Facts about Adult Education

2003 NAAL Report

In 2003, the NAAL report was issued. NAAL is the National Assessment of Adult Literacy. The survey was conducted by

This survey assessed the English literacy of adults in the U.S for the first time since 1992.

The assessment was administered to 19,000 adults ages 16+ in households and prisons.

(Approximately 2%, representing 4 million adults were not included because they didn’t have English or Spanish literacy enough to take the test. This does not necessarily mean they had no literacy skills; they just had no literacy skills in English or Spanish—could be Chinese, for example)

Three types of literacy were tested to the volunteer participants.

Prose: the ability to search, comprehend and use information from continuous text, such as news stories, editorials, brochures and instructional materials.

Document Literacy: the ability to search, comprehend and use information from non- continuous test, such as job applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, and drug and food labels.

Quantitative literacy: The knowledge and skills needed to identify and perform computations using numbers that are embedded in printed materials. Examples: balance a checkbook, figure out a tip, complete an order from, determine the amount of interest due on a loan.

The survey results:

	Below Basic
	Basic
	Intermediate
	Proficient

	14%
	29%
	44%
	13%

	30 million
	63 million
	95 million
	29 million


Examples of task:

Below basic:  The participants can perform no more than the most simple and concrete literacy tasks.



Ex: Signing a form or adding a bank deposit slip

Basic: The participants can perform simple and everyday literacy activities--



Ex: Using a TV guide to find out what time a certain TV show is on

Intermediate:  The adult can perform moderately challenging literacy activities--

Ex: Calculating the cost of ordering supplies from an office supply catalogue

Proficient: The adult can perform more complex and challenging literacy activities



Ex: Interpreting a table about blood pressure, age and physical activity

The results were not very different from the 1992 survey. Quantitative literacy increased slightly overall. The survey administrators are not sure why. There were some changes within ethnic groups. (see website for details) Women scored higher on prose and document literacy; men on quantitative.

What are the implications of so many people in the low levels?


It’s very hard for people with low literacy skills to find jobs.


They may have difficulties helping their kids with schoolwork.


Many people with low literacy skills do not vote.


Low literacy folks in general have more health problems.
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