). The moderate correlations found between the liteacy scale based on documents
and those based on prose and quantitative analysis indicate that document processing makes a
significant independent contribution to literacy ability,

Document knowledge is usually defined as the ability to cope with different document formats
such as job enlry forms, tax schedules, television schedules, advertiscments anc labels on products.
But it is also critical to think about the skills that go into the processing of these documents and to
analyze their psychological demands. Document processing tends i< differ from reading fiction in
that most document processing is initiated by a narrowly defined task that usually requires selective
processing, while fiction reading usually has a geaneral, diffuse task (e.g., read and enjoy) and
assumes complete or nearly complete reading. Document processing tasks, such as finding an entry
in a train schedule, often require specialized knowledge relevant to a particular docuinent format.
Finding information in such contexts is more like problein solving than like comprehending plot,
character, or author's purpose in reading fiction.

In concluding this scction I feel compelled to muddy the skill issuc by pointing out that both
psychologically and by common practice the skills defined above are not equal partners in the literacy
business. Reading is clearly primary to any dcfinition of literacy and the others are, in some sense,
sccondary. Writing presupposes reading: otherwise it is m_ze copying. Similarly, numecracy and
document knowledge are supplementary to readiny, and have no role-in the literacy cquation without
it. The skilled reader, ignorant of numeracy and document formats, still will obtain significant
amounts of meaning from print. On the other hand, the non-reader who is skilled in asithmetic and in
document styles will stumble more often than not in an environment based on print. Most of our
concern, as implied above, is with those who do not read well and therefore need the added
facilitation that derives from knowledge of specific document formats and from aumesacy.
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How literate Is literate ?
Variable criteria

In the previous scctjous I have touched on the criterion level issue for literacy. The first part of
this issue concemns the criterion level required for any given definition of literacy. The second is
whettier for the United States (or any other political unit} a single criterion level and therefore a single
form of literacy is adequate for educational and political needs at a given point in time. (The issues
L related to changes in literacy demands over time are discussed in a following section.)

) The argument I would like to develop is that lireracy, as a socially defined concept, represents sn
o aspiration as much as it docs a reality. Although we can define differing types of literacy for different
' regions of the country, different social strata, differcnt levels of involvement in society, and so on,
" from a national policy perspective equality of opportunity is the standard, and therefore only a single
definition of literacy has meaning, applied to all citizens. To accept, for example, different definitions
" of literacy for different regions of the country, and therefore to promulgate policies that would tend to
v perpetuate thses differences, would be inconsistent with the cusrent equity goals of this country. o
afford less training to someone living in Mississippi than in Illinois would be to value the former less
- than the latter,

wie ' This is not to claim that the literacy demands of different regions, occupations, or life styles do »_: - W
E + not differ, nor is it to say that we can define easily what this national literacy is in terms of both skills N : }_:'-
: e " and competency levels. Most of that challeng= remains in front of us. Nevertheless, so long as i

... ' literacy remains a national concem, it is encumbent upon the government to strive for an
S '-'5'2 - understanding of the general literacy needs of work, citizenship, housekeeping, and private life; to
k - " scek effective means for assessing these needs; and to encourage assistance o those who fall below
'¥%77: certain minimal levels of performance, no matter how arbitrarily set.

Critical levels

: ‘ AN .’ Literacy abilities in any population vary from none, or almost none, to advanced beyond the level "
'_ ' - where measurement has any meaning. The choosing of any point along this continuum to define , g '
"-:'{-'_ 2+ " minimal ability for functional literacy incurs the risk that all of those below that point will be B ;
: incorrectly labeled illiterate. We might, however, consider a suggestion made by UNESCO (1957} to . *
" report minimal literacy and functional literacy. Cross-national studies of reading processes suggsst o '
~ " thata common core of psychological abilitics may exist for reading and, in particular, for reading o .
o " alphabetic and syllabic writing systems. These processes involve primarily the coordination of eye A

............

S " movements into fixations and subsequent saccadic jumps; the acquisition and utilization of el
S symbol-sound correspondences; the building of rapid identification of word units through the
intcgration of information from a variety of sources; and the use of local and global processing to
obtain meaning (Gray, 1956; Downing, 1973). The basic or minimal level of literacy corresponds to
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what Gray (1925) and Chall (1983) call Stage 2 in their respective development schemes. This might
also be the minimal level required for sclf-sustained development in the reading component of
literacy. Gray (1956), for example, assumecs that four to five ycarss of schooling are required to
continue competent reading. This may be true in western countrics today, assuming that schooling
begins in the age range of 5 to 7, but historically vast segments of the American population became
lizcrate with less than this amount of schooliag.

What has changed in leaming situations between 18C0 and now is an issuc beyond the interest of
this confersnce, but one worthy of further investigation. 'What 1 suggest is that if empirical
investigations continue to support a universal set of basic reading skills, and that similar levels can be
defined for writing, numeracy, and document knowledge, that we define two levels of literacy: basic
literacy (which I prefer over the term minimal literacy ) which applies to the level that allows
seif-susiained development in literacy to continuc; and required literacy which is the literacy level that
is required for any given social coatext, and which might, therefore, change over time. Funciional
literacy remains useful as a general designation of abilities above basic literacy, allowing some level
of functioning though print in socicty. On what levels of competency are required in the fout
component skills, we must await funther eaploration of literacy nceds. I do suggest, however, that
we reject as inadequate and mislcading the use of grade level equivalents for literacy levels.

Part of the drawback to applying grade level reading scales to literacy ability is that these levels
are based exclusively on reading, with no assessment of writing, numeracy, or document prccessing.
While there will always be a moderate correlation between reading ability, as measured by
school-based tasks, and adult literacy, to claim that any given grade level of reading ability is
nceessary for literacy ignores first that other shills are also involved, and second that the skills may
interact in non-obvious ways such that relatively low levels of reading may be compensated by higher
levels of other skills. This is not to claim that certain basic levels are not required of all skills 1o
reach even basic literacy. Rather, it is & caution that there is little empirical justification for claiming
that 8th or 12th grade reading levels, for example, are needed for present day literacy (cf. Bormuth,
1975; Carroll & Chall, 1975). The sccond drawback is that reading grade level equivalents are based
on schooi-related reading and are derived from children, not upper tecnagers or adults. The role of
background knowledge in reading has been a central focus of recent comprehension research (e.g.,
Tierney & Cunningham, 1984). What is evident from this rescarch is that an adult and a child,
bringing different types of experiences and hnowledge * - the same reading task, may demonstrate the
same outcomes with widely varying basic reading skills,

Then most readers show differing reading abilities across different types of naterial. For
example, Presscy & Presscy (cited in Gray, 1984/1941, p.37) concluded from a series of rcading
tests based on poetry, scientific material, and stories that *a good seader in one type of subject mattet
may very likely be a poor reader with other material.” Similar results were obtained by Judd and
Buswell (1922) based upon fiction, geography, rhetoric, casy verse and algebra passages. These ané
other studics suggest that readers, and particularly veaders who are not in the highest ranges of
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reading ability, will show differential abilitics b~sed upon interest, past experience and perhaps upon
other motlvational factors.

Change over time

The functional literacy demands faced by isetsy Ross were different fromn those faced by Horatio
Alger. And these were different from those faced by shopkeepers and scamstresses toda. But what
has changed? Certainly not the level of difficulty of the syntax and vocabulary of legal dccuments,
ncws accounts, or public announcements. These may, in fact, have become easier to comprehend
over the past 300 years. Wor has the level of comprehension required for functional use clianged.
" “Not", for example, had roughly the same negating function in Captain John Smith" 1608 treatise A
True Relation as it had in Ollie North's recent testimony in the Iran-Contra hearings, and requires the
same level of understanding in each case.

What has changed s first the demands for writing, numerac_, and document kaowledge, and
second the quantity of orinted materials that are encountered every day. Today's expectations for

* writing, and numeracy in particular, far excecd those of even 150 years ago. Lincoln's claini about
" schoolmasters of his youth that “no qualification was ever required beyond "‘readin’, writin', and
cypherin' to the Rule of Three.” gives a hint of this difference (cited in Johnson, 1904/1963, p.128).
With the increase in quantity of printed material has come a demand to read faster, which has been
reinforced by technological changes, as suggeswed above for freeway signs and movie subtitles.

How literacy demands of work interact with the literacy skills of the labor pool is not well
understood. On onc hand is a tendency for literacy demands to increase over time as more and more
facets of work incorporate technology and as scrvice jobs proliferate in place of manufacturing
positions. Ou the other hand, some perccive a "dumbing down” of certain service positions to mect
lower ability levels of the available labor pool (See Veaczky, Kaestle, & € un, 1987). 1owever this
dynamic works, change in overall literacy requircments of work, as well as otlier compouents of
: everyday life is highly probable. Perhaps we neced a literacy index, equivalent to the consuiner price
index, to register yearly shifts in functional literacy requirements. With or without such codification
of charge, an adequate definition of litcracy must incorporate change in sonie meaningful way.

Literacy and the Non-Native Speaker

So far I have avoided the thornv issucs that attend literazy for non-native speakers in a paticular
are. For the raost part these are political matters and arc best left for the segment of this wiceting
will confront that <ct of complexitics. For definition making, three cases need to be
.dnguishzd. These will be framed for English in the USA but apply, musatis mutandis, clsewhere.
1. Non-native speakers, literate in their own language who have a-quircd English spaking
ability, ’
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2. Non-native speakers, lacking required iiwcracy in their own culture, but speakers also of

English.

3. Non-speakers of English.
For case ! we expect literacy in English, but even if it doesn't develop we cannot uscfully apply
the labei “illiterate.” These people may be non-English literare (whese non modifics *English
literate™), but it is still significant for policy and pedagogy that they are litesate in some Janguage. For
case 2 we might apply the tenm illiterate, but stitl need to distinguish between illiteracy in the native
language and illiteracy in English.

Those in case 3 might be labeled illiterate for their native language, but this label has no import
for them (or anyone clsz) in relation to English. All of us could be labeled illiterate for every
language we do not speak, but nothing is gained by this practice. Even if we restrict our interests to
those residing in the USA, the term illiterate is not a functional label for those who neither read nor
speak English, primarily because their illiteracy results avtomatically from their inability to speak
English. Instruction in spoken English is a critical step in their acquisition of siteracy. At a
minimum, we nced o distinguish illitcracy as a non-contingent trait. These are policy issucs,
however, not ones that deperd upon deeper understandings of information processiag, mental
development, or any other cognitive traits.

Sumunary
In summary, the issues encountered in defining litcracy derive from limitations in the empirical
study of literacy needs and literacy practice. The issues most in need of investigation are:
1. Does 2 coramon psyckological meckanism underlic basic reading and writing for alphabetic
and syllabic writing systems? That is, can we discover a2 common set of psychological
processes across languages that are in some scnse minimally required for self-sustained

literacy? 1f so, then we are justified in positing a basic lireracy that is relatively fixed within

and across cultures, and a pragmatic or required lireracy that varies according to cultural
.demands and which often includes numeracy and document processing abilties.

2. For r=quired literacy, defined according to some accessible, prescnt day social context, what
are the levels of reading, writing, numeracy, and document processing skills rcquircd and
Low do they interact? For example, to what degree can high document processing ability
compezsate for minimal (i.c., basic) levels of 1eading? We have more than 100 years of
probing, poking, and experimenting with reading to draw on, but far less available for
writing, numeracy, and document processing.

3. Atwhatages do differcnt cultures expect their members to interact socially and economically
as adults and therefore to be functionally literate? This issuc poses a difficulty for asscssing
literacy in that for most cultures, no single ‘bar mtzval' point is dcfined. Instcad,
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responsibilities are acquired gradually according to cultural, family and individual
circumstances, with legal empc werment often piaying a minor role. A 14-year old mother,
as a single parent, may have necds for literacy far beyond thosc of a single, 18-ycar old
woman living with her family on a farm. In the past, performance monitoring hias been
age-based, at least for the initial age at which litcracy is assesscd. Perhaps level of
responsibility is a better sclector variablc than age, except that the complexitics in dafining
this entity may far exceed its advantages.
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Eudnotes

! wormata (1977), in writiag about literacy in Anglo-Saxen England, uses pragmatic fiteracy o
refer to lower level functional iiteracy, and cultured Steracy to wefer to Asheim’s higher
Grerecy.

2 Congressional Record, Nov. 18, 1970, Vol. 116 (n0.184).

3A similar issue was raised many years ago in the report of an American soldier during World
War Il who recsived lettars written in Russian from his immigrant pareats. The soldier
undersiood spoken Russian but could aot read it Another soldier in his unit had leamed to
prorounce Cyrillic script evea though he could not understand Russian. Therefors, the latter
soidicr pronounced the script and the addressee lisiened, thereby coming to know the content
of the letiess. The issue raised by this pracsss was "Who is reading?”. The simplest answer is
cither neither or the awo together. By defirition, neitker reads Russian by himself,
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Definitions of Literacy: Responses
1.0 Sunmary and high points of Yenezky's paper

Professor YeneiXy has provided a good beginning point and sumaary for the

poleaics of defining literacy/~ies. Bis stated goal was to “open to critica:

exaa{nation the various conteaporary meanings offered for Jiteracy.” (p.1)
Ny inteat here is to respond to several of the points he raised ia his pagar

and then to move on to poiats of oaission, I believe must be identified if a

.national discussion is to responsibly take place on literacy.

Professor Veaczky maintained a fairly saall range of aeanings in his
paper, if only to aake the discussion more macageable. Bis basic defiaition
of literacy is not very different from 2any in the fieid, and is assuzed as
the beginning point:

'rutthcrnére, I will assupe that literacy sXills center on the use of
print and that at a giniaun this requires reading and writing.” (p.3)

Be is also concerned with the threshold or nininum level of this use of
print.
"As a ficst step in defining literacy, therefore, I will qualify the rang
ot abilities referred to as minimal or near minius) for some goal, as
opposed to advanced, as was indicated in classical tines.” {p.))

While reserving the ters illiteracy “"for th;se lacking totally in reading/-

writing Xnowledge” (p. 4}, he procceds to discuss functional literacy and

other terms, the skills required for literacy, proficiency levels, and the
non-English speaking individual. His discussion of definitions is limited ¢
adults,

"It seems reasonabdle, therefore, to continue to use literacy as a referas
for adult or near-adult abilities.... (At issue here is not the meaning o
literacy for individuals, but its meaning to society. Literacy rates are
meaningful as indicators of population characteristics only when applied
to those who need to be literate.)” (p.5)

He proposes to basic levels of proficiency:




"...basic literacy ... vhich applies to the level that allows self-
tustained developnent in literacy to continue; and required literacy which
is the literacy level that is required for any given social context, and
i vhich might, therefore, change over time. Fungtional literacy remains
T e useful as a general designation of abilities above basic literacy,

. e ailoving sone level of tuactioning through print in society.” (p.8)

The paper argues for literacy as procedural Xmowledge vs. declarative
knovledge (p.4} and four dasic types of skills: teading, writing, numeracy,
and docusent processing/xnowledce. Reading is, howvever, primary.
"Reading is clearly primary to any definition of literacy and the others
are, in some sense, secondary. Vriting presupposes reading....
Similarly, numeracy and document knowledge 2re supplenentary to reading, B
‘and have no role in the literacy equation without it." (p.7) . v
In ansver to the quectios of "How literate is ‘*literate?’”, he identifies
three necessary elements: (1) there must de variable -~riteria, (2) one aust
include critical levels [of proficiency], and (3) it must allow for change.
Professor Venezky then identifies the definitional issues attendent to
literacy and the non-native speaker as involving at least three Xinds of
“non-native speaker”:
o bilingual, mono-literate;
© bilingual, non-literate; and
© sonolingual in a non-English language (for whom the ladel of illiterate
in Englisd has no logical meaning).
He describes these issues as thorny, and "to; the most part ... political
matters” (p. 10) and defers any further discussion of their "complexities.”
. 2.0 FKesponses to the paper: Social is social
In any dis:ussion-ot lanjuage, particularly within the definitional

polemics for literacy, we must distinguish between the adilities as

competence and the use of those abilities in concrete situations as

performance. These are obviously related since you can't perforn reading or
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writing {f you can't read or write, nor can you assess those parallel
abilities absent any performance. While Professor Venezky assumed literacy
skills center on tha uge of print, I assume, and so define, reading as making

sense {or ceaning)! froa writtea symbols, and writing as the use of a systenm

. of signe to convey meaning. Literacy, thus encompasses both reading and

writing. DPoth reading and writing are meaning construction processes and
abilities, soms parallsl to other language/communication skills and
processes.

Vhereas all normal children throughout the world acquire their maternal
oral language(s) relatively easy, at a similar rate regardless of the

language, and as a required feature of their material and human circumstance,

1iteracy is, nore often than not, a formally "taught and learned” set of

abilities, and may or nay-not be socially "required.” Professor Venezky has
helped us guide and focus our discussiorn in making this last point.

He has also helped ur avoid many of the hidden polemical traps by avoiding
tha teras cultural literacy, or succucbing to collapsing reading and writing
adilities with "education®, or many of the other notions of "high culture.”
The English language is quite £lexible enough to be used to talk abcut these
other social notions without confusing them with "literacy.”™ Although this
is often done quite purposefully for other reascns than defining “literacy.”

There is a rub, hovever, in focusing on numeracy, and document processing,
as wvell as uses or functions to which literacy (primarily writing) is put.

If ve Iocu; on the uses of literacy ve are basically ansvering two questicns:
¢ Under vhat circumstances does reading take place most effectively?

o For what purposes and with what forms does sodeone write?
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I stete these questions as such because they allow us to organize the issues

raised by the reading comprehension and ethnographic research of the last two

decades, in particular, the zole of dackground knowledge in rcad{nq
cospredension, the fa=iliaxily of text structure and organizatioa (Professor
Veaezly's “types ol materiala®, as vell as the arguaents for document
processing), and the JiZterential patterns of use of writing by social,
ethnic/racial, and geuder groups. o

It is unfortunate that Prolessor Vene:k§ relegates the definitional issues
reised by language piuralisa and literacy within the United States to the _f'
political realx. In several areas ;e.g., laaguage and cognition, second
language acquisition), bilingual and bi-literacy rcsearcg are pruviding the ] '-é.-
more exciting intellectual and cultural experiences. His interest in the ’
“universal basic [developaental) processes™ of literacy would seean to demand
be consider these more fundaxentally than he did. I suspect, with all due
respect, that he responded more ‘bound by his cultural blinders than he
recognized or was willing to adait. Although I suspect iiis point of
reference throughout most of Lis paper was English literacy, it was only
towvards the ond that we vere given explizit cues to this assumption. MNuch of
the "literacy” 2nd "reading” literature produced in this country assunmes
Znglish is the language of concern. Some of these research writings also
assuae that wvhatever is "discovered™ about English, must be universal to
Language. With over 28 uillion pecsons in the United States living in
households where a language cther than English is spoken, more systeamatic
research and policy attention should be paid to the issues of bilingualism

and literacy and to biliteracy itself.
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One particular concern in this area is the notion of whether or how auch

English oral language proficiency should be mastered before

English literacy

instruction is introduced (for school age persons as well as adults). Many

of the literacy service centers provided throughout the country over the last

severzl years have turaed avay non~English speakers saying “we den't provide
Eaglish as a second language instruction here.” Some of these centers are
beinning to link up with other coamunity services or at least ask whether or
not the individual is literate in any other language. In areas of high
concentration of language minorities, we aust ask ourselves whether
inattention to this issue is not done purposefully; Are we intersstad in
literacy instruction, or in English language literacy alone?

One lzst reaction to the paper involves the decision to liait the
discussion to adults. Reading inctruction is so central to the national
school curricula, that I believe we can safely say their is a societal
expectation that school age children will be able "“to read" certainly by the
end of elementary school. Many of the definitional issues raised in the
paper were applicable to youngsters much younger than 15 years of age, and
involved more than an age differential with adults.

3.0 Summary

Professor Venezky's paper provided, I believe, a good basis for critically
“exanining the various contexzporary zeanings for literacy.” He sharel a
brief historical review of the social notions of litesacy, related to
teading, writing, nuaeracy, document kiowledge, and "education." lie

particularly focussed on functional literacy and the inplied abilities and

levels of proticiency. If I were disappointed, it was in that it did not

focus on enough issues and enough of the "“contemporary m23nings” available.

A disappointment made real due to the limits of space and tinme.
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LITERACY FOR WHAT PURPOSE™?

X Literacy liberates.

¥ Literacy is used to domesticate free individuals.

¥ Literacy use is growing.

¥ Literacy use iz shrinking.

X Literacy illuminates the ways %t God to humsnity.

X Literacy sells soap.

¥ Literacy cspawns creativity and makes possible btatween
individuals links which span space and time.

X l.iteracy serves gate-keeper functions.

¥ Literacy, by itself, wields no magical transforming
power over learning and life. .

¥ Literacy scholars will never produce a comprehensive
social history of its uses or a comprehensive theory to

explain the histeory of texts and readers.

Each of the above thoughts has been articulated by one or
more scholars examining the purposes and functions uf literacy.
Though contradictory, each is probably true. Each thought, in
turn, becomes false as soon as it 1Is overgeneralized and used as
an ideological platform from which to offer an overly simplified

explanation of complex reality.
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The purposes, uses, and formats »f literacy are varied and

expanding. How literacy is used is determined, to a large extent,
by social contexts and it is becoming increasingly clear that, in
generala literacy abilities only partially transfer froa one
context and format to others. Many mistakes we make and have made
in relation to literacy stem from misconceptions or overly

generalized conceptions of what literacy is and how it is used.

Literacy Misconceptions

Traditional misconceptions about how literacy works and what
it can and cannot accomplish have influenced‘and limited our
understanding of literacy. These same misconceptions have
compromised the effectiveness of educational and policy decisions
we make in relation to literacy. Guthrie and Kirsch (1983)
identify one traditional misconception as .ne viewpoint that
literacy is a unitary, dichotomous, psychological capability that
is learned with the appropriate educational opportunity. One
either gets literacy or one does not. A second and related
misconception is that mastering literacy in one context
substantially transfers to other contexts.

More than a decade of research examining the purposes and
uses of literacy has demonstrated that:

%¥ literacy processes vary widely to reflect the pluralism of

contexts in which literacy is used, and
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X transfer of literacy abilities is severely limited by
differences in format, social support networks, and
required background information as one moves from context
ﬁo context.

For example, literacy in schools often involves independantly
reading to answer end-of-chapter questions or, on some occasions,
carefully studying material to remember, synthesize, or evaluate
it. Purposes and uses of literacy outside classrooms is rarely
school-like. School literacy processes often dif‘er from those
used, for example, to read a troubleshooting manual on the job or
gather information to fill in a form.

There is, of course, some transfer from reading one sort of
material to the ability to read other sorts of material. Research
of the last decade, however, suggests that this transfer is
greatly limited. The most recent NAEP study cf young adult
reading reveals only about 25% shared variance between prose and
document reading performance (Kirsch and Jungeblut, 1986).
Readers who do well with many different types of literacy usually
have practiced with many different types of literacy and often
outside schools. Studies in th2 U.S. military (Sticht 1980, 1982)
and across cultures (Scribner, 1984) indicate only a little
trar=fer from general reading ability to specific uses of
literacy. A soldier in a basic skills class may improve in
literacy abilities while in class, but not be able to transfer

that gain to job performance. He or s!ie will be likely to lose

literacy gains once outside the praétice environment of the class.




" . : T R N T e N R R .. - x c ma P < . -

Mastering the specific processing and cognitive demands of tack
and format may be more key to successful literacy performance than

is mastering a common core of basic literacy skills.

The Influence of Context on Literacy Purpose

Both historical and sociological perspectives provide clear
examples of the overwhelming influence of context on literacy
purposes, demands, and processes. An historical examination of
many cul tures suggests that literacy often begins as a means of
recording and preserving the "holy words" which are initially
read, memorized, and used with a minimum of interpretation.
Literacy evolves to serve purposes of genealogy, government,
commerce and communication (Kaestle, 1985). During this

evolution, the literacy processes, needed additional background

knowledge, and social networks supporting literacy expand

and differentiate. When a substantial portion of a society or
group master literacy, literacy uses expand still further and
profound political and social changes often occur (Goody and Watt,
1963). Graff (1986) points out that there is little evidence that
basic litcracy, in itself, wields a magical transforming power

for learning and life. It is more likely the case that written
language can add power to our communication pot=ntial and that
increased potential can lead to the development and expansion OF

human potential (Harste and Mikulecky, 1984).
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Critics examining literacy from a neo-Marxist perspective are
quick to point out that contexts, purposes, and processes are of
key importance. Limited teaching of functional skills can become
an exer;ise in domestication (Lankshear, 1985), while the teaching
of a "critical literacy" can enable teachers and students to
formulate strategies to change the form, content, and social
relations of education with an interest in freedom and democracy
(Kretovics, 1985).

Historical Changes in Literacy Contexts in the U.S.:

In the United States, fairly recent significant changes in
the literate population have interacted with and helped change our
national context and purposes for literacy. In 1870, only 2% of
the population graduated from high school and two generations
later, in 1910, the proportion was still a low 8%. Of this group,
3/4 went to college. At the beginning of this century, for the
most part, high level literacy and education were the province of
a very small elite (Mikulecky, 1987).

Throughout the century, responses to the demands of wars,
technology, and heavy emphea-is on public schooling increased the
basic literacy levels of the majority. As more individuals
mastered basic literacy, contexts began to change. It became
possible to communicate information more readily in print. More
complex written information became part of the social and literacy
context. During World War II, the U.S. Army found it necessary tc
set a minimum criterion of fourth—-grade reading level for

acceptance into the army. By the 1980s, the criterion level

390
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became high school graduation. During the same time period, the
difficulty of newspaper wire-service stories climbed to 11th-12th .
grade level (Wheat, Lindberg & Matman, 1977). Magazine difficulty

levels are almost universally in the high school difficulty range

(Reading Today, Feb/March, 1986, p. 16). In the workplace, over

20% of jobs called for regular uses of literacy, and the vast
majority of occupational materials (manuals, memos, announcements,
directions, etc.) were written at high school levels of difficulty
or higher (Mikulecky, 1982; Sticht and Mikulecky, 1984).

1t should not be inferred that higher levels of literacy are
therefore required to function. It is possible for a few talented
individuals with coping strategies to function in spite of low
literacy abilities. In part the context of increased literacy
demands can be explained by the context of a more technical,
information rich society. Resnick and Resnick (1977) note that,
in the U.S. and in France, literacy demands have increased as
literacy abilities have climbed. Levine (1982) points out,
however, that we shouldn’'t infer that everything need to be so
difficult and complex in literacy terms. He uses a crowd metaphor
to explain part of the phenomenon of rising literacy demands. The
new cortext is like what happens when the front row of a crowd
rises. Everyone else has to rise to see and participate. As the
average ability level of the population increased to the high
school level, material difficulty tended to rise to that level.

In any case, it is tlear that the historical context for

literacy use has changed dramatically. Literacy use has expanded

1
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and is intertwined with nearly every function of our society.
Average ability levels have climbed (though not equalfy for all},
and the complexity of literacy tasks has increased in reaction to
increasgd literacy sophistication of the population and to the
increased complexity of occupational and social tasks.

Categorizations of Literacy Purposes and Uses:

Listing the purposes and uses of literacy into meaningful
categories is a task impossible to do well. Researchers often
ignore each others’ categories and classify them as too broad or
too narrow to he useful. Heath’'s (1980) analysis of literacy use
in southeastern mill towns produced seven categories of literacy
purpose and use which fall between the extremes. Heath's
categories are:

Instrumental. Information about practical problems (price

tags, checks, bills, ads, street signs, house numbers).

Social--interactional. Information for social relationships

(greeting cards, cartoons, bumper stickers, posters,
letters, newspaper features, recipes).

News—related. Information about third parties or distant
events (newspaper items, political flyers, messages from
gov. offices).

Memory-supportive. Memory aids (messages on calendars,

add~ess and telephone books, inoculation records).

Substitutes for oral messages. (notes for tardiness to

school, message left by parent for child).
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Provision of permanent record. (birth certificates, loan

notes, tax forms).

Confirmation. Support for currently held ideas and attitudes

\(brochures on cars, the Bible, directions for putting
items together).
Other researchers (Northcutt, 1975) have employed topic categories
(i.=2., Occupational, Health, Government, Community, etc.). In a
random selection survey of nearly 500 adults, Mikulecky, Shanklin,
and Caverly (1978) found that adult purposes for reading were, 1in
order of importance:
1. to keeg up with what is going on.
2. for relaxation and personal enjoyment.
3. to find out how to get something done.
4, to study for personal and occupational advancement.
5. to discuss what has been read with friends.

The Influence of Social Networks:

The influence of social networks upon the uses and purposes
for literacy has received increased attention during the past
decade. Literacy use in the home, the workplace, and society in
general has been found to differ significantly from school-type
literacy. Heath (1980, 1984) studies 90 blacks from two mill
towns in the southeastern United States. Among this group,
reading was valued almost exclusively for its functional purposes
(reading bills, signrs, letters, recipes, and so forth). These
tasks were often performed cooperatively. Fingeret (1983), after

using ethnographic methods to study low literates, reported
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intimate social networks among low literates and their friends in
which services like baby sitting and baking were traded for
literacy help. Mikulecky (1982) reported that workers asked
literacy related gquestions of each other nearly twice as often as
did students in school. The purposes for which one uses literacy
and the way one goes about using literacy to function are often

related to how one functions in social networks.

Implications of the Link between Social Contexts and Literacy

Research findings on the link between literacy and social
contexts suggest important implications for educators and policy
makers. They are as follows:

1. It is inappropriate and inaccurate to assume that low
literate adults are helpless in the face of generally high
national literacy demands.

Research by Heath (1980, 1984) and Fingeret (1983) portrays
low literate adults as intelligent, capable human beings able to
function reasonably well in their own social networks. Often
literacy is "worked around” or sometimes avoided all together.
Heisel and Larson (1984) similarly report that a large sample of
undereducated elderly adults had developed the skills and social
networks to meet the demands of their social environment. There
is little evidence to justify characterizing low literate adults
as helpless.

2. Because literacy use and purpose are so closeiy linked with

racially segregated social contexts and networks, a heavy
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potential exists for literacy being used inappropriately for

discrimination and gatekeeping. \

Gilmore (1983) reports Black youth who exhibit symbols of
"streetﬂ behavior related to their social networks are often not
~ssigned by teachers to academic achievement programs even though
evidence suggests they could succeed in such programs. Mikulecky
(1987) reports that the d:.fference between urban and suburban
schools can be characterized by dropout rates approaching 70% in
one and college admission rates over 707% in the other.
Neighborhood and social class values, which have become enmeshed
with race and ethnicity, play key roles in these adolescent
choices. On nearly every indicator of the most recent National
Assessment of Educational Progress, average scores for whites far
exceed average minority scores. For these reasons, use of
credentials or general reading test data for screen.ng decisions
is likely to automatically discriminate against minorities.

Griggs vs. Duke Power company and several subsequent court cases
have clearly indicated that literacy can only be used legally as a
screening mechanism for employment when a clear case can be made
that literacy tests reflect actual job demands (Mikulecky & Diehl,

1978). Such controlling precedents are not yet in place for other

gate—keeping uses of literacy test scores and credentials.

3. The same social networks that support low literate

individuals may function to trap individuals into remaining

low literates.



LA S RS T I CRETLIPL LR PRNIIIT YV SRS e . e w0 .

Though it is important to recognize the richness of social
networks and alternative ways to manage literacy tasks, it 1s also
important to note that scme social networks are counterproductive
to indiyidual and societal growth. Lemann (1986), in his
insightful analysis of the relationships between race and social
class, pointed out that many middle-class Blacks have abandoned
America’s inner cities. They left behind an "underclass" trapped
by poverty, drugs, poor education, and a systematic pattern of
survival skills for the inner city which are counterproductive for
life anywhere else. On an individual level, Johnston (1985) notes
that some adult illiterates may have defined their marriages
and other social relationships around the opportunity and need for
others to help them with literacy. For these adults, learning to
be literate risks destroying intimate relationships. Such mutual
dependency relationships also characterize many of the social
networks of illiterates described by Fingeret (1983). Some
supportive social relationships and networks can help low
literates to function while at the same time preventing them from
changing, growing, or moving into more literate arenas. Educators
and policy makers need to recognize that literacy improvement may
sometimes hinge on providing the support necessary for
relationships and networks to change along with their members. In
other cases, literacy improvement may hinge on removing the
individual or destroying the destructive or counternroductive

network.




Desirable Directions

The information discussed in this paper suggests a number of
positive directions and activities for educators. Initially it
suggests students need to encounter a wider variety of contexts
and uses for literacy. Since most high school students spend less
time reading than most adults in the workforce, increasing and
broadening school reading demands seems both desirable and
possible. In addition, the non-school community (i.e., the
family, churches, clubs, social service organizations, government
agencies) can be encouraged and supported to play larger roles in
the literacy instruction of children and adults. With some
guidance and direction, instruction can occur almost naturally ag
literacy is taught in the process of teaching tasks related to
ordinary performance in these institutions. Teaching of literacy
in a functional context, where it will be immediately understood,
used, and practiced, is an especially effective instructional
approach.

Instructors of all sorts can benefit from paying attention to
how literacy is actually used within productive social networks.
For example, literacy is often used in group solutions to
problems. It may be that teaching students how to ask questions
of peers or how to behave fairly in turn—-taking and returning
favors may be as important to actual literacy functioning as
teaching decoding skills. Using small groups of instructors and
peers has been offered as a means for teaching both literacy and

social context. Harman (1984) noted that the most effective
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learning occurs when learning experiences are in distinct units

relating to immediate concerns, perceptions, and motivations.
Reder (1985) has developed a theoretical framework for such

informal literacy training strategies in his Giving Literacy Away

monograph.

Since literacy is so inextricably intertwined with social
contexts, literacy decisions almost inevitably become political
and social decisions. To politically achieve a society where a
maxisum number of individuals have access to information and the
means to productively participate implies a massive integration of
informal and formal education into most aspects of our .-=3ciety.
Harman (1984) has noted that the high U.S. incidence of functional
illiteracy probably reflects more the nation’'s high degree of
cultural pluralism than the failure of schools. In a pluralistic
society, it is desirable for individuals to be able to move easily
from one cultural setting to others. This suggests more training
for job-specific literacy in the workplace. It suggests training
parents in how to help their children and it suggests providing
guidance to adults in most of our institutions in how to help
their less literate peers. We need to become more effectivza in
teaching each other how to make transitions to meet new literacy
demands.

Extremely destructive social and family settings need to be

very carefully exaemined with an eye toward education that

liberates individuals. Programs that teach literacy to children

and their parents at the same time are examplies of educational
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approaches designed to change social networks. Some state
programs designed to remove gang members from gangs and
resocialize them in forestry programs may be another example of
prepariqg individuals to make the transition into more productive
society. There are still more extreme examples of proposed
programs designed to force individuals out of counterproductive
cycles of dependency. Controversial aspects of such programs are
required literacy levels for parole from prison and required
literacy education in order for low literates to receive federal
or state support.

It is with extreme caution that this author even suggest non-
voluntary programs, however. Since differences in literacy
abilities in the United States break clearly along racial and
ethnic lines, there is a potential for prejudice, paternalism, and
unwarranted invasion of privacy to hold sway. To not address the
issue of counterproductive social networks, however, is to ignore
a key aspect of literacy problems. In recognition of this
delicate and dangerous situation, all non-voluntary programs
attempting to change people’'s lives with the goal of increasing
literacy and personal opportunity need to be recognized as being
political in the extreme sense of the word. As political
programs, they need to be carefully monitored to ensure that
avenues of participation and standards of human dignity are being

maintained.
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Literacy for What Purpose?

br. Mikulecky has done an excellent job of discunsing the
functions and purposes of literacy, particularly in retation to
individuals and their social contexts. what emeryes is not a static
1iat of purposes and functions, but rather a way of thinking about
this issuc that will continue to be useful even aa the characteristics
of specific soclal contexts changes. This framewark posits literzcy
functions zs culturslly relative -~ it respects the differences in
literacy use among cultural groups and acknowledges the role that the
concrete social situation plays in an adult's asscssment of literacy
needs, &8 well as :ts relationship to effective instruction. At the
same time, however, the analysis is embedded in a Clearly normative
Lranewcrk in which literacy is identified as desitanle by the dominant
group in our society. It is this tension that [ would like to explore
in my respon. 'nt's comments,

Hikulecky asserts that, ®Since literacy is so imextricably
intertwined with social contexts, literacy decisions almost lnevitably
become political and social decisions” (p. 10). Indeed, literacy
always has been pdlitical == choices about who reads and what they
vead and how they use what they read always have beet connscted to the
distribution of power in a society (Goody and Watt, 1568). The
literate majority, secure in its position of deminance, partially
attributes its success to literacy, and gquards entrance into literate
domains (Hunter and Harman, 1979).

The societal purposes and functions ascribed to litetacy
historically have been complex dbut basically stable, although the

nature of literacy itself is histurically relative. For at least the
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last four hundred ycars, resding has been viewed as a moral
imperative, connected to spiritual salvation and, of course,
functioning as a mode of social control. Literacy’s possession or
absence has been an indicator of progres3 in moral training and,
therefore, of the extent to which one was “civilized™ or, as we would
say today, “socialized® (Graff, 1979). Literacy tests for voter
tegi£ttation -~ which were maintained into the mid-twentieth century
=~ kept people disenfranchised, cut off from having a voice in their
own governsment in the'n;me of the greater social good. Economic
ideology ?°" is suostituted for church iuveology, but the inability to
use reading and writing skills £n dalily life continues to be cquaced
with & more generalized inability to lead productive lives as
citizens, fanily members and workers, altliough, as Mikulecky asserts,
we have learned that such depictions are {nappropriate and inaccurate.
The contemporary line of reasoning claims that we are moving into
an "Information Age®™ in which technological competence is central and
mobility essential. wWorkplaces will have to be able to change quickly
to accommodate new technologies in order to remain competitive, and
literacy is necessary both for leatning and doing these new jobs
{Hudson lnstitute, 1987). Furthermore, it is argucd, the humber of
jobs that require no or low level literacy skills is declining and
will continue to dacline (Hudjon Institute, 1987). 1In this scenario,
{1literate adults, unable to work in these workplaces of the future,
keep America from ascendiny to the top of the new global order;
furthermore, by being unemployable even in the lower level jocbs, they
&re viewed as a double drag on the economy ‘and a threat to national
se:utizy.' Host obviously, these arguments ignore the realities of
social class and social structure: they aiso ignore tiie complex web of
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forces contributing to the United States' present economic problens
&nd they deny the dignity of illiterate adults.

The connection established between literacy and economic
development provides the framework within which we sev the current
attention to Jiteracy education. It is clajmed that the lowest level
of Jobs is in the process of shifting and that literacy 1s necessary,
not for social mobllity, but for basic, entry-level employment. 1This
push i3 not about "empowerment®™ of people who are poor and
disenfranchised; it i{s about maintaining the present distribution of
wealth and power in America and, even more, across the planet. The
purpose of literacy in this scenario is to enable adults to fit into
the sxisting niches in the workplace.

1 suggest that there is a profaund ambivalence in our nation when
it comes to adult literacy =ducation: it is connected to the potential
social and political consequences of universal literacy. Universal
literacy now is perceived as a necessity == which undermines literacy
as & tool of the power elite and threatens that very power basc.
Thus, a Jdilemma is posed: persons who have been in positions of
powerlessness are the fucus of efforts to provide them with tools that
provide access to power == if unly functional power by viriue of their
now being able to do things they could not do previcusly. Put nobody
is taiking about a redistribution of power. Furthermcee, literacy
scholars are claiming that the key to successful literacy educaticn
iies in the inherent characteristics and strengths of oxfsting
communities -~ in many ways, the very places that are deémed to be
"causing® the problems in the first placel

Hikulecky's discussion of problems with transfer of Jitetacy

skills across contexts achieves a special sigqnificance nhete. To

3




discuss the purposes of literacy as culturally relative is to
recognize that, on a larger societal level, literacy practices (and
functlons) distinguish among cultural groups; Mikulecky points to the
potential for *literacy being used inappropriately for discrimination
and gate~keeping® (p. 7). Narrowly conceived literacy programsa in
which adults only are ptrosred for the literacy demands of highly
specific job functions is one vay of maintaining the gate~keaping
function of literacy while responding to the need £for new literacy
skills in a particular context. As experience with a broader ranye of
litoracy’practices is provided, adults appear to have a gredter
possibility for mobility and transfer of skills and, therefore, for
qreater self-determination (Scribner and Cole, 1981). As Hikulecky
suggests, providing for this broad experience cannct de the province
of any one oryanization; attention to the development of literacy must
be infused throughuut the society aud we all amust share some sense of
tesponsibility for “helping our less literate peers,” as Mikulecky (p.
10} describes. )
Respect for the functions and purposes of literacy as socially
sltuated deals with *he question of "what fs:" it sidesteps the
question of "what should pe,.” Analysis in terms of functicnal context
does not necessarily previde a vision of the "ideal” to which ;e
asrize as a society or to which indjviduals or cultural groups might
aspire. Educational approaches designed to change social contexts or
hetworks, whether they are voluntary or nonvoluntary, imply an ideal
8gainst which the present situation has been judyed and found lacking.
That fdeal may be viowed ag a reflection of the functione of literacy
among the dominant power group in the society, regardless of the
cultural relativism that may be {rplicit in specilic approaches to
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program and curriculum.

Therefore, I would like to add to Dr. Mikulecky's
tecommandations. First, we must add another dimension to the current
attention to learning how to learn: we must learn how to be teachars
48 well -~ how to share our learning with others. Learning and
teaching ~« including literacy developwant == are sacial activities
that occur naturally in many settings: these processes should be
supported and assisted. In addition, we must characterize the
purposes of literacy on at least two levels. One is the leavel of
functional context for an individual or for a specific group.
However, we also must analyze function and purpose as they ate
revealad at a societal level through mechanisms auch as sccial rolicy.
This provides insight into the reasons why we carc about litezacy
levels and a check against the kind of patecnalism and discriminition
of which Mikulecky warns us.
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Measuring Adult Literacy

In 1985, The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
recelved fedieral funds to develop and conduct a literacy assessment of
youug adults. This assessment was the latest in a series of national
performance surveys couducted since 1970 that have focused on the
issue of adult literacy. As such, it continued along a road paved by
these earlier efforts while also attempting to cut new paths based on
recent theoretical frameworks, research £indings, and new testing and
assegsment technologies.

Each of the earlier surveys focusing on adult literacy provided
information that was used to inform public debate and to help policy
makers and educators make the best decisions on ways to help improve
the literacy skills of our citizens. However, these surveys did more
than contribute information for use in making i{nformed declsions; they
s1s0 helped to frame the literacy problem for America. This is an
fmportant funttion because the way one goes abcut sctting a problem
has a strong influence on the procedures adopted for addressing the
problem,

To understand how the NAEP asscssment fits into this set of surveys
and how it contributes to the ongoing discussions about adult
literacy, this paper vi{1l briefly describe three approaches used to
assess literacy in this country. For discussion Qurposes, these are
referred to ast the tiaditional approach, the competency-based
approach, and the profiles approach. In presenting the information in
this way, this paper will show how the various approaches to measuring
literacy build upon each other, how they carry different assumptions
about the natur~ of ‘iteracy, and how they vary in the kinds of
information that they yield. Before discussing these approaches,
however, it will be helpful to look backward and set a context for
literacy assesment in this country.

Satting a Context for Literacy Assessment

llistor: .»1ly, we as a nation have put a high premium on litcracy
gkflla as .ney affect both individual well being and society at large.
During the last centucty, literacy hac taken on even greater importance
&6 we movad from =~ predominantly agrarian to an industrial society
{Cremin, 1970; Cluon, 1975), I was during this transition that our
hation necedes to provif= large numbers of individuals who had a core
sat of skills an?d knowledge Lo meet the changing societal needs. The
introduction a' compulrory education served to fill this need and
literacy »rcams -he primary tool for learning. However, not only has
litceacy been increaringly important for increasing numbers of
individuals, but the level of literacy skill nceded to fully
participate in society has also increased during this period (Chali,
1983; Resnjck ¢ Pasnick, 1977).

As recently as the 1970's, literacy was broadly conceived of as a
"right" of all citizens -- as witness the Right to Read movement which
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reflected the priorities of our nation to ensure that every person
reaching adulthood would he able to participate {n the full range of
literacy activities (Carroll & Chall, 1975). More recently, literacy
has been conceived of not only as a right but also as an obligation,
In 1983, President Reagan announced that the federal government was
Joining with other public and private groups in a nationwide Adult
Literacy Initiative and stated that, "If we're to renew our economy,
protect our freedom, we must sharpen the skills of every American mind
and enlarge the potential of every American life. Unfortunately, the
hidden problem of adult illiteracy holds back too many of our citize-
ns, and as a nation, we, too, pay a price," \

In America, interest {n collecting data on adult {lliteracy dates
back to the mid 18C0's when the Census Bureau began collecting
information on self-resported literacy rates.’ Beginning in 1840, the
Census asked people whether or not they could read or write a simple
message (Stedman & Kaestle, 1986). At that point in our history, as
the Industrial Revoulution was well under way and as compulsory
schooling was becoming a major concern, it made sense to ask, "What is
the number of illiterate people in America?" because there were large
numbers of indIViduals who had not reached even these most simple
criteria, By the 1920's, Census figures showed that self-reported
literacy rates for Blacks had risen from a low of 19 percent Lo around
77 percent , For foreign-born tthites, the literacy rate was around
87V, while for native-born Whites it was over 96 percent (Venezky,
Kaestle, & Sum, 1987).

Two factors arose at this time in our society that set the stage
for a shift away from reliance on self-roported literacy rates toward
measures based on demonstrated performance. First, widespread failure
of Army recruits on World War 1 classification tests led many to
question the validity of the self-reported literacy rates published by
the Census. 1In addition, policy makers and reading specialists began
to talk about the large numbers of people in America who could read in
a technical sense but who either did not read very well or who did not
read very much (Luswell, 1937; Gray, 1933). Second, there was a
growing 2xcitement about the potential of standardized testing {or
education. 1In addition to selecting and sorting individuals,
educational messurement was promoted as a means for diagnosing
specific learning deficiencies, describing particular learner
achievements, and measuring program outcomes (Buros, 1977).

The Traditional Approach

As noted above, the growing concern over the inadequacy of self-
reported literacy rates coupled with the growing optimism for
educatlonal measurement marked the point in our history when people
began equating "functional literacy” with the attainment of certain
grade-~level scores on standardized tests of reading achievement, With
these tests it was possible to determine percentages of various
populations performing at or above specified reading grade levels.
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Persons estimated to be performing at or above these levels wore
considered to have adequate reading skills necessary to perform on
materials or tasks judged to be of comparable grade-level difficulty,
Those persons failing to perform at or above these specitfied lnrvels
vwere labeled “{ll{terate” or *functionally illiterate” and were
presumed to lack the necessary reading gkills reeded to function in
our society.

Among other things, the focus on reading grade-level gcores served
to shift literacy discussions away from levels associated with
learning to read and more toward the skills and knowledge that have
come to be associated with reading to learn. Over the last =ixty
years or so of testing, the critaria used to judge adequate levels of
reading skill has risen steadily from a third-grade level to an
eighth~grade level (Stedman & FKaestle, 1986). Some have even called
for a twelfth-grade reading level as being necessary to function in a
technological society (Carroll & Chall, 197s),

. The practice of using grade~level scores to understand the literacy
problems facing adults in this country carries with {t certain
assumptions and limitations, Grade-level scores are usually
determined from the average performance of an {n-school norming sample
over a particular get of reading passages and multiple-choice
questions. These samples typically comprise children of various ages
and grades attending echools throughout the country. Thus, a grade-
level score of 4,5 represents the average performance of children
tested in the fifth month of the fourth grade., Similarly, a score of
9.0 represents the average performance of children at the beglinning of
the ninth grade. Given this, and the fact that rcading §{s assumed to
be normally distributed in the population, by definition half of the
students will score below grade level for the year of school they have
just completed, This means that no matter how good the instruction,
half of any nationally representative sample will score below their
respective grade level.

Another factor contributing to performance on standardized reading
tests {s the manner in which reading tasks are selected into a given
test. Typically, selection is based on item statistics which were
designed to yield tests which maximally differentiate among
individuals., while these procedures are suitabie for producing
reliable and valid tests for the purposes of sorting and selecting
individuals, they have proven less usefull for purpeses of
instructional placement, diagnosing specific deficienc.es, and for
certifying specific competencies (Cross & Jaris, 1987; Haertel, 198S5).
Yet theme are tha very functions these measures have been employed to
serve for adults,

In additon to the above, many people have come to recognize two
other concerns associated with using grade-level scores with adults,
First, research has shown that the literacy materials adujts encounter
in various nonschool contexts 90 beyond the type of naterials
typically associated with standardized tests of reading (ie-ath, 1980;
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Jacob, 1982y Kirsch & Guthrie, 1984a; Mikulecky, 1982; Venezky,
1982). As 3 result performance on these measures ave often not good
predictors of performance on literacy tasks associaced with nonschool
settings. For example, kirsch & Guthrie (1984b) have shown that the
relationshlp between tasks meaguring text search end prose
comprehension shace only about 10V of the variance while time spent
enqaged with each of these types of tusks account for 32% and 45% of
the variance, respectively. In addition, sSticht {1982} has reported
that marginally literate adults enrolled in a job-related literacy
program make about twice the gain {n performance on job-related
reading tasks than on tasks typically found on standardized read’ng
tests,

Second, grade~level scores represent the average performance of
students functioning within a particular school context znd, thus,
reflect much more than simply reading achievement. Interpretation of
adult performance on such a scale should be quite different from that
of a chiid., Just as a fourth grader scoring at an eleventh-grada
level on a test of reading achievement is very different from a tenth-
or eieventh-grade student scoring at this level, so is an adult
scoring at an eighth-grade level very different from a gseventh- or
#ighth-grade gtudent demonstrating this level of reading chievement,

The Competency Based Approach

As » result of these concerns, rescarchers began to recogrize that
measures of adult literacy could not be limited to a single grade-
level score determined by children's performance on school-based
tasks. During the 1970's, national per formance surveys such ss those
conducted by Louis Harris and Associates (1970,1971), Educational
Testing Service (Murphy 1973), and the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (1972,1976) attempted to go beyond school-related
reading tasks by {ncluding a broader range of materials that adults
are likely to encounter at home, at work, or while traveling or
shopping within their community. Representing the most publicized of
these national s'‘rveys is the Adult Ferformance Level Project (APL)
(Northcutt, 1975). The APL project measured in addition to rcading
and writing sxills, computation, problem solving, and interpersonal
skills as they interact with the areas of occupational knowledge,
congumer economics, health, and law.

For each of these surveys, nonschool types of materials were
sampled and used to develop tasks which were field-tested and then
administered to various national samples, By analyzing responses made
to these tasks, researchers could estimate the proportion of the adult
population that could perform such tasks successfully; they could also
determine the extent to which various background characteristfcs, such
as educational level, race, genede”, and income level relate to these
various percentages. Thus by measuring literacy based on materials
actually associated with adult contexts, researchers attempted to
produce information baged on adult materials. It was believed that

R
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this typs of information would better inform policymakers and
educators as to the adult literacy problem in this country.

While these approaches to assessing adult literacy represent a
significant improvement over traditional gchool~based measures of
reading achiavement, they also share some of the same assumptions and
limications, First, llke traditional measut?s, the resesrchers who
conducted these surveys made no attempt to analvze the tasks or to
determine what factors contribuced to task difficulty. without
efforts to understand how particular types of questions interact with
various msterials to affect processing demands, it is difficult to
determine the construct representation associated with a given
instrument, Yet it is precisely this type of information that is
critical in identifying and validating a theory which systematically
relates & set of psychological processes to & set of operational
characteristics that condition these processes in predictable ways.
Hithaut such fnformation, there is no basis for assuming that
measuremant instruments being used to e.aluate program effectiveress,
to determine learner competencies, or to develop instructional
programs ure focusing on the zame or even highly similar constructa
(Mosenthal & Kirsch, 1987 ,

8econd, with the exception of the Adult Functional Reading Survey
{Murphy, 1973) which only reported the percentagez of adults who
responded corractly to each task, the national performarce surveys
summed across items to yiaeld a ningle snore that was reported to the
public, Thus, like the traditional approach, these surveys treated
literacy as an ability taat lies along a single continuum with scores
indicating the various amounts of this trait an individual or group
exhibits, Moreover, a single point was selected below which people
were classified as either *f1literate” or functionally flliterate”,
Raviews of these surveys pointed to the fact that the estimates of
“flliteracy” or “functional illiteracy” varied as widely as the
measures themeelves, ranging from about 13% to about 50% (Kirsch ¢
Guthrie, 1977-78, Fisher, 1977)., while debates ensued ag to the
accuracy ¢f these estimates a»1 the utility of & single cutpoint,
critics pointed to the varyi .9 “efinitions, the different cutpoints
used, and various types of tasks adults were asked to respond t as a
basis of noncomparability of these results.

She Profiles Approach

When NAEP began to design its literacy assessment of young adults,
the fdea was to extend the work undertaken in ecarlier surveys which
had shifted the focus from the traditional approach to the competency-
based approach. The assessment took from thias latter approach {ts
focus on "real world" materjfals, 1In additon, based on a growinj body
of rescarch (Heath, 1980; Mikulecky, 1982; Kirsch & Guthrie, 1984a;
Sticht, 1978), the assessment then identified a range of uses or
purposes that adults have for reading these various materials. The
rasulting interaction between uses and materials served as the

- e

s
TSN



Q

ERIC

Ariirox providsdy eric JECHS

6

framework for developing tasks that correspond to the varicus levels
and types of information processing demands associated with various
adult environments,

Furthermore, the NAEP assessment was not constrained by imporing an
artificial set of response requirements on these tasks, as happens .
with multiple choice items. Rather, in most instances, tasks required
respondents to perform in ways that simulated procedures found in
actual occurrences of these tasks in various settings. Examples of
this ircluded: reading and responding to editorials, news stories, and
classified listings in a newspapar; writing a letter to a credit
departmeat; orally explaining the differcnces in two types of job
benefite: completing a bank deposit slips writing a check and keeping
& running balance in & check ledger; and, filling in a form to order
merchandise from a catalogue. Moreover, the critegia used to judge
the appropriasteness of a response was based on the actual criteria for
defining #dequacy in thore real world contexts. For example, banks
were consulted to determine criteria for accepting or rejecting a
customer-completed deposit slip and check. .n sum these efforts were
undertaken in the attempt to meintain the integrity of as many aspects
of the literacy tasks as possible,

Given the complexity and diversity among literacy tasks in our
society, it was deemed inappropriate to attempt to categorize
individuals or groups &s either literate or illiterate. An approach
was sought that recognized the fact that there is a broad range of
proficiency levels at which people are neither totally illiterate nor
fully literate to the extent that they can svccessfully deal with many
of society's more challenging tasks. 1In -additon, it was expected that
the wide variety of activities associated with using printed or
written materials was likely to require different types of literacy
skills. Therefore, attempts were made to analyze and report the data
in such a way as to provide a means for understanding the various :
types an? levels of literacy exhibited within our society, It was |
thought that such an approach would provide a more accurate :
represantation not only of the complex nature of literacy demands ’
within a pluralistic society, but also of the status of people
functioning in our society,

Bzged upon statistical and conceptual analyses (Kirsch & Jungeblut,
1986}, NAEP chose to represent the diverse set of some 100 tasks in
terms of three categories or famjlies of tasks: prose tasks; document
tazks, and quantitative tasks. Prose literacy tasks required the
reader to demonstrate the knowledge and skills associated with
undesstanding and uxing information from texts that include
editorials, news stories, poems, and the like. bDocument literacy
tacks required readers to demonstrate the knowledge and skills
associated with locating and using information contained in job
applications or payroll forms, bus schedules, maps, tables, indexes,
and so forth. Finally, the quantitative tasks required the reader to
perform different arithmetical operations, either alone or
sequentially with information that was embeddegd in either prose or

Ut
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document formats. Included here were such tasks as entering cash and
checks onto a deposit slip, balancing a checkbook, completing an order
form, or determining the amount of interest from a loan advertisement.

Tasks representative of these three types of literacy were scaled
using item response theoxy (IRT) methodology. IRT is a mathematical
model for estimating the probability that a person will respond
correctly to a patticular task. To determine this probabilisy,
anslyses within a given scale were rarried out in two steps: First,
the parameters of the tasks were estimated, For NAEP, these include
item discrimination, item diffirulty, and where appropriate, guessing.
Eecond, levels of proficiency were estimated for individuals and
groups. Tha former provides a criterion-refrenced interpretation of
various points along the scale, while the latter provides information
yielding norm-referenced interpretationa,

By estimating proficiency levels on scales constructed to range
from 0-500, NAEP was able to describe and compare the distributions of
various groups of interest -~ the total population: white, black, and
hispanic young adults; as well as several levels of educational
attainment, For exsmple, with this type of information comparative
statements guch as the following could be made. While 57% of the
total population reach or surpass the 300 level on the prose scale,
only 12% and 25V of persons with 8 or fewer years of edication and
with 9-12 years of education, respectively, attain or surpass this
Jevel., For those who report earning a high school dirloma hut no
certificate beyond that level, nearly all attain the 150 level,
approximstely two-thirds are estimated to reach or surpass the 275
level, while only 3% are estimated to reach the 375 level.

Exan.ining and comparing groups of young adults who have attzined
varjous levels of proficiency and relating these levels to various
background characteristics furthers our understanding as to the extent
of the literacy problems facing this population. As such, the NALT
agsessment provides informatjon that goes beyond previous reports that
focused on dividing the population into two groups.

In additon tc providing norm-ruferneced interpretations such as
thote apove, IRT provides a means for making criterion-referenced
interpretations. wWithin each scale, tasks were ordered based on the
estimates of the task’s parameters, By ordering tasks cn each of the
three literacy scales, NAEF was able to identify those tasks within a
scale thact were estimated to be at similar levels and those tasks that
were estimated to be at relatively higher or lower levels, For
example, on the document scale zeveral tasks were estirated to be
sround the 200 level. These included: entering personal information
on a job application, locating a movie in a television listing, and
matching items on a shopping 1ist to a set of store coupoiL. At
higher levels, tasks fincluded locating information rn a pay stub
(257}, using ar index from an almanac (278), and foilowing directions
for treveling from one Jocstion to anothey using a map (300).
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However useful this information is, it was felt that additional
supplememtary information needed to be provided to extend our
understanding of what it means to perform at various levels on each of
the scales. NEAP accomplished this by selecting benchmark tasks along
each of the scales and identifying variables that seemed to be related
to the underlying constructs reflecting task complexity. For example,
on the document scale, three variables were identified. These were:
the number of features or categories of information in the question or
directive that had to be matched to irZzrmation in the uocument; the
degree to which the wording in the question or directive corresponded
to that in the document; and the number of distractors or plausible
correct answersa {n the document,

At the simplest levels of complexity, document tasks included
signin. one's name on a social security card, locating the expiration
date on a driver's license, and locating the date and time of a
meating from a form. Each of the tasks at this level of difficulty
involved matching a single feature or category of information ( e.g.
one's name) with {nformation in the decument (e.g. the word signature
followed by a blank 1ine). Almost all (98%) young adults were
estimated to be performing at this level of proficiency.

At & higher level of complexity, document :zsks required readers to
match information on the basis of two features from documents
containing several distractors or plausible answers. on such task
involved locating 2 particular intersection on a street map; another
involved locating the gross pay for year-to-date on a poy stub.
Approximately 84% of young adults were estimated to have reached or
surpassed this level,

Tasks at a third level of complexity required readers to match
information on the basis of increasing numbers of features or
categories. In some cases, these matches were literal, while in
others they were based on information that was stated one way in the
question and another in the document. Also common at these levels was
an increase in the number of distractors contained in the document.
Examples of tasks having these characteristics included: looking up
the appropriate kind of sandpaper to use from 2 chart depicting
various types of use, grades, and, materials to be sanded; and
identifying information contained in a graph showing sources of
energy, years of consumption, ¢ 1 prrcentage of use by energy type.
0n1¥ 20% of young adults were estimated to have att ined this level of
proliciency,

In sum, the NAEP assessment derived two major benefits from using
IR? methodology: it ‘enhanced the comparability of results across
groups, age, and time, and it provided a basis for relating background
and attitude variables to levels of proficiency (Messick, Beaton, &
Lord, 1983), 1In additon, moving from a single comprehensive literacy
scale to multiple scales extends our understanding of the construct of
literacy by providing one means for describing its multi-faceted
nature, That is, the implementation of multiple scales makes explicit



Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

9

an organizing framework for capturing in a useful way the diversity of
tasks that have heretofore been reported in terms of a single score
iNafziger, Thompson, Hiscox, & Owen, 1975). Moreover, the process of
anchoring various levels on each of the literacy scales takes us one
step further in our understanding of the constructs being assessed.

It is through the identi{fication of these variables that one comes to
better understand tie meaning nf the proficiency scores reported
(Messick, 1987) and the nature of the literacy problems facing
Amorica, It is the difficulties individuals have with employing these
skills and strategies that characterizes the lit-racy prcblem for much
of the young adult population, not ®"illiteracy” or the inability to
decode print or comprehend simple textual materials.

Next Steps

The theoretical framework selected for the NAEP adult literacy
asseasment enables & program of research that is expected to serva two
important functions: first, enhanced understanding that will lead to
the development of new assessment tasks having known properties and,
second, a foundation for the development of inatructional modules that
are closely associated with the NAEP literacy assessment instruments
and that reflect their underlying theoretical constructs.

The anchoring process conducted by NAEP demonstrated that tasks
fall along a scale not soley as a reflection of the characteristics of
the document but as a result of the interaction between the document
and the level and type of operation required in the question or
directive. However, theses lattar variables were identified only for
selected benchmark tasks and were not subjected to validation studies.

One study currently underway at ETS seeks to identify and validate
sets of variables that relate in hypothesized ways to the constructs
that underlie performance on each of the simulation tasks on the three
NAEP literacy scales. This study explores both the structure and
content of the printed stimulus materials as well as the structure and
content of the question{s) or directives(s) about the printed
material, As these gtructural and content variables are identified,
their interrelationships will be examined.

These results will allow us to represent specific models of
variables relating to constructs underlying literacy performance and
to implement procedures to determine the extent to which these
variables account for variance associaled wita performance on each of
the defined literacy scales (Embretson, 1983; Mitchell, 1983)., An
imnortant issue in addressing the validity of the resulting models is
to demonstrate the extent to which they acccunt for variance not only
foi the total population but for variance in particular subgroups as
well.

The focus here is on the identiiication and validaticn of “ideal
reader” models of the ways in which adults successfully complete
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simulation tasks representing different levels of literacy proficiency
on each of the three NAEP scales. To complement and extend this work,
& study is planned to identify and explain the kinds of errors made on
particular types of literacy tasks. Using a sample of young adults
with differing background characteristics and 3jfferent demonstrated
literacy proficiencies, incorrect responses to the literac) tasks will
be analyzed and evaluated against the ideal reader models. The
process of analyzing and evaluaiing errors will serve te capture
inappropriate processing strategies as well as misconceptions common
to various levels of proficiency that may also characterize the
performance of particular subgroups (L.e., differing levels of
educational attainment or differing employment status). As a result,
new tasks can be configured to reflect the types of prototypical
errore demonstrated, As difficulties readers encounter in completing
these simulation tasks are identified, appropriate procedural routines
for successful completion of the tasks will be modeled.

Conclusions

This paper has tried to decribe the various ways this country has
approached measuring literacy skills. 1In presenting this informaiton,
it was shown how each of the varjous approaches utilized existing
knowledge and technologies to provide program planners and educaters
with useful information. As the latest in a series of surveys, the
NAEP assessment was able to benefit from the most recent research
information and measurement technologies. In contrast to other
approaches which characterize literacy as either a single skill that
i3 suitable to all types of texts, or as an almost infinite number of
competencies, each defined by a given type of text or document, the
NAEP assessment demonstrates that there may well be an ordered set of
skills and strategies that are called in to play to accomplish the
range and types of tasks assessed, As such, the NAEP assessment
attempted to frame the literacy problem in this country in terms of
the types and levels of literacy achieved rather than in terms of the
number of {lliterates,

In addition, this paper has described an ongoing research program
which attempts to build on the foundatjion providcd by the NAEP
agsessment, Such systematic efforts ace important because they seek
through careful examination and experimentation to understand the
underlying skills and strategies nceded to successfully deal with
literacy tasks common to various adult contexts, With such an
understanding, it is hoped that more efficient and effective education
and training programs can be developed. Wwithout improvenents that may
result from such efforts, it is possible that with the projected
increase in the percentage of poor, low-achieving minorities and the
rise in literacy demands, our workerforce by the end of this century
could be be less literate ou society more divided along racial and
socioeconomic lines,
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Measuring Adult Literacy:
Respopse to the paper by Ivwin Kirsch

Thomas G. Sticht
App’ ‘ed Behavioral & Cognitive Sciences, Inc.
San Diego, CA 92106

In his paper Kirsch provides a succinct overview of the
approaches that have been taken to indicate the state of
development among adults in the United States over the past 70
years (World War I to the present). He provides a rationale for
the most recent assessment of adult literacy skills by the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). And he
provides a brief insight into additional ;tudies he and his col-
leagues are pursing "that will lead %o the development of new
assessment tasks having known properties" and which will provide
"a foundation for the development of instructional modules that

are closely associlated with the NAEP assessment instruments and

that reflect their underlying theoretical comstructs."

In passing on to my main comments, let me note that the task
of producing instructional modules "closely associated with the
NAEP assessment instruments" represents a significant departure
from pasc activities associated with the NAEP assessment and
suggests that curriculum might be very directly "driven by the
NAEP test to produce improved performance on NAEP items," which

could be construed as a forn of "teaching to the test,' an




activity that has been avoided in previous NAEP assessments of
either school-aged children or adults, This type of close-
coupling of NAEP test items and school curriculum has been a
concern of many in the past who have.feared a federally-develop-
ed, nationally standardized school curriculum similar to many ot
those in other countries. It is interesting that such concern

might not extend to "remedial® instruction for adults.

My comments on Kirsch’s paper are concerned with two
questions: what is the pvrpose of measuring adult literacy?

How should such measurement be accomplished?
Why Measure Adult Literacy?

In september, 1985, Secretary of Education William J.
Bennett, in a speech about plans for the future of the HAEP,
commented that, "Fundamentally, we all uue assessment~type data
for diégnostic purposes, so that we can know how we are doing,
where we are succeeding up to our aspiraticns and where we are
faliing short, in order to strengthen our ability to provide
avery child with an opportunity to achieve educational excel- '
lence." The Secretary also stated that "NAEP should develop an
index of "functional literacy" that is consistent over time and
applicabla to the adult population as well as to chldren of
school age. MNAEP should then employ a fixed schedule (once every

decade, perhaps, like the Census) by which it uses this index to

op
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assess literacy and illiteracy in the nation as a whole."

Putting thesae concerns of the Secretary of Education
togethe~, we might conclude that one purpose of an assessment of
adult literacy is to see hcw well we are doing in’developing the
literacy skills of children as they grow up to become adults.

A measure of "functional" literacy, administered as children
progress through tha school grades would show how tha children’s
"functional” literacy skills are developing over time and how
;uch development culminates in the performance of adults. And,
presumably, “functional' literacy would be distinguished from
"non-functional" literacy. If not, then there is no need for the

modifier of literacy.

In using standardized tests that are normed on grade school
children to assess adult literacy skills in teéms of "reading
grade levels,” the domain of literacy assessed is considered to
represent non-functional, "academic" literacy. But, in many
cases, use is made of tha grade level to indicate "functional®
literacy, too. For instance, many programs consider that aduits
reading below the $.0 grade level (i.e., at the 4th grade or
below) are not "functionally" literate. Thus, there is not a
complete separation of "functional® and “"academic" literacy in
terms of separate domains of l.nowledge or task performance.

.

But ignoring the conceptual problem of distinguishing




"funrttional® from "non-functional, academic" literacy, use of

school~based tests to assess adult literacy achievement does
provide a developmental picture consistent with the notion that
adult literacy achlevement is the result of an educational
process in which this nation places huge amounts of fiscal,
material, and human resources. But the tests are based upon the
children’a school grades, and the content and process demands of
the tests reflect the knowledge and thought processes that the
schools aim to develop. The outcome of 12 years of education is
supposed to be the educated, literate adult. In that case, the
alm of adult literacy assessment should be to find out how well
adults have acquired the literacy that the schoois ailm to
develop. To assess the adults in "functional" literacy that is
not the specific aim of the schools does not reflect properly

what the schools have accomplished.

But it turns out that, despite some claims to the contrary,
if students do, in fact, acquire the academic literacy skills
taught in the schools, as they are assessed by traditional,
standardized, norm-referenced literacy tests, they ave generally
able to pzrform any number of "functional® literacy tests quite
well, including many job-related reading tasks (Sticht, 1975). In
fact, correlations among "academic" and job-related, "functional"
literacy tests have been found above .75 for various tests.

1

Such tests also correlate at near maximal levels, given




their typlcal reliability coefficients, with tests such as the
Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) and various tests of
verbal intelligence. Because of these signiricant relationships,
ther« is much to be learned from the use of grade-school normed
literacy tests with adults. Such tests reveal differences among
the adult populatlion that can be of use not only for indicating
how well we are doing in promoting achievement over the school
years, but also in making predictions about which adults will
learn well in future education and training programs in certain

settings.

But one of the things that standardized, grade-schuol-normed
tests are not usaful for with acdults is to match them to an
instructional program. That is because the adults are no longer
in the K~12 school systam, and the immediate and pressing needs
they have for learning will generaliy be different from those o.
children who are progressing through the grade school. Unfor-
tunately, this is precisely the major use of such tests that is
made in most adult literacy programs. For this reason, there have
been numerous criticisms of the use of grade-level-raferenced
tests with adults, along the lines drawn by Kirsch in his paper.
His points are well taken in this regard, and I will not elabor-

ate on then.

My main point in this section is that the purpose for which

‘adult literacy is being measured should influence how it will be




measured., In this regard, I note that standardized, school-based
testa may provide useful information about adult literacy. and
should not be dismissed citegorically. Further, it may be

possible to develop even better school-based tests, using item
responge theory, to indicate growth over the school years and

into adulthood. It should be noted that, for children ir, academic
settings, "academic" litmracy ia "functionaiwn Xitarscy. And for
adults who hope to yain a GED high-school equivalency, or qualify »
for college, or some other education and training progranm,

"academic" literacy is “"functional" literacy.

It addition to school-referenced tests, adult-oriented
tasts that indicate thae 'mtate of adult litsracy without reterence
to a particular schooling background are useful for assessing the
skills of adults who have migrated into the nation. Tha results
of such tests with new citizens or citizens-to-be should not, of
course, be interpreted to reflect on the adequacy of the nation’s
K~12 school system. Such tests might be norm-referenced if the
purposa is to discriminate among adults for some screening
purpose (such as with the AFQT literacy test). They might be
based on the Lroad categories of the new NATP for adults (Prose;
Document; Quantitative) if the purpose is to characterize the
state of literacy in such general 'rms at a nationul level. And
they might be competency-based if the purpose is to assess the

learning of very sgpecific curriculum material.
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How to Measure Adult Literacy?

If we wish to assess adult literacy as a means of evaluating
the effectiveness of the K-12 school system we should consider
this from an "achievement™ test perspective. If -re wish to assess
adult literacy to predict whether or not adults in the United
States can perform the myriad literacy tasks that might be
encountered, then we should think about this from ar "aptitude"

‘tast perspective.

F om an achievement perspective, we ask what it is the
person has achieved by way of knowledge, ability to comprehend
and exprass knowledge using the written language, ana ability to
reason about information using written language and graphic
devices such as charts, forms, and so forth. In the current
NAEP literacy tests for adults, knowledge of content areas is not
assessed (with the exception of some mathematics in the quantita-
tive scale). Rather the focus is upén formats (prose; dczuments)
and compléxty of information processing. Knowledge of vocabulary
from domains such as science, history, English literature,
vocational and industrial arts, and creative arts is not as-
sessed. Yet this is much of what the schools aim to impart as the
xnowledge base upon which the literacy skills of reading and

writing operate.
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It seems to me that if we wish to assess how well adults
havae achieved tne knowledge that the K-12 system aims to impart,
possaession of such knowledge should be assessed. Additionally,
an assessment should indicate how well adults can use the world
of printed information to increase their knowledge over what they
already know. For instance, if an adult could not answer a
content questicn avout the digestive tract from his or her own
store of knowledge, what wa would want to know regarding the
persen’s literacy skills is whether or not, given an appropriate
information source (like a book), the person’s literacy skills
pormit him ov her to acquire the needed information. Current
literacy tests do not provide this xind of information about
literacy skills.

In both the assessments of knowledge and llteracy skills
from the achlevement perspective, the test tasks should be
derived from an analysis of what is taught in schools. This way
we can find out how well adults have learned what they are
supposed to learn in schoo®.

]

From the aptitude perspective we wish toc know if the
literacy skills adults possess are predictive of how well they
can use literacy materials in some future (outside the test
setting) situation, such as learning and/or performing a job.
In the final analysis, the only way to know how well a person or

group of persons who perform one way on a test will perform in
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some future situaéion is to follow a predictive validity paradigm
in which performance on the predictor test is related to perfor-
mance on some criterion task. Th%s has been done with such adult
literacy tests as the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the
Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) . Presumably, this could be
done %o establish the validity of the present NAEP adult literacy
tests for predicting functioning in future settings. In this
regard, it would be expected that tests constructed from this
aptitude perspective would more validly predict performance in
gituations cutside the test satting if the litaracy tasks

on the predictor test were derived from the settings to which it
is qesiraable to predict. Hence, the aptitude use of tests calls
for different methods of test development and validation than

used in the achievement approach.

How, then, should adult literacy be measured at the national
jevel? I believe adult 1iteracy shoule be measured in such a
manner that we are able to accurately characterize how well
adults have achieved in learning what the schools are teaching,
and so that we have conflidence in predicting how well the adults
will be able to negotiate the demands for literacy in future
settings. Though these may sound like common'-sense goals, 1 do
not think they have guided our past efforts as well as they

might.

sticht, T. {1975} Reading for working. HumRRO, Alexandria, Va.
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This paper raises scme questione regarding the policy inplications
of literacy definitions. Since I could not make use of the definiticus
preposed by the previcus speakers, I will rely en my ewn. I do not think
this is a scricus inpwdiment since, as I try to chow later, the diffenmt
definitions have much in common.

Wy is policy essential for defining and solving literacy probleoms?
Perhcps the strongest reason is that literacy is not a natural phenarcnon.
We are not bom with {t. Most of us acpire it in schools, and in sclhxols
supperted by public funds. 1his is sunctimes cverlocked in statements
that the high or low literacy rates of this or that country can le attri-
buted to its culture. tWhile stulies confirm that reading achieveiont is
influenced by culture, social class, the literacy enviromment of the hare,
other studies find that what aid how reading and writing are taught aid
leamed in school make a profound difference iu literacy achie' ment
(Chall, 1986). This is a sinple point, ome that 3 out of 4 pecple on the
street would agree with, one that nost parents in developing cowntries
would agree with, but cne tr;at too often escapes same educators and policy
nakers. 1Too ofter, when social class was found to be a st.rmc,aer:. piudictor
than the types of schoo! the children attended, it was conclidel that
schools made little difference (Colemn, 1966; Jencks, 1972). Such a
conclusion might have keen drawn if saw children had not attended sclxwl.
Hlad a pon-school group leen conpared to the school grow:, the nen-schoot
would be the lowest achievers. Indeed, studies that have locked into school
versus non~school, or fewer years of scheooling versus more years, have

invariably found higher reading achievemont and also higher cogmitise
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development for those having more schooling. (See, for cxanple, standard-
ization data of reading achievement tests.) Thus policy, with regard to
improving literacy, ultimately must make prevision for the amunt of
schouling considered essential. This means, of course, the need to provide
the most effective teaching by professionally trained teachers and the most
elfective methods and materials for students in school who are acquiring
literacy. It also means the provision of additional schooling for those
who have failed to leamn. Thus, it is unrealistic to hope that volunteers
nee* have only "a degree of caring® to teach adults who have had a history
of failure, unless these volunteers have been trained to teach, and are
supervised by professicnals. (See Chall, lieron, and Hilferty, in press.)
To expect an amateur to succeed where professionals have failed assunes
that literacy is acquired best through magic and goodwill.

The most essential policy for literacy is, to a great extent, already
in ef%ect —- free public education through tha 12th grade. But while this
pclicy has achieved its purpose for many, it has done very badly by others
== the poor, ethnic minorities, bi-linguals (particvlarly Iispanics) and
those with leaming disabilities. The early school dropouts came mainly
fram these gromps. Their literacy problems are manifestod early, and their
difficulties cunulate and avalanche and result in carly sclool leaving, and
in such social problems as dGelinquency, drnig addiction, toenage pregnancy,
and wenploynent.

Of course, one will say, some people are bound to fall into the

lower end of the normal curve and no matter what improvenonts are nade,

there will always be a growp on the bottan.




Tne. IThe best policy cumiot undo the nommal curve. b it ‘can
sct & het below which no one must be allowed to fall —- wnless Lhere ave
handicaps that cannot be overcane. What should that net be taday? that
are the standards below which wa put individeals and scciety at risk?
liow ruch literacy is requived to live productively in a corplex, post-
indystrial society -~ awe that is informatio- ad service-oriented? I
have, in previous writings, proposed that a 12th grade reading level --
one that pemits the reading of a wide variety of texts ritten in
sophisticated, abstroct language and that requires critical thinking and
problem solving — is necded in a high tech world (Carroll and Chail, 1975).
Since we provide a free education to all through the 12th grade, the task
for policy should be how it can be achieved for all, or at least for more
than we now achieve it. 17he national assessments for both sclwol age
students and young adult: out of school indicate we have achieved this
only with about 40 per cent of 17 year olds in school and with young
adults out of school ~— but we achieve it with less than 20 per cent of
mincrity students and young adults (NAZP, 1385 and 1986).

Thus, the adult literacy problem cannct be viewed apart fraa the
literacy of school age students. 1f we do not wish to deal forewver with
adult illite.acy, we nust lock to where probiems in literacy begin, how
they can be detected and treated early, and, more inportantly, how thoy
can be prevented.

Solicy, in essence, depends upon definitions of literacy as well as on
standards cansidered essential for all. The definitions {or lalvls) in

use now and in the past -~ definitions that came fram enpirical data such




as NAEP, standardized tests, special adult literxacy surveys -- represent
points on a continum. In spite of the different names given to these
points, many of which seem to have been invented to avoid exposing the

shane of the illiterate, and mwginally literate, as well as our own shame,
they all seem to boil down to a matter of more or less reading and writung
aschieverent. Same definitions cover a wide band; others, a narrower one.
Same include distinctions by “ypes of reading matter, e.q., bus schedules,
applicaticn forms, medicine labels, and newspaper articles. But, here, too,
the greater differences stem fram linguistic and cognitive cunplexity, rather
than £ran the type. There are easier and harder applicaticn forms, and the

New York Times article by Tom Wicker on the young adult survey of MAEP

tests harder, not because it is an article, but because the language and
ideas are less familiar and more cawplex (NAEP, 1985). I think it is useful
to see all of the different definitions and scale points on a continuum of
literacy, from least to most. This kind of continuum is essentially what
the develcpers of standardized reading achievement tests and .f readability
measures have done., The standardized reading tests place readers on a
developmental scale, and the readability fomulas do so for texts (i.e.,
how much reading ability is required to read a text) on a scale of increasing
linguistic and coynitive caplexity. ‘Ihe points can ke converted into quali-
tative categories (eood, averaye, poor for stucants; easy, standard, hard
for text) (Chall, 1958 and 1981; Klare, 1974-75).

For measuring reading ability, aid readability, we have for more

than a lalf century used the concept of grade level equivaleonts to repre-

sent points on the scale of developmont. It has becare fashionable aneng




sane researchers today to say that these grade level scores den't mean
anything and are dysfunctional for teacher and child. This view is even
stronger amng adult literacy workers. Wh:n saneone says the grade
equivalent sccre is meaningless, I wonder if he would be hopvier to have
Lis 3rd grader care have with a carputer printout of 2.0 on the Metropolitan
Achievement Test rather than a 4.0. Most parents would be hapeier to have
4.0 than a 2.0, and nost know that a 4.0 is better.

True, the test did not evaluate the child's recreaticnal reading,
whether he reads for pleasure, or whether he loves cr hates to read. But,
wnless the child or the schocl cheated, or he forgot to usa his IBM pencil,
the scores give a lot of infommation -~ wheve the child is, the lewvel of
book he can read, etec. Indeed, the recent criticism that the yrade levels
of the tests do not coincide with readability levels is also _Lnscd cn
little or no data. We have recently cawared test scores with levels of
books used for instruction and found high cansistency.

Broader, qualitative distinctions do add to the strictly quantitative
scales, Several years ago I proposed a scheme of six stages of roading

velayment to give greater understanding of the qualitative chargjes in
reading development. Table ., fram Chall (1983), presents a brief overview
of the six stages, the typical school! grade equivalents, and the qualitacive
changes in reading skills, language and thinkirg as the student rrogresses,
and the "new leamings® at cach -successive stage.

i have since collapsed these six stages for planning adult Jiteracy
proyrams, and present them below, noting grade eguivalents on standardized

reading tests, the stage level fram Chall (1983), and the descriptive
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category fram the NAEP scale (1985).

The lowest level is one below finctional literacy, and includes adults

who are conpletely illiterate to those who can read only the simplest
labels, signs, and texts. This lewel includes those who score at lst to
4th grade level on standardized achievement tests, or Chall’s Stages 0
("Prereading”), 1 ("Decoding®) and 2 (*Flvency”), and the "Rudimentary®™ and
"Basic™ levele of NAEP,

The second level, often referred to as functional literacy, permits

the reading of sirple texts, e.g., a local newspaper or the easier articles
in digest magazines, The Enquirer. On standardized achievenent tests it
covers 4{th to 8th grade level; Stage 3 of Chall, "Reading to Leam the New”;
NAEP, "Intermediate.®

The third, advanced reading level pemmits the reading and learning

fram difficult materials — technical manuals in industry and the military,

national newsmagazines such as Time and towsweek. It covers the 9th to 12th

grade equivalents on standardized reading tests; Chall, Stae 4, "Multiple
Viewpoints®; and NAEP, "Adept.” (Sece Chall, Heron and tilferty, in mess.)
"1 have so far emphasized one central question in sccial volicy =-
defining and measuring it. Overall, 1 think we know quite a lot here.
Tha recent surveys and definitions can be a source of growing consensus.
Further, althouch we nexd better tasts for muasuring adult literacy, I
think we can still Jeam a lct fram those we hawe.
The next central question, harder I think than that of measuring
litecacy in individuals and groups, is that of how much literacy is nceded.

What are the literacy needs for today? I will divide neads into

78
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three categories: civie, occupational, and personal.

Let us take the civic first. What literacy tasks are essential for
citizens of our country? ihat nust we all be able to read?

These questions are cwrrently the subject of a lively debate set off

by E.D. liirsch's best-selling bock, Cultural Literacy (1987), and parti-

cularly his list of essential temms that, he says, all Americans need to
know. Many reject the list as class- and Western-biased.

Mortimer idler makes our task simpler by stating enphaticaily on his
many TV appearances that all Americans shoeld read the founding documents
= The Declaration of Independence, The Constitution of the United States,
particularly the Preamble, and Lincoln's Gettysburg Address. These docu-
ments, he says, should be read, like the Bible, over and over again,

If Mortimer Adler's literacy tasks are accepted as essential, what
level of literacy would be required? Table 2 presents estimates of
difficulty from a readability and vocabulary analysis. Fram the table,
we see that all of the documents are indeed difficult -- all ragiiving
advanced literacy skills, with the Gettysburgh Address samewhat ecsier.
Lest you think these figures are size kind of abracadabra, 1 invite you
to lodk at Figure 1, containing two sapies from the Constitution, and
Figure 2, which contains words fram these samples that are unfamiliav to
4th graders, with notati~ns on tho percentage of stucints in various
grades who know their neanings.

All of the documents are difficult, whichever way you define difficulty
and whichever way you measure it. To read them one must read well, on at

least a high school lewel (Staye 4, "Hultiple Viewpoints,” of Chall; “rept”

75} .
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level of NAEP}. They are difficult because the ideas and the words are
difficult. To read and understand them rejquires an education, at least a
high school education.

khat about more modem, mere practical civic literacy nceds ~~ those
needed more for dafly living, but still of civic impertance? te could
include, here, the reading of a newspaper, the readiny of forms and instruc-
tions, e.g., federal and stata income tax forws, instructicns for applying
for foad starps, notices fram the teleprhone campany, and the like. then
these are analyzed or are tested cn representative readers, one is shocked
to leamn how difficult they are, and how camnon it is for the ditficulty
level to be above tha reading abilities of their intended readers. 1The many -
rather expensive attempts to sinplify the incame tax form and instructions
have not ye. been noticeably successful.

Let us tum to occwpational literacy. How will ve detemine that?
Sticht has shown us the way in his stulies of literacy requircrcents in the
military. He' aralyrzed the readability of the instructional manuals for
different jobs in relation to the reading abilitias of mon who needed to
read them. Mikulecky made similar analyses far blue collar workers.

These materials are also harder than most of us think. Sticht (1975)
found most technical manvals in the nilitary to be written on an 11th-12th
grade level. Only the cook's munual was lower =- on an 8th grade level.
And Mikulecky found similar levels of difficulty anong teclnical manuals
used on blue collar jobs (1981).

Ye need such information on a wider range of occupatiors, Such infor-

mation will be useful in quiding youny people and adults with reading problem




in the selection of occupations. This informmation is also needed to alert
writers of those materials to be as readable as is possible for the content
covered.

What about personal needs? How literate does cne have to be for the
"pursuit of happiness"?

This is perhaps the most difficult of all to agree on, since nest pecple
do not read much, getting most of their entertainment and news from 1Vv. pus
what about traffic ang street signs and the print on medicine Lottles, on
focd and drink packa~es? what about bocks?  Should we all ke able to read
Dr. Seuss but not Or. Kissinger?

Once we gain some consensus on these, thay cculd help us make policy
for adults who seek help in adult literacy programs. They will also kelp
in élaxming for the literacy developuent of children and young petple. At
what age or grade should tlic various standards be reached? fThis is, I
believe, one of the most iaportant aspects of social and educaticral planning
Even for preschoolers, one must develop structural systems for Judaing whethy
progress is being made, and if not, to provide as soon as possible remediatie
necessary for continued progress. e need to apply to literacy develcpment
the sane kinds of safety systems -- signalling, whistle blewing -- that are
used to avert collisions {n the air.

Mis brings me to nry third point -~ the inportance of stardlards at
varicus points of develeyment -—- not only cnes for adults. In a sense, the
schools have becam more humuwe in vecognizing individual differences. put
in doing so too many children ave falling through the crad:s. ‘They do less

well than they could or should bLe doigg.
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Schools spend mi {15 “~ “zxon millions for standardized achievement and
other tests. Butc & we the resulis sufficiently for blowing the
shistle -- t .t studksts are faliing below standards, and that everything
ruset be donc to get: tixa back on.

What shculd the 2tandards be? For the past decade, sclxols have used
minimal oanpetency tests but ihese ace not fully helpful since the scores
depend on the amount of remedlal fuxds available and only the wcorest
achievers are selected for help. 1These could just as easily have been
found by their teachers.

We need to agree on minimal standards at every age ard grade, the
minimal standards not to retain children but standards for providing rene-
diation and special nelp as early and as long as needed,

Also needed are regular reviews of cach child's literacy develoynent
and provision for help as i..eded, And when 3chools are faund to produce
too many individuals who reed extra help, we rust eximine the reading
programs ~- fraom preschool to'12th grade and fram the teaching of reading
to the uses made of reading.

To Conclude

I have proposed same questions with regard to needed policy on
effecting optimal matches between literacy needs of a hiyh tech society
and the literacy attaiment of individuals. Both are viewd as dovelop~
Tental and can be placed ca similar quantitative scales as well as quali-
tative stages,

I have painted a picture of cousiderable gaps between literacy necds
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and literacy attainmont for all, and particnlarly for certain groups of owr
population — the poor, the minorities, the bi-linkmal. ‘Ihe policy ineli-
cations suggest greater efforts in cducation generally in setting stamslards,
and in developing improved programs and additional renediaticun.

As a final note, I should like to say that on the clvince that I will
be faulted un suggesting standards that are too high, I checked with
Wechsler's (1944) estimates on tle distribution of intelligence aming
children and 2dults and found that about 75 per cent are considered of
nomal intellicence =~ 50 per cent of & - age abi:lity, 16.1 per cent of
high average, 6.7 superfor and 2.2 very superior. If so, how should we
view tha NALP findings that only about 40 rer cent of all 17 year olds
and young adults, and about 20 per cent of ninority students, can read on
a high school level? Also, hw can we explain the large nunlxers aduitted
te cammunity and four-year colleyes who can read only on an 8th grade
level or lower? 1If we acoept the fact that they are all of normal intelli-
gence, ard that cogniticn is the ultimate limit of literacy, why the gap?

‘Mis is a problem for sccial and educational policy.

X
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TABLE 1

Yhat Is learned at Six Reading Stxges

Stage favel Reading
ard Grade Essential Leamnings

Desighation Lavels

Stage O Belew lst Introduction to nature and functiecn

Pre-Reading grace reading of print. Peads counun signs and

level lai- 1s, leams letters and sane sounds.

Can write on2's name. .

Stage 1 Peading grade letter-sound correspondences, kicwl-

fecnding Javel 1 and edge of the alphabetic principle and

begirning 2 skill in its use. Identifies about

1,000 of the conmcrest words in the
language. Can read very sinple texts.

Stage 2 .rading grada Integrates knowledge and skills ac-

Fluency levels 2 to 3 quired in Stages 0 and 1. Relies on
context and meaning as weil as on
deceding (phonics) for identifying
new words. Reads with greater fluency.
By the end of Stage 2, can recxmize
about 3,000 familiar words and deriv-
atives.

Stage 3 Reading grade Can use reading as a tool for "learning

Learning the New lewvels 4 to B the aew” =— information, ideas, atii-
tudes and values. Growth 3in background
knowledge, meaning vecabulary, and cog-
nitive abilities.

Stage 4 High school-- Ability to rcad widely a brmmad range

Multiple Reading grade of carplex materials ~~ ¢ ository and

Viewpoints levels 9 to 12 narrative ~-- fran a variety of view-
toints and at a variety of levels of
cenpvehension — ianfevential, critical
as well as literal.

Stage 5 College Reading for one's own noeds and pur-

Construction and and poses (professicual, persimal, civic)

Recongtruction beyond to integrate one’s knewledge with that
of others, and to create new knowleddge,

Adapted from: Chall, Jeanne §. Stages o. Muading Developwent. Now Yorks  MoGraw-

iill, 1983.




TABLE 2

Readability Lavels of Selected "Amarican Scripthires”

Iblistic row
Assessment Dale<hall Fry
of Texts Formula Fornula
Declaration of Independence 13-15 13-15
Constitution of the U.S. 13~15 13- .5
{(The Preandle alore) 13-15 16+
Lincoln's Gettysburgh Address 9
85




FIGURE 1

The Constitution of the United States

Readability Sanples

Sanple 1:

{Preamble] We the People of the United States, in Ordor to form a more.
perfect Union, establish Justice, insure dawstic Tranquility,
provide for the camon defence, pramcte the general Welfare,

' and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our
Posterity, do ordain and establish this Con~titution for ths
Unitel States of America.

Sample 2:

Section 3 The Senate of the United States shall be cuawosed of two
|Article I}  Senators from each State, chosen by the Legislature thereof,
for six Years: and cach Senator shall have one Vote.

Inmediately after they shall be assembled in Consequence of
the first Election, they shall be divided as equally as may
be intc three Classes. The Seats of the “anators of the
first Class shall be vacated at the Expiration of th2 second
Year, of the second Class at the Expiration of thy fourth
Year, and of the third Class at the Expiratica of the sixth
Year, so that one third // nay be chosen every Second Yeor:




FIGQURE 2

e Constitution of the United States

Readabitity Sanples

Saple 1

Preanble

WORD GRADE 13
perfect 8 78
union 12 68
establish (2) 6 68
justice € 82
insure 6 71
donestic 8 68
tramuility 8 © 75
provide 4 70
oommn 6 72
defence 6 67
welfare 8 72
sccure 8 M
posterity 10 73
ordain 19 80
Constitution 6 87
% words gradoe 4: 53
t wzds grade 6: 411
% words grade 8: 21%
% words grade 10: 133
% wor«ds grade 12: 61

Fram: Dale, Fdaar and O'Pourke, Josop.

Sarple 2

VIORD GR/\DE
Senate
orposed
scnators (3)
legislature
thercof
inmediately
assembled
cons~jlence
equally
vacated
expiration (3)

WA ORI VOO

—

% words grade 4:
t words grade 6:
% words grade 8:
% wonds grade 13:

torld fook-Childeraft Intemationai, 1981,

The Lliving tlord Vocabulory.

)

77
81
75
67
65
75
&8
81
87
73
78

81
L6093
8%
15%

Chicee
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Profassor Chall ia, of course, a noted authority on reading, an. her

vork has had a great impact on the teaching of reading over the past three
decades. She argues in her position paper that our policies help define
literacy and that, for her, the most {mportant poiicy is the provision of
cchools, We have set up s uvaiversal, free public school system and then
defined literacy as a certain grade-level reading achievemenc. She also
srgues that literacy ab{lity lies on a single continuum and that arade-level
equivalents sre reasvnable expressions of points on the continuum. The
standard of adequate lfteracy has risen as more and more children got more
and wore educatiou, Today, we expect chitldren to continuz in school until
grade tuglve, and many adult reading materials are vritten at that level,
so, Professor Chall Argues, ve should define adequate literacy d4s a
twelfehi~grade reading abilicy. She supports that argument with evidence
that people need twelfth-grads rceading skills in several different contexts,
such as wvork and cizfzenship, and she argues for school policies that will
bring ns many children as possible to this level, with more testing aud more
vemediation at each level, '

Pvofessor Chall argues buth that liveracy policies affect litevacy
definitiuns and that defintltivns affect policy. I'm not sure whiich
direction {s predominant, or whether it matters. Does policy flow from
definicions ¢l literacy we arrive at through other means, or do w¢ geek
definitions that will sarve our policy convictions? Some of both, 1
imagine, Nounetheless, new definitions, coucents, and arguments abhout the

nature of literacy can arise (rom theoretical, empirical, or philosuphical
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sourses, and zan in turn have consequences for policy, so defi{nitions per se
are vorth contemplating and debacing, as ve are doing today.

Frofessor Chall sees tecent literacy surveys as ™a source of growing
sonsensus™ about tha definf2fon and mcasurement of lfteracy (p. 6). 1 don't
see¢ Tia conscnsusg, at least not yet, so I'=m going to emphasize some
competing concepts. Although we can state them as outright contrasts, thev

are actually differences of ewphasis. Different people cmphasize different

aspacts of literacy in defining it and setting out policies for improving

people’s literacy. Howaver, the differcnces of emphasis are not trivial,

They have irmportant policy cons;quencés; The fact that 1 may allov your
main emphasis as a caveat in my definiticn, and vice versa, does not clange
the fact that ve draw starkly different policy conclusions from our
conteasting definitions,

The f{rst contrast one finds among definitions of literacy is between
those who definc literacy as a dichotomous va: able and those who define it
88 & vawge of skills. People who think of literacy 28 an efthec~or
propesition tend to talk sbout problems of the illiterate and argue adbout
how many people are $1literate. People who think of literacy as a range of
skills talk about problems of literacy, and include almost everyone but
themselves in the potential problem group. The dichotomizers dafine a
cut-off point and then talk about everycne bel~v the cut-off peint as
1llfterate~~whether it is people who cannot decode the simplest words in
peint (perhaps 5 percent of che population) or people who cannot read at the

+ eighth-grade level (pethaps 20 to 30 percent of the population), or thase
vho cannot get a high acore on the Texas Adult Performance Leved test (35 to

50 percent of the population). Lumping people as {lliterates {s useful for




dramatfc purposes in the polltiénl arena, but it doesn't matech rea”ity very
well. Jonathe~ Kozol's book 19 the best example of this tactic and its
problcas.l His "{111:erate Amerfca® included people vho vere utterly
111iterate along with those who read parts of a newspaper . ery day, can
handle the reading required on their jobs, and do not consider themselves |
11licerace. A majority of his “1llitcrate”™ Americans read at a level
between fifth and eighth grade cud would probably not seek to improve their
litorscy, especially from a progtam that Jdefined its clients as {)liizcace.
Workers in adult education know this, but they rely on clsrion calls like
Kozol's to dramatize tla literacy i3sue, to get public attention and elicit
better funding. So when lrwin Kirsch begzn saying, on NAEP's behalfl, that
the big problem was lireracy, not f1iiteracy, some of them got nervous,
fearing that NAEP's message would encourage peoplé to focus on schovl
training and neglect adult literacy programs. It need not bLu sa, of course,
but it {llustrates rhe }mpottant implications for policv of hew yeou define
the problem. One of the promineat fkors of the literacy movement of the
past few years-~a negative image seen on a comson TV public service spot--is
a man, frustrated and ashamed, stuttering and unable to sound out the words
el a children's story to his little girl. This sort of image domisntes the
campaign to fund adule literacy programs. But it should not be Imagined
that the man's agony is shaved by all the people included in estimates of
so~called 11l4tcvany that range above ten percent of the population. tne of
the biggest problems {n reconciling rcs;arch on literacy with publicity
about {3liceracy is how to face m{ddle-~ran)e lit»racy problems and still

keep the attention of tne public.




My sacend contrast is between chose who argue th;t liceracy {=
adequately described as beling a single contiauum, and those who ecplhagize
that it 3¢ a collection ef discrate, deficadble skills. The policy
faplications of these two concepts are pethaps more subtle than wich the
previous contrast. Those who think that licteracy abilities 1ie aloug s
single continuun tend to emphasize school-based licteracy and grade-loevel
equivalents. Conversely, tha concept of distinct liceracy skills euncourages
ohe to explore non-school uses of literacy and to incorporate in school
trainiag a detailed analysis of diiferent reading skills needed by adults.
Shirley Heath’s assessment of the functions of lfceracy {n everyday
comminity 1ife encourage. people to think of literacy skills outside the
linear, hietarchical framework that shapes school instruction.” lte NAEP
young adult literacy assessment analyzed the skills necessary to read
éiverse adult prose pleces and idencificd three mqjor areas of literacy
ability: prose comprehenzion, document literacy, and quantitative Jiceracy.
They then set out to specify more particular skills within these azeas.
Prose comprehension, for axample, included such skills as finding
information, interpreting informstion, and identifying themes or organizing
principlas, uhila document .{teracy depended upon abilities to match several
features and handle distracting informaclon.3 EZmphas{zing the diversity of
liceracy abilicies, then, leads to # wider analysis and new instructional
possibilicies, .

The third contrast among definitions of literacy Involves tha
discinction betveen skills and content, which has become quite exagpyerated,
and even pollcftized, {n recent discussfons. The background was thers, 1

suppose, in the "back to basics" movement aud the frustration of mawy people




“in the 1980's with the prominent acttentfon to cultural pluralism in the
1970°s. Some believed that the schools had retreated from cultural
tradicion and vere exphasizing not only cultuzal but moral rela*fvism,
Cognitive psychologists came to exphasize the importance of knowledge in the
development of skills within diffarant domains, and now E. D. Hirsch hax put
it all together by defining true functioning literacy as a matter of
content, not ckillt.‘ He srgues that {n the 1960's and 70's teachers
defined literacy as zontent~free gkills and shaped the curriculum
accordingly. Nov zhe penduium must suing back, Hirsch says, toward a corpus
of. commont l{tarary, historical and sciencific allusions needed to understand
adult prose effectively in sur society. At fits best chis 1is an argument
between, on the one hand, those who emphasize the wisdom of received
tradition and the importance of common reference points for a demucratic
soclety, and, on the othar hand, those who emphasize the culeural diversicy
of our soclety and che importance of critical thinking and rcading skills
for a damocracfc society. At fts worsct, this debate is symbolized by
permisaive Iiberal teachers who have clid into a flabby curricului on ona
side, and narrov conservativa veformers who want people to memorize
fragmented facts on the other. Definitions of literacy can incorporate both
skills and conteat, of tourse, but a heavy emphasis on one or the other has
enormous polfcy implications,

Octher contrasts could be dravu from exiscing definitions of literacy,
and thiey presumably, would also have contrascing pelicy implications., But I
have expended my allowed space.

llopefuily, these three contrasts have provided some food for choughs,

Not only are there reciprocal causal relationships between definleions of




literacy and policies ebout literacy, but behind these different definitions
and policles are differing visions of hat kind of society we are and what

kind of soclety we should aspire to be.
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