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We should consider, not just people’s level of 
literacy- the supply of skills, but also what they 
are required, or desire to do with their literacy -
the demands their environment places on them.





The Survey of Adult Skills

• 15.5% of adults scored ‘at or below 
Level 1’ in literacy. 

• The size of the group differs between 
countries. E.g. Italy (27.7%), Spain 
(27.5%), and France (21.6%), compared 
to Finland (10.6%), the Slovak Republic 
(11.6%), the Netherlands (11.7%), 

• Yet even those which ‘performed well’ 
have a large number of adults of 
working age with poor skills in literacy.

(Grotlüschen et al. 2016, p. 19).



Functionally illiterate 

• A stated level deemed necessary to ‘function’ 
in society.

• A dichotomous concept – you either are or 
you aren’t.

• The assumption is that with limited literacy, 
people cannot properly deal with the 
everyday requirements of life in society. 



The relative size of each 
country’s own population 
of adults with poor literacy 
and numeracy or what a 
country’s average 
performance is against 
comparator countries is of 
less importance than 
understanding that 
population.



So, who are these people?



So, who are these people?
Those at Level 1 and below are more likely than the 
rest of the adult population to have not completed 
upper secondary level education or to be unemployed 

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: 

• 65% completed upper secondary (and 9% 
completed tertiary);

• 68% are employed; and 

• 62% were born in the country in which they 
took the test.



• 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? 

• Why do they not engage in learning? 

• What are they doing in the workplace and 
outside of it? 

• What are their literacy practices?



• Are adults actually at ease with low literacy skills, 
and therefore unlikely to participate in literacy 
learning?

• How are they supported or hindered by the 
environment in which these practices take place?

• What is the demand on their literacy?







Basic	Literacy	Tasks	

1. Fully	understand	written	procedures	(e.g.	for	using	equipment,	machinery,	or	

administrative	processes)	

2. Complete	day-to-day	paperwork	without	errors	(e.g.	end	of	shift	reports,	Health	&	Safety	

reports;	activity	logs)		

3. Respond	in	writing	(e.g.	by	letter	or	email)	to	queries	or	complaints	from	clients,	

colleagues	or	sub-contractors	

4. Communicate	verbally	with	clients,	colleagues	or	subcontractors		

Basic	Numeracy	Tasks	

1. Spot	numerical	errors		

2. Perform	simple	mental	arithmetic	/	calculations		

3. Use	numerical	data	or	information		correctly	in	their	day-to-day	activities	
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We found little anxiety about reading, writing 
and maths. We did not find that employers 
felt that workers’ skills were uniformly good, 
instead the reading, writing and maths tasks 
in the workplace were distributed effectively, 
with the demands of reading, writing and 
maths in some roles minimal. 



Many of the texts 
that we encountered 
were little more than 
artifacts, 
representative of 
agreement, or 
acceptance, but 
certainly not 
intended to be read.



Many of the workplaces visited had quite sophisticated 
systems of scaffolding for their employees’ English in the 
form of templates and processes that reduced the 
requirements for high levels of skills.



Many of the workplaces visited had quite sophisticated 
systems of scaffolding for their employees’ English in the 
form of templates and processes that reduced the 
requirements for high levels of skills.

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.  



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.  

This is a vicious cycle in which low proficiency and 
limited opportunities to maintain and develop 
proficiency become mutually reinforcing. 



We know that what 
people do with their 
literacy – their literacy 
practices, matters.

“… engagement in relevant 
activities outside of work has 
an even stronger relationship 
with proficiency in the skills 
assessed than engagement in 
the corresponding activities at 
work”.

OECD 2013: 187



However, skills are 
easy to measure, and 
practices are not, and 
so we accept the 
measurable and try to 
apply its lessons, 
ignoring that which is 
less measurable, but of 
equal significance.



For us to be able to design 
attractive and motivating 

learning opportunities we 
need to better understand 
the literacy and numeracy 

requirements of active 
engagement in society. 



For us to be able to design 
attractive and motivating 

learning opportunities we 
need to better understand 
the literacy and numeracy 

requirements of active 
engagement in society. 

Such learning should 
support adults in engaging 

in the literacy practices that 
are important to them, 

those that they need to 
meet the demands of their 

literate environment.



We need to pay more attention to the demand side, the 
literate environment that we all create and participate 
in. 
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We need to pay more attention to the demand side, the 
literate environment that we all create and participate 
in. 

The family, workplace and civic society are just three 
domains in which adults interact with a distinct literate 
environment.

We should learn from adults’ literate environment to 
offer them support and motivation to engage in more 
literate practices.
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