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The Center on Evaluation, Development and Research (CEDR) dedicates the Hot
Topics series to administrators and board members who must make responsible, data-
based decisions, to teachers and paraprofessionals who must interpret a constantly
changing curriculum, and to students and parents who must deal with the current prob-
lems and issues in education.

The Hot Topics series presents readers with a selection of the best research and practice
available. Topics are based on information gathered from a poll of leading educational
organizations. Each volume contains articles carefully selected by the CEDR staff from
a number of sources to help readers avoid the repetition and irrelevance that charac-
terize the literature gathered from searches of larger databases. Each topic reflects a
holistic approach by introducing many sides of an issue, and each year the variety
of topics will reflect the spectrum of education concerns.

One of CEDR’s most important missions is to help educators identify ways to solve
problems by seeing the successful solutions of others. We sincerely hope that this vol-
ume will fuifill that purpose.

The Hot Topics series is prepared
under the direction of

Larry W. Barber, CEDR Director
. June 1991



The compilers of this anthology gratefully acknowledge the editorial assistance of
Warren Lewis, ERIC/RCS Academic Publications Editor, ERIC Clearinghouse on Read-
ing and Communication Skills, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana.
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INTRODUCTION

Educators have been called sharply to attention by the upheavals of recent demo-
graphic and technological change. These tremors are the signals of a serious mismatch
between the present, apparently inadequate, skills and literacies of our citizens and
the immediate and future demands for an educated citizenry and workforce. Both the
private and public sectors feel the aftershock of an insufficiently literate workforce.
Every year business and industry spend billions of dollars to train and retrain employees,
while the federal government spends but about $162.2 million per year on adult basic
education, English as a second language (ESL), and adult secondary education
combined.1

One of the immediate implications of these shifts in society is that reeducation has
become a parameter of constant need throughout people’s lifetimes. Gone are the days
when the first specialty, learned early and well, might suffice for a lifetime. People
may now expect to engage in several distinct jobs during their working lives. As they
set up programs for displaced workers, educators have come to realize that lifelong
learning is the new requirement for people who were formerly competent and produc-
tive but who have been rendered incompetcnt and unproductive by the changing work-
place. Lifelong learning was once thought of as an educational ideal; it is now an
educational necessity.

Education establishments at all levels must not only retool for lifelong learning but
also to work with new kinds of learners. Parents of children in school are more likely
to be poorer, younger, and less educated than in the past. They are likely to come
from a variety of cultures and have varying command of standard, school English.
We live with a growing threat — namely, we either educate today’s learners of all
ages, or we shall witness ongoing cycles of insufficient literacy and endemic poverty.

Lessons from Adult Literacy

Recent research in adult literacy contains lessons applicable to all levels of education.
These lessons include insights into the shifting definitions of literacy, the difficulties
of assessing literacy, distinctions between the processes and thinking involved in learning
to read in contrast to “reading to do,” the power of contextualizing literacy learning,
and the potential of looking beyond individual learners to families and social networks
as sources and environments of literacy.

Research in adult literacy has made clear that literacy for each of us is culturally
situated. Our definitions of, and the value we place on, literacy vary greatly from group
to group within our pluralistic society. Just as among “highly literate” professionals,
one expert may be almost entirely illiterate in the specialty of a colleague, so also with
“ordinary people.” Literacy of an Hispanic-American in Spanish, of an electrician in
circuitry, or of a day-care worker in the needs of small children is not the same as
the office and computer literacy that a secretary must possess, or the literacy of IRS
forms that intimidate us all. Educators must take into account the many meanings,
values, and uses of literacy that their adult students will want to know and need to
do in the future.

Assessment of adult literacy is further complicated by inadequate testing methods.
Many of the adult assessment measures were originally designed for children, and results
are focused on school-centered literacies. The tests are, at best, a measure of school
learning. Comparisons of adult and child performance are questionable.
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A series of national assessments of “functional” literacy culminated in 1986 with
development of the Young Adult Literacy Study. This test measured literacy through
performance of simulated tasks using prose, documents, and basic computations. Irwin
Kirsch and Ann Jungblut, the test designers, substituted results on these three scales
for the previously accepted single score. They also declined to set cutoff scores for
literate/illiterate because they believed that literacy is context-bound and that no single
score could represent the many contexts of literacy in this country. They suggested
that “The important question facing our society today is not, ‘How many illiterates are
there?’ but rather, ‘What are the nature and the levels of literacy skills demonstrated
by various groups in the population?’ ” (Kirsch and Jungblut, p. 2.)2

The Young Adult Literacy Study and the proposed National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress reflect the changes in thinking about assessment that are under way.
Our understanding is growing that we need better and broader measures of literacies
than are provided by testing for school-centered skills.

Researchers in adult education and workplace literacy have found important differ-
ences between learning to read in school and “reading to do” in the workplace. In school,
students are assigned reading in textbooks and are expected to learn the contents for
examinations. By contrast, workers read to solve problems and do their jobs. In most
cases, workers are not reading to memorize; they are trying to find specific informa-
tion that will help them make decisions and take action.

People who use what they learn in the context of their daily lives are more effective
learners. We know, for example, that adults learn more and retain more of what they
learn if the learning takes place in the context of their work or training for work, and
that learners who learn in context are more likely to transfer what they know from
one working context to another.

Successful instruction fosters learning as a usable whole while making connections
between as many spheres of learners’ lives as possible. Connections must be made
between the curriculum and the goals, objectives, values, and needs of the learners.
A curriculum succeeds when learners apply what they learn in class to their daily lives.
For example, an increasingly literate mother is more likely to continue with her own
learning when the ability she gains in class can be translated at home into reading to
her children. She needs to be able to use what she has learned immediately.

In school, students frequently work alone and are tested on their individual attain-
ments. On the job, workers frequently consult one another, ask for information, com-
pare impressions and interpretations. In the workplace, workers who can consult with
others are able to use written materials that would otherwise seem to have impossibly
high readability levels. We also know from recent research on communities as wholes
that people function cooperatively in social networks to solve the daily problems of
living. A curriculum that acknowledges and fosters social support brings a power to
learning greater than that of curricula that concentrate solely on the performance of
individuals.

The Old Definitions No Longer Serve

Previous definitions of literacy are no longer adequate. We may not speak of “literacy”
anymore; we must speak of “literacies.” The United States Bureau of the Census aban-
doned asking people whether they could read and write after the 1930 census because
that simple question no longer served to differentiate among people’s diverse commu-
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nications skills. Nonetheless, simple reading and writing are often what one thinks
of at the mention of the word “literacy,” and the converse assumption is similarly made
— that is, “illiteracy” means merely that people cannot read or write at all.

The many meanings of literacy began to complicate our discussions, especially after
the word took on new prominence in the 1980s. The eatlier, limited meaning — the
ability to read and write — broadened to encompass the ability to read, write, and
communicate the specific content of any domain. As a fashionable buzz word, literacy
now refers to the knowledge of any given domain. For example, we commonly ask
whether someone is “computer literate,” meaning, is the person knowledgeable enough
about computers and their operation to use them and communicate about them. This
expanded use of “literacy” has made any use of the word potentially ambiguous. The
user may have either a very limited or a very broad sense of literacy in mind. More
significantly, the expanded meaning of literacy reflects an underlying understanding
that literacy is not only a set of print-code tools but also an interaction between the
reading, writing, background knowledge, and experience of the individual. Meanwhile,
the complexities of our information society make effective communication more
challenging than ever.

In our print-rich and complicated society, it is no longer appropriate to imagine that
literacy is either present in, or missing from, any individual, and that people can either
read and write, or they cannot. Anyone who still limits the definition of literacy to
the ability to read and write words may be content with instruction in school-based
tasks and the testing of literacy on the basis of standardized tests or such other stan-
dards as the possession of a high school diploma or GED.

We believe, however, that literacy is not an on/off characteristic like dead or alive.
As the new uses of the word imply, literacy is more than the mere ability to read and
write a little or a lot. Literacy describes a wide variety of communicative acts, inter-
personal strategies, and survival skills. Picture a spectrum ~€ literacies across a varie-
ty of specific needs and communities, from barely able to write or recognize one’s
own name, to highly and multiculturally educated. Rather than ask whether people
are literate at all, ask whether they are sufficiently literate to meet their private needs
and to perform the tasks that society expects of them. Adequate literacy is relative
to the internal and external demands placed on the individual. Internal demands in-
clude personal expectations, hopes, choices, and ambitions. External demands involve
the expectations of each individual’s cultural and social context and the accelerated
change of technological demands. Instruction in full-spectrum literacy must concern
both the development of reading and writing skills and also the application of these
skills in specific contexts. School literacies may be quite different from workplace,
home, and civic literacies. Consequently, testing for literacy must follow from the pur-
poses of the adult learners themselves and the specific situations of their lives. Exist-
ing standardized literacy examinations are too insensitive to human diversity to take
the adequate measure of these nuances. A portfolio, or demonstration of actual read-
ing and writing of material selected for its relevance, would more appropriately repre-
sent literacies in actual use.

The Accountability Dilemma

A widespread perception of the collapse of literacy in America is placing new demands
on educators for greater accountability. Society demands proof that the schools and
other educational institutions are doing the job that the public is paying them to do.
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This has led to a greater reliance on teaching what is testable, and then teaching stu-
dents how to pass the tests. Simultaneously, there are growing demands for reforms
to make literacy tests reflect the goals of instruction better. For example, in many states
and districts the testing of writing has been changed from multiple-choice questions
on points of conventional grammar and usage to holistic writing assessments in which
students actually write stories, paragraphs, and essays. Since society now requires more
of people than to be able to select the correct answer from four or five choices, it
is ironic that many educators and funding agencies continue to rely on standardized
tests to demonstrate competencies that are needed in schools, the marketplace, the work-
place, and the home.

Education must address the ability of its learners to do the many jobs that they and
society perceive as necessary and desirable. Being able in any field requires more than
simple reading and writing. Being able also requires specialized knowledge of the field,
its background, and context; ability to decode the special characteristics of technical
writing within the field; a problem-solving sense of how to gain new information within
that particular field; and how to apply this specialized knowledge. We must abandon
the idea that a single, well-taught curriculum will suffice for a lifetime. Students at
all levels, need to know not only what is currently relevant to their present interests
and occupations but also how to acquire new expertise within a limited field and how
to move on to new fields. Lifelong learning can no longer be a mere alliterative slogan;
it has become, instead, the unavoidable requirement of our present and foreseeable
future.

Literacy: A Privilege, Right, or Obligation?

The new question about adult literacy strikes directly at the heart of some traditional
habits of education in the Urited States. Both education and literacy can be viewed
in a variety of ways: as a privilege, as a right, or as an obligation. Each stance has
implications for education and literacy policy on a continuum from optional to required.
Consider, for example, the implications of each of these stances for the provision of
instruction in English as a second language, and for efforts to recruit the “hard to serve”
in adult education.

If one takes the stance that education and literacy are privileges, then one may also
believe that students should fit thamselves into whatever the school offers — students
should make themselves worthy of the education they receive, and if they do not avail
themselves of their one chance at education, they have no one to blame but themselves.
In the extreme, this position can be articulated as an educational version of the “lcve
it or leave it” posture. Adults who failed to take advantage of their opportunities for
education as children would be expected to seek out ESL and literacy classes and make
any arrangements necessary in their lives (child care, transportation, financial sup-
port, medical insurance) to be able to attend and profit from the instruction.

If one takes the stance that education and literacy are basic rights, then one may
adopt the view that schools ought to be fitted to the needs of the students, and ought
to provide multiple opportunities for all people, whether children or adults, to become
literate and educated. If literacy and education are viewed as rights, the burden is on
society and its agencies, the schools, to foster them. Providers of ESL instruction might
well provide classes not only in English but also literacy instruction in the learners’
first languages. Greater language proficiency in any language supports greater profi-
ciency in a second language. Designers of literacy programs need to make arrange-

©

ERIC J

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




ments that take into account adults’ responsibilities to their families, jobs, and other
pressing demands on those living in poverty. In a democracy, we all bear the respon-
sibility of making our best effort to remove obstacles that bar people from acquiring
education.

If one takes the stance that education and literacy are obligations, then learners and
schools alike are responsible for making literacy and education effective. The duties
of citizenship require that people inform themselves, take part in decision making,
work toward construction of the nation’s economy, and participate actively in the cul-
tural life of our society. According to this stance, an adult who does not already do
so is socially required to learn to read and write English. Social responsibility of an
adult receiving public assistance would be to attend basic-skills and job-training pro-
grams. In turn, responsibility of the rest of society toward the insufficiently literate
would entail providing support to the adult learner, such as child care and transporta-
tion, medical attention when it is needed, and financial assistance sufficient to sustain
life and human dignity while the education in new literacies proceeds.

Whether one takes the stance that literacy is a privilege, right, or an obligation, literacy
instruction remains a central focus of policy, planning, and education.3 It has been
estimated by a variety of people who provide literacy training that only about 2% to
4% of the people in need of literacy training are served each year. Whatever position
one takes, this is an enormous shortfall and challenge.

The Elementary-Sccondary-Adult Literacy Connections

Educators charged with teaching elementary, secondary, and aduls learners face twin
challenges: 1) social changes, such as children born to poorer, younger, and less edu-
cated parents, and 2) limited educaticnal funding at a time when the schools are expected
to do more and more. As the pressures increase, the resources diminish, and we must
recognize that adult literacy and children’s literacy are niot separate issues. As the need
for learning increases, the consequences of not meeting our present challenges become
more apparent in ongoing cycles of poverty, insufficient literacy, and lost opportunities.

Generations of Literates

Increasing the literacy of adults will help to prevent the next generation from being
underliterate for theit own and society’s needs. National tests have correlated levels
of parent education and presence or absence of books in the home with children’s reading
scores. The historically separate systems of adult and elementary and secondary edu-
cation may have become a luxury that society can no longer afford. New channels
for communicating, cooperating, and collaborating among educational efforts at all
levels must be established, not only to improve programs, but also to make the most
efficient use of limited education funding.

Intergenerational and family literacy programs are fledgling efforts aimed at increased
learning by children and adults alike. Some people allege that early intervention with
parents and children will increase the children’s long-term learning potentials. One of
the most obvious, though difficult, intergenerational connections is the communica-
tion between schools and students’ parents. Barriers such as language and cultural differ-
ences make communication between schools and parents problematic. Some new
intergenerational and family literacy programs attempt to bring parents, long alienated
from the schnol system, back into instruction for themselves and for their preschool
and school-age children. These efforts are reaffirmations of the family as the primary
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education unit, and thus help to involve parents and children together. Recent federal
legislation has made this approach explicit in Even Start, including funds for linking
parents and children in educational activity. Elementary and secondary schools have
a stake in programs that can improve parents’ skills and increase the possibilities for
communication between school and home. Potential results include increased school
attendance, interest in school, and willingness to participate in the life of the school.

At-Risk Students

Another important connection between adult education and middle and secondary schools
concerns the many young people who are marginally successful, or even unsuccess-
ful, and will likely move from being unhappy students to being underliterate adults.
Dropouts and pushouts garner lots of concern. Their failure at school painfully re-
minds us that the schools do not succeed with every type of student and that values
differ substantially from one subculture to another within our society. When the dropouts
are young mothers, their need for literacy for themselves and educational opportuni-
ties for their children is particularly acute. Frequently, dropouts are students from mar-
ginal groups in our society whose background has not matched well with the schools
they have attended. Cultural differences often lead, unfortunately, to cultural distance
rather than communication. These out-of-school youth are part of the adult education
population because they come to be included with other adults in vocational training
programs. What is being learned in programs for out-of-school youth may well have
importance for curriculum planning for those who remain, for the moment, in school.

Workplace Demands and the Schools

Research on literacy education in the workplace offers implications for elementary and
secondary instruction and the content of curriculum. While preparing students to get
a job is by no means the only mission of the schools, an adequately educated work-
force is increasingly part of the national agenda and is thus part of the schools’ agenda.
Research in the workplace suggests that general-skills instruction i soon forgotten and
does not transfer well from the school to the worksite. Instruction in basic skills and
problem solving presented within the context of what workers are doing on a daily
basis is far more effective than school work. The kinds of reading and writing that
workers do differ substantially from the kinds of reading and writing that elementary
and secondary students are taught in class. America’s schools at all levels are being
challenged to devise curricula to “prevent” adult illiteracy and joblessness. Research
in adult literacy can serve to guide curricula in the public schools. We do not intend
to suggest that workplace preparation is the sole charge of the schools. It is, however,
one of the competing demands that must be carefully considered.

With this volume, we invite you to join the conversations taking place among edu-
cators at all levels of education, literacy experts, and policy makers. We believe that
the conversations are the beginning links in the crucial chain of communicating, cooper-
ating, and collaborating that is required to meet the present challenges to education
at all levels.

Caroline Beverstock and Anabel P. Newman, Editors

IRiscal Year 1989 figures from Mary Hanrahan, deputy director, Adult Education, United States Department
of Education. 1 1



2Kirsch, Irwin and Ann Jungblut, Literacy: Profiles of America’s Young Adults. Princeton: Educational Test-
ing Service, 1986.

3The categories of privilege, right, and obligation were first applied to literacy acquisition by Ruth Nickse
at the Adult and Adolescent Literacy Conference, January 12-14, 1990 in Washington, D.C.
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OVERVIEW

A considerable list of questions must at least be asked before we can even begin
to share a common perspective on what literacy is. What is meant by the term “litera-
cy?” What is the present state of adult literacy in the United States compared to the
past? What about the international status of literacy?

In the first article of this chapter, H. S. Bhola reviews the global status of literacy.
He puts the declaration of International Literacy Year 1990 into perspective in terms
of the gains that have been made and the work that remains to be done worldwide.
He argues that literacy gives access to the knowledge capital of a society. For Bhola,
global literacy is a moral issue and a human right.

During the 1980s, an increasing awareness of the real need for literacy swept over
the United States. The Awareness Campaign of the National Coalition for Literacy,
and the efforts of Project Literacy United States (PLUS), reminded many Americans
that the demand for greater literacy for all citizens must assume its rightful place as
one of the urgent items on the national agenda. Advertisements, and even hour-long
programs on national television networks, do not have time to discuss in detail the
evidence we now have about literacy and the lack of it in the United States.

The second article in this chapter might be captioned “All you ever wanted to know
about literacy indicators in the United States, but were afraid to ask.” Lawrence Sted-
man and Carl Kaestle have furnished their readers an extensive review of the U.S.
Census literacy estimates, including “then-and-now” studies that compare past perform-
ance with present scores on reading achievement tests, achievement-test score trends,
tests of “functional” literacy, and factors that must be taken into account when inter-
preting these sources of information. The discussion is not limited to adult perform-
ance only but also includes the reading achievement tests of school-age populations.

Robert Arnove and Harvey Graff discuss the role of literacy campaigns in the trans-
formation of societies, starting with sixteenth-century Europe. In this time of national
concern about literacy, it is well to consider other national literacy efforts and the les-
sons they offer for current endeavors.

Definitions of any term as complicated and multifaceted as “literacy” are important,
even if the endless discussion of words may act as a potential distracter from taking
action. Ronald Cervero asks whether a common definition of literacy is possible or
desirable. He points out that the search for a definition is not merely an exercise for
technicians but instead requires analyses of values, ideologies, and power structures.

Policy is the expression of a society’s values and a willingness to address those is-
sues. Policy formation is an intricate round dance among those who nominate the is-
sues for consideration and action, the technical advisors who are closest to the issue,
elected representatives, paid and volunteer workers in the field, and taxpayers. The
first policy statement included here comes from a longer document, Jump Start: The
Federal Role in Adult Literacy, which was a distillation of commissioned papers and
consultations with many literacy professionals across the country. It was also a call
for immediate action to accomplish the following:

1) establish a Cabinet Council on Adult Literacy;

2) pass legislation to establish a National Center for Adult Literacy to coordinate
research and technical assistance,

3) promote innovation in training and technology;

4) reinforce a federal solution to the problem;

5) enhance the effectiveness of existing federal programs,

6) place greater emphasis on workforce literacy.
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In the second policy statement, delivered in 1988 to the National Urban Literacy
Conference, Arlene (Hanna) Fingeret emphasizes the political nature of adult literacy
education. She traces policy and attitudes from the 1960s to date, and she contrasts
literacy for the maintenance of the economic status quo with literacy for improving
the quality of life of individuals and communities. She rules out a “quick-fix” approach,
urging that real change depends on an understanding of literacy as something more
than mere reading and writing skills. Fingeret calls for cooperation rather than com-
petition among providers. She advocates commitment to work both with those whose
skills need a minor amount of review and enhancement before employment and those
whose skills are the most minimal, requiring substantial time, support, and instruction.
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by H. S. Bhola

International Literacy Year:
A Summons to Action for Universal
Literacy by the Year 2000

December 7. 1987, marked an
auspicious moment in the
history of world literacy as the United
Nations General Assembly unanimously

passed a resolution proclaiming 1990
International Literacy Year (ILY). The
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Foundation for International Development.
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meeting and the documentation provided
have both contributed significantly to the
writing of this article.
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ILY will not be mere ritual and
cclebration, but a summons to action
for the world community to mobilize
for the achievement of literacy for all
by the year 2000.'

It js easy to be cynical about pious
declarations made by national
governments and international agencies
such as UNESCO (the lead agency for
ILY), UNICEF, FAO, WHO, and
others. Such cynicism s not always
warranted, however. Proclamations of
special days, years, and decades
become historic landmarks and thereby
provide visibility to particular social
issues and concerns. Hitherto diffused
commitments become ctystallized and
come under the public gaze. Priorities
in social agendas of nations are
rearranged. Malerial resources are
allocated. Technology and expertise are
mobilized. All of this, in concert, can
have significant consequences. The
ILY-1990, and the International
Literacy Decade that is expected to

Reprinted with permission of fducational
Merizons ":nnorly journal published by PI
Lambda Theta natlanal henor and profes-
slonal asseclation, Bloomington, Ind.
47407-6626.
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follow, may, in addition, enjoy the
numerological advantage. The ILY will
be celebrated during 1990, the first
year of a decade. The special ring of
the year 2000, when the literacy decade
will come (o a close, and the special
aura surrounding the millennium's end
will both help in promoting the ideal of
universal literacy.

The Context of ILY

What is the status of world literacy
as the UN General Assembly proclaims
the ILY? The state of affairs is indeed
intolerable. There are around one
billion illiterates in the world, living in
our time, bul not our contemporaries.
According to UNESCO's statistics for
the year 1985 (the latest available),
there were 889 million illiterates among
those fifteen years and older, which
translates into 27.7 percent of the total
adult population—20.5 percent male
and 34.9 percent female. Fully 98
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The United Nations General Assembly
has named 1990 International Literacy Year.
The proclamation is a call to action for the
achievement of global literacy by the year 2000.

percent of these adult illiterates live in
developing countries: Asia, with an
illiteracy ratio of 36.3 percent,
accounted for a total of 666 million;
Africa, with an illiteracy ratio of 54
percent, had 162 million; and Latin
America and the Caribbean, with an
illiteracy ratio of 17.3 percent, had 44
million adult illiterates. To make
matters worse, 100 million children in
the developing countries between the
ages of six and eleven years were not
enrolled in schools. In the developed
industrialized countries, there were 20
million illiterates, but the problems of
Sunctional illiteracy, the inability to use
literacy at a level high encugh to deal
independently with the demands of the
economy, society, and politics, were
far more extensive.’

The Why, When, and How of
Literacy

These numbers were no secret and
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were quite widely known. An
awareness of the situation had not,
however, moved everyone into moral
consternation to demand an end (o
illiteracy. Nor was there a chorus of
voices heard, on behalf of literacy, on
purely practical grounds.? On the
contrary, literacy skeptics made the
argument that literacy was unnecessary
because illiterate adults did not
consider literacy as a need and were,
therefore, not motivated to learn to
read and write. Even if these
unmotivated adults could be taught,
they would not be able to use th:ir
newfound skills within the nonliterate
environments in which they now lived.
In the meantime, the argument went.
immediate needs of development
communication could be fulfilled
through face-to-face communication
and by use of mass media. Teaching
literacy to the unmotivated and
unwilling would be an exercise in
**gradualism."** Moving the discussion

BEST COPY AVAILABLF

to the socioeconomic level, they argued
that adult literacy had failed to show
any clear effect on economic
development. And those of a radical
inclination considered literacy
promotion as promotion of indJstrial
interests, leading to *‘dispossession of
speech'* of the people.® Some
aesthetically inclined saw in literacy the
“*denial of naration’' to the new readers ®
In the heat of the argument, it
seemed (o have been forgotten that
human needs, other than organic needs,
are socially and ideologically
determined and have to be learned and
internalized before they become felt
needs. Motivations are seldom
spontaneous; they have to be mobilized
through education and leadership.
Iliterate adults lack motivation to learn
not only literacy, but also family
planning, nutrition education, and
health education. The challenge,
therefore, lies in **fashioning’’ the
need for literacy so that it becomes a
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felt need. Once literacy becomes a felt
need, it should be delivered to youth
who are bypassed by the school
systems and to illiterate adults on farms
and factory floors all around the world.
Environments, local and global, must
be created in which these literacy skills
learned by new literates can be put to
use in all their transactions with
economic, social, and political
institutions.

For independent access to the
knowledge capital of a society, literacy
is indispensable. No wonder literacy
today has come to be seen as a moral
issue and a human right. Fortunately,
the mythologics of adult literacy
promotion include both moral
mythology and sensible logic.” The old
psychological arguments in favor of
literacy as a *‘technology of intellect’’
have since been put into perspective.®
The human species today is going
through & gene (the basic unit of
biology) and meme (the basic unit of
culture) co-evolution; and literacy has
come {0 be seen as a profoundly social
process and an important instrument of
culture.'® We have already realized that
illiteracy marginalizes. As D. H.
Hymes reminds us, oracy may be in
overall decline from its position of
primacy all over the world: **Those
without literacy, or with little literacy,
are seldom now pasticipants in
autonotnous cultures, in which oracy
skills could flourish as central. More
commonly they live in circumstances of
cultural marginality or subordination.*!"

Elimination of illiteracy would not
by itself bring heaven on earth.
Hierarchy, 2« Hymes points out, is
inherer¢ in sociai structures, and
literacy would not eliminate
inequality.'? However, newly literate
adults with their new potential may be
able to influence the dynamics of
relationships and, thereby, the
structures of inequality and hierarchy.
At the Jevel of collectivities, we know
now that there is a beneficial
relationship between literacy and
economic development. Without
literacy neither moderization nor
democratization are possible.

Once the question *Why?*' has been
laid to rest, the question '*When?"’
raises its head. Can literacy, even
though essential in the long run, wait
as we face the daily crises of hunger
and disease? Isn’t there something
called the historical moment and the
priority among needs in the lives of
both individuals and nations? Of
course, there is timeliness and there is
the question of priorities. We must,
however, understand the difference
between the coniext of crisis and the
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As D. H. Hymes
reminds us, oracy
may be in overall

decline from its

position of primacy
all over the world:
““Those without
literacy, or with little
literacy, are seldom
now participants in
autonomous cultures,
in which oracy skills
could flourish as
central. More
commonly they live
in circumstances of
cultural marginality
or subordination."’
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framework of policy. In crisis, we must
give people what they need—food,
water, medicine, clothing, and shelter.
We should not send them to a literacy
class to read first while they are hungry
and thirsty or in bodily pain. But
within a policy framework, literacy
must be ceniral to all developmental
initiutives if people have to acquire
independence in learning, seeking
information, making choices, and
acting to invent their own futures. In
program development, ¢hen, literacy
must be conceptually primary, even
though pragmatically it may have to
wait for its turn. Of course, if program
planners are waiting for months and
years before integrating literacy in their
development programs, they have either
failed conceptually to understand the
generative role of literacy in all
development actions or are inept in
program design. It is also naive to
think that for literacy to find uses in
communities, cultures must be literate
first. Such assertions show the failure
in recognizing that all cultures today
already are operzting on the
assumptions of literacy. They are not
environments of oracy but are literate
environments, though segmented,
incomplete, poor, and bamren. These
literacy environments must be
extended, reinforced, sustained, and
enriched through conducting literacy
work and by establishing infrastructures
of literate cultures such as rural
newspapers, book libraries, and
community centers with adequate
supplies of printed materials.

Finally, there is the question
"*How?'’ Even when the role of
literacy in development has been
granted, there is the question of the
nature of functionality of literacy—
literacy for income generation or
literacy for liberation? There is also the
guestion of community-based literacy
(ideological literacy) versus literacy
initiatives on a national level (dominant
literacy)."* How, then, should literacy
be delivered? One good answer: By
every which way possible! it may be
offered in small projects or in national
programs or campaigns. First and
foremost, people’s interests should be
served. 1t should be possible to
reconcilé national visions with
community needs by reinventing
national visions within local settings.

Objectives of ILY

The global and theoretical contexts
of literacy sketched above should
enable us to better understand the
objectives of ILY as stated by
UNESCO. These are: *'(1) Increasing
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action by the governments of member
states afflicted by illiteracy: (2)
increasing public awareness of the
scope, nature and implications of
illiteracy as well as of the means and
conditions for combatting illiteracy,
particularly through activities of
govemmental and non-governmental
organizations, voluntary associations
and community groups; (3) increasing
popular participation, within and among
countries, in efforts to combat
illiteracy; (4) increasing cooperation
and solidarity among member states in
the struggle against illiteracy; (5)
increasing cooperation within the
United Nations System and, more
generally, among all inter-governmental
and non-governmental organizations in
the struggle against illiteracy; and (6)
using ILY for launching the plan of
action for the eradication of illiteracy
by the year 2000 and for addressing
issues of critical importance to the
progress of litesracy such as reducing
primary school drop-out and
establishing post-literacy programmes
to prevent relapse into illiteracy.”!
Thus, the call goes out to
governments of member states and to
Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) in different countries and to all
the affiliated agencies of the United
Nations to build a nétwork to create
public awareness, to educate local
leadership, to promote participation for
action, and to establish infrastructures
and institutions which can indeed create
literacy for all by the year 2000.

Literacy Policies and
Performance Around the World:
In Retrospect

As theoreticians were debating
literacy, a group of educators and
development elite were exhorting policy
makers and planners in various nations
to undertake literacy work. Indeed,
practicing educators and development
workers have been taking actions:
implementing campaigns, programs,
and projects of literacy, and teaching
adult men and women on factory
floors, on farms, in classrooms, in mud
huts, and under the trees. The story of
literacy is incomplete, but most
inspiring. While much remains to be
done, much has been achieved. The
march toward universal literacy today
does seem inevitable,

The history of literacy began almost
5,000 years ago when writing was
invented. However, for our purposes,
the history of adult literacy promotion
does not extend over more than fifty
years and is congruent with the period
of decolonization in the present
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century. Once again, the history of
literacy in the last half-century can best
be stated in terms of initiatives on
behalf of literacy taken by UNESCO.

UNESCO’s interest in literacy goes
back to its very inception in 1946. In
order to encourage member states (o
conduct literacy work among their
people, UNESCO has promoted
dialogue and discussion among policy
makers dealing with development and
edu<ation; trained planners and
practitioners for literacy work;
established demonstration projects of
“literacy for development’’ around the
world; and conducted reviews and
evaluations o systematize experience
and sustain commitments for future
work. By so doing, UNESCO has becn
the world's conscience and flag bearer
on behalf of literacy.

The four world conferences of adult
education convened by UNESCO in
Elsinore, Denmark, in 1949, Montreal,
Canada. in 1960, Tokyo, Japan, in
1972, and Paris, France, in 1985

R PV

provide the milestones on the road of
literacr promotion in the postwar
years.'s At the Elsinore conference in
1949, adult literacy was seen as a part
of adult education. Conference
participants declared that **in areas
where education is backward there is
no need to wait until people can read
before embarking on an effective
programme of adult education. While
literacy is not indispensable, it does
enable people to become independent
students capable of educating
themselves. [t allows them to widen
and deepen their knowledge and to
share in the great cuitural
improvements which are disseminated
through written texts.""'®

In the years that followed, UNESCO
moved toward a position of
indispensability and immediacy of
literacy in education and development.
At the Montreal conference in 1960,
UNESCO was already talking of
eradication of illiteracy from the world
through *'a resolute, comprehensive

¢
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and soundly planned campaign’’
drawing on a special fund for literacy
which UNESCO invited the rich
countries to create as an act of wisdom,
justice, and generosity.'?

UNESCO did nat get a fund for
literacy or an international campaign.
What it got was an experimental
functional literacy program comprised
of work-oriented adult literacy pilot
projects in eleven countries.'® By the
time the conference in Tokyo had been
convened in 1972, there was already
dissatisfaction with the narrowly
conceived functional literacy program
emanating from Teheran. At'the Tokyo
conference, UNESCO asked that
members eliminate illiteracy as a
priority problem as they *'launch wide-
scale campaigns'’ based on
functionality that *‘reconciles the
interests of the individual with those of
society'' and ‘‘integrates economic
development, personal fulfillment and
social progress.”'!?

A critical assessment of the

experimental functional literacy
program and the Persepolis conference
changed the meaning of functionality
forever.29-2! At the last of the four
UNESCO conferences in Paris in 1985,
literacy was an urgent priority: '*There
was no waiting in relation to the
removal of functional illiteracy, being
an inability to master the skills and
means needed to take one's place in
working, social, and family life and to
participate actively in the life of
society, despite the cultural legacy
bequeathed by tradition and
experience.”' Functional literacy
became a civilizational concept that
covered the economic, technological,
social, and cultural life of the adult.
The illiterate was to learn o read the
word and the world. The effort for the
eradication of illiteracy had to involve
methods commensurate with the size of
the task. That meant literacy by
campaign and, yet, reflecting special
needs of communities. The deaoline
was o be the year 2000.%

Member states have responded to

¥ UNESCO's moral leadership.

Universalization of primary education
has already become standard policy.
There have been a large number of
national adult literacy campaigns that
have resulted in significant reductions
jn illiteracy in many countries. Some of
these camgaigns have been spectacular
successes.®® There is hardly a member
state today that does not show interest
in literacy promotion. Industrialized
countries have also rediscovered
illiteracy and are doing considerable
work.?*

UNESCO concludes: **The second
half of the twentieth century has
witnessed marked progress in the
struggle against illiteracy. In the 35
years between 1950 and 1985, the rate
of illiterucy in the adult population has
declined from an estimated 44.3
percent to 27.7 percent—and this
despite unprecedented popu)lation
growth, This is the proof that illiteracy

. can be vanquished."'?

Literacy Plans and Their
Possibilities: In Prospect

What are the prospects for the
success of ILY and for universal
literacy by the year 20007 Prospects do
look good. There is a momentum
building. The initiatives are coming to

. focus worldwids as is evidenced by the

United Nations' proclamation of the
ILY, with UNESCO as the lead
agency, and UNESCO's ideal to lead
the world to the eradication of illiteracy
by the year 2000. The idealism is being
put into operation. UNESCO has
established a special secretariat for ILY
and is preparing operational plans and
strategies that member states could
adapt to their own needs and
circumstances.® To commit nations to
global literacy, UNESCO is planning to
convene in 1990 the Second World
Congress of Ministers of Education on
the Eradication of Illiteracy by the Year
2000. There is integration among the
agencies affiliated with the United
Nations as the World Health
Organization plans to integrate literacy
with worldwide education for AIDS.
The International Council for Adult
Education (ICAE), Toronto, Canada,
has taken the initiative to mobilize the
total sector of NGOs in a network of
planning, resource sharing, and action,
and has established an International
Task Force for Literacy.?’

The leadership of the developing
countries where most of the illiterate
live has understood that neither
modernization nor democratization is
possible without literacy. Media cannot
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substitute for literacy. Bypassing
literacy through technology is a pipe
dream. Developing nations have
learned these lessons not only from
heoretical discussion but through
conducting education and extension at
the field lev - an) experiencing
frustration anu .«ilure of schemes built
on oracy and media.

Are enough resources available?
Resources are, of course, both absolute
and relative. At the barest essential
level, one can teach literacy to another
with no more than a stick to scratch
words on the ground. Relative
resources are few but can be
reallocated. Finally, with the recent
thaw in East-West relations, there may
be some dividends of peace. Today the
world spends a staggering $2.75 billion
each day on weapons; this money could
work wonders if invested in literacy
and development.?*

The world's intellectuals need to
throw their weight on the side of
literacy. The *dispossession of
speech’* and *'denial of narration®
supposedly brought about by literacy
make colorful language and may even
be significant social-scientific insights,
but they are misunderstood by many.
They are read as invitations to do no
literacy work of any kind. They ase not
read as invitations to do sensitive
literacy work on people’s behalf. They
are used (o rationalize the existence of
a world divided in two—a world of the
literate and a world of the illiterate,
separate and unequal. University
academics particularly should help in
the role of theoretical clarification and
research on implementation, without
wanting to stop the world so that they
can first have dependable figures,
absolute definitions, and positive truth
about consequences of literacy.

New Year's Day 2001: Some
Concluding Remarks

If the ILY rallies international
support, if governments and voluntary
associations mobilize their will as well
as their resources, and if integrated
literacy campaigns, programs, and
community-based projects are planned
and successfully implemented, will we
have eradicated illiteracy once and for
all from the face of the earth by New
Year's Day 20017 Nothing could be
more naive than a scenario such as
this!

Literacy and illiteracy are processes
that live in the people. and as long as
there are people in this world, there
will be literacy work to do. There will
be some illiterates yet to contend with
who would not have been served in
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spite of the best intentions of literacy
workers. There will be semi-literates
and insufficiently literate. There will be
youth and adults who would want to go
from their basic literacy levels to
functional levels of literacy. New
functions will have emerged both in the
developed and the develoring world
requiring new functional literacies.

We should consider ILY and the
literacy decade to have been successful
if almost all of the world's illiterate
will have participated, with adequate
success, in literacy programs relevant
to their lives, both in individual and
social terms, thereby removing the
paper curtain separating them from the
cultre of print. We should be able to
claim success if all those crossing the
threshold of **symbolic transformations
in the print code'* will, with
confidence and competence, begin to
use literacy in all their transactions
with their environment, moving freely
between their inner and outer frontiers.
Finally, success could be claimed if the
barely literate and the highly literate,
each on his or her own, will have
invented their own special models of
oracy and literacy to fit their particular
language codes, their different
channels, and their special roles.?
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Literacy and reading performance in the United States, from

1880 to the present

LAWRENCE C. STEDMAN
CARL F. KAESTLE

University of Wisconsin, Madison

THE AUTHORS review literacy and reading achicvement trends over the past century and place
current debates in a historical perspective. Although then-and-now studies are methodologi-
cally weak, they suggest that students' reading performance at a given age remained stable
until the 1970s. The test score decline that then occurred was not as great as many educators
think. and much of it can be explained by the changing demographics of test-takers. The
decline pales when compared to the tremendous increase in the population’s educational at-
tainment over the past 40 years. However, the strategy of ever-increasing schooling to meet
ever-increasing literacy demands may have run its course. High school dropout rates are
increasing, and educational attainment has leveled off. Rescarchers have identified substantial
mismatches between workers' skills and job demands. and between job and school literacy
skills. In spite of their flaws, functional literacy tests suggest that 20 percent of the adult
population, or 30 million people, have serious difficulties with common reading tasks. Up-
grading literacy skills now requires new initiatives by coalitions of educators, community
groups, employers, and government agencies.

Le degré dalphabétisation et les performances en lecture aux Erats-Unis,
de 1880 a nos jours

LES AUTEURS couvrent les tendances observées en alphabétisation et pour les performances en
lecture pour le siécle dernier et situent lcs débats actuels dans une perspective historique.
Bien que les recherches dhier et d'aujourdhui soient plutét faibles du point de vue méthodo-
logique, elles suggerent que la performance en lecture est demcurée constante jusque dans les
années '70. La baisse des résultats aux tests qu'on a alors observée n'était pas aussi importante
que I'ont cru plusieurs enseignants et on peut I'attribu~- pour une grande part aux change-
ments démographiques chez ceux 3 qui était administré le test. Cette baissc perd de son im-
portance si on la compare 2 la hausse exceptionnelle du niveau de réussite scolaire de la
population au cours des quarante derniéres années. Toutefois. la stratégie de scolarisation
sans cesse croissante pour rencontrer la demande sans cesse croissante d'alphabétisation a pu
suivre son cours. Les taux d'abandon au secondaire augmentent et le taux de réussite scolaire
sest stabilisé. Les chercheurs ont identifié de trés mauvaises associations entre les qualifica-
tions des travailleurs et les exigences de I'emploi. de méme qu'entre I'emploi et les habiletés
de lecture et d'écriture enscignées dans les écoles. Malgré leurs imperfections, les tests fonc-
tionnels de lecture et d'écriture suggdrent que 20 pour cent de la population adulie, soit trerte
millions de personnes, éprouvent de séricuses difficultés avec des simples exercices de lec-
wre. La revalorisation des capacités de lecture et d'écriture exige dorénavant de nouvelles
initiatives par les coalitions entre enseignants, roupes sociaux, employeurs et agences
gouverncmentales.
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Alfabetismo y desemperio de lectura en los Estados Unidos desde 1880

hasia el presente

LOS AUTORES revisaron los logros en alfabetismo y lectura en el dltimo siglo v sitian a los
debates actuales en una perspectiva histérica. A pesar de que los estudios de ayer comparado
con hoy dia son metodolégicamente débiles, sugieren que el desempeiio de lectura per-
manecid estable hasta los 1970s. La baja de los resultados en las pruebas que entonces
ocurrié no fue tan grave como muchos educadores pensaron, y mucho de esto puede ser
explicado por el cambio en la demografia de los sujetos que tomaron estas pruebas. Este
declive palidece cuando se compara con el tremendo aumento en el alcance educativo de la
poblacidn en los dltimos cuarenta afios. De cualquier manera, la estrategia de una carrera
constante por aumentar la escolaridad para cubrir la siempre creciente demanda de alfa-
betismo puede haber finalizado. Los niveles de estudiantes que abandonan la escuela media
han ido en aumento. y el logro educativo ha llegado a su nivel de estabilidad. Los investiga-
dores han identificado desbalances substanciales entre los trabajos y las habilidades adquiri-
das en la escuela. A pesar de sus fallas, las pruebas de alfabetismo funcional sugieren que el
20 por ciento dc la poblacion adulta, 0 30 millones de personas, tienen serias dificultades con
tareas comunes de lectura. Mejorar las habilidades para alfabetizar requiere ahora nuevas
iniciativas de parte de coaliciones de educadores, grupos comunitarios, patrones y agencias
gubernamentales.

Buchwissen und Lese-Leistung in den Vereinigten Staaten von 1880 bis zur

Gegenwart

DIE AUTOREN blicken zunick auf Buchwissen- und Leseleistungs-Richtungen wihrend .des
verflossenen Jahrhundents und setzen aktuelle Diskussionen in eine historische Perspektive.
Obwohl Heute-und-damals-Studien methodologisch schwach sind, zeigen sie auf, dafl die
Lesefahigkeit bestindig verblieb bis in die 1970iger Jahre. Die Prifungsergebnis- Ver-
schlechterung, die sich zu diesem Zeitpunkt einstellte, war jedoch nicht so arg, wie manche
Erzieher annahmen, und zumindest zum Teil ist sie durch dic wechselnde Bevélkerungsstatis-
tik der Prifer zu erkldren. Die Verschlechterung tritt zuriick, wenn man sie im Verhiltnis
sieht zu dem gewaltigen Fortschritt im Bildungsstand der Bevélkerung im Laufe der letzten
vierzig Jahre. Nichtsdestoweniger ist wohl die Mafl nahme, stets wachsendes Buchwissen-
Bediirfnis mit stets wachsender Schulbildung zu begegnen, in etwa iéberholt. Immer mehr
Mittelschiiler verlassen vorzeitig die Schule, und die erzicherische Leistung ist nicht mehr zu
steigern. Nachforschungen haben festgelegt. dafl zwischen Arbeitskonnen und Arbeitsnach-
frage, ebenso wie zwischen Arbeit und Schulwissen, ein ungleiches Verhiltnis besteht.
Amtliche Tests haben, obwohl sie fehlerhaft sind. festgelegt, daft 20 Prozent der Erwach-
senen-Bevolkerung, also 30 Millionen Menschen, grofie Schwierigkeiten haben mit ganz
gewdhnlichen Lese-Aufgaben. Um Buchwissen in unserer Zeit zu fordern, werden neue In-
itiativen gesucht, z.B. durch Zusammenschliessen von Erziehern, Gemeinschaftsgruppen,
Angestellten und behodrdlichen Aemtern.

On September 21, 1982, Congressman
Paul Simon of lilinois opened a congressional
hearing on literacy by declaring that “10 to 25
million Americans are unable to read and
write." Furthermore, he reported that “an addi-
tional 35 million Americans can read only at the
fifth-grade level™ (U.S. Congress, House,
1984, p. 1). Concurring, Secretary of Educa-
tion Terrel Bell testificd that “in 1975, you have
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63 million Americans that aren't proficient in
meeting the educational requirements of every-
day adult life” (p. 5). By 1982, he noted, this
had risen to 72 million, which amounted to half
of the adult population.

The public and many scholars have blamed
the schools, arguing that test scores have becn
in decline for nearly 20 years, writing skills
have atrophicd, and permissive schooling and
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electronic media have dulled the reading abili-
ties of our nation's youth. Afier reviewing the
evidence, the President’s National Commission
on Excellence in Education concluded in 1983
that the very security of the nation was “at risk."
In March 1986, Senator Edward Zorinsky
charged that “the schools are creating illiterates™
and concluded, “we cannot leave reform up to
the educators™ (U.S. Congress, House, 1986,
p. 3).

Findings by other experts suggest that these
claims may have been wildly exaggerated. Ac-
cording to the U.S. Bureau of the Census
(1982), for example, in 1979 less than one per-
cent of the population reported themselves illit-
erate. In a reexamination of functional literacy
studies for the National Institute of Education,
Fisher concluded that “few if any functional il-
literates were actually awarded high school
diplomas™ (1978, p. 7).' Some scholars empha-
size that educational attainment has risen stead-
ily during this century in response to the rising
literacy demands of a highly technological. in-
formation-laden society (Bormuth, 1978; Res-
nick & Resnick, 1977). Research by Farr and
colleagues seems to confirm that each succeed-
ing generation has been better educated than the
last. After administering the same tests that had
been given in the 1940s, they found that Indiana
students in 1976 outperformed those of 1944-
1945 (Farr, Fay, & Negley, 1978). A compre-
hensive review of then-and-now studies (Farr,
Tuinman, & Rowls, 1974) also suggests that
students' reading skills have improved over the
course of the century. The authors comment
that “anyone who says that he knows that liter-
acy is decreasing is . . . at best unscholarly and
at worst dishonest™ (p. 140).

What is an interested nonexpert to believe?
Is illiteracy a serious problem or a relatively mi-
nor one? Are the trends up or down? Are the
people with the apocalyptic visions and the
rose-colored glasses looking at the same infor-
mation differently, or is each commentator mus-
tering the data selectively?

The purpose of this review is to set recent
debates on adult literacy and school reading
performance in the longer-range perspective of
the past hundred years. Writers engaged in pol-
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icy debates rarely project literacy trends back
more than 20 years. Some imply that before the
test-score decline of the 1960s and 1970s there
was a golden age of literacy. a high plateau of
impressive test scores, rigorous standards, and
old-fashioned academic schooling. Most have
focused on an alleged decline of standards in
the rebellious 1960s and the supposed deleteri-
ous effects of television.

Historians, on the other hand, have been
little help in providing perspective on this issue.
Although much recent and exciting work has

been done on the history of literacy, the story is

rare'y brought into the twentieth century. The
focal points have been the advent of printing in
sixteentk-century Europe and the expansion of
literacy in late eighteenth- and nineteenth-cen-
tury industrial societies, including the United
States (see, e.g., Eisenstein, 1980; Soltow &
Stevens, 1981). For the twentieth century, only
a few summary articles exist on U.S, literacy
trends, based either on U.S. Census reports or
reading achievement scores (Farr, Tuinman, &
Rowls, 1974; Folger & Nam, 1967; Selden,
1978). This article is therefore a first step to-
ward a comprehensive history of literacy in the
United States since 1880, as well as a perspec-
tive on the contemporary test score debate (see
also Kaestle, 1985). For the entire period, we
take a hard look at the quality of the data and the
arguments of previous scholars. Many of the
available data are unreliable, unrepresentative,
or noncomparable over time. The attempt to de-
termine trends is therefore perilous. Much
skepticism is in order.

The distinction between a literate person
and an illiterate person sounds simple. It is not.
Literacy is not a single skill, but a set of skills
that people have to varying degrees. Some peo-
ple can read well in one context but not in an-
other. Literacy is thus elusive, complex. Its
study requires careful definitions. Because in
this article we are reviewing previous measure-
ment efforts, we are to some degree prisoners
of previous definitions. But we can clarify liter-
acy trends by categorizing earlier measurement
efforts under different concepts of literacy.

First we distinguish between literacy skills
as taught and measured in schools (usually
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called “reading achievement”) and literacy skills
as practiced outside of schools (usually called
“functional literacy”). The relationship between
these sets of skills is unclear. Some commenta-
tors assume that there is an obvious, direct rela-
tionship: If the schools don't teach students how
to read effectively, the students will not be able
to read well as adults. Other writers, however,
have argued that school literacy and out-of-
school literacy are quite different. School read-
ing is taught in a sequential curriculum.
Children are tested frequently as they move up
through a hierarchy of graded skills and con-
tent. At the lowest level, which we shall call
crude literacy, the student learns to read and un-
derstand simple words already in his or her
speaking vocabulary. At higher levels, the
school reader learns not only riore vocabulary
and concepts but more complex inferential and
interpretive skills. Functional literacy outside
the school is less structured, less hierarchical
(Guthrie & Kirsch, 1984; Heath, 1980; Miku-
lecky & Ehlinger, 1986; Olson, 1977). It in-
volves a greater variety of materials and settings
and is often used to accomplish practical tasks.

Still, there is much overlap between read-
ing tasks required in school and reading tasks
presented in everyday life. Thus, reading
achievement has an important bearing on the
functional literacy of adults. In this article we
discuss both, and we use a spatial metaphor to
organize the discussion. We treat the acquisition
of initial literacy and subsequent grade-level
achievement—the focus of the school-as the
vertical dimension, and we treat the measure-
ment of diverse reading tasks from everyday
life - functional literacy—as the horizontal di-
mension. The metaphor is useful because the
two dimensions penetrate each other: At any
given grade-level ability of reading achieve-
ment, one can think of extending those skills
horizontally out into non-school situations.
Conversely, in any real-world setting, one can
ask how demanding the reading tasks are, on a
vertical scale.

In what follows we do not deal with racial,
regional. sexual, social class, or national origin
differences in literacy. As might be expected,
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blacks, other minorities, the poor, Southerners,
and the foreign-born have been less literate on
average than native-born, middle-class whites.
Although in terms of crude literacy these gaps
have narrowed substantially during the past cen-
tury, rome large gaps remain in the more com-
plex skills. We decided to forego an analysis of
literacy by groups, not because the differences
are unimportant, but because the conceptual
and measurement problems involved in rating
anyone’s literacy are so complicated that they
demand first consideration. (For a discussion of
black/white performance differences, see Sted-
man & Kaestle, 1986, p. 5 and Appendix A.)

The Entry Level: Crude Li*cracy

Attempts to study literacy rates in the
United States began with the Census Bureau. In
each decennial census from 1840 through 1930
and in sampling surveys since, individuals were
asked whether they could read and write in any
language. The Bureau generally classified as il-
literate those who said they were “not able both
to read and to write a simple message either in
English or any other language” (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1971, p. 5). The record shows a
tremendous reduction in self-reported illiteracy
over the past century. In 1870, 20 percent of the
ropulation reported themselves illiterate,
whereas in 1979, only .6 percent did. Among
youths aged 14 to 24, the self-reported illiteracy
rate in 1979 was only .19 percent (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1982b. p. 17). Self-reported illit-
eracy, then. has declined to very low percent-
ages, although the absolute number of
self-reported illiterates remains large - 822,000
of those 14 or older (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1982, p. 5).

What are we to make of the validity of this
record? For over a hundred years, the Census
Bureau never administered a literacy test. It re-
lied upon having people describe their own lit-
eracy status, and never defined for them
precisely what was meant by literacy (see Cen-
sus instructions, Folger & Nam, 1967, pp. 249-
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252: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1948, 1960,
1971, 1982b). This self-reporting is the funda-
mental weakness of the U.S. Census literacy
data. As a 1919 New York Times editorial
stated, “Nothing could be more inexact or hu-
morous” (Editorial, p. 12, column 4). Writing
for the Census Bureau, however, Folger and
Nam (1967) cited two studies that purportedly
demonstrated that a person's self-reporting mir-
rors his or her performance on literacy tests.
They concluded that Census reports of literacy
are “generally accurate” (p. 129, fn. 1). On the
other hand, both studies were conducted in for-
eign countries, which raises questions of
generalizability to the United States, and as
Coles (1976) pointed out, one of the two studies
actually demonstrated the inaccuracy of self-re-
porting (p. 51).

Part of the problem is deliberate misrepont-
ing. Wliterates have great difficulty admitting
their inability to read and write. They have de-
veloped elaborate methods of concealment and
will even hide their illiteracy from other illiter-
ates (Freeman & Kassenbaum, 1956, pp. 372-
373; Kozol, 1985). Given that reading levels
and demands have increased greatly during this
century, the stigma attached to illiteracy must
also have increased, making it much more
likely that false reporting would occur.

Nevertheless, findings from some recent
tests of functional literacy suggest that outright,
utter illiteracy is now very low (Stedman &
Kaestle, 1986). Educational improvements of
the past hundred years support this finding.
There were major gains in educational attain-
ment, extensive basic literacy training through
New Deal agencies and the military, and ex-
panded state and federal programs in adult basic
education. These efforts have helped to elimi-
nate much of ‘e nation's illiteracy, as the Cen-
sus record shows. But the number of
self-reported illiterates is still high, and as we
will discuss, millions of people still have trou-
ble with simple reading tasks. So what are the
trends in reading performance? Our informa-
tion comes from then-and-now studies and
standardized test score trends.

THE VERTICAL DIMENSION
Then-and-Now Studies

Then-and-now studies aim to satisfy our
curiosity as to whether students today are per-
forming better than students of yesterday. They
involve giving a group of students the same test
that was given to a comparable group of stu-
dents years before. This is not a new idea; one
of the first then-and-now studies was performed
in 1906. Riley gave all ninth-grade students in
Springfield, Massachusetts, the same tests that
had been given in 1846. 1906 students did much
better on these tests, which covered spelling,
arithmetic, and geography (Farr, Tuinman, &
Rowls, 1974).

Previous reviewers have used then-and-now
studies as evidence for their claim that reading
performance steadily improved from the early
part of the century through the mid-1960s (Cop-
perman, 1978, pp. 32-34; Farr, Tuinman, &
Rowls, 1974). The historical record, however,
is ambiguous. Of the 13 local then-and-now
studies that have dealt with reading during this
period, 7 did not show a clear-cut improvement.
Of the 7, 2 showed declines, 3 found no differ-
ence, and 2 had mixed results (see Table 1). The
8 state and national then-and-now studies have
provided more support, but 3 still showed no
improvement (see Table 2). One had declines
(Sligo), one showed mixed results (Tyler), and

_one lacked comparable data (our Yerkes-Gray

comparison, Table 2).

Researchers have also used then-and-now
studies to argue the seriousness of the test score
decline of the late 1960s and 1970s. Some have
claimed that, in spite of the decline, 1970s stu-
dents were still doing as well as those of the
1940s and 1950s, whereas others have argued
the decline was so great that 1970s students had
fallen well behind. One study supported the
more optimistic viewpoint (Farr, Fay, & Negley.
1978); two studies, the more pessimistic view
(Elligett & Tocco, 1980; Eurich & Kraetsch,
1982).
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Even if we take their results at face value,
therefore, then-and-now studies provide weak
evidence for sweeping claims about changes in
national performance. More important. their
execution has been so poor that conclusions
about rises or declines are unwarranted. There
have been several problems.

Not comparable. First, then-and-now stud-
ies have been riddled with problems of com-
parability. Because few researchers have inves-
tigated the social composition of their tested
groups, we cannot rule out the possibility that
the higher achievement of one group was due to
a higher social class background. This problem
has been particularly acute in local then-and-
now studies, which have usually focused on
reading achievement in only one city. With 10
to 20 years between testings, the chances that a
city's social composition has changed have been
great. In only two local studies have researchers
ensured that the two groups had similar socio-
economic status, but both of these involved such
small groups that generalizations were unjusti-
fied (Burke & Anderson and Finch & Gillenwa-
ter: see Table 1).

State studies, with one exception, spanned
even more time than the local studies, from 20
to 32 years, yet none of the researchers have
compared the performance of groups matched
on social class. Given the population migrations
and economic transformations during the cen-
tury, this longer time span virtually ensured that
a state's composition had changed. Farr, Fay,
and Negley (1978), for example, found that
from 1944 to 1976 Indiana’s population had be-
come :nore urban, workers held fewer laboring
and more service jobs, adults were better edu-
cated, and the proportion of blacks and Hispan-
ics had doubled (p. 8!1). Even national
then-and-now studies may have involved non-
comparable groups. Immigration could have in-
creased the number of linguistic minority
students, for example, which might have low-
ered scores. None of the researchers, however,
checked the nativity or language statuses of the
groups they compared.

Comparability has also been affected by
changing educational policics. Fluctuations in
institutionalization versus mainstreaming, for
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example. have periodically changed the number
of mentally retarded and handicapped students
in the schools, yet few researchers have ac-
counted for the effects of such changes. As
states have raised the legal school-leaving age,
the proportion of teenagers attending and gradu-
ating from high school has steadily increased.
The presumption has been that this increased
the proportion of lower-achieving students, and
thus made the maintenance of or increase in
scores more impressive. On the other hand,
dropping out of school used to be more accept-
able, and many who did so were not low-
achieving students. Rather, they left because
they wanted to help support their families, join
the military, or get jobs and be independent
(Farr, Fay, & Negley, 1978). Researchers who
have conducted high school then-and-now stud-
ies should have worried about the net effects of
these patterns.

Not representative. The second major prob-
lem with then-and-now .dies has been their
failure to be nationally representative. Fridan,
for example, studied one parochial elementary
school in Indiana. Partlow studied schools in
one Canadian city; Bradfield studied a fifth
grade in a ru,al California town (Farr, Tuinman,
& Rowls, 1974; see Table 1). Nor have the state
studies been nationally representative, coming
mostly from Midwestern rural or semirural
states with few minorities and no major cities.

Even the national studies have not been
completely representative. Bloom (1956), for
example, gave the General Educational Devel-
opment (GED) test to 1943 and 1955 high
school seniors during their final two months.
Given that the graduation rate among 17-year-
olds in 1944 was only 43 percent, over half of
t!,. nation's students weren't included (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, 1975, p. 379). Nor did
Bloom sample technical, vocational, private, or
black high schools (Bloom, 1956, p. 111). His
report of a slight increase in achievement from
1943 1o 1955 must be seen as applying tc whites
who attended public schools and who, because
of family income or ability, were able to remain
in school through their senior year. Elligett and
Tocco (1980) and Gates (1961) derived national
results using equating studics. but tested only
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Table 2 Statewide and national then-and-now studies

Number of Students
Siudy Then Now Grade Location Then Now Academic Areas Results
Statewide
Tyler (1930) 1924 1930 HS OH Sclected High Same Physics, Math, Mixed
Schools English
tn Witty & Coomer 1915 1947 HS NY Statewide Same NY Regents +: 71% pass
(1981) rate o 84 %
Shgo. in 1934 1954 HS 1A Sclected High Same Algebra, General -
Armhruster (1977) Schaals Science, English, History
In Farr, Tuinman, 1940 1965 A8 1A A8.000 Similar Reading +2105> |
& Ruowlsy (1974) grade
Farr. Fay & 1944 1976 6. 10 IN Volunteer Stratified Reading (Average 6th: = 2 monthy
Negley (1978) Schuols Sample of Various 10th: = 2 Per-
15,206 8,000 Subteats) centile pis
11,424 2.000 After age
adjustment:
+ 8 months,
+10 pts
Furich & 1928 1978 Callege  Univ. of 1.M13 Freshinen 865 Incoming Paragraph
Kractsch (1982) Freshinen MN 4,191 HS Students Comprchension Subtest;
Seniors Vocahulary, Reading
Comprchension, Rate
National
Gates (1961) 1937 1987 1.6 Natl 107,000 11.000 EQ: Reading (Average -1 =~ grades,
12 Schonl of Vurious After age
Divtricts Subtests) adjustment,
4th-tuh:
4410 +6 Tmonths
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Equating Study.

increase. FQ =

Neote. — = decrease. +

one school district and twelve school districts,
respectively.

Despite these limitations, can we not esti-
mate national trends by putting all these studies
together? Unfortunately, for any given time per-
iod, there have been too few studies, and these
have been too geographically scattered, to pro-
duce a nationally representative sample.

Skills other than reading. A third limitation
of then-and-now studies, for our purposes, is
that they have often measured skills other than
reading comprehension. Although the final six
local studies listed in Table 1 included grammar
and spelling, their emphases were on subjects
such as arithmetic and geography. The Indiana
study (Farr, Fay, & Negley, 1978) included
speed-reading tests, “comprehension™ tests bet-
ter described as short-term memory tests (stu-
dents had to answer 10 questions in 2 minutes
about reading passages they could no longer
see), and sentence meaning tests that included
questions testing prior knowledge or requiring a
moral judgment. Among these questions were
the following: “Is treason to one's country pun-
ishable by death?" “Is it necessary for the Presi-
dent of the United Statss to be a citizen?” “Does
allegiance to one's country imply loyalty?™
(Farr, Fay, & Negley, 1978, pp. 31, 35-36).'
Such unusual tests make overall results from
that study suspect. Tuddenham's (1948) com-
parisons of World War I and Il draftees were
based on the Army Alpha test, which also mea-
sured more than literacy skills. It included
mathematical word problems, number pattern
guessing, and questions testing general knowl-
edge and common sense (Yoakum & Yerkes,
1920, pp. 16, 206). The test’s cultural and class
biases are apparent even to a casual reader (sce
Gould, 1981).

Age vs. grade. A fourth major problem in
then-and-now research is whether to present
results by age or by grade. We illustrate this
problem by discussing one of the betier known
studies: Gates' (1961) renorming of his reading
test comparing 1937 and 1957 students. A re-
norming or equating study, as it is better de-
scribed. differs from a traditional then-and-now
study in that two different tests are involved. In
equating, a rescarcher administers both the old
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and the new versions of a test to a group of
present-day students. Their performance on the
tests establishes a scale for converting scores
from one test to the other. Using this scale, the
researcher can convert the nation's average
score on the current test to its equivalent score
on the old one and then see whether it is higher
or lower than the old national average.

Using such a procedure, Gates converted
1957 norms for Grades 3 through 8 to their
1937 equivalents. He found that the 1937 stu-
dents outperformed those in 1957 by as much as
4.5 months, with larger margins the higher the
grade. These results suggested that reading pet-
formance was better back in the 1930s. But
Gates noted that students in 1937 were older at
each grade level, due to stricter promotion poli-
cies. When he compared students of the same
age, he found the 1957 students outperformed
those of 1937. Gates argued that the proper
comparison is by age, not grade, because a stu-
dent’s grade is an artifact of the time period's ed-
ucational policies, particularly those relating to
school-entering age and rztention. We agree. By
this siandard, then, reading performance was
better in 1957 than in 1937, at least for the ele-
mentary grades. But no sweeping conclusions
should be reached. Even after age adjustments,
first- and second-grade students showed no dif-
ference in performance, and third-grade stu-
dents differed by only 1 to 1'2 months.
Furthermore, there could have been dips or
peaks in the scores between the two testings, so
any assertion of steady improvement was un-
warranted. Finally, we have reservations, which
we describe in a later section, about using
equating studies to determine national trends.

Farr, Fay, & Negley (1978) also explored
the age issue. They found that in Indiana, 6th-
and 10th-grade students scored about the same
in 1944 and 1976, yet their analysis of census
data showed that the 1970 6th-grade students
were 10 months younger and the 10th-graders
14 months younger than their 1940 counter-
parts. After adjusting scores for the age differ-
ence, Farr, Fay, and Negley concluded that
reading performance was better in 1976. Their

" age adjustment, however, was arbitrary. Be-

cause 1976 6th-grade students were 10 months

younger, they simply added 10 months to the
students’ scores. In making such an adjustment,
they presumed that the 1976 students would
have gained one extra month for every addi-
tional month in school. This was unlikely.
Sixth-grade students in 1976 were already near
the top of the performance spectrum, so such
large improvements were probably not possible.
Furthermore, the 6th-grade students scored
above the 11th-grade level, which is so far out
of the tested grade range that differences in
scores lose their significance. Finally, on the
one test that measured what most educators now
think of as reading comprehension, the para-
graph comprehension subtest, 10th-grade stu-
dents in 1976 showed no gain even after Farr,
Fay, and Negley made their age adjustment (p.
27). The best that can be concluded from this
study is that Indiana students in the 1970s were
probably scoring about the same as Indiana stu-
dents did in the 1940s.

Conclusions about then-and-now studies.
Given all of these difficulties, what can one
conclude from then-and-now studies about
reading trends? If one takes age into account,
more of the tests show gains than declines,
whereas many others show approximately equal
performance rates. But few of the studies have
been nationally representative. And the magni-
tude of the changes, up or down, has usually
been half a school year or less, which is well
within the margin of error caused by the prob-
lems we have described.

Our educated guess is that school children
of the same age and socioeconomic status have
been performing at similar levels throughout
most of the twentieth century (we consider the
1970s in detai] below). But we also caution that
then-and-now studies are fraught with design
and interpretation problems; relying upon them
to support arguments about literacy trends is
unjustified.

Achievement Test Score Trends

Six major reviews of test score trends were
published in the mid- to late 1970s (Armbruster,
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1977; Cleary & McCandless, 1976; Copper-
man. 1978, 1979; Farr, Tuinman, & Rowls,
1974, Harnischfeger & Wiley, 1975). Most of
these reviewers concluded that reading per-
formance had steadily improved during the
course of the century, but that since the mid-
1960s, for all grades above the third or fourth,
it had been declining dramatically (Armbruster,
1977, p. 4; Copperman, 1978, p. 29). The de-
clines were considered greater at higher grade
levels (Armbruster, 1977, p. 40; Cleary & Mc-
Candless, 1976, p. 1; Copperman, 1978, p. 44,
49; Harnischfeger & Wiley, 1975, p. 1195).
There were two exceptions to these conclu-
sions. Armbruster (1977) believed there had
been drops in the early 1920s and 1940s as well
as the steep decline after 1965. Farr, Tuinman,
and Rowls (1974) suggested that the post-1965
decline was slight (p. 139).

The first claim of most of these reviewers,
that of a steady improvement up to the mid-
1960s, was based on uncritical acceptance of
then-and-now studies, test renormings (equat-
ing studies) of the early 1960s, and state trends
in achievement tests. As we have seen, the qual-
ity of the then-and-now studies was poor and
cannot substantiate these reviewers' claim of a
general rise in U.S. achievement.

Furthermore, Schrader’s comprehensive
study of the early 1960s renorming data pro-
vided only equivocal support for a mid-1950s to
mid-1960s rise in achievement (1968). For
Grades S through 8 he found there had been an
increase of 8 percentile points. He noted, how-
ever, that the test publishers had excluded pri-
vate schools in their 1950s testing, but included
them in the 1960s. Given the selectivity and
higher achievement of private schools, their in-
clusion may have accounted for as much as half
of the apparent improvement (p. 22). At the
high school level, Schrader found mixed
results. On the School and College Ability Tests
(SCAT), between 1957 and 1967, he found a 9
percentile point improvement, but private
schools had again been added to the second
norming group. By contrast, the renormings of
the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test
(PSAT), 1960 and 1966, and the lowa Tests of
Educational Development, 1957 and 1962,
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which covered the same types of schools in both
years, showed scores as remaining stable.

Finally. the reviewers’ statewide data were
too sketchy to have supported any firm conclu-
sions. Copperman (1978), for example, cited
only three states to demonstrate that achieve-
ment rose from the mid-1950s to the early
1960s. Idaho and New Hampshire provided
data for only one grade, and most of West Vir-
ginia’s data didn't begin until 1964 or 1965.
Harnischfeger and Wiley (1975) cited refer-
ences on only two states, Minnesota and Iowa,
with only one grade apiece.

The case for a major decline beginning in
the mid-1960s is also problematic. The han-
dling of state data was particularly sloppy (see
Stedman & Kaestle, 1986), and too much was
made of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) de-
cline. The most thorough analysis of the SAT
decline found that compositional changes in test
takers accounted for between two thirds and
three quarters of the 1960s decline (College En-
trance Examination Board, 1977). Because of
expanded opportunities in the 1960s, more mi-
nority, low-ability, and low-income students
were taking the SAT and going to college. Fur-
thermore, tests with self-selected, changing
compositions, such as the SAT, are not nation-
ally representative. As Schrader (1968) noted,
“High school seniors taking the Scholastic Apti-
tude Test are not representative either of high
school seniors generally or of high school sen-
iors planning to enter college” (p. 5). Trends
from college entrance testing programs, there-
fore, can tell us little about the average national
trends in reading.

Finally, contrary to the impression created
by most of the 1970s reviewers, there was a
substantial amount of evidence that test scores
remained stable or improved in the 1960s, par-
ticularly at the high school level. Although
scores on the Comprehensive Tests of Basic
Skills and the Stanford Achievement Tests
showed declines (Copperman, 1978, p. 43:
Harnischfeger & Wiley, 1975, pp. 58-59), the
lowa Tests of Educational Development, the
SCAT tests, the Science Research Associates
tests, and the Metropolitan Achievement Tests
all showed general improvement from 1957 to
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1971 (Cleary & McCandless. 1976; Harcoun
Brace Jovanovich, 1971; lowa Tests of Educa-
tional Development. 1971, Schrader. 1968).
PSAT renorming scores were roughly stable
from 1960 to 1974, and Project Talent data
showed high school juniors had “slight gains™ in
reading comprehension from 1960 to 1970
(Breland, 1976; Flanagan, 1976, pp. 9-12).
The evidence for a major decline during the
1960s is mixed at best.

In the period from 1970 to 1978, however,
there was a dramatic downturn in junior high
and high school scores on most major tests. The
1970 to 1978 renorming of the Sequential Tests
of Educational Progress (STEP) showed 8th-
grade students dropped 20 percentile points and
12th-grade students 13 points in reading (Edu-
cational Testing Service, n.d., p. 101). Sev-
enth- through 12th-grade students’ total reading
scores on the Comprehensive Tests of Basic
Skills dropped from one-third to a full year de-
pending on the grade (CTB/McGraw-Hill,
1982a, p. 59ff; 1982b). Scores on the lowa
Tests of Educational Development for 10th- to
12th-grade students dropped in 1978 to slightly
below 1962 levels (Science Research Associ-
ates, 1978). Yet, as we shall discuss, several im-
portant tests showed no declines during the
1970s, and much of the decline can be ex-
plained by changing demographics.

Since the late 1970s. scores have been ris-
ing on most tests, in most subjects, and for most
grades.

The Magnitude and Causes of the Decline

A popular interpretation of the test score
decline goes like this: In the face of the disrup-
tions of the late 1960s, kids lost their motiva-
tion, and teachers lost their nerve. Schools
across the country abandoned their academic
standards, and the low standards undermined
achievement. The recovery of the late 1970s,
according to this interpretation, was the result
of renewed standards. We have analyzed this ar-
gument in detail elsewhere (Stedman & Kaestle,
1985).

One problem we have found with this “per-
missive sixties” interpretation is that the timing
is off. The height of the Vietnam-cra protests
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was during the late 1960s, but the test score de.
cline occurred between 1971 and 1978. The
high school students who attained lower scorcs
in the 1978 testings were in elementary school
during the years of protest. By the time they
reached high school in the middle to late 1970s,
reform was in retreat, competency testing was
spreading, and the open campus was ¢losed.
Perhaps some lag theory could explain this tim-
ing problem; if so, it has yet to be argued.

Furthermore, we question how widespread
permissive education was. School critics argue
that students stopped taking academic courses,
but they have litle solid evidence. The Presi-
dent's National Commission on Excellence
(1983), for example, cited a study of high
school transcripts as evidence that elective-tak-
ing had run wild, but the late 1960s sample in-
volved only 27 high schools. A more recent
study with nationally representative samples
showed enrollments in academic subjects had
actually increased, not decreased, during the
1970s (West, Diodato, & Sandberg, 1984). As
for the open classroom movement, there is no
evidence that it was ever very widespread (Holt,
1976, p. 140). Even if it had been, the test
scores of elementary school children were ris-
ing during the 1970s, not declining (see, e.g.,
National Assessment of Educational Progress,
1981, 1985).

We also argue that critics exaggerated the
magnitude of the decline. Five points can be
made here. First, compositional changes in test-
takers caused much of the decline, even in the
1970s. The College Board's panel estimated,
for example, that such changes caused 20 to 30
percent of the 1970s SAT decline (College En-
trance Examination Board, 1977, p. 18). Birth-
order effects also contributed. On average,
first- or second-born children outperform later-
born children, so the trend toward larger fami-
lies lowered SAT scores by perhaps another 4 to
9 percent (Zajonc & Bargh, 1980). Achieve-
ment scores were Jowered even more by compo-
sitional changes: There were fewer dropouts in
the early 1970s, immigration from low-scoring
groups increased, families were bigger, and
children at a given grade level were younger. In
sum, compositional effects probably accounted
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for between 24 and 40 percent of the 1970s de-
cline in SAT scores, and for between 30 and 50
percent of the decline in achievement test
scores.

Critics, however, have tended to assume
that virtually all of the test score decline was
caused by instructional failure (Brimelow,
1983; Copperman, 1979; Ravitch, 1985). Cop-
perman (1979), for example, presumed that the
skill decline began in the mid-1960s and contin-
ued steadily thereafter, thus ignoring a huge
compositional effect. Instead of a drop to the
39th percentile as he claimed. the actual drop
was only to the 44th or 46th percentile level. On
tests that showed as much as a whole year's de-
cline, the adjusted score might be half a year.
The apparent decline must also be adjusted for
possible changes during the 1970s in students’
test-taking skills and motivation. What remains
after subtracting such effects is the actual skill
decline, but this should not be attributed solely
to changes in the schools. Nonschool factors,
including those that disrupted tamily life, such
as the major recession of the 1970s and the ris-
ing divorce rate, probably contributed to this
skill decline.

A second problem has been that critics
have rarely related test score declines to actual
changes in academic skills. What was the dif-
ference in skills between students who scored
one-half a grade level lower than another, ear-
lier group? What specific tasks could students
no longer do? Standardized tests are imperfect
measures of academic performance. Their va-
lidity is limited by many factors, including their
multiple-choice format and the time pressures
they impose on test-takers. They are con-
structed in such a way that small shifts in test
performance produce large changes in percen-
tile and grade-equivalent rankings. The decline
thus sounds large when described in these
terms, even though the actual performance drop
could be quite small, On the Science Research
Associates (SRA) tests, for example, 12th-
grade students had dropped a whole grade level
in reading between 1971 and 1978, but this was
only from 72 to 68 percent correct, or a 4 per-
centage point drop. Mathematics declines were
similar (Bode, 1981a, p. 33; 1981b, p. 4). Fur-
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thermore, these figures were unadjusted for
compositional changes, so the actual skill de-
cline among similar students was smaller yet,
Several tests given by the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) showed only
small drops in performance. Between 1970 and
1980, for example, in inferential reading com-
prehension, 17-year-olds went from 64 to 62
percent, a 2 percent drop; 13-year-olds went
from 56.1 to 55.5 percent, or only a .6 percent
drop (NAEP, 1981).

Another way of assessing the decline is to
ask at what percentage of their former skill lev-
els students in the 1970s were performing. On
the NAEP tests, for example, students were
performing at 97 parcent of their former levels
in inferential comprehension, 92 percent in
mathematics. High school students who took
the SRA tests were reading at about 95 percent
of their former levels, according to our calcula-
tions from the above figures.

Third, some critics have decried the effects
of the test score decline on our economy, imag-
ining that poor academic performance has
translated into losses in productivity. The au-
thors of the Narion at Risk report (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983)
argue that the skill decline threatens our very
economic security as a nation. In fact, the sta-
tistical links between academic and economic
performance are relatively weak: The correla-
tion between achievement test scores and job
proficiency has been estimated at only .25
(Olneck, 1984). Furthermore, workforce turn-
over is gradual: In the whole decade of the
1970s, perhaps one fourth of the workforce
changed. This slow rate would have further di-
luted any economic impact of an educational
decline. Economic productivity problems, par-
ticularly recent ones, lie largely outside the
classroom.

Fourth, critics have not acknowledged that
standardized test scores can be an unreliable
measure of national trends. Trends are derived
from the equating studies publishcrs perform
when they introduce redesigned tests (generally,
every S to 7 years). Current national perform-
ance is compared to the old by giving both the
new and the old test to samples of contemporary
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students. Problems with equating abound. Of-
ten two different groups are given the two dif-
ferent tests; sometimes only portions of the tests
are administered. The equating samples are
usually not nationally representative, involving
only a few school districts or a fraction of the
norming sample. Even some test publishers
warn against the use of renorming data to infer
national trends. The publishers of the Metropol-
itan Achievement Test have counseled that
“such data are not appropriate for making gen-
eralizations concerning changes over time in
relative achievement of American students in
the basic skills areas™ (The Psychological Cor-
poration, 1978, p. 1). Publishers cite changes
in the national samples of students and the
changing relevance of test content as factors that
confound generalizations (Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1983, pp. 1, 2).

Fifth, critics have paid little attention to the
contradictory evidence of the 1970s. According
to the National Assessment of Educational Pro-
gress, 13- and 17-year-old students maintained
their reading scores, and 9-year-olds improved
theirs, in the 1970, 1975, and 1980 testings
(NAEP, 1981). NAEP results also show that 17-
year-olds’ overall writing skill remained the
same between 1969 and 1979 (NAEP, 1982). A
comparison of Metropolitan and Stanford
Achievement Test results showed a 5- to 12-
month gain in reading and math from 1973 to
1978 (The Psychological Corporation. 1978).
Natural science scores on the American College
Test (ACT) have remained stable over the past
two decades (American College Test, 1985;
College Entrance Examination Board, 1977, p.
21). More strikingly, scores on the College
Board’s achievement tests, taken by the same
students whose SAT scores were declining, dis-
played improved scores in many subjects, in-
cluding English composition, sciences, and
foreign languages (College Entrance Examina-
tion Board, 1977, p. 22). The evidence for a
massive, consistent skill decline, then, is much
more mixed than the school critics have
claimed, and the contradictory evidence is not
easily explained.

We must also put the decline into its histori-
cal context. When interpreted in terms of the

tremendous gains in educational attainment dur-
ing the past several decades, the decline seems
much less substantial. The median educational
level of the adult population (25 years and
older) rose 2 full years between 1960 and 1980,
from 10.510 12.5. Between 1940 and 1980, the
median level rose nearly 4 full years, from 8.6
to 12.5 (Grant & Eiden, 1982, Table 10, p. 16).
A skill decline of half a year and only in certain
subjects and on certain tests is minor compared
to these tremendous gains in educational attain-
ment.

In any case, the test score decline has now
ended, according to most recent renormings of
the major standardized tests. On the 1982 Stan-
ford Achievement Tests, for example, 11th-
grade students scored 4 percentile points higher
in mathematics and 10 percentile points higher
in reading than their 1973 counterparts (Har-
court Brace Jovanovich, 1983). Students in
other grades have shown similar improvements.
Scores on the lowa Tests of Basic Skills rose
dramatically between 1977 and 1984 (Hierony-
mus, 1985; lowa Testing Program, n.d.). Pre-
liminary analyses of the 1984 results, for
example, indicate that composite scores are at
an all-time high for most grades (Hieronymus,
1985). Scores have also leveled off or been ris-
ing since about 1978 on NAEP reading and
math tests and on college entrance exams, such
as the SAT and ACT (American College Test,
1985; College Entrance Examination Board,
1983; NAEP, 1979, 1981, 1985).

The achievement test score decline of the
1970s, then, was not as drastic as many believe
and is best explained by a combination of fac-
tors. not simply by educators’ failure of nerve
and drop in standards. (For an interesting “co-
hort effect” explanation, see Koretz, 1986.) Yet,
in spite of rising test scores, there is still a
pressing need to improve the basic reading
skills of many children and the critical reading
skills of all students. We are concerned that the
recent increases in test scores were partly
brought about by “teaching-to-the-test.” In many
school systems, this practice has narrowed the
curriculum and harmed the development of
good reading skills (Cuban, 1983; Meier, 1981,
1984 Resnick & Resnick, 1985). Before educa-
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tors compliment themselves on rising test
scores, they must also examine how these read-
ing skills—taught and measured in schools -
translate into performance on tasks outside of
school. Are the failure rates on real-world read-
ing performance tests more alarming than those
on school achievement tests? Have society's de-
mands for literacy skills overwhelmed the
schools' ability to produce readers who can be
effective workers and citizens?

THE HORIZONTAL DIMENSION

Functional literacy outside the school-has
been estimated in four ways: by using school at-
tainment as a proxy, by administering tests of
applied reading skills, by comparing a popula-
tion's reading grade level to that required to read
common materials, and by investigating job lit-
eracy requirements. In describing these four ap-
proaches, we pay attention to how functional
literacy has been defined and how accurately it
has been measured. We are interested in an-
swering two major questions: How extensive is
functional illiteracy in the United States today,
and how has this changed over time?

By functional literacy we mean the reading
and writing skills necessary to understand and
use the printed material one normally encoun-
ters in work, leisure, and citizenship. We distin-
guish functional literacy from functional
competency, which also includes the problem-
solving and mathematical skills needed to com-
plete everyday societal tasks.

Educational Attainment as a Proxy for
Functional Literacy

The Civilian Conservation Corps seems to
have coined the term functional literacy in the
1930s (Folger & Nam, 1967, p. 126). They de-
fined it as three or more years of schooling, rea-
soning that a person with that much schooling
could read the essential printed material of daily
life. The level of education considered neces-
sary to be functionally literate has been steadily
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rising since then. During World War 11, the
Army used the term to refer to a fourth-grade
educational level and. until manpower demands
became overwhelming, rejected recruits who
had less schooling (Ginzberg & Bray, 1953;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1948). In 1947, the
Census Bureau applied the term functional illit-
erates to those with fewer than five years of
schooling and ceased asking their questions
about crude literacy to those with more school-
ing (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1948, p. 3). In
1952, the Bureau raised the functional literacy
level to the sixth grade (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1953, pp. 6, 9, 10). By 1960, the U.S. Of-
fice of Education was using eighth grade as the
standard (Fisher, 1978, p. 38; Harman, 1970,
pp. 226-243). Finally, by the late 1970s, some
noted authorities were describing functional lit-
eracy in terms of high school completion (Car-
roll & Chall, 1975, p. 8; Hunter & Harman,
1979, p. 27).

For each of these successively steeper crite-
ria, the assumption has been that people who
reach a certain grade have acquired enough
reading skills to function in society. This is a
shaky generalization when applied to individual
cases, but it seems 1 _asonable to assume that a
substantial increase in school attainment would
raise the average reading ability of a popula-
tion. And indeed, school attainment rates have
risen continually. In 1910, for example, 23.8
percent of the population over 25 years old had
completed fewer than five years of schooling,
whereas in 1980, only 3.3 percent had (Folger
& Nam, 1967, p. 133; Grant & Eiden, 1982,
Table 10, p. 16). Among those aged 25 to 29 in
1980, the rate was only .7 percent, indicating
that functional illiteracy by this 1910 standard
has been virtually eliminated among the youn-
ger generation.

However, following the same grade-level
standard over the course of the century makes
little sense. The literacy skills demanded in
1980 are more complex than they were in 1910.
If we accept the government'’s changing grade-
level definitions of functional literacy, we dis-
cover that school attainment levels may not have
risen fast enough to keep up with rising func-
tional literacy demands. In 1930, about 88 per-
cent of the adult population had a third-grade
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education or more: in 1950, 88.9 percent had a
fifth-grade cducation or more; but by 1960,
only 78 percent had at least an cighth-grade ed-
ucation; and by 1980, only 68.7 percent had
completed high school (Folger & Nam, 1967,
p. 133; Grant & Eiden, 1982, Table 10, p. 16).
If we use a more conservative standard for
1980—an eighth-grade education—functional
literacy has increased slightly in the past 50
years—from 88 percent who had completed
third grade in 1930 to 90.3 percent who had
completed eighth grade in 1980.

There are three limitations to this approach
to estimating functional literacy. First, the line
between functional literacy and illiteracy is
drawn somewhat arbitrarily, and authorities of-
ten do not justify their cutoffs. Second, drawing
a line means establishing a dichotomy: A per-
son is either functionally literate or illiterate.
This makes little sense. A person who has com-
pleted eighth grade does not suddenly become
able to function effectively in the society,
whereas the person with only seven years of
schooling is unable to cope. There are grada-
tions in the ability to function, and a person’s
performance varies by setting and task. Finally,
using educational attainment as a measure of
functional literacy equates schooling with learn-
ing. Many people, however, perform well below
grade level, so the number who are functionally
illiterate may be considerably greater than the
school attainment figures suggest. A proper as-
sessment of functional literacy requires testing
the population on functional literacy tasks.

Direct Tests of Functional Literacy

The pioneering effort in testing functional
literacy was made by Guy Buswell at the Uni-
versity of Chicago in 1937. He tested 897 Chi-
cago-area adult residents on tasks such as
finding prices in a mail-order catalog and phone
numbers in a directory. He found that their per-
formance varied by education and reading
habits. After Buswell's effort, no similar work
was done until the 1970s, when five major stud-
ies were conducted (Adult Performance Level
Project, 1977, Gadway & Wilson, 1976,
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Harris, 1970, 1971; Murphy, 1973). Investiga-
tors tested skills such as map-reading, dictio-
nary use, deciphering help-wanted ads, using
train schedules, and reading product labels. The
functional illiteracy rates from these studies
ranged from 3 percent to 54 percent and
prompted a decade of debate about the magni-
tude of America’s literacy problems. The varia-
tions were due 10 differences in what tasks were
tested and where the functional literacy cutoff
was set.

The seriousness of the functional illiteracy
problem obviously depends upon which find-
ings one accepts. Some critics have argued that
the 1970s estimates were greatly exaggerated;
others, that they were too low. Since then, two
other national assessments have been con-
ducted. The U.S. Department of Education
(1986) has recently reported results of the 1982
study, and the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) has just completed an
investigation of the literacy skills of young
adults (Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1986). In what fol-
lows, we describe the tests and their results, ex-
plore the major criticisms, and review evidence
concerning historical trends.

[A copyrighted table has been
deleted from this space.]
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Descriptions of the Functional Literacy

Tests

The first study was conducted in 1970 by
Harris and Associates for the National Reading
Council, a group appointed by President Nixon
(Harris, 1970). It was called the Survival Lit-
eracy Study. It tested the ability of those 16
years of age and older to read, understand, and
fill out application forms. Of the five forms,
one requested personal identification informa-
tion, and the others were for a bank loan, a So-
cial Security number, Medicaid, and a driver's
license (see Table 3). The researchers estab-
lished three criterion levels. Those who an-
swered correctly less than 70 percent of the
items, the “low survival™ group, were consid-
ered functionally illiterate. Those who an-
swered correctly 90 percent or more, the “likely
survival™ group, were considered functionally
literate. In between were the “questionable sur-
vival" (70%-80% correct) and “marginal
survival™ (80 %-90% correct) groups. The inter-
mediate categories partially solved the problem
of an arbitrary and dichotomous definition.

The Survival Literacy Study showed that,
on average, 3 percent of the population were
functionally illiterate on a given form —that is,
scored below 70 percent correct. The percent-
ages ranged from less than .5 percent on the
public assistance form to 9 percent on the Medi-
caid form. In absolute numbers, this meant that
4.3 million people 16 years of age and older
were functionally illiterate. Many more people
didn't reach the functional literacy level of 90
percent correct. On average, i3 percent fell
short of this level, for a total of 18.5 million
people who were in the low, questionable, or
marginal survival categories.

The second study, also conducted by Harris
for the National Reading Council, was called
the National Reading Difficulty Index
(Harris, 1971) and was similar to the Survival
Literacy Study. Researchers asked a national
sample of people 16 years of age and older to
fill out an application form derived from vari-
ous official forms such as passport, driver's li-
cense, and credit card applications. Researchers
also tested the populatic. s ability to read three

Lueracy and reading < STEDMAN & KAESTLE

[A copyrighted table has been
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types of materials: telephone dialing and rate in-
formation, classified housing ads, and classi-
fied employment ads (seec Table 4 for
examples).

After weighting the items for difficulty, re-
searchers found that 4 percent of the sample an-
swered correctly less than 80 percent of the test.
They concluded that these people “suffer from
serious deficiencies in functional reading abil-
ity” (p. §7). This amounted to 5.7 million pco-
ple aged 16 years and over. Another |1 percent
(15.5 million) scored below 90 percent correct,
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and the researchers concluded that these indi-
viduals would need to make a “serious effort” to
handle real-life reading situations.

The third study was conducted by the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEDP) for the U.S. Office of Education’s Na-
tional Right-to-Read Effort (Gadway & Wilson,
1976). Their test, the Mini-Assessment of
Functional Literacy, assessed the ability of 17-
year-old students in 1971, 1974, and 1975 to
read word passages, reference materials, and
graphic materials, including charts, maps, pic-
tures, coupons, and forms. Mini-Assessment
researchers chose the 75 percent correct level as
the functional literacy threshold. They found
that 12.6 percent of the nation's 17-year-old stu-
dents did not reach this level and thus consid-
ered these students functionally illiterate. In the
spring of 1983, the President’s National Com-
mission on Excellence in Education used this 13
percent teenage illiteracy rate as one of its indi-
cators that the future of the nation was at risk.

The Adult Functional Reading Study, the
fourth test, was organized by the Educational
Testing Service (Murphy, 1973, 1975b). It
tested the ability of the population aged 16 and
older to deal with advertisements, legal docu-
ments, instructions, and listings, such as tele-
phone directories and train schedules. Rather
than determining an illiteracy rate, researchers
reported the average percentage correct on each
item. They were leery of choosing an arbitrary
criterion and recognized the widespread dis-
agreement over what constitutes functional lit-
eracy (Murphy, 1975a, 1975b). Kirsch and
Guthrie (1977-1978, p. 501), however, reana-
lyzed the Adult Functional Reading Study data
for two groups of tasks. They found that the av-
erage “maintenance” item (such as a table of
contents or a train schedule) was answered in-
correctly by 18 percent of the population. An
average of one out of four could not handle oc-
cupational items, which dealt with sick leave,
discrimination information, and employment
application.

The fifth study, the Adult Performance
Level Project (APL, 1977) was conducted by
researchers at the University of Texas under
sponsorship of the U.S. Office of Education. It

differed from the other studies in three major
ways. First, it was a study of functional compe-
tency rather than functional literacy. Thus, it as-
sessed writing, computation, and problem-solv-
ing as well as reading. Second, the test design-
ers conceived of competency partly in terms of
knowledge, and thus tested information as wel]
as skills. Third, the test was deliberately de-
signed to distinguish between those who were
successful in the society —that is, those who had
completed high school and were in white-collar
or professional jobs~and those who were un-
successful —those who had less than eight years
of schooling, were unskilled or unemployed,
and lived in poverty. Researchers used three
competency groupings to report scores. Adult
Performance Level 1 was the group of adults
who were “by and large, ‘functionally incompe-
tent' "; those in APL 2 were described as “mar-
ginally competent”; and those in APL 3 were
“most competent” (p. 17). Researchers reported
that they had determined the proportion of the
population in each category by using Bayesian
analysis, but never gave the full details. They
found that 19.7 percent of the adult population,
ages 18 to 65, were in the APL | category and
concluded that “approximately one-fifth of the
U.S. adults are ‘functionally incompetent’ " (p.
18). This was about 23 million people
(Northcutt, 1975, p. 48). An additional 33.9
percent of the adult population were in the APL
2 or marginally incompetent category. Consid-
ering both groups, one would estimate that 53.6
percent of the adult population have difficulty
functioning —or, as Secretary Bell estimated for
1982, 72 million adults.

The sixth test of functional literacy, the En-
glish Language Proficiency Survey, was con-
ducted in 1982 by the U.S. Bureau of the
Census at the behest of the Department of Edu-
cation (U.S. Department of Education, 1986).
The test, administered to 3,400 persons 20
years of age or older, was designed to judge
how well they could read official notices and ap-
plications for public assistance written in En-
glish. Twenty-six items were given in two
formats. Eight multiple-choice items asked in-
dividuals to pick a synonym or an equivalent
phrase for an underlined word or phrase. Eight-
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een ilems required choosing the best word or
phrase to complete a sentence (see Table 5). Us-
ing a cutoff of 20 correct answers for literacy,
researchers found that 13 percent of the adult
population were illiterate. The illiteracy rate for
those whose native language was English was 9
percent, whereas for those with a non-English
home language, it was 48 percent (Werner,
1986).

The seventh study, the Young Adult Liter-
acy Study, was conducted by the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress (Kirsch &

[A copyrighted table has been
deleted from this space.]

Literacy and reading ~ STELDMAN & KAESTLE

Jungeblut, 1986). Researchers tested the per-
formance of English-speaking young adults, 21
i0 25 years old, on three types of materials:
prose materials of the sort found at home and at
school, documents such as manuals and forms
found at work or in civil life, and quantitative
literacy materials such as menus and check-
books, which can require both reading and
mathematical skills. Researchers deliberately
did not set a literacy cutoff or report an overall
illiteracy rate. Using item response theory, they
constructed proficiency scales for each type of
material and reported the percentages of young
adults at various points along each scale. They
found that nearly all young adults, 95 percent or
more, were proficient at the siraplest tasks,
i“nse associated with the 200 level on each of
the three scales. These tasks included locating
information in a sports article (prose compre-
hension), entering personal information on job
applications (document literacy), and totaling
two entries on a bank deposit slip (quantitative
literacy). Literacy proficiency falls off rapidly,
however, as one goes up the scale. Forty-four
percent of young adults failed to reach the 300
proficiency level, which was associated with the
ability to locate information in an almanac, read
a map, and balance a checkbook. Eighty per-
cent failed to reach the 350 level, which was as-
sociated with proficiency at paraphrasing an
editorial argument, reading a bus schedule, and
determining a tip as a percentage of the bill.
These findings indicate that although only a
small percentage of people are utterly illiterate,
literacy problems pervade the society.

The Major Criticisms

The functional illiteracy rates computed in
these studies (see Table 6) are generally much
higher than the self-reported illiteracy rates of
the U.S. Census or the functional illiteracy
rates based on years of educational attainment.
At first glance, they suggest that functional illit-
eracy is a major educational problem. However,
serious criticisms have been leveled against
these tests.

Selection of tasks. To begin with, several
critics have questioned whether it is even possi-
ble to identify a set of tasks that could be called
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" “functional literacy” or “functional compe-
Lre tency.” As Fisher (1978) wrote, “one must ques-

" tion the adequary of a general assessment
instrument.” Functional literacy, he argued, is
“relative to a given subpopulation. The literacy
demands on one subpopulation may include
only some of the demands on other subpopula-
tions” (p. 57). Acland (1976) made much the
same point, arguing that the requisite skills vary
with a person’s social group, and thus it is im-
possible to identify a single set of tasks that can
be used to test functional literacy.

Griffith and Cervero (1977) took this argu-
ment one step further, claiming that whatever
tasks are included on the test reflect the “value-
- jentation” of the test designers. They compared
tne Adult Performance Level project to previous
efforts in life-adjustment education, arguing that
it was simply one more attempt to force the indi-
vidual to adjust to mainstream values.

This line of argument overlooks the fact
that some skills are generally needed. Acland
talked about “rich people’s problems” and “poor
people’s problems,” as if map reading, schedule
reading, and check writing are the province of
the well-to-do and are not nceded by the poor.
Although some of the Adult Performance Level
objectives were culturally and politically loaded
(see Stedman & Kaestle, 1986), most of the
items on this test, as on the other functional lit-
eracy tests, did not show any particular bias.
For example, individuals were asked to address
ar. envelope, follow directions on a medicine
bottle, and determine chenge from a twenty dol-
lar bill (APL, 1977, pp. 28, 22; Thompson,
1983, p. 480). It is hard to see what “value-ori-
entation” was being advanced by these tasks.

With more merit, critics have questioned
the basis for item selection on the Adult Per-
formance Level test (Cervero, 1980; Fisher,

1978; Heller et al., cited in Fischer, Haney, &
David, 1980). After creating a large pool of
items that measured literacy and problem-solv-
ing competencies, APL designers eliminated
those that did not favor people with advanced
education and job status. But identifying the
skills and knowledge associated with success is
quite different from identifying the skills neces-
sary for coping. The APLs selection method is

Higher
Criterion
13%
I5%

bR R

Lower
Criterion
k]
4
12.6%
19.7%

Criteria

20 of 26 correct

80%., 90% of weighted items
None set

70%, 90% correct
75% correct

None set
APL1.APL1&2

Tasks
Functional Competency

Muiltiple Choice from
Applications, Official Notices

Prose Comprehension,
Documents. Quantitative,

Application Forms
Application Forms
Oral Language

Telephone: Ads

Everyday Reading
Everyday Reading

18-65

20 +
21-25

Sample
Ages
16 +
16 +
17
16 +

Year
1970
1971
1975
1973
1974
1982
1985

Index

Mint-Assessment

Note. Al studies were of nationally representative samplcs.

Table 6 Functional illiteracy rates

Survival Literacy

Adutlt Functional Reading
Aduit Performance Level
English Language Proficiency
Young Adult Litcracy

Reading Difficuity

Study
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reminiscent of that of the World War [ psycho-
logical testing program. The Army Alpha tests
were field-tested on graduate students and offi-
cer training school candidates, and items that
did not favor them were discarded. Later, the
psychologists “proved™ their tests’ validity by
showing that scores were highly correlated with
education and income. In the same way, in their
final report, APL researchers emphasized that
functional incompetence varied with education
and income, yet the test had been decigned to
produce these very results.

Still, the correlations between APL scores
and socioeconomic indices are not very high,
.31t0 .56 (Cervero, 1980, p. 158), so the selec-
tion of items by social class was not that system-
atic. Because the original pool of items
generally measured basic competencies, per-
formance on specific APL items can still illumi-
nate the nature and extent of functional
competency.

Causes of poor performance. Using evi-
dence from the Adult Functional Reading study,
Fisher (1981) argued persuasively that poor
performance on functional literacy tests was the
result of breakdowns at one stage or another in
information processing. We disagree, however,
with his conclusion that the typical error was
“more or less mechanical” (p. 443). Fisher's
model described what we consider important el-
ements of literacy, such as the ability to “encode
passages,” “identify target and locator proposi-
tions,” and “derive search clues”; people who re-
peatedly make errors in such processing stages
have functional reading problems. Young Adult
Literacy researchers found that the difficulty of
an item was related directly to its processing de-
mands, such as the number of features to be
matched (Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1986). After in-
terviewing 100 students in adult learning cen-
ters who had taken the Adult Functional
Reading tests, Murphy (1975a) found two basic
causes of errors: students’ unfamiliarity with
everyday words and their difficulties with eve-
ryday formats (p. 14). These findings suggest
that errors on functional literacy tests represent
serious literacy deficits rather than lapses in
routine, mechanical processing.

Critics have also attributed poor perform-
ance to fatigue and to poorly constructed test
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items (Caughran & Lindlof, 1972. Cervero,
1980, p. 168; Fischer, Haney, & David, 1980;
Fisher. 1978). However, several tests were too
short or too varied to have produced much fa-
tigue. The Adult Functional Reading test, for
example, consisted of only 17 questions and
took less than half an hour to complete (Mur-
phy. 1975b, pp. 5, 14). The Reading Difficulty
Index test comprised one written application
form and a series of short oral quesi:ons about
telephone dialing instructions and newspaper
ads. Furthermore, researchers had already ac-
counted for errors due to fatigue or poorly con-
structed items by setting literacy cutoffs that
were far short of perfect performance. On the
Survival Literacy Study, for example, an indi-
vidual could miss up to 30 percent of the test
and still be labeled functionally literate. On the
English Language Proficiency Survey, individ-
uals could miss 6 out of 26 items.

Walidiry. Acland (1976) made perhaps the
most significant criticism of the tests when he
observed that, in real-life settings, people solve
many of the problems posed by the tests by re-
lying upon environmental cues and getting help
from others. He presented several examples
from the Adult Performance Level test to illus-
trate his point. Although 26 percent of the sam-
ple could not determine which of the three
cereal products was the cheapest per unit
weight, Acland noted that some supermarkets
now provide unit pricing labels that make this
skill unnecessary. Twenty-seven percent of the
sample did not know the normal human body
temperature, but as Acland pointed out, every
thermometer clearly marks this point, making it
unnecessary to remember this particular piece
of information. Sixty-one percent had trouble
determining the right tax from a tax table, but as
Acland discovered from the Internal Revenue
Service, only six percent of taxpayers make any
kind of arithmetic error in their returns. The
reason is that in real-life situations, people get
assistance.

This line of reasoning is problematic, how-
ever, because all functional tasks could be
solved if you got someone ¢lse to help ycu or to
do them for you. Being functionally literate,
however, implies self-reliance. Many Supermar-
kets do not have unit pricing. Filling out forms
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incorrectly the first time often causes delays and
frustration. Geiting help may work, but a per-
son should not have to depend upon others to
solve the basic tasks of daily living.

Fisher (1978) questioned the validity of the
tests for another reason: A surprising number of
professionals and managers were categorized as
functional illiterates. The Reading Difficulty
Index study, Fisher said, showed a 5 percent
rate, the Adult Performance Level, 11 percent,
and the Adult Functional Reading Study, 14
percent. Fisher argued that because profession-
als and managers have clearly succeeded, the
tests must be mislabeling these people. How-
ever, the Reading Difficulty Index study actu-
ally showed only 2 percent of professionals and
managers as functionally illiterate (Harris,
1971, pp. 52, 56), and the Adult Functional
Reading Study never produced functional illit-
eracy rates. More importantly, people with such
status may nevertheless lack functional literacy
skills. The professional and managerial job
classification includes many small-business
proprietors and others who assumed positions
in earlier decades and consequently may have
little education (U.S. Department of Labor, Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics, 1974). It also includes
dancers, musicians, and professional athletes,
some of whom may have trouble with everyday
reading tasks. Furthermore, job literacy tasks
can be quite different from those tasks that were
tested, and many people who do their jobs com-
petently might not be able to negotiate airline
schedules, Medicaid applications, or miles-per-
gallon calculations.

Cutoff scores. To report an illiteracy rate,
each researcher sets a cutoff—the test score that
separates the “functional literates” from the “il-
literates.” By choosing a higher or lower cutoff
score, a researcher could arbitrarily control
functional illiteracy rates. Yet, with one excep-
tion, researchers have failed to explain how they
have chosen their cutoffs.

A look at the Mini-Assessment shows how
much rates depended on cutoffs. Mini-Assess-
ment researchers chose a 75 percent cutoff and,
as a consequence, found that 12.6 percent of the
nation's 17-year-old students were functional il-
literates. Had they chosen instead a 60 percent
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cutoff, only 2.9 percent would have been found
illiterate. Although they failed to justify their
choice. one suspects that they would have
judged a 60 percent cutoff as too low because
the Mini-Assessment had been designed so that
all students could answer all items correctly
(Gadway & Wilson, 1976, p. vii).

Most of the cutoffs seem reasonable given
that the tests involved simple tasks and that a
large margin was provided for errors due to fa-
tigue, carelessness, and poorly constructed
items. For the English Language Proficiency
Survey, researchers chose 20 correct answers
out of 26 questions because it was the best dis-
criminator between low- and high-risk groups
(Department of Education, 1986). With this
cutoff, the illiteracy rate for native speakers of
English with college degrees was less than |
percent, whereas for those with fewer than six
years of schooling it was more than 50 percent
(p. 2). Even the Adult Performance Level rates
may be reasonable. Although researchers never
reported a cutoff, the bottom quartile appar-
ently scored below 70 percent correct (APL,
1977, Appendix B, p. Bll). This bottom quartile
corresponds roughly to the 20 percent of the
population in APL 1.

The problem with cutoffs, of course, is that
they impose an artificial boundary. They can
create the impression that those who are labeled
illiterate are entirely without skills when, in
fact, they may be able to handle many literacy
tasks. Ranking individuals on a single scale also
can imply that literacy is one-dimensional,
when it is best thought of as a rich set of skills
which people process to varying degrees. For
such reasons, some researchers have chosen not
to report an overall functional illiteracy rate
(Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1986; Murphy, 1973),
whereas others have reported rates for interme-
diate categories, such as “marginally compe-
tent” (APL, 1977; Harris, 1970).

The most informative method of reporting
results has been to publish score distributions
showing the proportions of the population at
vatious proficiency levels