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Abstract This paper draws on three data sources – a national survey from Germany
of adult literacy and numeracy skills (leo. – Level-One Study), the OECD’s Pro-
gramme for the International Assessment of Adult Competences (PIAAC), and case
studies of workplaces in England – to argue for a greater focus by policymakers and
researchers on the literacy demand experienced by adults.

We consider the heterogeneity of the population of adults deemed functionally
illiterate by large-scale national and international surveys and question how such
a large group of adults are indeed able to function in society. We draw on concepts
of literacy practices and the literate environment to try to understand the demands
on adults’ reading and writing and suggest that adults with poor literacy skills
may be reluctant to engage in learning because they experience very low demand.
Engagement in literate practices is an important mechanism through which literacy
is improved and developed. If the demands on many adults’ literacy are so low, their
skills may decline/fail to develop, leaving a large sub-class excluded from the literate
environment and relying on others for interpretation and access to information. This
vicious circle of underuse and consequent loss of skills should be a major concern
for policy makers.
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1 Introduction

This paper is concerned with adult literacy (reading and writing) and the role that it
plays in adults’ everyday lives. In it we will argue that policy makers and researchers
should focus on the literacy demands on adults in their everyday lives in order to
better design policies to support them in meeting these demands.

We live in a world in which literacy plays an increasingly important role:

In societies dominated by the written word, it is a fundamental requirement
for citizens of all ages in modern Europe. Literacy empowers the individual
to develop capacities of reflection, critique and empathy, leading to a sense
of self-efficacy, identity and full participation in society. Literacy skills are
crucial to parenting, finding and keeping a job, participating as a citizen, being
an active consumer, managing one’s health and taking advantage of digital
developments, both socially and at work (EU High Level Group of Experts on
Literacy 2012, p. 11).

And one in which, as a consequence, poor literacy is deemed to have a high price,
for individuals and for societies.

As the demand for skills continues to shift towards more sophisticated tasks,
as jobs increasingly involve analysing and communicating information, and
as technology pervades all aspects of life, those individuals with poor literacy
and numeracy skills are more likely to find themselves at risk ... and countries
with lower levels of skills risk losing in competitiveness as the world economy
becomes more dependent on skills (OECD 2013a, p. 27).

Yet, over the past two decades, a number of large-scale national (Williams et al.
2003; BIS 2011; Grotlüschen and Riekmann 2011; Jeantheau 2007; ANLCI 2013)
and international (Kirsch 2001; OECD and Statistics Canada 2005; OECD 2013a)
surveys have identified that a sizable proportion of the working age population have
low levels of literacy skills. This has lead to concerted efforts by governments in
many countries to increase the supply of literacy skills in their countries through
development of basic education programmes for adults.

It is common for policy makers, when discussing the supply of literacy skills, to
speak in terms of functional literacy, that is, the level of literacy skills adults need to
function in society. In German adult education policy rhetoric, for example, literacy
is used as a dichotomous concept, with a stated level deemed necessary to “func-
tion” in society. Those who are assessed below that level are deemed “functionally
illiterate” and may be targeted for learning provision. The term “functionally illiter-
ate” is used for adults who are able to read and write simple, single words but have
difficulties with reading and writing even short sentences (Boltzmann et al. 2013,
p. 34). In Germany, 7.5 million people between 18 and 64 years, or 14.5% of the
adult population are considered functionally illiterate (Grotlüschen and Riekmann
2011). And Germany is not alone in this. In the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills,
in the Netherlands, which was among the best performing countries in the literacy
assessments, 11.7% scored at or below Level 1, suggesting that 1.3 million Dutch
adults of working age are functionally illiterate (Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 140).
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There are two observations to be made about this. Firstly, this implies that an
extremely large proportion of the population are not considered able to “function”
in society, with literacy identified as a root cause. This is often framed in terms of
a literacy crisis. Secondly, closer examination of this functionally illiterate popula-
tion, made possible through analysis of the data generated by the aforementioned
large-scale national and international surveys, leads us to question the extent of the
personal and economy-wide consequences (Munteanu et al. 2014) deemed to be
caused by poor literacy. For example, while this population are more likely than
the rest of the adult population to be unemployed, the majority of them are not
(Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 140).

This leads us to therefore ask, how does this population, the functionally illiterate,
manage their lives? What are they doing in the workplace and outside of it? How are
they supported or hindered by the environment in which these practices take place?
And why is it that despite their level of literacy being described as too poor for
them to function in society, they appear to be able to do so? The central argument
in this paper is that in asking these questions we need to consider, not just the
individual’s level of literacy, their skills, as measured by large scale assessments,
but their environment. The level of the skills in the population is an issue of
supply and policy is active in the supply side with much attention given to the
supply system of education provision: teachers, their training, curricula, materials,
progression systems, and assessment. The key metric of such supply-driven policy
is the literacy levels of “the workforce” as measured by, for example, the OECD’s
survey of adult skills, PIAAC. However, the requirements placed on those skills in
the daily lives of adults, in all domains, the practices that adults are required and/or
encouraged to engage in, is an issue of demand. We suggest that by considering
demand alongside supply we will be better able to formulate policy.

2 Data sources

Three data sources are drawn on in this paper: leo – the Level One Study
(Grotlüschen and Riekmann 2011), the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (OECD
2013a), and a UK government funded study into the impact of poor basic literacy
and numeracy on employers (Carpentieri et al. 2016b).

leo. – the Level-One Study was a 2010 national survey of the literacy and
numeracy skills of the adult population in Germany. The study provided national,
reliable and differentiated data on literacy – i. e. the ability to deal with written text
by reading and writing, by understanding and producing meaning – for the lowest
competence levels of reading and writing. The Level-One Study comprised of
a random sample of 7035 people and an additional random sample of 1401 people
at the lower end of the educational scale. Skills tests were carried out on the sample
after a standard survey on various aspects of people’s situations in life and attitude
to further education.

The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) assessed the proficiency of adults from
age 16 onwards in literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology-rich envi-
ronments. In addition, the survey collected a range of information on the reading-
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related activities of respondents, the use of information and communication tech-
nologies at work and in everyday life, and on a range of generic skills. In the first
round of PIAAC 166,000 adults aged 16 to 65 were surveyed in 24 countries and
sub-national regions. The first results of PIAAC were published by OECD in 2013.
This paper also draws on subsequent analysis of the PIAAC data on those who
scored at or below Level 1 (Grotlüschen et al. 2016).

The BIS Employer Impact study (Carpentieri et al. 2016b) estimated the economic
impact of poor basic skills on workplace performance. The study, undertaken by
IPSOS MORI in partnership with the National Research and Development Centre for
Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC)1 at the UCL Institute of Education, London,
aimed to address the lack of evidence on the prevalence of poor basic skills in the
workplace and its impact, as well as the costs and benefits associated with public-
funded basic skills training. This study drew on a nationally representative survey of
over 4000 workplaces in England to estimate the prevalence of poor basic skills in
the workplace and in-depth follow-up case studies combining participant observation
and employer and employee interviews at nine workplaces.

Together these three data sets provide an opportunity to consider issues of literacy
supply and demand. leo and PIAAC allow us to paint a picture of the supply of adult
literacy skills within and across countries, and to consider the impact of poor literacy
on individuals and society. The BIS Employer Impact data provides an insight into
the demands on individuals and the relationship between their skills development
and those demands.

3 The “functionally illiterate” population

There has been a steady critique of the functional illiterate discourse since IALS (see
for example Hamilton and Barton 2000, Levine 1982, Maddox et al. 2011, Payne
2006), which we will not repeat here. Nor does this paper go into country compar-
isons. On the release of the results of the Survey of Adult Skills (OECD 2013a),
much media attention was given to these – the position of countries relative to the
other participating countries in terms of performance in the literacy assessments.

However, comparison of performance in literacy between different countries is
of limited use. Rather, in this paper we make the observation that all countries have
a sizeable adult population with literacy needs. And for our discussion of literacy
as supply and demand what matters less is the relative size of each country’s own
population of adults with poor literacy and numeracy as measured in large scale
national or international assessments such as leo or PIAAC, or what a country’s
average performance is against comparator countries, and more on understanding
the particular characteristics of those who performed poorly in these surveys.

Analysis of data from the 2010 German Level-One Study (Grotlüschen and Riek-
mann 2011) found 7.5 million “functionally illiterate” adults (i. e. scoring at Alpha
levels 1–3) between the ages of 18 to 64 in Germany: 14% of the working age
population. A further 25% of the working age population in Germany (13.3 million

1 http://www.nrdc.org.uk
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people) had poor writing skills, and poor spelling in particular. These figures were
far higher than was thought, with previous estimates of 4 million Germans with
functional illiteracy.

A similar picture emerges from the Survey of Adult Skills. Data from PIAAC
show that a significant proportion of the adult population in all participating countries
performed poorly2 in the literacy assessments. Across the whole sample 15.5%
of adults, between one in six and one in seven, scored at or below Level 1 in
literacy. The size of the group differs between countries. Italy (27.7%), Spain
(27.5%), France (21.6%) and Poland (18.8%) have substantially higher proportions
of adults who scored at or below Level 1 compared to the average. However, even
those countries that appeared to “do well” in the survey, such as Finland (10.6%),
the Slovak Republic (11.6%), the Netherlands (11.7%) and the Czech Republic
(11.8%), have a large number of adults of working age with poor skills in literacy
(Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 19).

Crucially, however, while those who scored at or below Level 1 in literacy are
more likely than the rest of the adult population to exhibit certain characteristics,
the difference between those who scored at or below Level 1 and the rest of the
adult population is a question of degree rather than one of clear differentiation. For
example, those with poor literacy are more likely than the rest of the adult population
to have not completed upper secondary level education and they are also more likely
to have been born in a country other than the country in which they took the test.
However, while they are more likely than the rest of the adult population to exhibit
these characteristics, the majority of them do not. Indeed, 65% completed upper
secondary (and 9% completed tertiary); and 62% were born in the country in which
they took the test. Or, to take another example, while adults who scored at Level 1
and below in literacy are more likely than adults at higher levels to be unemployed,
they are, nevertheless, much more likely to be employed than unemployed. 56% of
those who scored at or below Level 1 in PIAAC are in employment and only 10%
are unemployed, as compared to 8% of those who scored at Level 2 and 3% of
those who scored at Levels 4/5 (Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 133).

In other words, neither the leo. study nor PIAAC reveal a homogenous group
of adults with low literacy skills. Instead, they reveal great variation in the char-
acteristics of this group, both within and across countries. That such a sizeable
proportion of the population is measured as having lower than functional skills in
literacy demonstrates the potential size of the challenges countries face in improving
the literacy levels of their adult population. This is compounded by the heteroge-
neous nature of this population of adults, meaning that, when seeking to increase
the supply of basic skills among the adult population, there is no simple, clear target
for policy makers to aim at.

Our understanding of this “functionally illiterate” population may be further com-
plicated by our knowledge of adults who join adult basic skills classes. To take
Germany as an example: comparison between the results of the leo. study and the

2 That is, scored at or below Level 1.
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representative learner study “AlphaPanel”,3 which contains data on adult learning
in Germany, shows that learners on adult basic education courses are more likely
to be unemployed, to suffer from poorer health, and are far more likely to have
had a negative experience of school than the whole population. This is a picture
that will be familiar to those who work in adult basic education in England and
other countries where there are many learners who share these characteristics. More
importantly, what these data indicate is that, while there is overlap, the functionally
illiterate population and the adult literacy learner population are not the same. If
our understanding of the low-proficiency population is less than accurate, there is
a danger that stereotypes may inform policy in the area of adult basic education
(Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 3). The view that adults with low literacy and numeracy
are predominantly unemployed, poorly educated or from immigrant or low socio-
economic status backgrounds means that governments may target literacy training
at those adults who are seen as being within the most at-risk groups: migrants, the
unemployed or those without secondary education. However, this risks ignoring the
needs of large numbers of adults who also need to improve their skills. This is
compounded by the fact that those with poor literacy skills are already less likely to
engage in learning. While the overall average participation rate in adult education
is 46% among the whole population, only one in three of those who scored at or
below Level 1 in literacy had participated in adult education in the 12 months prior
to the survey of adult skills (Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 142).

4 Demand

We have so far established that there is a sizeable proportion of the adult working
population that has literacy skills, as measured in large-scale national and inter-
national assessments, below the level deemed necessary to function effectively in
society. And yet, the large majority of these adults are not taking steps to improve
their skills by engaging in adult education courses. This suggests that the adult
education solutions that are on offer aren’t the “right” kind for many people within
this population. Or perhaps that they do not think that they need to improve their
literacy skills in the first place.

It also leads us to question how these adults, the so-called, “functionally illiterate”,
manage in all of the domains of their lives. How do they function in our increasingly
textualised world (EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy 2012, p. 11). In
asking this question we need to consider, not just the individual’s literacy skills level,
but the literacy demands made on that individual by his or her environment. And
we need to ask whether adults need the literacy and numeracy skills at the levels we
specify as functional or whether they can survive, and even prosper, without them.
What are the literacy practices that they do engage in and how are they supported,
or hindered, by the environment in which these practices take place?

3 The AlphaPanel (Lehmann et al. 2012), is a study of German adult learners, representative of those on
German Adult Basic Education courses in German “Volkshochschulen” (adult education centres). It has a
sample size of n = 524 (for more information see ibid.).
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As part of the BIS Employer Impact study (Carpentieri et al. 2016b) a series of
case studies of English workplaces were carried out. These were designed to illus-
trate and help explain the results of in an in-depth survey of more than 4000 employ-
ers. The survey asked respondents what percentage of a certain category of worker
in their workplace were required to complete certain tasks and what percentage of
those people they were confident could complete such tasks. This allowed for the
identification of literacy “gaps”. The definition of a “gap” employed in the study
was “any workplace reporting that at least one member of staff is unable to perform
one or more of the literacy tasks to the level required in their day-to-day job” (Car-
pentieri et al. 2016a, p. 22). The literacy tasks that respondents were asked about
were:

● fully understand written procedures (e. g. for using equipment, machinery, or
administrative processes),

● complete day-to-day paperwork without errors (e. g. end of shift reports, Health
& Safety reports; activity logs),

● respond in writing (e. g. by letter or email) to queries or complaints from clients,
colleagues or sub-contractors,

● communicate verbally with clients, colleagues or subcontractors.

Real-world tasks were selected as it was felt that the abstract notion of “literacy”
would be difficult for respondents to conceptualise and estimate.4 Overall, 8 % of
workplaces surveyed reported a literacy skills gap. This is lower than previous find-
ings from the Employer Skills Survey (ESS) in 2013, in which 12% of workplaces
said their employees’ literacy needed improving or updating in the next 12 months.
However, in the ESS employers were asked to estimate their employees’ literacy
skills rather than their ability to carry out specific tasks.

Understanding written procedures and communicating verbally were the most
frequently cited skills required by employers, suggesting that these are seen as what
everyone needs to know in the workplace. Responding in writing was the least
cited and also boasted the widest skills gap in comparison to the other categories.
However, overall the picture painted by the survey was not one in which reading
and writing was a major concern for employers.

For the case studies, we spoke to owners, directors, HR managers and other
employees in many different occupational roles and levels. We found little anxiety
about reading and writing. We did not find that they felt that their employees’
skills were uniformly good, instead they felt that reading and writing tasks in the
workplace were distributed effectively, and the demands in some roles minimal.

The text practices that we observed in the workplaces we visited were varied.
There was great diversity of types of texts and these needed to be “acted on” or
“reacted to” in different ways. Some texts were intended to be read, or to be read
aloud to someone listening, or to be read and acted on immediately. However, many
of the texts that we encountered were little more than artefacts, representative of
agreement, or acceptance, but certainly not intended to be read.

4 See Carpentieri et al. (2016a) for a discussion of the literature that informed the design of the survey, in
particular the formulation of the survey items designed to identify literacy “gaps”.
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Many of the workplaces visited also had quite sophisticated systems of scaffold-
ing for their employees’ reading and writing in the form of templates and processes
that reduced the requirements for employees to use anything other than basic read-
ing and writing skills. Scaffolding, a term drawn from educational psychology
(Wood et al. 1976, p. 90), describes helpful, structured support provided by any
external source that allows an individual to work beyond their current independent
development level. It can be pre-planned in the form of structures and templates
or contingent (Hammond and Gibbons 2005, p. 20) as individuals work in collab-
oration to complete tasks. This explicit scaffolding of tasks requiring reading and
writing may mask or obviate basic skills deficits among employees. However, it
may also exacerbate and systematize them. Adults are unlikely to feel the need to
improve their reading and writing if they are not required to use them. This may in
part explain the low demand for adult basic education courses.

5 Skills use

We believe that the distinction between supply and demand can help us analyse
policy and our role within it. The level of the skills in the population is an issue
of supply, the requirements placed on those skills in the daily lives of adults, in all
domains including but not limited to the workplace, is an issue of demand. The key
metric of supply-driven policy is the literacy and numeracy levels of the workforce
as measured by, for example, the OECD’s survey of adult skills, PIAAC. The model
of literacy that underpins PIAAC is skills based. Reading and writing are understood
as a set of skills that can be measured separately to provide a picture of the literacy
health of a nation. However, it can be argued that what is most important in literacy
development is not what people are able to do, but what in fact they do; their
practices, not their skills. However, skills are easy to measure, and practices aren’t,
and so we accept the measurable and try to apply its lessons, ignoring that which is
less measurable but may be of equal significance.

Of course PIAAC does include limited, but useful, measures of practices and this
data on how adults make use of their skills can be shown to highlight the importance
of engagement with literacy. We learn that large numbers of low-proficiency adults
have limited engagement with reading, writing, and numeracy practices at work and
outside work.

There is broad cross-national variation in levels of engagement in various infor-
mation-processing practices among adults with low-proficiency in literacy. However,
it is possible to discern patterns in the data. As literacy proficiency levels rise, av-
erage levels of engagement in reading and writing practices increase steadily. We
also see that adults’ uses of a given skill are highly correlated between work and
outside of work. Engagement with each domain of practice is positively correlated
between work and outside of work settings, at both the level of individuals and
countries. These correlations are found in both the low-proficiency and the broader
adult populations. In PIAAC adults who engage in more reading practices score
at higher levels of proficiency in reading. While it is not possible to demonstrate
a causal relationship here, that is, we do not know if the practices lead to greater
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proficiency or if those with higher proficiency are more likely to engage in more
practices, OECD conclude that:

adjusting for educational attainment and language status reveals that the pos-
itive relationship between practice and proficiency is strong. That is, adults
who practice their literacy skills nearly every day tend to score higher, re-
gardless of their level of education. This suggests that there might be practice
effects (...) that influence proficiency (OECD 2013a, p. 212).

That a high proportion of adults with literacy at or below Level 1 make little
use of their literacy skills at work likely indicates that they are working in jobs that
demand little in terms of their literacy skills. And, if engaging in practices develops
skills proficiencies and prevents skills loss (OECD 2013b, p. 24), then they therefore
run the risk of losing the skills that they do have by not using them.

These findings support Reders’ Practice Engagement Theory (Reder 2009) devel-
oped from his Longitudinal Study of Adult Learning, which provides a framework
for understanding how everyday literacy practices and proficiencies mutually influ-
ence each other.

6 The literate environment

A focus on practices, what adults do, not what they are capable of doing, leads us
to consider more carefully the demand on adults’ literacies in every form. For us to
be able to design attractive and motivating learning opportunities we need to better
understand the literacy requirements of active engagement in society. Such learning
should support adults in engaging in the literacy practices that are important to them.

In their discussion of the implications of the data from the Survey of Adult Skills
OECD talk about acting to prevent a vicious cycle in which low proficiency and lim-
ited opportunities to maintain and develop proficiency become mutually reinforcing
(OECD 2013b). The use of “opportunities” here echoes the recommendations made
by the European Commission High Level Group of Experts on literacy (European
Commission 2012)5. In their final report they concluded that adults’ skills respond
to and are shaped by the “literate environment” in which they act. The literate
environment constitutes the demands on and supports for adults’ literacy in any
particular domain. The HLG concludes that adults should be encouraged to read
and to write more often and to be supported in doing so with greater confidence and
enjoyment. This is a demand as much as a supply-side issue.

PIAAC data on skills use provides strong support for the High Level Group’s em-
phasis on policy proactively fostering a more literate environment – that is, creating
more, and better, opportunities for literacy engagement in all areas of individuals’
lives. And not just opportunities, we also need to increase people’s desire to engage
more closely with the texts that mediate their lives and we need to support them

5 European Commission (2012). EUHigh Level Group of Experts on Literacy. Final Report. Luxembourg:
Publications Office of the European Union.
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in doing so, not least through the design of learning that leads to more confident
engagement with the literate environment.

7 Conclusion

The three data sets that form the evidence base for this study share a common focus
on adult literacy. PIAAC and Leo both provide a rich source of information on
the supply of skills, allowing for quantitative exploration of a very wide range of
variables in relation to performance in literacy. PIAAC also has limited measures of
Skills Use – demand for skills in the workplace and at home. The case study data
from the BIS Employer Impact study focuses on issues of literacy demand, in this
case in the workplace, and helps us to interpret findings from the PIAAC data. This
highlights the importance of the use of qualitative data in understanding the results of
large-scale international assessment exercises such as PIAAC. Finally, in this paper
we have only considered these issues from the perspective of literacy. However, in
each of the three studies numeracy data was also collected. Analysis of this is likely
to find many similarities in the relationship between literacy and numeracy, and life
outcomes, as well as some interesting differences. Further research should fill this
gap in our understanding.

Evidence suggests that encouraging more intense engagement in literate prac-
tices is an important mechanism through which literacy is improved and developed.
PIAAC data show that adults with literacy at or below Level 1 are much more likely
than the general population to report never engaging in literate practices such as
reading writing, at home or at work. If many adults are working in jobs that demand
little in terms of their literacy skills it is not surprising that they are reluctant to seek
to improve their skills through engagement in basic education courses. The situation
is exacerbated by the nature of many such courses, which focus on improving work
functionality rather than engaging adults in developing their literate and numerate
practices in contexts that are more meaningful to them. If the demands on many
adults’ literacy are so low, their skills may decline/fail to develop, leaving a large
sub-class excluded from the literate environment and relying on others for interpre-
tation and access to information. This vicious circle of underuse and consequent
loss of skills should be a major concern for policy makers.

Policy makers need to be active in developing systems to ensure the supply
of literacy and numeracy skills among the population. However, policymakers
should also invest in the general literate environment to compensate for the lack of
engagement that adults with low literacy may have at work. In order to find ways
to motivate adults with low-proficiency in literacy and/or numeracy to engage in
learning we also need to know about the demand for literacy and numeracy. What
are adults required to do with their literacy and numeracy skills? What demands does
the literate environment in which they work place on their literacy and numeracy
skills? Understanding demand would allow policy makers to design learning that
will help adults to meet those demands as well as credibly demonstrate to employers,
and others that they can meet those demands.
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