
1

News from the ETS Policy Information Center

Volume 7, Number 1
T
  Educational Testing Service, Princeton, New Jersey Summer 1996

ETS POLICY NOTES

Literacy: Economic Key for the New Millennium
Recent developments such as
NAFTA and the Maastricht
Treaty, which established the
European market, have
opened the doors to world
trade. Globalization is not new,
but until now shifts in the relative
comparative advantage of
nations have occurred slowly
and gradually. As the new mil-
lennium approaches, major
shifts that influence the com-
petitiveness of nations are likely
to occur much more quickly.

Certain countries, firms, and
individuals are well positioned to
compete successfully in global
markets; others may have diffi-
culty taking advantage of the
opportunities. A massive reallo-
cation of labor is expected to
occur as Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) countries try to
adapt and maintain their eco-
nomic positions.

Traditional job and career
patterns are dissolving as the
knowledge content of jobs
evolves and the need for low-skill
workers fades. As businesses and
labor markets change, some
jobs become obsolete and new
ones, likely requiring more liter-
ate workers, are created. In this
environment of change people
will need to be prepared to

change jobs, perhaps many
times. Thus, lifelong learning and
literacy become key.

Lifelong learning is an impor-
tant means of acquiring new
competencies and qualifica-
tions, but adequate foundation
skills are critical. Governments
can no longer rely on policies of
expanding school enrollments
and improving educational
systems to meet the demands of
new and high-level competen-
cies generated by the economy.
Because literacy has an effect
on the ability of workers to learn
efficiently and to be flexible in
learning, it also has an effect on
the rate at which a culture of
lifelong learning can be realized.
For some, it is the sine qua non of
workplace learning.

According to the OECD, the
best way of exploiting the new
economic environment is to
strengthen the capacity of
businesses and labor markets to
adjust to change, improve their
productivity, and capitalize on
innovation. But these capacities
depend first and foremost on
the knowledge and skills of the
population. People are the key
resource and their level of lit-
eracy is a powerful determinant
of a country’s innovative and
adaptive capacity.

Cultivating and developing
literacy should be an important
element in every country’s long-
term policy strategies. Systematic
knowledge about the dimensions
and levels of literacy and sound
information about its distribution
in the population are prerequi-
sites for forming good policy. The
International Adult Literacy Sur-
vey (IALS), which is summarized in
this issue of ETS Policy Notes, was
an effort to begin providing such
information.

This Issue: International Adult
Literacy

●  Literacy: Economic Key for
    the New Millennium

●  Distribution of Literacy and
    Related Factors

●  The Practices of Literacy

●  Conclusions

Editor’s Note: � This issue of ETS Policy
Notes is a condensation of Literacy,
Economy and Society: Results of the First
International Adult Literacy Survey,
published by the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development
and Statistics Canada. Unless otherwise
noted, all data are drawn from that report.
Copies can be ordered for $40 from:

OECD Publications & Information Center
2001 L Street, NW, Suite 650
Washington, DC 20036-4910
Phone - 202-785-6323
Fax - 202-785-0530
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The countries involved in the IALS
differ in their demographic
makeup, their educational sys-
tems, and their employment
opportunities. Thus, it was not the
purpose of the IALS to rank
literacy skills across countries. It is
instructive, however, to explore
the differences among countries
with respect to literacy measures
and to examine factors related
to literacy skills. These factors
include those that lead to
literacy, such as education, and
those that might be thought of
as consequences of literacy,
such as income and occupa-
tion. This section of the newslet-
ter describes the distribution of
literacy — prose, document, and
quantitative — in the participat-
ing countries and illustrates the
relationship between literacy
and these other factors.

Results

Figure 1 shows the distribution
of literacy in each participating
country. The graphs present the
estimated percentage of each
country’s population at each
level on each of the three
literacy scales.1

Some interesting findings
include:

● Canada and the United
States have quite similar
distribution patterns, though
the United States has a
slightly larger proportion of its
population at Level 1. What
distinguishes both countries is
that both have relatively
large percentages of their
population at Level 1 and at
Level 4/5. In both countries,
there are larger proportions
of the population at Level 1
on the document scale than
at Level 1 on the other two
scales. Likewise, Canada has
larger percentages of its
population at Level 4/5 on
the document scale than on
the prose and quantitative
scales, while the United
States has smaller percent-
ages at Level 4/5 on the
document scale than on the
other two scales.

● Germany demonstrates
considerable variation
across scales, particularly
when comparing the pro-
portion of its population at
Level 4/5 on the prose scale
with the percentage of the
population at Level 4/5 on
the quantitative scale.

● The Netherlands shows great
internal consistency across
scales, with an especially
large percentage at Level 3

on all three scales. As in
Germany, the percentage
at Level 4/5 on the prose
scale is smaller than the
percentage at this level on
the other two scales.

● Sweden has substantial pro-
portions of its population in
each of the higher levels on
all three scales.

● The two language groups
in Switzerland (French and
German) show  few differ-
ences. There are substantial
percentages at Level 3 on all
three scales, and there is a
large proportion at the
higher levels on the quantita-
tive scale. In this way, Swit-
zerland is similar to the
Netherlands and Germany.

Employment

In all the participating coun-
tries, employment is positively
related to literacy — those
employed are more likely to be
at a higher literacy level than
those who are unemployed. In
all eight countries, a very small
percentage of individuals at
Levels 3 and 4/5 find themselves
unemployed, while a large
proportion of those at Level 1
are without work. The proportion
at Level 1 who are unemployed
is comparatively large in Ger-
many, Sweden, and Poland.
These data show clearly that
literacy and employment are
strongly linked.

The Distribution of
Literacy and
Related Factors

1Literacy is defined in terms of three domains — prose, document, and quantitative. In each
of the three domains, a scale from 0 to 500 was constructed. For analytical purposes it is useful
to group people into five levels of literacy, corresponding to ranges of scores achieved (e.g.,
Level 1, the lowest literacy level, includes scores from 0 to 225). Because the proportion at
Level 5 is under 5 percent in most countries, Levels 4 and 5 have been combined in the IALS
report.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Population by Literacy Level - Prose, Document,
and Quantitative Scales

Income

In all the countries there is a clear
direct effect of literacy on wage
income. Individuals at Level 1
are much more likely than those
at other skill levels to have no
income. At the same time,
those at Level 4/5 are more
likely to be in the high-income
group. But it is also important to
point out that individuals per-
forming at Level 3 are also likely
to have relatively high incomes.

Occupation

There is a consistent and
expected relationship between
literacy and occupation, and
there are also some interesting
differences across the scales for
particular occupations.

● Manager/Professional is
predominantly a high-skill
group with 60 to 75 percent
at Levels 3 and 4/5. This
group usually does better on
the document and quantita-
tive scales, compared to the
prose scale.

● Technician is also a high-skill
occupation, although there
are more technicians than
managers and professionals
at Level 2, and fewer techni-
cians at Level 4/5.

● Clerks display higher literacy
skills than those shown by
other occupations with simi-
lar educational qualifica-
tions, such as sales, service,
skilled craft workers, and
machine operators. How-
ever, the largest proportion
of clerks are at Levels 2 and
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3, not at Level 4/5, suggest-
ing that the highest level of
literacy skill is not required for
the kind of tasks clerks regu-
larly perform.

● Sales and Service workers
are probably the most het-
erogeneous group — there
are usually some of these
workers at each literacy
level; and in some countries
there are significant propor-
tions in Level 4/5.

● Skilled Craft workers show
noticeable differences from
country to country. In the
United States and Canada,
between 25 and 30 percent
are at Level 1 on the docu-
ment scale, but in Germany
only 7 percent are at this
level. Entry into craft occu-
pations in North America is
relatively easy and unregu-
lated, in contrast to Europe,
where these occupations
are usually subject to more
rigorous entry requirements
and/or certification based
on demonstrated skill.

● Machine Operators have skill
levels similar to those of
skilled craft workers when the
latter are relatively low-skilled
(as in North America). How-
ever, they have lower skill
levels when craft work is
subject to certification (as in
Germany). In particular,
machine operators tend to
have lower skills on the quan-
titative and document scales
than on the prose scale.

● Agricultural and Primary
occupations have the low-
est demonstrated literacy
skills. This is particularly
noticeable in countries with
larger agricultural sectors,
such as Poland.

Industry

There is an interesting and
important relationship between
literacy and changes in employ-
ment opportunity within differ-
ent types of industries. In partici-
pating countries, those industries
that have grown in the last 20
years, such as financial and
personal services, are those
where the incumbents have the
highest average scores. At the
same time, industries in decline,
especially agriculture, are char-
acterized by workers with the
lowest average literacy skill. The
IALS data document the growth
in skill demand in the changing
industrial economies.

Reserve Labor Force

For an economy to grow
there should be a source of
skilled workers to fill the jobs in
the growth industries. Sources
include students leaving school,
the unemployed, and those out
of the workforce who might be
attracted back in. In every
country large proportions of this
group are at Level 1, and in
many countries the percentage
of the reserve force at Level 4/5
is about the same as the per-
centage of unemployed at that
level; Sweden is the notable

exception. In certain countries,
a large proportion of the popu-
lation outside the labor force is
at Level 3 (Germany and the
German-speaking group in
Switzerland have over 40 per-
cent at this level), suggesting
that these countries do have a
resource that might be avail-
able if conditions were right.
Canada, the United States, and
Poland would seem to have the
smallest reserve resource; in all
three countries, over 30 percent
of this group is at Level 1.

Full-time Versus Part-time
Work

Part-time workers can be
a potential source of skilled work-
ers if they are not less skilled than
full-time workers. There is no sys-
tematic relationship between
literacy skill and whether an
individual is employed full- or
part-time. On some scales, in
some countries, full-time workers
have slightly larger proportions at
the higher skill levels; on the other
scales, often in the same coun-
try, there are also large propor-
tions of part-time workers at the
higher skill levels. There are two
possible reasons for this. First,
many part-time workers may be
students. Second, child care or
other family responsibilities may
limit working hours.

Adult and Continuing
Education

The data point to considerable
similarity between countries both
in terms of the proportion of the
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workforce that receives training
and in the way training is distrib-
uted by literacy skill. Poland is a
clear exception — the propor-
tion reporting having received
any training is notably small. With
the exception of Poland, the
more skilled a person is, the more
likely he or she has had some
training. The majority of those at
Level 4/5 had some training
opportunity; only in Sweden did
those at Level 1 have similar
training opportunities.

Immigrationn

With the exception of
Canada, immigrants account
for higher proportions at Level 1
and lower proportions at Level
4/5. In Switzerland and the
United States, immigrants are
more likely to have lower edu-
cational attainment than those
born in the country, but propor-
tions with low levels of educa-
tion are similar for both native-
born and foreign-born residents
in Germany, the Netherlands,
and Sweden. At the same time,
there is little difference in any of
these countries between immi-
grants and native-born residents
in the proportion with tertiary
education. In these cases, other
explanations, such as language
or culture, are necessary.

Education

Because the IALS countries
have quite different patterns of
educational attainment, it
should be expected that these
differences play some role in the

differences in literacy, since
there is a strong relationship
between education and
literacy. But education is not, by
itself, a satisfactory or simple
proxy for literacy. Not only does
every country have some pro-
portion of its least-educated
population at Level 3 and Level
4/5 on each literacy scale (and
some of its most educated at
Level 1), but the relationship
between education and literacy
is not the same in every country
and not the same from scale to
scale. Thus, comparisons based
solely on educational attain-
ment may incorrectly estimate
true skill differences.

Parent Education

While there is a relationship
between parent education and
tested literacy, that relationship
is not the same in all cases. For
example, more Canadians than
Germans whose parents have
relatively low levels of educa-
tion nonetheless attain Level
4/5. It is also worthwhile noting
that the IALS countries are quite
varied in parents’ education.

Age

Education is not only distributed
differently among the countries,
but it is also distributed differ-
ently by age within each coun-
try. Literacy is related to age
independently of education as
well. The relationship between
age and literacy is slightly more
complex than the relationship
between education and

literacy. In all countries except
the United States, at older ages,
the proportion at Level 1 is larger
on all three scales. It is generally
the case that fewer — in many
cases significantly fewer —
young adults are at the lowest
level on any scale. This does not
mean, however, that propor-
tionately more young adults are
at Level 4/5. The mixed results
seen in these data demonstrate
that adult literacy is a result not
just of school experience, but
also of life experience. This
implies that the IALS results are
not an appropriate measure of
school effectiveness, but rather
a measure of the culture of
literacy in a particular society. It
is safe to say that in all countries
the proportion of young adults
who will be entering the work-
force, on average, have notably
higher skill levels than older work-
ers who will be retiring.

Gender

The data show that there is
a gender effect, small in some
countries, large in others, but
that effect is not the same on
all the scales or for all countries.
In general, as one moves across
prose to document to quantita-
tive scales, men’s scores
increase relative to women’s. In
some countries, women’s scores
decrease through this progres-
sion of scales, but even when
they do increase they do so
more slowly than those of men.
The predominant explanation
for these differences points to
different patterns of course
enrollments in school.
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The Practices of
Literacy
The IALS collected a broad
range of information about the
literacy practices and other
daily activities of the respon-
dents and provided new insights
into the differences in the distri-
bution of literacy within and
among participating countries.
This article discusses literacy
practices at work and in the
community. Bar charts show
the overall frequency for each
literacy activity across the par-
ticipating countries. Within
each section, the relationship
between literacy level and both
literacy activity and occupation
is briefly discussed.

In general, there are differ-
ences among the countries in
the frequencies reported for the
different literacy tasks, but these
differences are mostly consis-
tent from task to task. Swedish
respondents almost always
reported the most frequent use
of literacy tasks at work and
Polish respondents the least
frequent.

These differences reflect the
countries’ different occupa-
tional distributions. In general,
respondents in Poland reported
using all the literacy skills the
least, and this country — at least
among the survey countries —
has the largest proportion of
workers in the occupations
requiring the fewest literacy
skills: agriculture and other pri-
mary occupations. At the same
time, Poland recorded the
smallest proportions in the occu-
pations requiring the most fre-
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Figure 2. Proportion of Population in Each Country Who Reported
Engaging in Various Workplace Reading Tasks at Least Once a Week
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quent use of literacy: managers,
technicians, and clerks.

Literacy at Work

 Reading. Respondents were
asked how frequently they read
or used information from six types
of texts as part of their job —
directions or instructions for medi-
cines, recipes, and other prod-
ucts; bills, invoices, spread-
sheets, or budget tables; dia-
grams or schematics; manuals or
reference books, including cata-
logs; reports, articles, magazines,
or journals; and letters or memos.
The proportion of the population
in each participating country
who reported engaging in these
workplace reading tasks at least
once a week is shown in Figure 2.

There is a general tendency,
across countries, scales, and
tasks, for individuals at higher
literacy skill levels to report that
they carry out a practice more
frequently. For example, in
Poland only 18 percent of those
at Level 1 on the document
scale reported reading directions
at least once a week, but 46
percent of those at Level 4/5
reported doing so. The differ-
ences are even larger for tasks
that are likely to involve more
complex texts, such as using
manuals and reference books.

The frequency of reading tasks
varies by occupation, as should
be expected. In French-speaking
Switzerland, for example, 83
percent of the clerks reported
reading memos and letters at
least once a week, but only 54
percent of the skilled craft work-
ers said they read those materials

Figure 3. Proportion of Population in Each Country Who Reported
Engaging in Each of Several Workplace Writing Tasks at Least Once
a Week
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technicians reported the second
most frequent use for many tasks.

Writing. Respondents were
asked how often they wrote or
filled out four types of text as
part of their job — letters or
memos; forms or items such as
bills, invoices, or budgets;
reports or articles; and estimates
or technical specifications. Over-
all frequencies for each country
are shown in Figure 3.

that frequently. Also in French-
speaking Switzerland, 68 percent
of clerks reported working with
bills or invoices weekly, while 55
percent of the technicians said
that they did. In contrast, 42
percent of the technicians, com-
pared with 23 percent of the
clerks, reported using schematics
and diagrams this often. Overall,
the occupational category with
the highest reported frequencies
across tasks is the professional/
management group. Clerks and
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Figure 4. Proportion of Population in Each Country Who Reported Engag-
ing in Each of Two Workplace Numeracy Tasks at Least Once a Week
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1The overall frequency data are from unpublished computer runs conducted by
Educational Testing Service.

In some countries there is little
difference reported among
those at Levels 2, 3, and 4/5 on
writing estimates and on work-
ing on bills and invoices. In con-
trast, in all surveyed countries
respondents at Level 4/5 are
considerably more likely than
those at Level 2 to write letters
and memos; they are also
somewhat more likely to write
reports and articles. As the task
becomes more complex there is
a stronger relationship between
frequency and literacy level.

As was the case with the
reading tasks, there are differ-
ences among occupations in
writing frequency. Professionals
and managers, technicians,
and clerks reported the most
frequent use of a variety of
tasks. Notably, clerks are more
likely than any of the other
occupations to process bills or
invoices; and service workers
reported as much use of these
kinds of tasks as professionals/
managers and technicians.

Mathematics. IALS respon-
dents were asked to report
how often they engaged in
two workplace numeracy tasks
— measuring or estimating the
size and weight of objects and
calculating prices, costs, or
budgets. The overall frequen-
cies for each country are shown
in Figure 4.

There are some interesting
correlational differences
between these two activities.
Level 1 respondents reported

using measurement math more
often than budget math, though
the overall frequencies of the
two types of math are similar in
most of the countries. Corre-
spondingly, those at Level 4/5
reported using budget math
more frequently than measure-
ment math. The proportions for
the two sets of math tasks are
almost identical in both Level 2
and Level 3, although higher
frequencies were uniformly
reported for Level 3, compared
with Level 2.

Clerks and service workers, as
might be expected, reported
using budget math more fre-
quently. On the other hand,
skilled craft workers, machine
operators, and agricultural work-

ers reported using measurement
math more frequently. Techni-
cians and professionals and
managers reported similar fre-
quencies for the two types of
math.

Literacy in the Community

Literacy activities. Much lit-
eracy activity takes place out-
side the workplace. The IALS
asked respondents a variety of
questions about their everyday
literacy practices and their
participation in other social and
community activities — news
paper reading, book and
magazine reading, letter writing,
and library use. The overall fre-
quencies are shown in Figure 51.
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2The data on overall frequencies are from unpublished computer runs conducted by
Educational Testing Service.
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Figure 5. Proportion of Population in Each Country Who Reported
Engaging in Various Literacy Activities

Less common are literacy
activities that might be thought
of as less functional, or “more
literate,” than reading newspa-
pers. Fifty-five percent or less of
the respondents in all participat-
ing countries reported reading
books at least once a week.
Reading books has a strong
effect on the level of literacy.
Uniformly, more of those at
Level 4/5 reported reading

Daily newspaper or magazine
reading is fairly common in
all of the surveyed countries,
although less so in countries with
large numbers of second-lan-
guage speakers (Canada, the
United States, and Switzerland).
Literacy level has only a small
effect on newspaper and
magazine reading, probably
because this task covers a
broad range of skills.

books at least once a week,
with smaller numbers at each
lower literacy level.

There are small differences in
letter writing across the partici-
pating countries, with the excep-
tions of Poland and Sweden,
who lag behind. At the same
time, there are significant differ-
ences across literacy levels for
all frequencies of letter writing.

One-third or fewer of each
country’s respondents said that
they visited a library at least
once a month. The IALS data
suggest that the libraries are
serving the segment of the
population who are already
highly skilled. In all countries,
individuals at Level 4/5 were
most likely to report frequent
library visits, although in the
Netherlands those at Level 3
reported using the library at
almost the same frequency as
those at Level 4/5.

Overall, adults in those coun-
tries where the average scores
are the highest (notably Swe-
den and the Netherlands) also
reported the greatest use of
literacy-related tasks, and those
in countries with the lowest
scores reported the least use.

Activities related to literacy.
The IALS examined a number
of other practices that, while
not direct evidence of literacy,
were widely thought to be
associated with it, or with its
absence. Figure 6 shows the
overall frequencies for television
watching and community
participation.2
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The data provide support for
the widespread public belief
that television watching and
literacy are somehow incom-
patible, although the relation-
ship is complex. The IALS data
demonstrate a noticeable —
and negative — link between
the two. Those most likely to
watch television for significant
periods of time are usually at
lower literacy levels. About half
of the respondents in Germany
and the Netherlands reported
watching television more than
two hours per day.

There are also considerable
differences in community
participation across countries.
Almost half of Sweden’s respon-
dents reported participating in
a community organization at
least once a month, compared
to only 9 percent in Poland.
While there are some country-
to-country differences in how
literacy relates to community
participation, in all cases indi-
viduals in Level 1 are less likely
to participate in community
organizations.

Figure 6. Proportion of Population in Each Country Who Reported
Engaging in Various Literacy Activities
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Conclusions
The IALS has broken new

ground in the understanding of
literacy, its distribution, and its
implications. When the project
was conceived in 1991, there
were reservations about the
potential for comparing literacy
proficiency across languages
and cultures. In practice, the
richness and validity of the data
obtained exceeded even the
expectations of the project’s
most enthusiastic supporters.

The information provided here
and in the IALS report have
made only a start in interpreting
the IALS data. The main work of
interpretation and application
will need to be carried out
within each of the participating
countries. Some conclusions
can already be drawn. The
most important findings follow.

● Important differences in
literacy skills do exist across
and within nations. These
differences are large
enough to matter both
socially and economically.
They concern not only the
overall levels of literacy skill
in particular countries, but
also the distribution of those
levels. In some IALS coun-
tries, most of the population
clusters into a relatively nar-
row band of proficiency; in
others, there is a wide range
of difference between
adults with low and high
levels of literacy.

● Literacy skill deficits are
found not just among
marginalized groups, but
affect large proportions of
the entire adult population.
Over half of adults in some
countries fail to move
beyond the two basic levels
(Levels 1 and 2) of literacy.
There is a need to consider
methods for improving the
skills of entire populations as
well as seeking remedial
measures for selected
groups.

● Literacy is strongly associ-
ated with life chances and
use of opportunities. While
the processes that lead to
this result are certainly com-
plex, there can be no doubt
about its importance to
employment stability, the
incidence of unemploy-
ment, and income. More-
over, in most countries the
structural adjustment that is
reducing the economic
prospects of adults with low
literacy skills is far from com-
plete. Therefore, those with
low literacy levels will have
even fewer opportunities in
the future.

● Literacy is not synonymous
with educational attainment.
Not surprisingly, people with
more education tend, on
average, to have higher
literacy levels.  But the length
of initial schooling and fur-
ther education is shown to
be only one factor contribut-

ing to literacy in adulthood
— in two ways.  First, in every
country there are many
cases of poorly educated
people who perform well on
the literacy scales, and a
smaller but still significant
number of highly educated
people who perform poorly
on the literacy scales. The
implication is that although
formal education yields an
immense advantage, it is
also possible for individuals
to improve their literacy
through their own efforts and
behavior. Second, there are
considerable differences
between countries in terms
of the likelihood that some-
one with a particular quan-
tity of education will perform
at a particular level. The
implication is that schooling
provides no more than a
“start in life” when it comes
to acquiring literacy skills,
and it appears to provide a
more effective start in some
countries than in others.

● Literacy skills, like muscles,
are maintained and
strengthened through regu-
lar use. Formal education
systems provide only the raw
material for adult literacy.
The evidence shows that
the lack of application of
literacy in daily activities is
associated with lower levels
of performance. Some sup-
portive contexts at home
and at work seem to
reinforce literacy practices
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and applications better than
others. One reason for opti-
mism is that some areas of
high employment growth in
OECD countries, such as
financial and other service
sectors, tend to create envi-
ronments that reinforce
literacy. Others, such as
manufacturing, may
become better at doing so
through restructuring. But the
transition to information-
based economies is not a
smooth one, and a strong

effort will be needed to
ensure that literacy prac-
tices are improved within
organizations of all kinds.
The creation of environments
that favor lifelong learning
will require strong commit-
ment from individuals, em-
ployers, and governments.

● Adults with low literacy
levels do not usually
acknowledge or recognize
they have a problem. Survey
participants at all literacy

levels, when asked whether
their reading skills were suffi-
cient to meet their everyday
needs, replied overwhelm-
ingly that they were. For
those designing programs to
reduce the dependence of
individuals with low literacy
levels on others, this denial
has important implications.


