
 

 

  

 
 

  
 

 

  

 
 

 

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARIES  

BENCHMARKING ADULT LITERACY IN NORTH AMERICA:  
AN INTERNATIONAL COMPARATIVE STUDY

 
SUMMARY BY ALBERT TUIJNMAN  

What is this study about? 

Albert Tuijnman’s Benchmarking Adult Literacy in North America is one of a series of 
monographs commissioned to explore the implications of the data gathered through the 
International Adult Literacy Survey or IALS.  IALS was a 22-country initiative conducted 
between 1994 and 1998.  In every one of these countries nationally representative 
samples of adults aged 16-65 were interviewed and tested in their homes, using the 
same literacy assessment. The main purpose of the survey was to find out how well 
adults use information to function in society. Another aim was to investigate the factors 
that influence literacy proficiency and to compare these between countries. 

IALS measured three types of literacy: 

� 	 

� 	 

� 	 

Prose literacy (the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use 
information from texts, including editorials, news stories, poems and fiction); 

Document literacy (the knowledge and skills required to locate and use 
information contained in various formats like tables, graphs, schedules, charts, 
forms, and maps); and 

Quantitative literacy (the knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic 
operations to numbers embedded in printed materials such as balancing a 
cheque-book, figuring out a tip or completing an order form, for example). 

This monograph has three chapters and a number of annexes.  Chapter 1 presents 10 
benchmarks or indicators for assessing adult literacy in North America against the 
backdrop of results achieved by other IALS nations.  Chapter 2 proposes ten targets and 
tools that might be employed to improve literacy in Canada and the United States.  
Chapter 3 presents some overall conclusions for future policy consideration.  The results 
presented in the text refer to the prose literacy scale only.  Similar results for the 
document and quantitative scales are provided in Annex A of the study. 
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What are the questions addressed by the study? 

Policy makers and researchers associated with the survey discovered that at least one 
out of every four adults lacked the minimum level of literacy skills needed to cope with 
everyday life and work in the complex, information-dependent societies of Canada and 
the United States. This finding put literacy issues squarely on the policy agenda and 
raised important new questions. Key among them was whether the profiles of literacy 
skills of adults in these two North American countries were any different from those of 
other industrialized nations.  Encouraging action on the literacy policy front in Canada 
and in the US was seen as dependant, at least in part, on an answer to this question. 

Why is this study important? 

IALS had clearly demonstrated across all of the countries surveyed that citizens need 
equitable access to literacy- and learning-rich environments in their homes, their 
communities and at work in order to acquire, maintain and enhance literacy skills.   
According to the author, this implies a commitment to literacy and learning in every 
aspect of daily life - ‘lifewide’ as well as ‘life-long’.  His reason is that IALS made the 
case that higher required levels of literacy ability have implications for pre-school 
children as a formative skill for initial cognitive development.  In schools literacy is a 
foundation skill upon which the acquisition of other knowledge and skills depends.  The 
IALS had demonstrated amply that literacy is an essential work skill and beyond that it is 
a life skill that enables participation socially, culturally and politically.  Finally, literacy 
was seen as a key skill that enables seniors to live in dignity with confidence while social 
and economic changes continuously alter the familiar landscapes surrounding them. 

What does the study conclude? 

Adults in the United States are at an average level of prose literacy performance, behind 
the Nordic countries and the Netherlands but at a par with adults in Australia, Canada 
and Germany.  American and Canadian adults significantly outperform adults in Ireland, 
Switzerland and the United Kingdom. There is a large gap between the literacy 
performance of American adults and adults in the emerging economies of Chile, the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Portugal and Slovenia. 

But the averages for the United States and Canada mask the fact that in both countries 
there is a high degree of variation in the distribution of prose literacy skills, with large 
numbers of people at both the lowest and the highest levels of literacy. Americans and 
Canadians at the top 25th percentile of the population distribution have a high average 
level of literacy compared with adults in all other nations.  The literacy ability of this 
segment of the North American workforce is superior to that of the high achieving 
workers in such countries as Italy, Germany, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 
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But inequality in the range of literacy scores in North America is also among the highest 
of the nations surveyed.  Especially in the United States, inequality in the distribution of 
literacy scores on the English test used for the survey is strongly related to economic 
inequality measured by income differentials between households.  The high degree of 
inequality in the distribution of literacy proficiency in Canada and the United States 
poses a large challenge to policy makers, because all citizens require high levels of 
literacy to be able to participate fully in the information-dependent society and derive 
benefits from the strong North American economy.  This is important because, in both 
countries, literacy proficiency and educational attainment have been shown to exert 
powerful effects on the labour market outcomes of individuals, including their wages. 

The results indicate that a good part of the observed differences in skill can be attributed 
to differences in educational achievement.  It is also clear that some of the observed 
differences are related to between-country variations in the quality of education.  For 
example, young Americans aged 20-25 with a completed college or university education 
demonstrate an average level of literacy ability, a level comparable to that of college-
educated young adults in Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand and Portugal.  In 
contrast, young Americans and Canadians who have not completed high school score 
quite poorly compared with those with that level of education in the other countries. 

Tuijnman’s monograph proposes that ‘life-long learning’ offers an overall framework for 
the design and implementation of policies for improving literacy in North America. Within 
this framework, 10 specific policy targets and instruments are proposed: 

• Promoting cultures of life-long and life-wide learning 
• Promoting early childhood education and care programs 
• Promoting measures to improve the quality of education 
• Promoting steps to reduce inequality in the outcomes of schooling 
• Promoting access to adult education for all citizens 
• Promoting workplace literacy programs 
• Promoting literacy-rich environments at work 
• Promoting literacy-rich environments at home 
• Promoting literacy-rich environments in the community 
• Promoting access to information and communication technologies 

He concludes by saying that the acquisition, maintenance and enhancement of literacy 
skills should feature as an integral concern also in the framing of other public policies.  
Literacy is one of the fundamental social and economic issues on which policy making 
must converge. True cultures of life-long learning can only be achieved if literacy 
awareness permeates the development not only of education policy but also of social, 
economic, political and cultural policies. 

But cultures of life-long learning and literacy cannot be imposed, he says, they must 
depend and thrive on a great variety of initiatives taken by different actors in many 
spheres of life and work. In seeking to promote such cultures the government, both 
federal and state, employers, social partners, the voluntary sector and whole 
communities should work together and consider literacy issues in multiple dimensions. 
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