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ABSTRACT
Most industrialized nations of the Organisation for

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) have entered a new
economic era characterized by new industries, new forms of production
and competition, and a much higher premium on skills. Those with low
levels of literacy and basic workplace skills find it increasingly
difficult to obtain or retain employment. Conceptions and
measurements of literacy have evolved over time to arrive at a modern
concept of functional literacy that links individuals' lateracy
performance capabilities more closely and directly to everyday needs
in civic life and the workplace. Findings from national surveys of
literacy levels are extremely useful in clarifying the nature and
magnitude of the literacy problem. An important finding is that the
incidence of illiteracy is actually quite loY in industrialized
nations. The problem appears to lie in the alarmingly high inc4.dence
of functional illiteracy. Public sector and voluntary institutions
use a wide mix of remedial interventions. A key issue in almost every

country is finding the appropriate balance between central guidance
and decentralized program Implementation and inilovation. Firm- and
sector-based efforts in OECD countries focus on raising literacy
simultaneously with expanding basic workplace skills and on
strengthening both literacy and economic performance. The field of
adult literacy and economic performance remains an area in need of
measurement and assessment. (Two appendices are included: "Canada's
Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities: Survey
Preparation and Measurement Issues" by Alvin Satin et al. and "Direct
versus Proxy Measures of Adult Functional Literacy: A Preliminary

Reexamination" by David Neice et al.) (YLB)
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FOREWORD

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

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

This is the first OECD study on adult illiteracy. It appears It a time when advan,:ed
industrialised countries are starting to worry seriously about illiteracy, Lying previously
considered it largely a problem for developing nations. The underlying reason for this nm
conceni is suggested precisely by CEkl's work on technological change: it is not that schools
are turning out demonstrably less literate graduates than in the past, hut that the ways in which
adults need to apply literacy skills are hecoming far more demanding. But the phenomnon of
illiteracy in industrialised countries is as yet relatively little studied or understood., the study
that follows is a significant attempt to pull together what is known at the international level.

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

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

7
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

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

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

Scope of the book

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

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

9



economic ea characterized by new industries, new forms of productkm and competition. and a

much higher premium on skills. Those with low levels of literacy and basic workplace skills
find it increasingly difficult to obtain or retain employment. And. as we show, the problem of

poor literacy and low basic skills is not one that is mostly confined to young, high school
dropouts or selected groups of unemployed workers as is often alleged but one that is

equally serious among older, employed workers.

Still, defining and measuring literacy and basic skill problems in the context of the new

economy, for the purpose of remedial intervention, is not a simple matter. In Chapter 2, we also

retrace how conceptions and measurements of literacy have evolved over time to arrive at a
modern concept of "functional literacy" that seeks to link the literacy performance capabilities
of individuals more closely and directly to their everyday needs in civic life and in the

workplace.

Chapter 3, "The Scope of the I.iteracy Problem in Industrialized Nations**. takes note of

findings from recent and current efforts at direct functional literacy measurement in several
OECD Member countries. While only a few countries are currently carrying out such direct

assessments, findings from their surveys of literacy levels are extremely useful in clarifying the
nature and magnitude of the literacy problem. An important finding from these surveys is that,

contrary to popular perceptions, the incidence of illiteracy, when classically defined as the
inability to decipher printed words, is actually quite low in industrialized nations. The problem,

instead, appears to he in the alarmingly high incidence of what many observers call "functional
illiteracy", High ..noportions of individuals fall within the lower and middle ranges of literacy

scales and, despite some literacy skills. are unable to participate fully in the economic and civic

life of today's advanced nations. We discuss these findings and also show how they arc being

used in some countries by government, employer groups, community organizations, and others

concerned with literacy to elevate national consciousness and promote remedial action.

In Chapter 4. "Remedial Interventions by Public Sector and Voluatary Institutions**, we
examine the institutional arrangements utilized by voluntary and government agencies to
deliver literacy training in several OECD countries. Our survey does not claim to be compre-
hensive. only indicative of the rather wide mix of institutional responses in place in the
countries reviewed for the purpose of this analysis. As we suggest in the course of this review,

different approaches appear to have different benefits and disadvantages. However, a key issue

in almost every country appears to be finding the appropriate balance between central guidance

and decentralized program implementation and program innovation. Still, in the absence of
extensive assessments by countries of both the ofectiveness of various delivery modes and the

performance of individual programs (rates of retention, rates of completion. etc.), definitive
conclusions as to what constitutes an optimal delivery model or set of models arc difficult to

draw,

In Chapter 5, "Literacy. Productivity, and Growth", we return to a discussion of the
linkage between enhancing literacy and sustaining growth in industrialized countries opened up

in Chapter 2. We profile key examples of firm- and sector-based efforts in a number of OECD
countries that focus on raising literacy simultaneously with expanding basic workplace skills

and, in effect, on strengthening both literacy and economic performance.

Our emphasis is on combining a broad assessment of what is known and what is being
done in the field of literacy with an understanding of where remedial efforts might lead,
provided they receive sufficient support. While our assessment is based on a review of
experiences in several OECD countries, our objective is not to present an exhaustive picture of
what is known or done in particular countries. Rather, we discuss individual country exper-
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iences only to point to broad themes, issues, trends, and tendencies relative to the literacy
problem and likely to be common to most industrialized countries. The imbalance that may be
found in our presentation of the materials with materials from some countries featuring more
frequently or more prominently than those from others must be seen as a result of the ()lien
highly patchy nature of the scholarly and policy evidence about the adult literacy issue in
OECD countries and not the result of some particular bias on the part of the authors. The
unevenness in available scholarly and policy materials itself reflects differences in national
perceptions about the seriousness of the problem and varying responses in funding research and
assessment etTorts.

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

In this respect, one area that is receiving growing attention from educational policy-
makers and analysts in a number of OECD countries is the direct measurement of literacy
levels in the labor force of industrializ.ed economies. While efforts carried out in the United
States, Canada, and France (so far the only countries with direct assessments) are discussed at
some length in Chapter 2, we thought it would be helpful if policy-makers and analysts at
Statistics Canada and Canada's Department of the Secretary of State with the most recent
experience with large-scale measurement of literacy were asked to share with us some of what
they have learned (note that Canada has just completed a full-scale literacy assessment of its
adult population). Annexes 1 and 2, prepared respectively by Statistics Canada and Canada's
Department of the Secretary of State, address the issue of measurement of literacy levels in
advanced economies. Annex 1 focuses on the survey method used by Statistics Canada in its
1989 survey of literacy levels in Canada's adult population. That method is an expansion and
refinement of a survey methodology tirst developed by the Educational Testing Service (ETS)
on behalf of the U.S. Department of Education for its 1985 National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) a study of literacy levels among young U.S. adults (aged 21 to 25). Annex
2 focuses on the development of robust proxy measures that might be used as second-best
alternatives to direct survey measurement of literacy levels.

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



Chapter 2

LITERACY AND ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE IN CONTEXT

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

Not surprisingly, reasons for promoting literacy have changed over time (and have varied
across countries). In much of northern Europe and the United Kingdom, for example, literacy

and the right of individuals to achieve literacy was for a long time linked closely with the
goal of full participation (and, specifically, voting) by the people in "civic" life. More recently,
particularly in the United States, the emphasis has shifted strongly in favor ofa view of literacy
as essential to economic performance, both of individuals and ot' local and national economies.
This recent trend responds to important shifts in the nature of the world economy and related
changes in the organization and sectoral distribution of jobs.

Skills and economic performance in the new global economy

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

increasingly improvements through training and retraining of the existing workforce.

The new emphasis on skills as a major fictor of competitiveness has played a key role in

propelling the issue of literacy to the fore of the policy debate. Although considerable attention

has Oeen devoted to the problem of defining literacy in general (mainly with the aim of altering

our notion of literacy to respond to the new economic context), efforts have turned increasingly

towards enriching our understanding of the problem by providing empirical studies in which to

ground these more philosophical debates. For example, key questions such as how the problem

of illiteracy relates to social stratification, on the one hand, and job characteristics, on the other

(to say nothing of workers' welfare), play a larger role today in guiding research and in

structuring policy debates. Nevertheless, as this monograph will show, much remains to be

done. particularly it' we are to answer another set of questions relating to program design and

effectiveness, and the overall costs of illiteracy in terms of lost production and lost

competiti veness.

This monograph reports on how far we have come in answering key questions regarding

illiteracy in OECD countries. Our concern with the implications of the literacy problem for

economic performance and, in turn, with the impact of recent economic shifts on both the

reality and the conceptualization of the literacy problem, will be apparent to the reader.
However, we also hope to contribute to the wider task of assessing the scope of the problem,

identifying useful ways of studying it. and calling attention to some promising directions in

policy. In this chapter, we address several key points, namely the definition ot' illiteracy, its

distribution in the population, and the impact of economic restructuring on ideas about

workforce literacy and performance.

literacy and the workforce

In today's advanced economies there is an assumption widely shared by policy-makers

and the public at large that illiteracy is a phenomenon found mostly among selected groups of

unemployed and, more importantly. among marginalized youth who have dropped out of the

secondary education system or graduated from it with extremely limited skills.

With the benefit of new insights gained from a recent in-depth survey of the literacy .skills

ot' the Canadian population aged 16 to 69, we now know that this view offers only a very
partial assessment of the literacy problem in advanced economies. Indeed, a key finding of the

Canadian survey (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3 as well as in Annexes 1 and 2) is that

poor literacy is also found in a significant share of the older employed adult workforce.

The Canadian survey breaks down the Canadian population into four groups based on

reading levels, with level I representing the lowest skill level ("basic illiteracy"), level 4 the

highest ("functional literacy"), and levels 2 and 3 intermediate levels of less-than-full func-

tional literacy. What the survey shows is that literacy declines as individuals get older. For

example. only 6 per cent of those between the ages of 16 and 24 have reading levels 1 and 2,

and only 7 per cent of those 25 to 34 years old, but this proportion rises to 14 per cent for those

between ages 35 and 54, and 36 per cent in the oldest. 55 to 64 years old group'. In other

words, the evidence from the Canadian survey supports a view already shared by educators and

cognitive scientists, namely that literacy tends to deteriorate over time, partly because of the
individual's insufficient direct use of his or her literacy skills.



This tinding is extremely important. not only for Canada hut for other advanced econo-
mies as well, if we take note of two additional observations: first, that with the ongoing shift to
the new global economy, training needs are increasing sharply, not only among entry-level
workers, but increasingly also among those already in the workforce who must learn new jobs
and/or new ways of doing their old jobs; second, that the notion that the skill level of a nation's
workforce can simply he raised through the replacement of its older, less-educated workforce
hy a younger, better-trained one !lies in the face of declining hirth rates and of the fact that
industrialized nations cannot wait for the coming of age of a new generation of workers to fix
the skill problem. Competition demands that countries act faster.

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

As Ibr the role of youth in the rejuvenation of the labor force of advanced economies,
Statistics Canada recently collected data on the number and percentage of "student entrants"
into the labor force of eleven OKI) Member countries which shed light on this dimension of
the problem. The term "student entrant" picks up not only youth who graduated from school
the year hefrire entering the labor market, hut also "re-entrants", i.e. individuals who may have
returned to school after a period of work and are now ready to re-enter the job market. Still,
roughly 90 per cent of tho...! "student entrants" in the eleven countries were under 25.

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

To summarize, illiteracy in advanced nations is not a problem that is restricted to a group
of mostly drop-out youths, hut one that includes also a significant numhe of older workers.
The implications of this binding are fundamental. Remedying to the literacy problem cannot be
seen simply in terms of restructuring secondary education so as to cut down in the rate of high
school drop-outs, but must also he seen in terms of restructuring remedial programs that are
targeted to an older, adult population, including a sizeable share of the employed adult labor
time. To do so. however, assumes a better understanding of what illiteracy is and what the
extent of the problem is. In the remainder of this chapter and in the next one we examine these
issues, hy looking first at the emergehce of the concept of functional literacy and, second, at the
development of assessment techniques to measure the extent of functional literacy.

15



Table 2.1. Number and share of student entrants into the labor force of selected OECD
countries, 191111
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rise of the concept of functional literacy

Gnu le attainment

For some years now, when seeking to define and measure literacy, advanced nations have

used educational levels completed by the adult population as the basic measure. The advantage

of this method is that data are available in almost all countries, allowing both some comparison

among countries and the tracking of historical progress in particular countries. Detailed data on

grade attainment exist for most advanced countries. and comparative studies have been pre-

pared by the (n.( .1) for its Member countries and Eurostat for ER' member countries. A recent

interim report by Eurostat shows grade-level attainment for 14 to 64 year-olds in European
countries and gives useful information on relative access to formal education by providing a
breakdown of male and female grade completion (see Table 2.21. When these data are analyted

by age group and employment status, they can help in identifying the source of illiteracy
problems in the adult population.

These data are limited. however. To begin with, grade school systems are too idiosyncratic

to compare easily the content of grade levels from one country to another. In addition, grade
completion levels, even if accurately reported by survey respondents, give little indication as to

the actual capabilities of the adult population. Sonic recent findings from Canada help illustrate

the problem. Researchers using Canadian Census data had come to use ninth-grade completion

as a minimum indicator of literacy. However, Statistics Canada's recent survey of literacy as

measured through competency tests found that roughly one in eight adults with more years of
schooling could be classified as "false literates"; that is. they had completed nine years of
schooling but performed at ihe level of "functional illiterates"'.
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Table 2.2. Education levels completed by EEC member countries (as a percentage of total labor force), 1988
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Reading tests

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

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

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

Functional literacy

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

'A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy
is required for effective functioning of his/her group and community and also tOr enabling
him/her to continue to use reading, writing and calculation for his/her own and the
community's development.'"

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

"using printed and written information to function in society, to achieve one's goals, and
to develop one's knowledge and potential."

Canada's detinition used in its 1989 survey of literacy skills is as follows:
"Information processing skills necessary to use printed materials commonly encountered
at work, at home, and in the community".
Such definitions, of course, raise new problems and questions. Sonie authors have rejectedthe use of the term "functional illiteracy" because it implies a tighter tit than actually appears

to exist between literacy skills and functional competence. Others complain that the term
"illiteracy" is often used to describe a condition pertaining to the developing countries, and
"functional illiteracy" as pertaining to developed countries, as if the two conditions were
different. Still others have observed that the term "functional illiteracy" suggests a high value
placed on conformity to specific functional contexts. Each context crystallizes a set of social,
political, and power relationships, and simply exhorting participants to function better entails
encouraging conformity to its structure. It is no accident, some point out, that the term
"functional illiteracy" and much of the early research supporting its interpretation
originated in the military, where becoming truly "functionally literate" means essentially
being a good soldier. In the realm of national or local politics, in contrast, fully functional
citizens have analytical and critical abilities that allow them to question the very framework
and language in which political issues are presented and discussed".

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

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

The implications of recent trends are still more far-reaching, however. Observers of broadeconomic shifts in advanced economies note that the accelerating fragmentation and diversiti-cation of markets, coupled with intensifying international competition since the mid-1970s,
have altered competitive strategies of firms and affected the structure of most jobs,
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In manufacturing, the emphasis on training workers to pefform routinized tasks in mass

production factories has been replaced by a concern for maximizing flexibility and improving

communications among production centers. Thus we see not only a need by some firms to

recruit more highly educated workers but also a desire to recast traditional roles in the factory

in such a way that existing workers are called upon to perform a range of new, literacy-

requiring tasks.

In the services, the fastest growing sector of the developed economies, the demand for

new types of workers is also striking. Although there has been inordinate attention to the rapid

creation of jobs for low-level service workers, this trend represents only a small part of the

story. In a process that has paralleled restructuring in manufacturing, the services have also

been reorganized internally in response to pressures to diversify products and meet new

international competition. One result has been a flattening of organizational structure so that a

larger percentage of the service workforce must engage directly in sales and customer service

and must, as a consequence, master a higher level of communications skills; another effect has

been to enhance the importance of firm-specific technologies and procedures as a way for firms

to ident4 themselves in the market place, with the result that workers are increasingly called

upon to master not just generic basic skills but also an array of specific competencies that allow

them to understand, apply, and represent firm practices successfully".

The growing emphasis on context-related instruction, then, is coining at a time when the

context of most jobs is rapidly changing. The locus and nature of change place a higher value

on "second-order competencies" and at the same time demand higher minimum basic skills.

That is, not only must workers have better skills merely to "function" in the workplace, but

they are in fact being called upon to contribute more to firm performance by being able to

understand their place in the production process and improvise improvements. The degree to

which workers have been able to spur innovation "finm below" has varied substantially across

regions and sectors within OECD countries; however, where examples of dynamic growth

through multi-level innovation have occurred, they have generally been supported by work

environments that encourage worker mobility, open-ended educational opportunities, and

active learning on the job's.

In sum, one implication of recent findings about both the nature of literacy and the

changing structure of work is that more may have to be done to restructure jobs in ways that

will reinforce broad-based learning, just as educational programs must pay closer attention to

adult workers' experiences on the job. We will have more to say about this convergence, and

about some attempts to bring it about, in a later chapter. In this chapter, we have attempted to

emphasize the important changes that have swept the world of work in recent years, and their

possible implications for opening communication among economic analysts, cognitive scien-

tists, and education researchers, on the one hand, and greater collaboration among firms,

learners, educators, and governments concerned with both literacy and economic growth, on

the other. By recognizing the importance of both historical and social contexts in determining

the meaning and uses of literacy, we have sought to open the possibility of addressing the

literacy problem in ways that recognize local differences, cultural diversity, and participant

needs, while responding to economic priorities.
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Cluipter

TH E SCOPE OF THE LITERACY PROBLEM
IN INDUSTRIALIZED NATIONS

Measurement of literac may be presented as a merely technical task, but in reality it isalso a highly political one. On the one hand. estimates of illiteracy showing that the magnitudeOf the problem is pervasive and growing tend to function as a call to action. "l'hus proponents ofstrong literacy efforts can often he tOund citing estimates of the illiterate population that are ofquestimmble accuracy in order to attract attention to the cause. On the other hand, lnisiness,government, and community leaders may have incentives to minimize estimates of the prob-lem. Given the increasing attention to the linkages between literacy levels and economicgrowth. suggestions that illiteracy affects large portions of the workforce may become a threatto a region's ability to attract tnrther investment. More broadly, recognizing the seriousness ofthe illiteracy problem often implies radically revising national myths about educational stan-dards and about the distribution of wealth and opportunity. These concerns encourage aconservative and critical attitude towards literacy assessments.
There are, of course, very real technical difficulties in conducting accurate assessments ofliteracy. As noted in the previous chapter. recent research tells us that the most useful represen-tation of the illiteracy problem in the context of advanced nations needs to measure not simplyreading and writing skills but also communication, interpretive, and numeracy skills, and,moreover, needs to do so by taking into account the context within which individuals put thoseskills to use. Data on grade completion of the kind presented in the previous chapter areinsufficient for this more complex measurement ta.,k. Taking note of the shortcomings oftraditional measurement, and responding to research supporting a more contextual approach toliteracy, three OFCD Member countries have recently sponsored direct assessments of contex-tual literacy skills: the United States, Canada, and France.

The development of direct literacy assessment surveys in the United States

One approach to assessment that is likely to grow in influence throughout the OE('D wasinitiated in the United States and is now being pursued also by Canada and France, involvingdirect performance assessment of a broad range of literacy skills through in-depth survey ofsample populations. The origins of this work can he linked hack to an assessment surveyconducted in the United States in the mid-1970s, namely the 1975 Adult Performance Level(API.) survey. Although the 1975 API. survey helped pioneer a methodology using "perform-ance tasks" as indicators of literacy competency, this initial study resulted in the disseminationof figures that proved to be glaringly inaccurate, including one claim that by the year 2000 two
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out of three Americans would be illiterate. The national estimates based loosely on the APL

survey did stimulate interest in the illiteracy problem, however, and, for that reason, received

less critical scrutiny than they should have. More importantly, the press and public reliance on

AI'I figures pointed to the need for more reliable estimates based on other large-scale studies'.

In 1985, the U.S. Department of Education sponsored a special survey of young adults

(aged 21 to 25), the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)2, This survey was

ground-breaking in its more complex approach to literacy testing. The survey wught to

measuri: three different types of competencies: prose literacy, document literacy, and quantita-

tive literacy. The survey proposed to do so, moreover, without adopting any firm cut-off points

for "illiteracy" or "functional illiteracy". hut instead by presenting respondents' abilities

along three different scales (corresponding to the different types of competency).

The results of the survey suggested two important conclusions, One was that literacy skills

were distributed in the population in a way that was consistent with the distribution of

ee . nnic opportunity. Black young adults performed significantly below white young adults,

w ,ie Ilispanics registered scores that averaged about mid-way between these groups. The

second important finding was that the simple inability to read "illiteracy" as classically

defined appeared far less prevalent than difficulties in using literacy skills to perform simple

tasks. Only about 2 per cent of young adults had such limited literacy skills that they were

judged to be unable to perform the simplest simulation tasks included in the survey, hut, at the

same time, only 10 to 40 per cent were able to complete the most complex, multistep tasks; the

largest group fell within the middle range of the literacy scales and clearly represented the most

troubling category from the perspective of employment policy.

Building on the 1985 NAEP study, the 11.S. Department of Labor commissioned the

Educational Testing Service (ETS) to develop and conduct literacy assessments of three special

populations: unemployment insurance claimants, employment service claimants, and partici-

pants in the Job Training Partnership Act. Also underway is preparatory work on a national

adult literacy assessment for individuals aged 16 to 64, also to be conducted by ETS for the

U.S. Department of Education in 1992, The 1992 assessment will permit for the first time in the

United States track Mg trends in literacy by comparing the performance of young adults in 1985

with those in 1992. Comparisons will also he made with the 1989 data from the three special

surveys sponsored by the Department of Labor. States are being encouraged to participate in

this national assessment so that officials can obtain data that will be statistically significant for

their states and use the results to inform state policy.

Because they approach literacy measurement in a more complex way, the NAEP survey

and other ongoing literacy assessments are gaining considerable influence internationally. A

similar approach has been adopted by Canada in two recent assessments (1987 and 1989).

Canada: The first nation-wide Literacy Assessment Survey

Prior to the introduction of these performance task assignments. Canada. like other

countries, relied on traditional measures. For example. researchers working with data aom the

Canadian Census and the Canadian Association fin. Adult Education (('A Ali) both defined

functional literacy as equivalent to the completion of nine years of schooling. But a path-

breaking survey conducted for Soutluun Nett's, a daily Canadian newspaper. in 1987 provided a

first attempt at direct assessment'. Interviews were cmducted with 2 398 adults; items were

adapted from the NAEP English survey instrument and a French version was also prepared,
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Instead of reporting the results along the three literacy scales used in the NAIT survey, the
Soul lwm News study relied on a literacy "jury" to determine what levels of performance
should be used as indicators of functional illiteracy'.

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

The outhatn News survey spurred interest in developing a more sophisticated national
assessment for Canada. Subsequently, Statistics Canada conducte(l a nation-wide survey onbehalf of the National Literacy Secretariat in October 1989. The survey assessed a representa-
tive sample of about 9 5011 individuals between ages 16 to 69. The study was structured toproduce a separate test score for each respondent in reading. writing, and numeracy that wouldallow the individual to be placed in one of four skill-level categories.

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

I.ike the 1987 Soulluun News study (and the 1985 U.S. NAFP survey), reading scores inthe 1989 Statistics Canada national assessment suggest that the largest problem is presented bythose indviduals who can read very simple Messages hut have severely limited abilities to usetheir skills to complete complex tasks. Thus when respondents are ranked by level, the
f011owing pattern emerges':

I c% II
l'elk oil of lepolltieni,

14'1e1 /: Canadians ai this level have ditlicult dealing ith printed materials. They
most likely identify themselves as people 3 I0 Ca1111111 read

7
/A,rel 2: Canadians at this Iecel t'all Use ptinted materials only tin liMited purposessuch as finding a familiar word in a sinyle test. They wouhl hkel5 reeogniie
themselves as having difficulties with common reading materials.
Level 3! Canadians at this level can use reading materials in a %ale!). ol situations
provided the material is stitiple. cleatly laid ow and the tasks involved are not too
vlitulliev While these people gencrally do Doi as. having majorsec

dilliculties, they tend to avoid situations requiting reading. 1 1

Ltvel : Canadians al this lcel meet most eseoda) reading demands. This is a
kap.. and diverst. group which ethihits a %%ide range of leading skills.

9
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The survey results also reveal a strong correlation between literacy proficiency and

educational attainment, age (with younger Canadians outperforming older respondents), and

income. Secondary school completion is closely related to the ability to perform everyday

reading tasks. Only a small proportion of Canadians who completed secondary education fall in

levels 1 and 2 (8 per cent), while over 80 per cent of those who attended universities or

community colleges perform at level 4 (see Table 3.1). DiMrences in educational attainment

also appear to explain differences between French- and English-speaking Canadians: while

their performance is comparable in the 16 to 24 year old group, older English speakers who

also have a higher secondary schi.ol completion rate performed better on average. Another

significant result and one that confirms the pattern detected in the earlier Soutluun News

study is that reading skills are lowest in the eastern Canadian provinces and highest in the

West (see Table 3.2). The lowest reading levels were found in the economically depressed

province of Newfoundland, where almost one-quarter of the adult population is at levels I and

2, and 36 per cent at level 3; the highest rates are in western provinces such as British

Columbia, where only 12 per cent of the adult population falls in levels I and 2 while 69 per

cent are classified at level 4.

Table 3,1. Percentage distribution of Canadian adults aged 16-69 by highest level of schooling

showing reading skill level

l'ofmlation
( thousands)

Reading skilk (Nrcemage distribution?

land I Lod 2 1.evel Le% el 4

Canada" 17 705 5 10 21 tr13

No schooling or elementary 1 818 27 33 28 12:

Some secondary 4 427 3 13 35 48

Secondary completed 4 181
,. ("r 2' 70

Trade school 1 133
25 (")3

Community college 2 458
,. 15' 81

University 3 456
89

Note: Excludes Noon.. ssho reported haing no ski Is in cither of ( anada's official languages. For definition of lekels, see text.

al 'Fatal includes not slated le%el
/ft Sampling sanahilit% too high tor this estimate II) he tekase,t .

r) sampling sanability associated voth this estimate is high

Sour( e: "Surset of laterao l'sed in Dail) Adinies. Statisncs ( anada, IWO)

It is clear, even without going into further detail on the Canadian findings, that this study

will provide information of considerable value in determining policy measures to combat

illiteracy. A further advantage of this assessment, and of those being conducted or at the

planning stage in the United States, is that they will permit some tracking of national trends if

or when surveys are repeated.

Given the political usefulness of such assessments, it remains something of a surprise that

more efforts arc not under.% ay in other OECD countries to produce similar studies. Observers

point out that in northern European countries particularly in Scandinavia and in the former
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Table 3.2. Percentage distribution of persons aged 16-69 by reading skill levels,
Canada and provinces

Population
(thousand.)

Reading skills (percentage distribution)

Level I Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Canada 18 (124 7 9
62

Atlantic 1 546 6 13 30 52Newfoundland 384 7 17 36 39Prince Edward Island 85
Nova Scotia 594 5"

10 28 57New Brunswick 483 6 12 26 56Quebec 4 721 6 13 25 57Ontario 6 689 9 8 21 62Prairies 2 984 4 7 19 7()Manitoba 703 5' 7' 23 (5Saskatchewan 632 3' 5' 19 72Alberta I 649 4 7" 17 71British Columbia 2 084 5 7 19 69
Note: Persons who have reported having no skills in either of Canada's official languages are included in level I. For definition oflesels. see (ext.

(I) Sampling variability too high for this estimate to Is,, released.
bt Sampling sariabilk associated with this estimate is high.

Soiree: "Survey of Literacy Skill. Used in Daily Activities". Statistics Canada, IMP).

West Germany the lack of interest in conducting national assessments is related to thewidespread perception that illiteracy is a problem affecting mainly "marginal" populations,particularly immigrants. The push to recognize literacy as a national priority has tended tocome largely from volunteer bolies and non-governmental interest groups, not from govern-ment'. But the reasoning behind the official view is somewhat circular. Short of a full-scaleassessment, it is nearly impossible to check whether or not the official view on literacy isindeed accurate.

Publicity produces a literacy assessment in France

This situation may be changing, however. In France, the official position changed ratherradically in 1984 with the release of a report to the Prime Minister entitled Des Meares enFrance. Earlier, France had routinely reported to international agencies, as it did in 1979 to acommission of the European Community, that the country did not have a serious adult illiteracy
problem. Also, although France had provisions in place to aid workers in receiving lifelong
education, the benefits tended to accrue to non-French speakers. The first official recognition ofa problem came in a 1981 report on poverty in France (the Oheix Report)"1, which wasfollowed by the formation of a commission to prepare the 1984 study. The latter report lkted
numerous recommendations, including establishing an interministerial committee to co-ordi-nate literacy programs, and an assessment of current levels of provision of services andtraining.
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The publicity surrounding the report's publication established the figure of 2 million adult

illiterates in France. This figure, still often cited as the working estimate, was supplemented by

findings from a survey in 1986-87 that reported respondents' abilities to speak, read, write and

master (understand and use) language. That study concluded that illiteracy affected 1.4 million

immigrants and 1.9 million French-born citizens, or a total of 3.3 million adults (over the age of

18) living in France (or 9 per cent of the 37 million persons 18 years and older), Unlike the

U.S. and Canadian studies, however, the survey used a small number of indicators of illiteracy,

including such items as respondents' reporting on whether they had read a book recently or

habitually read the newspaper. Direct assessment of speaking and comprehension relied on

interviewers' evaluations".
Following these earlier efforts, France has now refined its definition of functional illiter-

acy. Its current working definition is that of "individuals with difficulties in mastering basic

skills" (pers(mnes en diffieult de manrise de.s .savoirs de base). Five basic skill areas are

included under the new working definition:

0 The capacity to reason (hypothesis formation; anticipation of answers; ability to

reason from different points of views; anticipation of cause and consequences);

(i) The capacity to communicate (reading, writing, verbal);

iii) Numeracy capacity (counting, measuring, and comparing quantities);

it.) The capacity to understand time (understand kinship, social group, calendar); and

r) The capacity to understaml space.

France has recently conducted a large-scale assessment of these skills with a sample of

I 500 long-term unemployed 25 years or older from six major cities: Paris, Marseilles, Lyon,

Lille, Strasbourg and Toulouse. The survey was conducted between March and May 1990 and

the analysis of the results and the publication of findings were projected for summer 1991. This

follows an earlier sample survey of a small group of young military draftees using the same

survey instrument.

Action precedes assessment in the United Kingdom

Of course, we should not be overly critical of efforts to promote estimates of illiteracy that

are not based on direct and complete assessments. As was mentioned earlier, in the United

Kingdom, for example, proponents of literacy initiatives began in the 1970s to refer routinely to

the figure of 2 million as an estimate of British adults with literacy problems. Public recogni-

tion of the problem not only preceded that in France, but large-scale literacy programs also got

an earlier start, in part because a promotional campaign led by the BBC drew attention to the

issue. There is sonie indication here too, however, that a national study would have assisted

policy-makers. Early promotional efforts and most programs targeted working-class males on

the assumption that this group represented the largest number of illiterates. Only recently have

programs begun to reach out more aggressively to other groups as policy-makers have realized

that the problem is not limited to the original target population.

In summary, then, the goal of producing measurements of illiteracy based on national

assessments has been pursued unevenly among OECD Member countries. The United States

and Canada have moved farthest towards this goal, while some European countries have only

recently begun to address the need for more accurate estimates. Preliminary results from the

United States and Canada suggest that assessments can provide information that will be

extremely useful in guiding policy, particularly in identifying target populations. By identifying
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groups and regions most in need, by exploring the range of tlictors tied to high illiteracy rates,and by characterizing more accurately the nature of literacy difficulties, such studies can helpinform decisions about program scope, location, and content. It must be stated, at the sametime, that there is no need to postpone action until such assessments can be completed. Literacy
campaigns in the United Kingdom, recent government actions in France, and the expansion ofthe adult education system in Sweden (more on this below) have all responded to a growingrecognition of a literacy or basic skills problem in the absence of large-scale, directassessments,
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Chapter 4

REMEDIAL INTERVENTIONS BY PUBLIC SECTOR
AND VOLUNTARY INSTITUTIONS

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

Sonic evidence from the United States suggests that many institutions may in fact have
much to hide. One recent study of U.S. programs found that many remedial programs have
little impact on most learners. While an average of 100 contact hours is needed for a learner to
make a one-year gain in grade-level reading ability, no program is reported to hold average
learners for that long; overall, only 20 per cent of' learners stay for a year or longer'. Many
programs, in fact, have little incentive to report accurately on completion and success rates. In
most states, for example, community college-based literacy programs receive funding accord-
ing to gross enrolment figures, not according to completion rates or student performance. Taken
together, existing programs also appear to reach only a small fraction ot' the potential pool of
learners. I3y one estimate, only three to four million people in the United States are reached
each year, and the average expenditure per learner is under $200, compared with $4 000 per
year for each child in public school'.

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

The lack of objective guidelines about what to do to combat illiteracy is just one constraint
t'acing policy-makers. In the countries examined here, policy directions are also heavily influ-
enced by the structure of political authority. This constraint manifests itself in several ways.
Actions on literacy can be particularly sensitive to political tensions between regional (or local)
and national levels of government. A strong commitment to action on illiteracy at either of
these levels is no guarantee that relevant policies will be aggressively implemented if' support is
withheld elsewhere. In addition, at each level, literacy is an issue which tends not to t'all
squarely under the purview of a particular agency or leadership. Thus bureaucratic reshuffling
as a response to the problem is a common, it' not continual, occurrence.
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Comparing examples of government response to illiteracy in several countries will help to

make these and other points clearer.

The lack of federal leadership and the limits of decentralization: The politics of
literacy in the United States

In the United States, responsibility for literacy programs lies mostly at the state level,

although partial funding for many programs comes through the federal government and is

matched or augmented by state funding. The federal role is, for a number or reasons, not
particularly clear-sighted or effective. To begin with, efforts to improve literacy fall under the

purview of at least three federal agencies Education. Labor, and Health and Human Services.

Sonic additional funding is spent by the U.S. Department of Justice as part of its administration

of the Immigration Act mostly on English as a Second Language (ESL) programs'. State

officials frequently complain that they do not know which agency and which department

within it to contact with questions about programs or funding for adult literacy. Further, like

other funding areas of a non-military nature, adult literacy has not received high funding
priority during the last decade. At the federal level, an estimated $1 to $2 billion are spent on a

variety of programs, and considerable burden is placed on the states to come up with the bulk

of funding'. Leadership at the federal level has also not signalled this issue as a high priority,
although some recent changes are positive, including the greater attention on literacy from the

White House. recent efforts of' the U.S. Department of Labor to fund workplace literacy
projects, and the recent creation of a five-year Center for Adult Literacy based at the University

of Pennsylvania and jointly funded by the U.S. Departments of Education, Labor, and Health

and Human Services.

The lack of consistent federal support has complicated matters fr the states, sonie of
which have recently made commitments to promote literacy training more actively. For the

states, the issue is inextricably tied to economic interests. In a context of declining traditional
manufacturing, state officials have become more vocal about the need to raise educational

levels in order to support growth strategies focused on promoting services and attracting high-

technology investments. What state reformers confront, however, is a highly fragmented
funding system that distributes responsibility for adult literacy training among the Job and

Training Partnership Act (JTPA), Adult Basic Education (ABE), and a handful of other, smaller

programs, some initiated at the state level. In addition to posing administrative difficulties,
these divisions often create "turf' battles" that can cause agencies to resist reforms designed to

improve the overall delivery of services. For example, while experts urge officials to create

more programs that blend practical training with basic skills and literacy instruction, vocational

education administrators often manoeuver to preserve the relative autonomy, and purity, of'

more traditional approaches to vocational training.

State officials clearly recogni/e the need to unify or at least co-ordinate the various state-

level programs and funding streams. A brief look at the efforts of three states will give some
indication of the range for possible action in this direction and the difficulties states encounter

when they try to alter the stains quo.

In Massachusetts, a change in policy came in 1987, after Governor Dukakis called for
increased volunteer efforts to combat illiteracy. At first, the plan was to set up a new office, the

Conmionwealth Literacy Campaign, to co-ordinate this new volunteer effort. But the very

group assigned the initial co-ordinating task became highly critical of traditional approaches
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relying solely on volunteers. instead, the group advocated tapping funding from other state
agencies to pay professional instructors (and to (rain volunteers).

The content and style of instruction, however, could not be worked out completely without
first solving the difficult problem of who would be eligible for instruction and how access
would he arranged. Thus the principal tool of the Coalition became 01 le of co-ordinating actions
among state agencies that already dealt with educationally needy populations, such as the social
services, welfare, and unemployment offices. A first step was simply to assess the scope of
existing literacy programs and to understand. which populations were already being served, and
which underserved. The Coalition then conducted a statewide survey of existing programs and
prepared a comprehensive database. The office planned, later, to try to evaluate which pro-
grams were most successful and to use those as models for pilot projects around the state.

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

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

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

Still another strategy for integrating state pmgrams is being tried in Mississippi. I lere, too,for quite different reasons, state officials perceive a critical need to bolster economic growth
through enhancing citizens' literacy skills. The state is predominantly rural, and has a large
poor and underedncated population. Although the state has been somewhat miccessful in thepast in attracl.ng manufacturing firms that were relocating in search of cheaper. non-unionized
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labor, state officials correctly perceive this strategy to be insufficient for luring high-tech

businesses and advanced services to the state. Nor will the availability of Iow-wage labor be

able to attract and hold many traditional manufacturing concerns, whose needs are changing.

However, the established system for providing adult education is clearly inadequate to the task

of raising educational levels and upgrading skills, particularly because existing programs are

run through the state's 15 community colleges, institutions that fail to reach the neediest

groups, especially dispersed rural populations with poor access to these sites.

In response to these concerns. Governor Mabus recently established a new Office for

Literacy headed by Karl Haig ler, a former director of federal adult education in the Reagan

administration. The office will serve as an umbrella agency overseeing statewide literacy

initiatives. One of its main goals is to establish and follow strict evaluation criteria in refunding

existing pmgrams. State officials recognize that the existing system rewards institutions for

maintaining enrolment. regardless of how students actually perform and whether or not they

complete training. Mississippi has also become the first state to pass a Basic Skills Income Tax

Credit that will reward businesses for organizing and funding workplace training programs.

As in Massachusetts and Michigan, state officials also favor changing the relationship

between job training and basic skills instruction, with greater overlap in the content of voca-

tional and literacy programs. Yet, as in other states, traditional bureaucratic divisions are

perceived to be serious obstacles to this task. The director of the Office for Literacy observes

that the "fossilization of thinking" of vocational educators has prevented them from pursuing

or supporting innovative approaches that would tie job skills and literacy training. One instruc-

tor who designed such an innovative program (a "math for plumbers" course that "even

taught trigonometry" by combining mathematics instruction with vocational exercises) was

chastised by the state vocational office for altering the traditional curriculum, which contained

no basic skills instruction. Such conservative thinking, and the administrative divisions that

reinforce it, will change slowly even with aggressive leadership from the Governor's office.

At least in the short run, then, new stati. initiatives are likely to result in "more of the

same" more literacy programs offered to a wider clientele. Still, the convergence of opinion

in these three states about what needs to he done to enhance literacy programs is striking,

especially when we consider the significant differences in the three states' economies. In all

three, literacy has become an important priority only in the last several years; in all three,

interest is tied to economic growth strategies. State officials seem also to agree on the need to

co-ordinate better the activities of various state agencies and departments that serve the

populations most in need of literacy training. They agree, too, that one substantive change

should hi, to encourage more ovei lap between vocational and basic skills training. In all three

cases, there is a mounting concern, too, with evaluation of programs. The methods for achiev-

ing these goals differ considerably, of course, and it would be useful to have further compara-

tive research to weigh the success of various administrative and policy reforms as these efforts

mature.

The cases also point to some of the tensions that exist between federal and state-level

policy. Our impression is that most state officials view the federal policy as both inefficient and

insincere. They find little guidance coming from the federal government about how to achieve

integradon of separately funded programs, and they have, as a result, begun to look to other

states for examples of successful experiments'. The cases described here, together with a

handful of programs in other states, will probably thus find their importance magnified as other

states search for models for action. At the same time, of course, the limitations to state actions

remain very real. Budget constraints continually threaten to cut off innovative strategies before

they have emerged from infancy, as has already happened to some degree in Massachusetts,



and changing political fortunes of influential governors may also adversely affect other experi-
ments. Even where a tirm commitment exists and new state agencies have been created, thechallenge of sorting out bureaucratic tensions and responsibilities overshadows work on actualprogram content and design.

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

Provision of training in literacy and basic skills in iada is even more decentralized thanin the United States. There is no officially mandated role for the federal government in primaryand secondary education, which is under the direct control of the provinces. The federalgovernment does provide some funding to post-secondary education, and to literacy programsspecifically, but support is filtered through several different federal departments. There is nofederal Department of Education. The Department of the Secretary of State and the Departmentof Employment and Immigration show the most active interest in literacy and basic skills. Thefederal government directly supports Frontier College', an institution that, since 1899, has beendevoted to enhancing literacy skills of workers and disadvantaged groups (recently, indigenouspeoples and the prison population), as well as a number of other programs (including remedialliteracy programs for individuals in jail or on parole). In general, however, the federal govern-ment is not positioned to play a strong leadership role in the literacy movement, despitegrowing attention to the links between education and economic performance. The federal roleis largely understood to he one of providing services and policy supports that cannot he handledby the provinces; sponsorship of the recent national literacy survey is a prime example'. A keyprinciple of the federal effort revolves around the idea of building collaborative etThrts throughpartnerships.

This situation has both advantages and disadvantages. On the positive side, local auton-omy allows for experimentation and sometimes adoption of unorthodox or innovativeapproaches. In comparison with most states in the United States, the Canadian provinces havebeen on average more supportive of community-based groups and of an overall strategy thatfavors tailoring programs to community needs. On the negative side, the lack of oversight andstrong financial support at the federal level is reflected in a highly uneven, and in some places
very undeveloped, infrastructure for delivering training. While a few provinces have been ableto provide substantial, consistent funding and have been building literacy programs for over adecade, other provinces have lagged behind and have had to rely on traditional providerscomnnmity colleges, local school boards, and volunteer organizations to take responsibilityfor adult basic training, whether or not these organizations have proven themselves to beeffective providers in the past. A brief comparison of literacy efforts in several provincesillustrates these points.

As was already noted, literacy levels vary substantially by province. The differencesreflect in part differences in economic conditions the poorest provinces are also those withthe highest illiteracy rates and in part variation in other social patterns that influence literacy.such as the proportion of indigenous peoples and immigrants. Provinces with a majority or asizeable minority of French-speakers also contend with a different historical context for educa-tion; among older Canadians, French-speakers tend to have lower illiteracy rates than theirEnglish-speaking peers, reflecting the later development of universal secondary education inCatholic institutions. In addition to such variables, the provinces also display bureaucratic-organizational differences that affect both the conception of the literacy issue and the way inwhich programs are administered.
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Not surprisingly, then, we find a wide variety of approaches to the literacy issue. In the

Maritime provinces, where illiteracy rates are highest, provincial governments have been the

least well prepared to fund sizeable remedial programs. Reliance on volunteer organizations

has been much greater here than elsewhere in Canada, in part reflecting the influence of U.S.

organizations, principally Laubach of America, and in part because these provinces have

relatively few community colleges, traditional providers of most adult education elsewhere in

Canada. In contrast, provincial planning to address adult illiteracy has been fairly long-standing

in both British Columbia and Quebec, with significantly higher rates of adult literacy.

In British Columbia. planning began in the late 1970.s when extensive programming was

established through the province's community colleges. For different reasons, Quebec also

began organizing a provincial literacy plan in the 1970s. As in other areas of public policy, the

province had considerable incentive to establish its autonomy in education policy; not surpris-

ingly. its programs have been characterized by a strong emphasis on distinctive cultural and

social contexts as the determinants of both educational achievement and the role that remedial

learning should play''.

Despite these differences in approach, it is fair to say that in virtually all the Canadian

provinces, officials are experimenting with an expanding mix of methods to address illiteracy.

In British Columbia, for example, officials recognize that the established system of funding

literac training through community colleges is not meeting the needs of many groups; under

discussion now is a plan to extend funding to community groups, although the colleges have

been successful in retaining control of funding and will oversee community programs. Several

provinces have moved much further and faster towards a more "open" system of funding that

extends direct support to community groups. Ontario, for example, has established regional

centers that oversee funding in their areas and have strong ties to community groups; workplace

literacy funds, too, are available from the province not just to the private sector hut also to other

groups that present successful proposals. Saskatchewan and Manitoba have also begun experi-

menting with changing administrative structures to allow more direct funding of community

groups, particularly since this approach is considered to have more potential for reaching the

large indigenous populations in these provinces. The trend towards funding of community-

based groups seems to reflect an increasing acceptance of a model of remedial training that

emphasizes the benefits of instruction by peers and positive community reinforcement for

learners.

Despite the differences in approach at the provincial level, efforts do exist to co-ordinate

actions to a certain degree among provinces and to share information about successful pro-

grams. The Council of Ministers of Education disseminates information about literacy pro-

grams in the various provinces. The Atlantic and the Western provinces have also collaborated

in planning within their regions. However, provincial autonomy remains the rule, and co-

ordination of programs is made more difficult by the fact that different provincial ministries

(and often several departments or ministries within each province) are responsible for literacy.

Further, just as bureaucratic reshuffling has been common in the United States, ministerial

responsibility for literacy shifts frequently within provinces (as recently occurred in Ontario),

introducing uncertainty about the continuity of existing programs.

In summary, then, Canada is similar to the United States in that both countries have had

fairly weak federal participation in initiating, overseeing, and monitoring remedial programs. In

Canada, though, the burden falls still more squarely on the provinces; the system has promoted

innovation and at the same time seems to have created wide inconsistencies in the commitment

to combatting illiteracy and in the way programs are run. As in the United States, there is

considerable need for more consistent and objective evaluation of programs and administrative
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structures that will not appear to place provinces in competition with one another by placing the
reputation of their education systems in jeopardy. Any international organization seeking to
influence the direction of literacy policy in Canada should he prepared to work directly with
policy-makers and providers at the provincial and community levels, in addition to relying on
contacts through federal agencies.

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

Sweden's adult education system is undoubtedly one of the most comprehensive, and best
organized, among OECD nations. In 1986, at least half the Swedish civilian labor tbrce was
involved in some kind of education or retraining, including both public- and private-sector
programs. In contrast. 27 million U.S. workers, or slightly less than one-quarter of the 112 mil-
lion civilian labor force, were counted as having participated in a minimum of One occurrence
of organized training during 1984. Only a small fraction of Swedish adult education, however,
is specifically adult literacy training. At least until recently, the general perception in Sweden
has been that illiteracy is not a significant problem except perhaps as it affects immigrants. It
should be noted however that Sweden has recently set aside SKr 10 billion (approximately
$2 billion) to be spent over 5 years as part of its "working life renewal fund" and to be used
for structural adjustments of the labor force (more on this below). Presumably some of these
monies will be used for remedial literacy and basic skills training even though. to the best of
our knowledge, no funds have been specifically designated as such. Indeed, in a fairly recent
paper on adult literacy in Sweden. Kenneth Abrahamsson provides some vivid examples of
cases of needed remedial basic skills training'. At the Ortviken pulp and paper mill, for
instance, a plant undergoing majoi technological upgrading. management and the trade union,with the help of professional trainers, identified 300 workers out of a total of 700 as needing
retraining, including 75 to 125 with extensive basic skills needs. In another instance, that of a
4 500-employee car factory, a survey of approximately 1 500 of the workers identified 500 in
need of "adult basic education". More broadly, the unions have estimated that during the first
half of 1986, only 2 per cent of employees with less than nine years of schooling received more
than one week of company-paid training, even though 25 per cent of the employees had spent
less than nine years in school'. Still, whether or not literacy training is actually reaching the
neediest workers. much can be learned from the Swedish experience since it offers, in contrast
to the United States and Canada, an example of an adult education system that attempts to be
comprehensive and that involves a high degree of co-ordination between local and nationallevels.

A unique feature of the Swedish system is that much of adult education is "popular
education", supported by the State but administered independently. Popular forms include a
network of "folk high schools". Another important type of popular education is represented by
the "study group associations". These groups were formed early in the century by workers'
associations and other interest groups, and they gradually came to be less closely associatedwith particular ideologies and interest groups. The eleven existing associations sponsor
thousands of swdy circles. Although these groups are supported mainly by funds from the
government and municipalities (participants also pay a small fee), subject matter and focus are
determined independently by sponsoring associations. Courses consist on average of about
20 to 30 hours during about 10 meefings. Participating in the circles, which together accountedfor 28.4 per cent of adult education in 1986, is a way of lit'e for sonic segments of the
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population. In providing the network of folk high schools and study groups, Sweden goes

beyond most other developed countries in making the opportunity for lifelong education a

reality for its citizens.
Also unique to Sweden is a system promoted recently by the country's labor unions to

make company-based training more widely accessible and more responsive to broad educa-

tional goals of workers. The unions pushed the government to establish "renewal funds" in

which companies were forced to deposit 10 per cent of their profits for a single year, 1985 (or

roughly SKr 10 billion), and then draw from these flinds over a five-year period to pay for

training, research, and development. Unions in the companies have a say in how these funds are

used, and one general stipulation is that much of the money spent on training must go to basic

training for those workers with little formal schooling. Recently, the unions have pushed for

even more aggressive policies on company training that would guarantee workers with minimal

formal schooling supplementary training.

A third distinctive feature of the Swedish system is the important role played by the

municipalities in organizing adult education. The municipalities have considerable leeway in

organizing programs but respond to a national policy with national standards and curriculum.

The emphasis of the municipal programs is on serving adults who have not been able to

complete secondary education and who may want to qualify for university entrance. In the

I 970s, the municipal system was expanded to include a semi-autonomous organization provid-

ing adult literacy training (writing, reading, and mathematics). Still a fairly small part of the

adult education system, literacy training has served mainly immigrants, who make up over half

the students, and Swedes who have failed in school, are unemployed, or who have learning

disabilities. It is fairly common for training for the latter group to be co-ordirated with other

social agencies serving disadvantaged populations.

Some criticisms of the Swedish system of adult education include the observation that

access is considerably greater for those with more years of initial schooling. In addition,

observers point out that adult education in Sweden involves mostly part-time, intermittent study

over long periods of time. While appropriate to certain kinds of educational enhancement

courses, this model is not very effective in literacy training. Also, the system comprises a wide

variety of types and levels of education, and the lack of systematic connections among the

various programs may contribute to the low rate of progression from adult education into

higher education. Finally, some observers have pointed out that even though the share of the

population with less than nine years of schooling has decreased steadily, from 65 per cent in

100 to about 23 per cent in 1986 and to a low projected rate of only 4 per cent in 2010, higher

rates of participation in formal schooling disguise persistent inequities in educational content

and student performance by groupm. Adult education programs have not generally been struc-

tured to respond to these inequities. The "success" of the Swedish system, in fact, tends to be

inferred from statistics such as grade level completion and participation rates in various

programs rather than according to tight assessment standards.

Such observations aside, the Swedish experience still provides a useful contrast to that of

the United States and Canada, countries which are still struggling to construct an administrative

system that would allow simultaneously for local autonomy and adherence to national stan-

dards, and would eliminate some of the barriers that now exist among the branches of adult

education. The more porous system in Sweden seems not only to accomplish these goals but

also to permit active and direct participation of a wider set of interest groups, most notably

those representing the interests of labor. Finally, the strong role played by forms of popular

education seems to support those educators in the United States and Canada who advocate

greater emphasis on learner-directed programs, peer instruction, and, more generally, the
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blurring of distinctions between "literacy as traditionally taught and adult education more
broadly defined.

Searching for an appropriate delivery model: The light for literacy in France

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

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

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

The relative weakness of the literacy campaign in France may reflect simply a lack of
strong commitment''. Potentially powerful vehicles for addressing the problem are already inplace hut remain underutilized. This is the case, for example. with training credits available tounemployed workers. Still, for certain groups of these workers. the system of training credit isnow being extended to offer up to I 100 hours worth of retraining rather than the standard450 hours. Also, the Interministerial Committee is looking into ways in which to redirect
minimum annual training monies set aside by French firms under the law to efforts promoting
literacy and basic skill training. Additionally, the Interministerial Committee is pushing for thecreation of a system of "individualized training credits (un'dir-fornuitioti individini/iN(;) forschool drop-outs or school-delicient youths that would allow them to collect up to 1 600 hoursof remedial training over a period of several years.
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The United kingdom's "bottom-up" literacy movement

It is useful to take a brief look zit literacy campaigns in the United Kingdom since they

present yet another distinctive pattern of policy and training. In contrast to both France and

Sweden. which emphasize strongly the use of professional trainers in adult education and

literacy programs. the United Kingdom has until relatively recently built its literacy campaign

upon the eft'orts of voluntary organizations. The vocal demands of community-based workers

in the British Association of Settlements helped to stimulate the creation of a three-year plan

for a national literacy campaign hetween 1975 and 197g. Key to the plan was the participation

of the BBC in advertising to recruit both learners and volunteer instructors. The government

also announced finding of El million per year to he disbursed to local literacy programs. and a

co-ordinating body was formed to oversee the campaign. The response went considerably

beyond initial expectations. The three-year campaign attracted 155 000 adult learners. Alter

initially targeting male, working-class learners with very limited abilities. the BBC broadened

its approach to try to attract a more diverse group of learners with a wider mix of skills.

Aker the first three years. the campaign underwent some significant changes. The national

advertising and recruitment effort ended. and responsibility for co-ordination was shifted to a

new and smaller body, the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit. With considerably less

funding, and a budget that was subject to year-by-year renewal. the unit switched the emphasis

to local responsibility fir recruitment of students and volunteers. Not surprisingly, the number

of learners coming forward each year decreased. In the broader political context of budget cuts

in education, and uncertainty about the fate of existing programs. links could not be established

between various programs serving underskilled populations. Difficulties stemming from the

heavy reliance on volunteers the need for better instructor training and more program

continuity, for example have not been addressed given the dearth of funds.

The initial stages of the 1970s literacy campaign suggested a successful model for

combining strong state action, media participation, and community support. But the fate of the

campaign f011owing the start-up period warns of some of the dangers of attempting a facile

switch in responsibility from the national to the local level without providing sufficient funding

or infrastructure to ensure program continuity. At the same time, this experience highlights the

importance of strong community participafion as perhaps a necessary, though not sufficient,

condition for successful implementation of national policy.

But in recent years, recognizing both benefits and limitations of the policy pursued in the

early 1980s, the central government has been providing stronger financial and programmatic

support to the Adult Literacy and Basic Skill Unit's activities, while preserving the local

orientatim

Awaiting national awareness: The Federal Republic of Germany"

Germany's high rate of economic growth and its long tradition of compulsory schooling

have together made public recognition of any literacy problem in the country slow to develop.

Nevertheless, there are clear signs that ;tich a problem does exist. The German Commission for

1 INES('O estimates that there are 501) 000 to 3 million illiterates in Germany'4. It is increas-

ingly clear, too. that adults with poor literacy skills include many who have completed all

compulsory years of schooling but who still find themselves unable to cope with the literacy

demands of employment and civic participatim
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Recognition of the problem began in the late I 970s, when a handful of adult education
institutes also initiated literacy programs. Literacy instruction was an entirely new field in
German adult education, which had previously focused on vocational training and general
education. Over the next several years, and particularly between 1979 and 1982, increased
publicity about illiteracy and the active backing of some state governments (for example,
Lower Saxony and Northrhine-Westftilia) encouraged growing demand for these programs. The
number of adult education institutes offering literacy instruction rose to 120 by 1982.

Steady expansion of the numbers of both courses and students characterized the ;cmainder
of the decade. After 1982, this expansion was supported and monitored by the German Adult
Education Association's literacy project. The project conducted annual surveys of literacy
programs at adult education institutes between 1982 and 1985, and found that the number of
participants more than doubled during that time. By 1986, more than 6 (X)0 learners were taking
literacy courses in around 242 (or approximately one in three) adult education institutes'5.

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

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

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

Overview

This survey of national policy and remedial literacy programs in several OECD countries
draws attention to sonic recurring themes, In every country the design and implementation of
policy measures are strongly influenced by the nature of political links and tensions between
national, regional, or local levels. In addition, the relationship of literacy initiatives to the
existing institutional schooling and training framework varies substantially from one country to
another and even among different regions in the same country. Both these variables, in turn,
may affect the efficiency with which available funding can he used in a co-ordinated way to
combat illiteracy and the degree to which standards of evaluation and accountability can be
successfully applied. And yet, despite national and local differences. several common goals do
emerge from our review of individual country efforts in literacy. Two are particularly worthy of
note,
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First, virtually all policy groups are struggling with the issues of evaluation and accounta-

bility. In the absence of performance assessment, planners are tempted to continue supporting

existing programs while only tentatively funding other approaches that theory, political pres-

sure, or a combination of both, appear to advocate. In fairness, however, program planners and
policy-makers are usually ill-equipped to assess how well or poorly the new approaches may

work, even though the shortcomings of' the old approaches may be better understood.

-.econd, despite limited evaluation tools, policy is evolving towards favoring a multiplicity
of delivery modes that include funding not only for mainstream institutions hut also for work-
based and community-based groups. In this respect, there seems to be a growing consensus

among researchers and policy-makers that traditional literacy training and basic skills training
should be brought together, both as a way of improving co-ordination of programs and as a

means of maximizing the efkctiveness of both types of training substantively and financially.
Here too, however, policy-makers lack assessments of the effectiveness of different delivery
modes, making their task of promoting the strongest possible institutional arrangements all the

more difficult. In the next chapter, we turn to a discussion of alternative literacy efforts,
particularly to those linking remedial literacy instruction to basic skills training and workplace

performance,
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Chapter 5

LITERACY, PRODUCTIVITY, AND GROWTH: CONTEXTUAL
REMEDIAL LITERACY TRAINING

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

More broadly, the argument continues, firms have reorganized internally in response to the
changed economic climate since the mid- I 970s, In particular, increasing international competi-
tion and market diversification have led firms in all advanced economies to search for ways to
reorder production so that they can respond more quickly and with greater flexibility to market
shifts. One casualty of this change in strategy has been allegiance to traditional work structures.
In industry, firms are seeking to reorganize production so that departments and sub-contractors
may work together more closely and with greater responsiveness. For industrial workers, the
changes often mean greater demands on them to be able to handle varied tasks, to respond to
unexpected situations, to understand the relationship of various tasks inside the firm, and to
communicate more readily both with other workers and with management'.

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

The literature linking basic skills of the labor force to the competitiveness of individual

firms and the eCCIIMMic performance of nations is large but relatively recent. In Canada, for
example, the Hudson Institute has recently published a report on the skill needs of the Canadian

labor force'. In the United States, the Department of Labor jointly with the American Society of
Training and Development has recently completed a large-scale study of skill and training
needs in the national economy'. This work followed an earlier study by the Hudson Institute,
Workibrce 2000, also commissioned by the U.S. Department of Labor'. A large number of
similar studies is now available tor most OECD countries.

However, almost all of the relatively new literature on basic skills is of a descriptive,
prescriptive, and, mostly, qualitative nature, and little has been done so far to assess the direct

costs of basic skill and literacy deficiencies on productivity and economic output.

A large and growing number of employers now recognize that deficient basic skills and

functional illiteracy are a cost to their operations and that the problem is far more serious than

they once believed. For example, in a recent survey of 600 senior managers representing a
broad spectrum of Canadian industry, the Conference Board of Canada found that about one-
third of businesses reported serious difficulties in areas such as the introduction of new
technology, product quality, and productivity because of basic skills deficiencies in the labor

force.

In addition to being limited, the available direct evidence describing the costs of basic

skills and literacy deficiencies for business is often controversial because of methodological

measurement issues. For the United States, Kozol estimated the direct cost of adult functional
illiteracy on business at $20 billion in 1985, plus $237 billion in lifetime earnings forfeited by

men aged 25-30 with less than high school level attainment. In Canada, the Canadian Business
Task Force on Literacy estimated losses for Canadian business from known costs at C$ 4 bil-

lion annually in the late 1980s. Simply extrapolating from this figure to the United States,
Mikulecky suggests that nearly $40 billion are lost annually by U.S. business as a result of

illiteracy'. We have no way of knowing how near or wide of the mark such estimates fall.

Indirect quantitative evidence linking literacy to economic performance can be found in
the work of econonnsts relating skill levels of individual workers to both individual earnings

and tirm output. Typical studies involve measuring the gains of an increia'e in human capital, as

measured by additional firm training or additional fiirmal education, to the earnings of individ-

ual workers or the output of firms. Such measurement is indirect in that it does not measure the

impact of the lack of skills on economic performance, but rather the impact of an increase in
skills. In general, this literature tends to support the notion that higher skill levels translate into
both higher individual earnings and higher firm productivity. Perhaps the most compelling
aggregate evidence is that drawn from the work of economist Edward Denison suggesting that

more than half of the productivity increases in the U.S. economy between 1929 and 1969 can
be associated with on-the-job training and learning. More importantly, Denison shows that on-
the-job training and learning during the period was twice as important as technology in

boosting productivity'.
While the relationship between skill level and productivity has existed for quite some

time, as suggested by the work of Denison and others, the perception is that this relationship
has intensified over the last decade or so because of the rapidly changing nature of work and

skills under conditions of intense transformation in technology and in the nature of competition.
Business groups' growing interest in basic skills and literacy training stems in part from this
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growing perception that functional illiteracy is a threat to advanced nations' competitive status
in a more rapidly changing, and more competitive, international economy. And yet, as we noted
in Chapter I, despite the change in rhetoric, business commitment to basic skills and literacy
training remains highly uneven. The reasons for hesitation vary. Some firms have been able to
rely on other strategies especially technological upgrading and more careful recruiting to
continue to manage the skill mix in their workforces. Others have devoted their energies to
revamping in-house training in ways that address the problem obliquely'. Part of the blame,
too, must lie with educators, many of whom have been slow to alter traditional approaches to
literacy and basic skills training. Imported by firms that perceive a problem, many programs
simply supply high school equivalency courses or basic literacy training that accomplishes
little, both because the number of hours of instruction tends to he low and because the content
is so far removed from workers' everyday experience that lessons are promptly forgotten'".

It is clear, then, that both sides pedagogy and work organization need to be addressed
if more effective practices arc to be put in place. On one side, learning must be changed by
altering both the content and the style to address workers' immediate and long-term needs,
rather than to prepare workers to perform predetermined, specific tasks in the firm or to pursue
goals established by educators. On the other side, work itself must be reorganized to maximiz.e
use of workers new learned coinpetencies. and to develop second-order competencies upon
which additional training can be built. The growing recognition that the two efforts must he
related has already led to the creation of some promising, innovative programs. While it is too
early to evaluate their success in most cases, we can learn from surveying the key features of
some apparently effective experiments in various countries.

Union participation

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

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

educational leave".

Participation in the oversight of spending of the funds set aside in 1985 has given the

unions their clearest opportunity to influence workplace training directly. Firms have generally

resisted using part of the set-aside to fund adult programs for poorly educated workers, and

such programs have been established only where unions have actively pushed for them. No

evaluation is yet available of programs that have been set up using the renewal funds. One case

that has received considerable attention, though, is the experience of a truck factory in Gothen-

burg, where 777 out of 4 220 employees had less than nine years of schooling. The union

pressured to have the equivalent of $5 million of the renewal funds devoted to establishing low-

level courses in Swedish, English, mathematics, and computer usage that were made available

to employees during working hours and without loss of job benefits. In the first two-and-a-half

years of the program, 230 employees participated, with a low drop-out rate of 10 per cent.

Because students were drawn into the program by department, instruction could be tailored

somewhat to include material from the workplace. Absenteeism in participating departments

apparently went down during the program, and production rates were held constant despite the

time away from work devoted to study'2.

Despite the strong tradition of union participation in adult education, initiatives such as the

one at Gothenburg mark a departure from the past because they necessitate direct involvement

in education at the workplace. Continuing this trend may be necessary to the goal of truly

democratizing the Swedish workplace". In particular, such workplace programs may be able to

reach a population poorly educated Swedish-horn adults who has not participated in large

numbers in the municipal adult education system, where most literacy training has been located

until now.

A second, quite different type of union participation is that found in the U.S. automobile

industry since the early 1980s. In 1982 Ford and the United Auto Workers ((JAW) agreed to
establish a jointly-run program to assist workers with education and training. Similar agree-

ments were subsequently reached between the UAW and the two other major automobile

makers, Chrysler and General Motors, The organizations are unique in that they are entirely co-

managed by company and union representatives. They are also richly funded, drawing off a

"tax- based On the total number of employee hours worked.

The UAW-GM Human Resources Center, founded in 1984, now claims the title of the
largest privately-funded education center in the world, serving 400 000 UAW-represented GM

employees distributed in 147 plants. Programs that the center supports (on a $150-200 million

annual budget, representing 19 cents per hour worked, or about $400 for each of 320 000 active

workers) include health and safety education, job-related skill development, tuition assistance,

pre-retirement planning, and training and job placement for displaced workers. The organiza-

tion operates 12 centers located near GM plants throughout the eastern, southern, and midwest-

ern United States.

Only a small portion of these programs involves basic skills or literacy training. But such

training is, at least in theory, available to all eligible workers. Displaced workers applying for

help with training and job placement are assessed in reading and mathematics. If their basic

skills are found to be too low for them to benefit from either classroom or on-the-job training,

they are referred to an outside provider for GED (high-school equivalent) courses or remedial

instruction. Virtually all such instruction is performed by outside vendors. Similarly, most
active workers who are shown to be in need of remedial training are referred to local schools

for GED or other adult education courses. In the plants, problems with basic skills are more
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acute now than in the past because job classifications are undergoing change and workers must
often retrain in order to qualify for newly defined, generally broader job classifications. The
affected workers tend to be skilled tradesmen who have considerable seniority in the plants and
who average between 40 and 45 years of age. They have been out of school for many years,
and many have a negative attitude towards traditional forms of schooling.

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

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

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

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

running educational programs.

Curriculum reform

The examples described above point to a second area of changv that is likely to alter the
effectiveness of adult worker training. As we already noted, trauitional curricula of adult
programs, including most of those sold as "workplace literacy", consist of standard high
school equivalency or remedial training that takes very little account of the backgrounds or
occupations of learners. The trend appears now to be changing, as employers and learners are

joining literacy experts in calling for more examples of customized curricula.

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

prepare customized basic skills training materials for the banking industry.

This sectoral approach gener.lizes a practice familiar in scattered, smaller programs where

customized curricula are already in use. In the United States, the traditional separation between
adult literacy and vocational education has in the past limited the adoption of such an approach

(recall the example of the program in Mississippi that was discontinued because it did not meet

the standards of the established vocational curriculuim. Other scattered programs continue as

quiet successes. In New York City, fOr example, the local government sponsors an expanding
program to teach adult learners the skills they will need to enter publicly-funded nursing
programs. A number of states, too, are working to set up collaborative cross-agency projects
that will require customized curricula to meet the needs of particular target populations. And in

a few sectors, business representatives are already working with local community colleges to
create courses designed to meet the needs of technical personnel in their industries.

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

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

Restructuring work as a training strategy

Just as classroom training must be related to work content in order to be effective, workitself must be made more responsive to training methods and needs. This has been demon-strated by both education researchers and business analysts. Research with military personnelhas shown that when learners receive basic skills training and then continue in unrelated jobs,they retain less than half of what they have learned within eight weeks°. Business analystspoint out that assigning workers narrow, repetitive tasks limits their abilities to learn new skillsquickly and to respond to unexpected situations. Restructuring work, then, is critical to the goalof enhancing both workers' competencies and firm productivity.
This strategy has already been demonstrated to be effective in a handful of rapidlyrestructuring sectors where new competitive pressures have generated novel approaches towork organization. Some of these cases occur where decentralization of production has createda plethora of new small firms; traditional hierarchical relationships are broken down andreplaced with more fluid work structures that allow workers to perform a wider mix of tasks,take part in some decisions about the organization of work, and even contribute to productdesign. Their experiences help to expand skill levels, which in turn support a flexible system ofproduction based on fast response to rapidly shifting demand'''.
Although such systems of so-called flexible specialization have been best documented inthe manufacturing sector and in countries where particular political ccalitions facilitate thistransformation, similar principles linking skill levels to organizational restructuring alsoemerge in strikingly different settings. In some segments of the service sector, new competitivepressures have also led firms to restructure internally. As in manufacturing, one result has beento break apart and recombine traditionally separate departments so that such functions asproduct development, marketing, and customer service become more closely linked. Workers,as a consequence, are required regularly :o perform a wider range of tasks and to make frequentdecisions based on general principles of firm policy and procedure; they are also shifted moreoften from one section to another. Workers' encounters with "training are not limited to theformal instruction they receive as new recruits. Instead, informal training is built into nearlyevery position and workers face retraining to perform new tasks regularly throughout theircareers. Such systems for combining organizational and training goals are fi)und even inadvanced service industries such as investment banking and business services'''.

What significance do such examples hold for training workers in basic skills and literacy'?The implication seems clear that building training into jobs will at least reinforce other types oflearning, even if' this change cannot completely remove the need for complementary remedialprograms. It is important to note, however, that simply adopting changes that make workappear more challenging, without actually altering the organizational context of work (andworkers' perception of their place in that context), dues not necessarily achieve the same
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literacy rates correlate closely with mothers' educational background1". The programs use a

wide array of pedagogical techniques, but all are learner-centered in the sense that they
emphasize giving support to individual learners by affecting the environment around them in
this case, learners' primary relationships with parents or childree. The possibilities for apply-
ing such an approach in work-related programs has yet to be explored, but it is interesting to
note that some studies of rapidly restructuring sectors show that dynamic growth is supported
by inter-generational training taking place within family-run lirms2'.

Overview

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

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

A second closing observation regards programs emphasizing workplace-centered, contex-
tually-oriented remedial literacy. Thus far, there has been little close scrutiny of their effective-
ness. While there is casual evidence that some of these experiments are indeed succeeding
where other, more traditional programs have failed, the lack of hard assessment may limit their
diffusion as employers hesitate to venture away from traditional avenues.
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(:hapter 6

CONCLUSION

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

more active role in remedial training programs based at work.

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

Still, the similarities in program trends among the countries studied appear most striking.
It seems evident that common economic pressures are driving actions on literacy in the
industrialized nations. The concern is for maintaining growth in a more competitive and more
technologically complex environment in part by fostering organizational flexibility and innova-
tion, properties that are rightly perceived to be a function of the workforce's capacities for
learning and on-the-job co-operation. These pressures call for more basic skills training in the
workplace, more integration of work-related and non-work-related content, more support for
participatory organizational models in both work and training, and closer ties to community
organizations and other local interest groups. Some of the similarities in program trends among
industrialized nations may derive also from a climate of public-sector fiscal austerity. In a

number of cases, calls for more workplace programs and greater community participation in
literacy training respond directly to the relative decline of public funding for traditional
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educational institutions. Thus, the trends we outline follow a double logic: a push for the
delivery of more varied and more effective educational programs and the pull to till widening
gaps in the delivery system as established providers become more fiscally and politically
constrained.

The task of clarifying these trends and identifying successful resolutions to the dilemmas
they raise must rest on a solid understanding of the issues at hand. In that respect, our
discussion has pointed towards several areas in which considerably more research is needed.
First, much more attention should he devoted to evaluations and assessments of the content and

nature of existing programs. While our understanding of the literacy needs may have improved,

we still know too little about the best teaching methods for meeting literacy goals. Too little is
known about the effectiveness of individual programs as measured by retention rates of
participants, skill improvement of participants, or similarly relevant measures.

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

from program innovation.
Third, an equally strong case can he made that countries that have yet to conduct a

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

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

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

Alvin Satin, Karen Kelly and Gilles Montigny, Statistics Canada

Stan Jones, Carleton University

Background

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

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

In response to the need for an accurate in-de v.!1. study of literacy in Canada, a national
literacy assessment was undertaken by Statistics Canada in 1989. The objectives and method-
ology of the survey are described in the sections which follow.

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

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

To provide a direct assessment of reading, writing, and numeracy skills of the Cana-
dian adult population;

2. To identify groups in Canadian society whose literacy skill levels place them at high
risk; and

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

The principal data requirements of the Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities
(LSUDA) were thus to provide a statistically reliable overall prolle of the literacy skills of the
population in Canada, its regions and provinces. Secondary requirements for the survey were to
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examine these profiles within groups classified by socio-economic and background variables

such as age and educational attainment with particular emphasis on high risk categories

(persons with low educational attainment and young adults).

Conceptualizing literacy

Statistics Canada's definition of literacy (see ('hapter 3 above) takes off from UNESCO's

1978 definition. The 1978 UNESCO "Revised Recommendation Concerning the International

Standardization of Educational Statistics" provided the following definition of functional

literacy:

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

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

him/her to continue to use reading, writing and calculation for his/her own and the

community's development."

Literacy proficiency is recognized to be "culture and time dependent" and, in this regard,

is influenced by technological advancements which have tended to increase the literacy require-

ments that members of society face.

The task of developing a literacy definition for Canada is particularly difficult because of

the multicultural nature of its society. To develop a measure of literacy unique to each

Canadian sub-culture would be to leave behind the idea of a large-scale national survey, using

direct standard measurement instruments. Yet, to ignore the literacy skills of various groups in

various languages would oversimplify our understanding of literacy in Canada.

This dilemma of whether to develop a literacy measure for each sub-group, or to create a

more standard tool, led to a decision to define literacy, in the present study, in terms of

Canada's two official languages either English or French.

To assess literacy skills directly in a multiplicity of non-official languages was deemed to

be beyond the scope of this survey. Apart from the obvious operational difficulties involved in

the development of equivalent measurement tools in different languages, to do so would have

violated a basic principle underlying the design of the survey, viz. that it should restrict itself to

the languages used by government to communicate with its population. Rather than a reflection

of ethnocentricity, this strategy responds to the view that an absence of official language

literacy effectively deprives a segment of the population from the benefit of government
initiatives based on the printed word in health promotion, labor market adjustment, or any

other area of activity.
The skills underlying literacy cannot be separated from the "context" in which they must

he applied. That is, the specific literacy skills individuals require in their everyday lives are

largely dependent on their occupation, the activities they engage in at home, and their level of

participation in community life. Hence, to put the skills involved in literacy into context, the

three primary "domains" work, home, and community in which literacy skills must be

applied were incorporated into our operational definition. Consideration given to these domains

in the selection of measurement tasks ensured that a broad range of literacy demands that
people commonly encountered in their everyday lives were included.

It was also recognized that the literacy skill that is required in a given situation depends on

the type of material to which it must be applied. Thus, a third component of literacy, "materi-
als", was built into the proposed framework of the LSUDA survey. To be specific, materials



refer to the various forms or formats in which information is displayed. Following research by
Kirsch and Jungeblut, the materials listed in Table A.I were used in designing the survey'.

Table A.I. Materials used in daily activities

Prow: New tory, editorial. lext.

Doeumenk: I .abel, %ign, direction., mennillener. loon, index/retell:nee, notice, diagram/chart, graph. ad.

Numeracy: Table, bill, depo.,it slip, catalogue order torn

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

Data collection instruments and methods

The I.SUDA survey ,2mployed three questionnaires to profile the characteristics and the
literacy skills of Canada's adult population:

A set of "background" questions which gathered information on an individual's socio-
demographic characteristics, on parental educational achievement, and on perceived
literacy skills and needs;
A "screening" questionnaire. involving seven simple tasks, designed to identify indi-
viduals with very limited literacy abilities (those who had very low literacy abilities
were not asked to respond to the next questionnaire);
A "main" questionnaire, comprising 37 tasks aimed at measuring specific reading,
writing, and numeracy abilities.

To investigate how literacy skills were distributed within the Canadian population, the
background questionnaire included such demographic and socio-ecoi iic variables as mother
tongue, educational attainment, and income. Respondents were also asked to assess their
reading and writing skills and indicate the types of programs that they believed could assist
them at work or in their daily lives. (See Annex 2 for further discussion of the usefulness of
some of these variables.)



The second and third components of the study involved the administration of simulation

tasks using materials described in Table A. I . To be selected, tasks had to be of a type
commonly encountered in daily living in Canada. The inclusion of tasks which were outside the

experience of the majority of Canadians would have given an unfair advantage to those who

had previously been exposed to a particular task. Thus, preference was given to tasks relatively

free of technical jargon.

Another criterion guiding the selection of items was the suitability of administering such
items within a household survey directed to the general adult population. For most respondents,

participation in the survey was probably their first exposure to a test environment since leaving

the kmnal school system. Coupled with the fact that it was the federal government doing the

testing, it was necessary to limit the length and complexity of the items included in the test.

Thus, reading aloud tasks or tasks more commonly encountered in academic settings were

excluded.

Finally, it was necessary to ensure that the survey could be administered within a reasona-

ble amount of time. This made it im:zessary to recognize the priority given to the measurement

of reading skill levels and to restrict, in particular, the number of writing tasks given the
relatively large amount of time needed to complete such tasks. Also, more items had to be
selected at the lower and middle ranges of abilities in order to measure these levels with as

much precision as possible given their importance in relation to program planning.

Many of the 44 items used in the test were drawn from the item pool used in the NAEP
study'. These items were adapted to suit the Canadian context. Several new items were

developed when their counterparts in the NAEP pool were deemed inappropriate for use in
Canada. To facilitate the training of interviewers, the field administration, the processing of
questionnaires, and the analysis of data, one instrument was developed in English and one in

French.

The sample design used in the survey was determined in consideration of both the detailed

data requirements and the need for face-to-face interviews to carry out a literacy assessment of

the general population. Given both the large sample size required to satisfy the data require-

ments and the need to cluster this sample to reduce travel costs, the Labour Force Survey
(LFS), Canada's largest continuing household survey, was used to structure the sample. Recent

respondents to the LFS in the age range 16-69 were preselected on the basis of age and
educational attainment to meet targeted allocations while limiting the selection to one person
per household.

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

The main administration of the survey was undertaken in October 1989 with a sample of

9 455 individuals by way of a personal interview conducted in the respondent's home. All tasks

were administered to respondents in accordance with rigorous interviewer instructions. Inter-
viewers were required to record, for each task, an attempt, a refusal, or a verbally expressed
inability of the respondent to perform the task. Respondents were encouraged to look at and
attempt all tasks.

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

The functkmal literacy continuum

It is generally agreed that functional literacy skills do not tall neatly into categories but
rather form a continuum'. It is possible, however, to identify points along this continuum that
deserve particular attention because they are useful for program and educational planning.
None of these points, however, divides the continuum into "literate" and "illiterate" because
of the relative nature of functional literacy'.

The table on page 25 above provides the definitions of levels used to describe the reading
skills of Canada's adult population. Parallel definitions were developed for writing andnwner-
art' skills.

What is crucial to note is that these four levels were developed prior to item development
and served to guide that development. For example, reading level 2 items were designed to
require only the ability to recognize and point out key words in a text. It was not assumed that
all reading level 2 items would be equally etv.v or difficult; other factors that could not be
measured, such as prior familiarity with the information in the text, would influence any
individual's response. Ilowever, if a sufficient number of level 2 items were used in the
assessment and an analysis procedure sensitive to the overall pattern of responses adopted, the
effect of individual variation could be minimized.

'Hie levels, then. are not points derived posi nor from the test data, but designed into the
test. Thus the I.SIJDA results do not provide data to discover what the points/levels were. but
data to confirm the model of functional literacy, reflected in the levels, that generated the test
items.

AilernalireS 10 lhe

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

The difficulty with the key items notion is that literacy experts agree that no small number
of items can define functional literacy. In a multicultural, multiliterate society such as Camida.
it is impossible to say what literacy tasks evoyone ought to be able to do. The APL approach
has been widely criticized on these grounds (most effectively by ('ervero) as has the Southam
News project (especially by l'aganr.

Another alternative is to ignore intlividuals and report only on item performance as was
done in early functional reading studies'. In this framework one would learn only, for example,
that 65 per cent of the examinees could answer an item on reading a map, that 50 per cent could
find a particular ad in the yellow pages, and hiit 71 per cent could circle the long distance
charges on a phone bill. The usefulness of this approach is limited in that it does not lend itself
to generalizing beyond the particular instance.
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Because the key items and item-by-item approaches make it difficult to generalize to other

literacy tasks and thus to program needs, they are less useful than the labelled continuum
approach adopted by LSUDA.

Measuring 1 unetional literacy

Because the LSUDA approach identified certain points along the functional literacy
continuum to use as markers, and created and administered test items to serve as tests for those

points, it was possible to locate individuals along the continuum. This section addresses how

the responses of the individuals tested were used to ident4 their functional literacy level.

Determining how to measure levels

Since it is the skills that underlie and generate the responses rather than the responses

themselves that are of primary interest, a measurement system that directed its attention to
these underlying skills was necessary. All tests are relatively indirect measures of the skills
they are directed towards: all are estimates of some underlying or latent trait.

Further, it was necessary to relate the individuals' scores to the items that define the
various levels. If it were possible to construct a perfect test, where the items were precise

measures, it would be easy to relate individuals to levels; level I individuals would be unable to

answer any level 2 items, level 2 individuals would answer all level 2 items, but no level 3
items. No one knows how to corstruct such tests, particularly tests of skills such as literacy. In

the real world, level 2 people are likely to miss a few level 2 items and to answer correctly a

few level 3 items. Each of the levds represents a range of abilities. The kind of scoring system

that is needed is one that relates the pattern of performance on the test to the defining items.

Item response theory (IRT) provides an approach to measurement that defines an
individual's ability in terms of the daculty of test tasks which that individual can performs.

Based upon a regression model (a two-parameter logistic model was used in this study), IRT
calculates for each item an estimate of its difficulty and an estimate of an individual's ability
using the same numerical scale, commonly a scale that ranges from 0 to 500. An item difficulty
is defined as the level of individual ability needed to have a certain chance of answering the
item correctly; similarly, an individual's ability is defined as the level of difficulty of items
which that individual has a certain chance of answering correctly. In the interests of applying a
rigorous and realistic standard, that chance was set as 80 per cent in LSUDA, the same standard

as that adopted in the U.S. 1986 Young Adult Literacy Study.

Checking relMbility

Before the 1RT procedures can be applied, it must first be determined that the test meets
standard test criteria for reliability. The reliability for the ,eading scale items on I.SUDA was
0.912, quite satisfactory for such a multi-item test. No single item had a major influence on the

reliability.
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Gimping items by difficuby

Once IRT difficulty scores I'm the items had been calculated, the ranges for each level
could then he determined. Simply put, the items were ordered according to their difficulty
score. 'Elie level for which each item was initially designed was compared with the groupings
that emerged from the difficulty scores. In pilot trials not every item turned out to be in the
expected level, Each item that did not gronp as expected was examined to determine whether
the analysis of it had been wrong or whether the item needed to be revised. Only a few items
needed revision, and this was largely because the French and English versions performed at
different levels. Where this happened, an examination revealed signilicant differences ill the
phrasing or the presentatimi of the item in the two languages or ill the text used in the different
versions. These differences were corrected for the linal instrument.

A cluster analysis program was also run to group the items by statistical similarity. This
type of analysis uses several statistical tests to lind the most natural groupings of the test items.
The item groups. or clusters, derived from this analysis matched those from the theory driven
exanunation. The convergence ol evidence for the levels strengthened conlidence that they had
been properly identified.

In summary, the billowing steps were followed to group the items by functional literacy
level:

I. We calculated difficulty scores for each item using IRT:
2. We grouped the items by expected level and determined whether a grouping by

difficulty scores lit the intended design;
3. We performed a statistical grouping procedure (cluster analysis) to verify the model

based proceduiv in step 2: and
4. Because steps 2 and 3 worked satisfactorily. the statistical ranges for each level were

determined from the difficulty scores ol items at that level.

The ranges for each level could be determined on the basis of the scores ol the easiest item
at that loci and the most dillicult item at the same level. This, of course, lell small uncovered
areas which were divided at even numbers so that finally:

1.evel lnder Ifi0
,evel 2: Ifi0204
,evel 3: 205- 244

Level 4: 245 and over

Petermining an aulivirluars level

At that point, it becomes relatively simple to determine a person's level. The Milk idual's
score is the iteni difficulty score of the most dillIcult item that the intik idual has an 80 per cont
chance of answering correctly. In this manner, an individual whose score 'Is less than 160 is a(
reading level I; any individnal whose score is over 205 but not over 243 is at reading level 3;
etc. Under this approach the Welmical definition of each reading level for individuals is:

Level I: Individuals who have a less than 8() per cent probability of answering an item
with a difficulty of I h() or higher.

Level 2: Individuals who have at least an 80 per cell( prokihilih. 01 allsWeirlig an item
with a difficulty of I(t) id a less than 80 per cent probability of answering an
item with a difficulty of 2W.

(i5



Level 3: Individuals who have at least an 80 per cent probability of answering an item

with a difficulty of 205 and a less than 80 per cent probability of answering an

with a difficulty of 245.
Level 4: Individuals who have at least an 80 per cent probability of answering an item

with a difficulty of 245.

Because an individual's score is based on the total pattern of answers, not just on those of

a particular level, it is possible, as noted above, that some level 2 individuals will answer sonie
level 3 items, but they will not do so consistently. Thus, a person's level is the highest level at

which she/he can perform consistently.

In general, of course, the levels are closely tied to the number of correct answers. For

example, 98 per cent of the reading level 2 individuals answered fewer than 21 items and
97 per cent of the reading level 3 individuals answered 20 or more correctly. IRT scoring looks
for overall consistency and discounts, but does not ignore, correct answers that are out of the
pattern. In contrast, Simple Item Correct Scoring is more likely than IRT to reward an
individual for a lucky guess and penalize an individual for a casual mistake. The ability to have

some control over guessing and accidental errors is one of the advantages of IRT scoring
procedures.

Conclusion

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

procedures were appropriate.

Percent distribution of Canadian adults aged 1640
by loci of reading skills

I Cvi
Pot:cut

*11,1011111m

1

3

4

7

9
-

More detailed breakdown of the survey reQlts, by province and by socio-economic
background, are available in other reports on the LSUDA project (see also Annex 2), They too
confirm the reasonableness of the levels and orocedures, Just how valuable the levels are,
however, depends on the use of the results by Iiieracy practitioners and on how they are used in

analyses ot the data by other researchers. We hope that the study presents new opportunities for

a more focused examination of the issue of literacy in Canada,
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Annex 2

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

David Neice and Margaret Adsett,

with Wesley Rodney

The Department of the Secretary of State, Ottawa

Purpose

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

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

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

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

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

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

Our view is that the notion of literacy is best grasped not as a generalized concept but

rather as a set of information processing skills which are accomplished, with varying success,

within specific contexts and circumstances, and using particular materials or stimuli2. Ulti-
mately, therefore, literacy is best underpinned by an empirical and operational definition. If
people can perform certain adult reading tasks, they can be said to have reached a certain skill

level; and if they can do more, they have a higher skill level, and so on. Adult literacy is, thus,

best represented as a continuum of skill levels, each level increasing in complexity, but each

requiring both decoding and decision skills related to specific contexts of functioning.

The virtues of an empirical and operational approach are many. First, the semantic
tendency to exaggerate and juxtapose the two black and white categories of "the literate". and

"the illiterate", while not entirely eliminated, is at least subdued. Second, the notion of a

continuum of skill levels is a much better empirical reflection of adult functioning than is the
old, rigid dichotomy. Third, this approach allows us to steer wide and clear of the "concep-
tual" debates about literacy, which, in our opinion, occupy much too much thought and energy

'hat would be better devoted to establishing relevant empirical standards of adult functioning.

And fourth, our operational approach lets us move back to the conceptual level with a very
simple and elegant definition which speaks to the lives of adults not in itself an insignificant

accomplish ment.

Thus, our current preferred definition is that offered by Statistics Canada where adult

functional literacy refers to:

"The information processing skills necessary to use the printed material commonly
encountered at work, at home, and in the community."'

The term "information processing skills" encompasses the three pillars of reading, writ-

ing, and numeracy abilities and includes both decoding and decision skills. These skills are

empirically identifiable and refer to the individuals' abilities to utilize materials that are
commonly encountered in work, at home, and in community life within the context of modern

industrialized countries. This definition also carries the implicit sense that functional literacy is

a requirement for full citizenship participation.

The use of proxy measures

In North America, the use of surrogate or proxy measures to estimate the literacy skills of

the general population stems from two distinct traditions. One is rooted in self-report data
gathered for many years by both the U.S. and Canadian Censuses. The second tradition derives

from UNESCO's worldwide efforts to measure (and eradicate) illiteracy and from the applica-

tion of this tradition to industrialized countries through the use of grade attainment as proxy

measures. We will discuss each in turn.

For decades, the Censuses taken in North America have asked respondents to report
whether they could both read and write a simple message. By that measure, as Stedman and

Kaestle have noted, there was a tremendous reduction in illiteracy in the United States over the

past century, from about 20 per cent in 1870 to less than I per cent in the 19700. The situation

was quite similar for Canada, so much so, in fact, that the Canadian Census ceased collecting

such information in 1931.
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What can be made of these census measures? For someone to state, at the beginning of
this century, that he or she could read or write a simple message was unlikely to refer to the
same level of skill as that required today. Up to the end of the Second World War, the term
"illiterate" was reserved for those with virtually no reading skills at all. One problem here is
that self-reporting, at least when people are directly asked if they are able to read or write, is
not very reliable. Those who do not read at all or who do not read well are quite likely to
practice deception when questioned about their skills. And certainly, if the method of posing
the questions is made in terms of a literate versus illiterate dichotomy, the emotionally charged
character of these terms will skew the results. We return to this issue later when we look at
other ways of tackling self-assessment.

What such self-assessment ..5gests. however, is that "basic" illiteracy, that is the inabil-
ity to read and write anything at all, was most likely almost absent from North American
societies by the mid-1900s, except for unusual instances resulting from extreme economic or
congenital factors. Still, while people may have been literate, by the standards of 1900, would
they have been functionally literate by the standards of today?

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

The validity of the educational attainment measure as an indicator of functional literacy
rests on two premises: most indivkluals who have completed at least the first level of schooling
can meet the minimal expectations of their community; and most have reached a level of
personal autonomy which is high enough that they can further improve their basic skills on
their own. However, there is considerable disureement in Canada as to the validity of grade 8
or 9 completion as an indicator of functionzl !iteracy. Some believe that it underestimates the
magnitude of the problem, and that grade 10 completion would be more appropriate for
Canadah. Others argue that it produces greatly inflated estimates of functional illiteracy since
many persons with little formal education are nonetheless highly literate'. These debates point
to some of the problems of functional literacy as a "relative" concept.

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

The question becomes simply this: are there individuals in industrialized societies who
have the requisite grade level to be deemed literate, but who in reality lack the skill levels to be
truly literate'? The answer is unequivocally yes. When using grade attainment as our proxy of
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literacy, we end up both falsely labelling some as literate and falsely labelling others as
illiterate'. With the results from direct skill assessment studies from several countries now in

hand, the evidence is clear that while strong, the correlation between grade attainment and teal-

world literacy skills is less than perfect.

Direct assessment and the Statistics Canada Survey of Literacy Skills

In North America, the technology of direct literacy assessment surveys is now about
20 years old, going back to Lou Harris and Associates' 1971 Reading Difficulty Survey and the

1975 University of Texas AN. Survey". The most important surveys and their findings are
reviewed in Chapter 3 of the main report. The outputs of these studies, while they embody
important variations and nuances, essentially point to certain inescapable trends. Stedman and

Kaestle summed up these trends in their exhaustive review of all literacy testing done in the

United States over the past hundred years. They concluded that:

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

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

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

Their summation is all the more interesting because it was made before most of the recent

direct assessments had been done. The new results just reaffirm their estimates.

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

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

they will generate.
And so, it can he stated emphatically that, if cost is not critical, if the goal is to obtain the

best available infbrmation, and if the institutional momentum exists to get there, direct skill
assessment methods are definitely the answer. But suppose the climate is more tenuous, the
resources fewer, and the national literacy momentum still in its infancy. Is there a possible path
where better proxies might work as interim measures until direct measures can he acquired?

We think so, as we will see shortly.

For the purpose of this annex, rather than trying to canvas the results and correlates of all
of the various direct skill assessments that have been done so far, we will instead fmus on the
results of the most recent and also most detailed survey, namely, Statistics Canada's 1989

Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities (LSUDA).
The Statistics Canada literacy study consisted of interviews administered to a representa-

tive sample of 9 455 persons aged 16 to 69 in their homes that involved a series of tasks
designed to test reading, numeracy, and writing activities commonly encountered in daily life
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in Canada. The assessment was restricted to Canada's two official languages, English and
French.

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

The survey employed three questionnaires;

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

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

e) A "main" questionnaire, comprising the majority of the tests, aimed at measuring
specific reading, writing, and numeracy abilities.

Source LSUDA

Figure 1: Reading skill levels in Canada
Adults aged 16 to 69
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Figure 2: Reading skill levels by province
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The main outcome of the survey was a separate test score for each respondent for reading,
writing, and numeracy. To aid in the interpretation of these scores, respondents were arrayed
among skill levels according to their performance on the test. In the case of reading, four levels
were utilized as set out on page 25 above.

For the purposes of this analysis, Canadians at level I generally cannot read. Those at
level 2 are described as having skills too limited to deal with most everyday reading demands.
Canadians at level 4 have reading skills sufficient to meet everyday requirements, while those
at level 3 have a reading proficiency enabling them to handle reading demands within a more
limited range.
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Figure 3: Read Ing skIll levels by age groups
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Figure I shows the distribution of Canadians across the four reading skill levels. Sixty-
two per cent have reading skills deemed adequate for daily requirements (level 4) while 38 per
cent do not (levels I, 2 and 3 combined). Figure 2 provides an overview of the reading results
by provinces. The figure suggests a smooth shift to stronger skills from the east to the west
coast. While there has been much speculation as to why this pattern exists, no clear answers are
yet available. We suggest that income levels may explain the variations as well as provincial
age structures and the proportion of the foreign-born in different provinces, but other hypo-
theses are also possible.

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

LSUDA reading skill levels and educational attainment

We can now turn to the heart of our concerns, namely the quality of the relationship
between the findings from direct assessment and those suggested by proxy measures of literacy.
Figure 4 presents the relationship between reading skill levels and educational attainment based
on the LSUDA results. The majority of Canadians with no schooling have level 1 reading skills

No schooling

Elementary

Some high school

Trade/vocational

High school diploma

Community college

Some umversity

University degree

Source: LSUDA

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

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

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

Revising our educational cut-off point so that we assume adequate functional literacy
skills at "grade 12 or above" would still make education the best proxy measure of literacy to
date, despite its imperfections. The correlation between the LSUDA reading skill levels
educational attainment, as defined in Figure 4, is a strong 0.59 Gamma coefficient (an ordinal
measure of association)", However, there are other possible surrogate measures, such as self-
assessment, wi could be perfected or used in combination with education levels to produce
an even morc accurate proxy.

ISUDA reading skill levels and self-assessment of literacy skills

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

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

The ambiguous category on the self-assessment scale is for those who classify themselves
as "fair". Test results are such that these people are distributed roughly equally across the Wur
reading skill levels. Sixty-nine per cent of people who assessed their literacy skills as "fair"
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have less than a high school diploma. This again suggests that a revised proxy using educa-
tional attainment tbr example using high school diploma as a cut-off in combination with
self-assessment could produce an excellent indicator of adult functional literacy.

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

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

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

Figure 7: Reading levels by frequency of

reading newspapers, magazines or books
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including old ones, we learned that the frequency of book reading is potentially the single best
indicator of functional literacy, perhaps even better than education. The frequency of magazitw
reading also loaded reasonably well in the factor analysis, though not better than education. In
marked contrast, iwwspoper reading loaded very poorly. Regarding the latter, we learned that
newspaper reading is much like television viewing and radio use. The I.,SUDA results confirm
that for radio use and television viewing, everybody does it and does it often, regardless of
literacy level, which explains why the correlation is weak. We have concluded that the reason
why our measure of reading as depicted in Figure 7 is not associated more strongly with the
[SIAM reading skill levels is that the correlation has been dampened by the inclusion of too
many sources and types of reading materials in the LSUDA reading question, newspapers in
particular. We believe that frequenc of book reading is a potentially powerful surrogate

8 I
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measure of literacy. This potential is reflected in another correlation, namely that between the
frequency of visits to the library (another question on the LSUDA survey) and reading skill
levels (see Figure 8). The Gammt, coefficient for this correlation is 0.46, the same as that for
self-assessment.

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

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

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

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

Figure 9: Reading levels by whether reading skills considered adequate for job
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Another valuable measure of workforce literacy in the survey, is: "Do you feel your
reading skills in English/French are limiting your job opportunities?".

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

LSUDA reading skill levels and other proxy indicators

Other indicators examined in the 1.SUDA survey that produce good results in predicting
literacy levels are as follows: a history of a learning disability; the frequency with which one
writes letters; a respondent's level of personal satisfaction with his/her reading skills; a
respondent's perception as regards the adequacy of his/her literacy skills for everyday life;
reading frequency of various types of materials (letters, blueprints, manuals, reports, lists,
forms, and so forth) on the job; mother's educational attainment; and participation in voluntary
and community organizations and in cultural life. These indicators are not discussed here. At
this point, suffice it to say that the LSUDA survey contains a wide range of potentially strong
surrogate measures of functional literacy, to be used alone or in combination with others. Our
work in developing proxy indicators and measures has just begun. Nonetheless, we think that
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we have presented here strong evidence to demonstrate that this avenue of research has a great

deal of potential.

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

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

be checked against the results of the upcoming U.S. surveys.

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

Conclusion

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

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

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

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

AND ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE

"Many of my workers can barely read or write". Increasing

concern of this kind among employers and others has caused
industrialised countries to start addressing the problem of illiteracy

previously associated mainly with developing nations. This
study, the OECD's first on the subject, considers the extent of
adult illiteracy, examines its impact on economic performance and
asks what kind of remedial programmes can be most effective. It
suggests that a "literacy gap" has been produced not by a fall in
educational standards but by a rise in the literacy levels required of
workers in modem economies.
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