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ABSTRACT ¢
The first section of .his paper reports the results

cf numerous literacy studies in which adults wvere tested on a variety
of tasks, including filling out forms, answering questions about
newspaper classified advertisements, and dealing with certain facets
cf consumer econcmics. The percentage of adults in the United States
reported to be literate varied widely from study to study. In the
second secticn, the author explores various definitions of literacy.
Literacy has been defined as the.ability to respond appropriately to
all possible reading tasks, as the presence of reading skills -
necessary to enable perzons to function effectively. in society, and
as the level cf achievement attained by the average child by the
beginning cf fourth grade. Some researchers have attempted to define
wfunctional llteracy," which connotes reading for a purpose related
in scme way to social utility. The author ‘concludes that literacy is
related to specific tasks and specific contexts and that there camn be
no universal definition of literacy. In the United States, the
pinimum level of readlng ability required for full participation in
the social and economic life of the natlon appears to be around the
eleventh grade level. (GW)
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THE ILLITERACY CONCEPT: DEFINING THE CRITICAL LEVEL €OuCATION POSIT-UN OR POLICY

Faite Royjier-Poncefonte Mack, Ph.D.

Available evidence indicates that the state of reading in 1977 is no
better than it was at the turn of ;hé decade. New investigations lend credencé ~
to the disturbing possibility that the situat?on is in fact more severe than ’
initially proélaimed by the late Commissioner of Education, James Allen (1969),

wﬁen he stéted th? fglléwing shocking facts concerniﬁg ;eading deficiencies in

‘the United States:

One out of every four students hationwide has significant reading
deficiencies.

In large city school sYstems up to half of the students read below
expectation. :

There are more-than three million illiterates in our adult population.

About half of the unemployed youth in New York City are two or more yecars
retarded in reading.

In a recent U. S. Armed Forces program called Project 100,000, 68.2 percent
of the young men fell below grade seven in reading and academic ability.

I would suggest that there remains a lack of clarity regarding the character
of the problem -- what actually constitutes being '"literate' in the United States.
For, what is commonly referred to as literacy bears only incidental relation

to the actual activity of reading.

This paper is an expansion of a speech presented at The Second National
Conference on Urban Education, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, .1976. Dr. Mack is an

"Associate Professor of Graduate Education at the Grand Valley State Colleges.

He serves on the Executive Board of the (National) Association for Urban Educa-
tion, and has administered a National Right to Read Effort Community Reading
Academy for functionally illiterate adults in the Kent County, Michigan, area.-
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I propose that literacy is related directly to comprehénsion of what isv
read, and comp;ehcﬁsion is associated yith the individuél's eXperience, environ-
ment , and.intérest. As wel}, social, ethnic,jgconomic, and cultural realities

.combiﬁe‘go form the centexts to which comprehension is bound.
Literacy as a concept never plateaus. Rather, iu altecﬁnologicai soclety,

9

it progresses toward new heights and forever seeks new peaks. Levels of liter-

‘
s '

acy tha& are sufficient for the present may be-insﬁfficient for the futufc.
' _ e
These variables, moreover, are inexorably intertwined with the unique situation
of each codntry's socio-economic and cultural ambidnce. I would fdrther‘suggest
that levels of literacy that would suffice to make a.person literate in one
area_of the world would transform them into a functional illiterate in another.
It is for these_reaéons that there cannot be & universal definition of

literacy. The only determiners are defived fr&m the specific character of each
nation; just as those of yesterday required more redefinition in order to comply
&ifh contemporar&_realities. As this charactér undergoes transforﬁation, as

the experieﬂces; environments, angiinterés;s of the individual within a nation
develop, so too will the levels of comprehension (literacy) demanded af ifs people.
_ As wéll, a primary factor whfch mandates the need for éOntinual redefinition is
the fac; that occupagioﬁal activity increases in complexity concurrently with
and parailel to this process, causing in its wake increasingly complicated read-
ing tasks.

| “The purpose of this paper is to explore various defiqitions of beinglliter-
ate or §f being illitérate. i must admit thaf échieying tﬁis understanding is
difficult because literacy is not a solidary trait; it comprises mény sub;ékills
‘and vafies from location to location. Yuwever, definitions of 1itefacy cén

probably best be determined in terms of levels of "literacy" required to function

f -y,

tpa . ’

well in a society.
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The Extent of Illiteracy :

As part of the International Literacy Day Program held on September 8, 1975,
" in Washington, D. C., Dr. Thomas Keeﬁq (1975) rcfer;ed to the world-wide nature
of the.problem of adult illiteracy which "...holds untold millions in its shack-
"les." According to Dr. Keehn, there afe an esﬁimatéd 785;000,000 illitérate
adults in the world. Of these, 62 porcent are women. In the United.States,

more tﬁan 50 percent of the adult population is éonsidefed either functionally
illitéréte or marginally illiterate, i.e., they do not have the educational tools

to cope with personal, community, social and economic problems thgt confrpnt them
daily.

The extent of illitergcy in the Unitegﬂgéatqs may vary considerably,'depend_
ing somewhat on fhe‘method of assessment.used. The Census Bureau (Statistical
Abstract, 1974) considers li;erate %nyoﬁe 14 years 6f age or oldervwho has com- .
pleted sixth grade. Those who have not completed the sixth grade are asked
Qhether-they can read and write a simple message in any language; if they séy,

[ .
"Yes," they are considered literate. Based on this credulous method, it is esti-

mated that approximatély one percent of those aged 14 years and older are illiter-
ate. c N *

The National Center for Health Statistics (1973) has conducted a survey

using their Brief Test of Literacy, which shows that 4.8 percent of individuals

12-17 years ‘old score below the average 4th grader on the instrument and can

therefore be regarded és illiterate.

Louis Harris (1970) was commissioned by the National Reading Center to con-
duct a ‘study of adult fuﬁction;llilliteracy. Hi; survey team asked réspondents
to read and fill in the ﬁppropfiate infdrmation qﬁ five‘forms.-f application for

public assistance, application for Médicaid, applicétion for a driver's license,

petsonal identification form, and a personai loan application. Using the



criterion of 90 percent correct responses on these forms, Harris reports that

O
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13’pefcent of the sample, or an estimated 18.5 million Americans, fell below
that level -- that is, were marginally literate to functionally illiterate in
terms of ability to perform these tasks.

A second survey completed by Harris in 1971 explored deficiencies in the

‘United States. The research focused on reading skills that are required to cope

with everyday experiences common to most Americéns. It concluded that 4 percent
of the U.S. poﬁulation 16 years of age and older suffers from serious deficiencies
in functional reading abilities. Blacks had a ieve;'of difficuity that was néarly
thrée times és high as for whites. Income level and age were found fo be highly |
related to reading ability. Eas;erners ang Séutherne:s scored lower than those

in the Midwest and Wast.

In the same stﬁdy, Harris analyéed respondents;-gbility to successfully
énswer étraighpfofward questions about newspaper employment édve;tisements.
Ninety-two percent of fhe‘total sample got all nine of the questions correct,
altﬁouéh 70 pefcent of all blacks'teétedrgot nine,corfeqt. Sufvey peréonnel
obtainéd,similar results using classifiéd housing advertisements: 88 percent'of
those surQeyedbgot all-items correct. Blacks averaged‘67-percent correct of all
the housing advertisement questions.

In order to develop a representative pool of competencies attributable to a

~literate person, Northcutt's. (1975) Adult Performance Level Project (A.P.L.)

conducted an extensive literature search surveying governmental agencies and

foundations to determine the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful

1

adults; and interviewed adults who were under-educated and under-employed, emp loy-

:ers, and personnel specialists. The necessary skills identified during this study

can begrouped into the following four areas: (a) communicafion skills, (b) comp-

utational skills, (c) problem solviﬁg;skills, ana (d) inherpersonal skills.

5}



A.P.L. also identified five general knowledge areas (a) occupational knowledge,

- .0

(b) consumer economiﬁs, kc) community resohrces; (d) government and 1aw; and
(e) health. . . g

Because these skills demanded moré than ?he ability go use or comprehend
written material, they Qid not fit comfortably within;the general concept of
literacy. Tﬁerefofe, A.P.L. staff substituted the term "functional competency"
for‘"fuﬁctionalllitefacy.” | i

'ﬁsing a national sample (1,560 respondents), the Adult Performance Level
Project has determined that as many as 20 percent of the adult:population are
functionallyfincompetent. ‘Indéed, the.study‘concluded that Hearly 35 million
adults Have trouble buying life insurance; using credit, éhopping wiseiy, and
handling other facets of consumer economics; one-fqur;h of.all Americans cannot
understand their rights ard obligations unaer our systém‘of governmenﬁ and laQ;
one in five adults have trouble with the basics of}finding;_getting, holding,
and advancing in a job. Finally, in the skills tested -- reéding writing; comp-
utati;n, problem solving, and interpersonal relations -- the 1;500 people sur-
veyed had the moét‘ﬁ;ouble with cbmputa&ion. Pfoje;;ed to the total population,
the A.P.L. study concluded that 39 millionlAmericané are unable to perform
basic compptations and that another 35 million.éan barely get by.

In ah"evéluation of the Right to Read Effort after four years, Df. Ruth
Love Holloway (1975) reported that it was difficult to interpret to the ;atiod
as a whole that a countr&.which was so ‘affluent as the United States had betweén
15 and 17 percent of its péopie functionally iiliterate. As of 1971, there.
wére some 18 million adults who were considered functionally illiterate and

seven million elementary and secondary school children who had reading deficien-

‘cies. sufficient to cause problems in the schools. She reports that the problem

(W



appeared to be so massive that a committee established the following goal for
the National Right to Read Effort:

To ensure by 1980 that 99 percent of all people under 16 years old living
in the United States and 90 percent of all those over 16 would possess and

use literacy skills. (Holloway, 1975)

Defining the Condition of Literacy/Illiteracy

The historical American definition of literacy has been that it is nothing
more than the ability to read and write one's name, or to score at some grade

~level on a standardized test. Webster's (1976) defines literacy as the ability

‘to read.and write. Black's Law Dictionary (1968) défines an "illiterate'" as

unlettered, ignorant, unlearne’ and generally used of one who cannot read and

~write. ‘ ' : L.
Robef; F. Bérnés (1965) provides his observations abou£ il1iterate adultsl
in é speech dglivered to an éssambly of adult basic'education teache?gf' He
states Egat they are the léw-income,-un- ér under~educated; He suggests that
we must classify them as a society réther than a segment of our total society.

Why? For reasons such as:

1. They have a separate system of values that are different from those
of our great, affluept, snobbish class mess that we call society.

2. As a result they, in general, have been forced to adupt a set of morals
that are not quite acceptable to our middle class societ;".

3. Tﬁey Have established their own-hierarchy‘or_”peck-order."

4. They have their own power étru;ture.

Iﬂ defining non—readérs, the Mott Basic Language Skills Program (1966) makes
reference to their having ”.;.less than five yearc of reading ability.". Illifer~
.ates are div%ded into: (a) nqn-readers who might be classed as lazy;’ (b)‘indi-
viduals who did not_haye tge opportunity to.go to school; .(c) individuals who

had certain limitations, handicaps, and difficulties which made reading a super—i

human effort; and (d) adults who matured slowly and did not have the 'readiness"



to léarn reading when it was offercd. 'Additional synonyms for illiterates
include non;reader, sccond-gfader,‘sub-functipnal, slow, undereducated, poor-
readerg, dropouts, and functional illiterates.

In 2 recent request for proposals, the United States Office of Education
(1976) infers ;hatllitefacy is the preéenée o réQuisite reading skills neces-

sary to enable individuals to function effectively in society. As well, a

NationallRight to Read Effort (U.S.0.E) pamphlet, Literacy ~- A Must for All,
refers to a profile of inmates in the federal prisons functioniug at the S5th
~ grade leveél or below in reading ability. It is easily conveyed that this is

the critical level in distinguishing literate from illiterate offenders.

The National Center for Health Statistics study, Literacy Among Youths
12-17 Years (1973), defined literacy as that level of achievement which is

attained by the average child in the United States at the beginning of fourth

grade. Using items on the Brief Test of Literacy based on this definition,

their ﬁest was validated on a group of fourth graders. - If a 12-17 year old
youth passéd the reading section, they were termed "literate." If they failed
the reédiﬁg seétion, they were termed ”illiteratg.”

'fhe term ”functional literacy" connotes reading for some purpose ~-- a
purpose in some way related to social utility. William S. Gray (1969) defines
functional literacy as the ability to engage effectively in all those reading

~activities norﬁally expected of a literate adult in his community. ihis'defini-
‘tibn, whilelcircular; doés emphasize the fact that certain tasks are-itequired of
adults by memberf of th2ir community. .

Harman (1975) in examination of ieVels of literacy required for minimum

functioning indicates that the criéical level is particﬁlarly high, and.has risen

dramatically since World War II. He cites one recent study (Stiéhﬁ, 1975) which

T
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cénciuded that an llth grade reading level was the minimum literacy requirément.
for most military professions (7th grade for militéry cooks, 8th grade for re-
pairmen, and BQH}grade for‘supply clerks) and these correlated §;gnificantly
with clvilian pursuits. He suggests that if an llth grade level is stipulated
as a minimum necessary requivement then surely a desirable minimum levei of func-
tional Litéracy would be even higher. * ‘ .

Bormuth (1974) states that in the broadest sens; of the word, literacy is
the ability.to exh%bit all of the behaviors a person nceds in order to respond

'

appropriately to all possible readiug tasks. Of course, this definition is

highly comprehensive, and no one would be literate to this extent.

Sticht (1975) defines functional literacy as '"a possession of those literacy
ékillslneeded to successfully perform some réading task imposed by an external
agent between a reader and a goal the réader wishes to obtain.“v He suggests
thg; this exclﬁdes such reading activities as reading for pleasure. Also, he

differentiates between reading to learn a job and reading to do a job. As a

'rule, the former requires a higher level of literacy than the latter.

In a2 related effért, under a contract with #he Bureaq of A&ult, Vocational,
and Teéhnical Education of the United_States'Officé of Education, researcherg
attembted to describe ''functional litefacy” in pragmatic behavioral Eérms and to
develop devices for asséssing‘literacy that would -be widely used. In pursuing
these objectives, the AdgltAPefformance Level Project‘étaff (l973)‘analyzed the
components of adult literacy, reaching three.crucial cohclgsions:

l. ”Literacy” is a construct which is meaningful only in a specific
cultural context. Furthermore, as technology changes, the require-
ments for literacy change. " :

2. "Literacy'' does nct cdnsist of just a single gkill, or even two skills.

It is best defined as ‘the application of a set of skills to a set of
general knowledge areas.
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3. "Literacy' is a construct vhich is directly related to sdaecess in
adult life,

Conciusious

T. = way in which "literacy" is couceptuatized has profound implications
for the kinds of programs and processes that are chntqd to re&uce or eliminate
illiceracy. Unfortunatuly, no standard definition of literacy exists, and esti-
mates of the extent of illitceracy in the United States varies greatly.

Literacy is nof, in and of itself, and objcctiye. The real aim is that
of social and economic participation and reading is but a tool -- one means for
its attq;nment. I'»:ecarch indicates that in the United States the LeVels of
reading comprehension néccssary for such participation are predictably high and
have risen dramaéically since We.i1d War I1.

A U. §. Department of Labor study (1970) indicated that at the end of the

1960's the median years of schooling completed by Americans 25 years of age and

above was an impressive 12.3 years. 7They have predicted that by the end of the

i

1970's, the median gr.de level will have climbed to around 12.5 years. In a
more recent gtud} cornducted by the U, S. Department Qf Labor (1975), fewer than
2 million pcople were reported to have had only-a fifth grade or lower education
i+ 1970 and that figure.is exﬁected to.drop to about 1.4 million by 1980.

We may conclude that the minimum level of réadiﬁg ability, required for
full participation iﬁ the social and eéonomic life of the U. S. 1is around the
eleventhlgrade level. As well, the minimum'level required to aétively.partici—
pate in the economic and social order may be considered as a measure of a
nation's literacy level.

Completion of a set number of years of»schooling-doeg not provide assurances
that individuals do in fact pecrform and‘retain'performénce levels paraltefing
thoSé of the grades completed. This situation, to the relief of many dedicated
educators, does not-reflect the efficacy of ;chqoiing but migﬁt well indicate

that skills once lcarned regress when not put in use. Wherefore, it shifts the

9
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ouus ot the poo_f performance from the school to the individual,

Adcq;ate evidence supgests that school attendance does not guarantee
scholastic achievement commensurate with the grade level attained., Not all
ﬁigh school graduates can read at a 12th grade level, or eighth grade students
at an cight grade level, and so on., Various studies have ccncludedxthat over
the past’fcw yearsﬁthat the inabilitvy to read is tar more widespread than‘censg§
dgta might lead us to belicve.

As well, the impact of the cmploymcnt sector must be fcgarded in the study
of literacy. During the past several decades, there has been a major shift in
the proportions of people employed in varions arcas of the labor market. Its
demand‘in terms of cducational qualifications has been rising, in turn inducing
growing numbers of‘people to seck additional cducation. The high levels of
read%ng reéuirémcnﬂs for job performance ('"relative funcﬁional,literacy”) could
well be a function:of this shift since job-related materials seem to be linguist-
ically more complicated in diSrégard for the reading public.

[a summary, you cannot say gniversally a person who has attained a fifth

;

grade level of réading is a literate person and one who has a lesser degree of
reéding ability is illiteraté. Fifth g;ade reading would'make a very literate
person in the Ugandan context, but would be totally inadequate in the context

of the United States or some of the highly developed countfies of the West. By

developing an international vardstick, there is no literac roblem in the United
veloping 3 _ Yy P

States, but by the measure which should be applied internally, we are in a crisis

situation.
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