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The headline of an article by Peter Kingston in the June 12, 2001 Guardian, a major newspaper 

in the UK, reads: "It just doesn't add up: Official literacy figures are moonshine, says leading 

campaigner." The article goes on to discuss a debate between Alan Wells, Director of the Basic 

Skills Agency in England, and Sir Claus Moser, former Chief Statistician of England and Chair 

of the Board of Directors of the Basic Skills Agency. 

The article says that , "The mantra often quoted by ministers that seven million British adults are 

illiterate or innumerate is "an absolute myth" according to Alan Wells. Wells is quoted as saying, 

"It's not true that one in five adults cannot read or write or use numbers. In all of my years 

involved in adult literacy and numeracy the number of absolute non-readers I've met could be 

counted on the fingers of one hand." 

But Wells' verdict was immediately challenged by Sir Claus Moser, who had lead the committee, 

on which Wells served, that produced the UK's groundbreaking report, "A Fresh Start". This 

report used the figure of seven million adults that was produced by the International Adult 

Literacy Survey (IALS) to identify adults with literacy and numeracy problems. The report 

stimulated a large, multi-year government effort, "Skills for Life," by the Department for 

Education and Employment (DfEE, now the Department for Education and Skills). The Guardian 

quotes Sir Claus as saying, "There's absolutely no question - and it's been internationally 

accepted and by all authorities here - that between six and seven million adults have problems 

with functional illiteracy and innumeracy. I would go to the stake as a statistician for that being 

correct." 

Just over a month later, the Washington Post, one of the leading newspapers in the U.S., 

threatened to send Sir Claus to the stake. The newspaper interviewed Dr. Andrew Kolstad, who 

managed the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) in the U.S. and is currently a senior 

technical advisor at the National Center for Education Statistics in the U.S. Department of 

Education. This survey developed the major statistical methodology used in the International 

Adult Literacy Survey that produced the figure of seven million functionally illiterate Britains 

that Sir Claus gave in his report. But now Kolstad was saying that the statistical methodology 

used in the NALS, and hence in the IALS, was faulty. 

 

 



According to the Washington Post, Kolstad said that the National Adult Literacy Survey "used 

the wrong "response probability," a standard for the statistical likelihood that a reader could 

perform a certain task." Kolstad said that instead of using an 80 percent response probability, 

which resulted in about 20 percent of adults being placed into the lowest category of literacy, the 

survey should have used a 50 percent response probability. This reduces the percentage of adults 

in the lowest literacy category from 20 to only nine percent, cutting the estimates of adults with 

serious literacy problems in half. 

In the UK, this would reduce the seven million adults that were widely claimed to be 

functionally illiterate by half, to 3.5 million. Still a serious, sizable number, but greatly reduced 

from the previous numbers used by Sir Claus in "A Fresh Start". 

Wells goes on to say, "I'm a firm supporter of the strategy to improve the basic skills of all too 

many adults and I'm not arguing that we don't have a very urgent problem with under- education 

in this country. But we won't get anywhere if we keep going on about seven million illiterates 

and innumerates or one in five adults who can't read or write or use numbers." 

To get a better fix on adult needs for literacy and numeracy provision, Wells lead the Basic Skills 

Agency to support research on people's perceptions of their own skills, why they want to 

improve their skills, their access to learning programs, the content of the programs and what 

would encourage them to try and improve their skills. Significant findings included: a third of 

adults thought that their basic skills needed improving; 29% of adults questioned said they would 

definitely take up a basic skills course and 42% said they would probably do so [yet, 

significantly, of the 7 million adults in the UK with poor basic skills based on the International 

Adult Literacy Survey performance scales only around 5% were currently enrolled in a 

program]; the main reasons for wanting to improve basic skills were both emotional ("to feel 

better about yourself/ your skills") and practical (" to be better at everyday tasks which involve 

basic skills"); the majority of adults (41%) asked would prefer teaching to be in their own home; 

yet most adults would prefer to learn with a teacher, however ICT (information and 

communication technologies) facilities are also very important; factors that would motivate 

adults to improve their basic skills include being able to learn on a computer, being able to 

improve computer skills and basic skills at the same time, getting a qualification and being able 

to attend a course near home. 

For myself, I have come to think more and more that the self-perception approach used by Wells 

in "Getting Better Basic Skills" is a better way to find out how many adults think they need 

provision, how many might attend provision under what kinds of terms, and so forth. I also know 

from work colleagues and I have done in San Diego that in industrialized nations like the U.S. 

and U.K. you can get that information by telephone plus, if you want, you can assess vocabulary 

knowledge, spelling knowledge, math knowledge, etc right over the phone. Our telephone survey 

work (two studies published in two different refereed journals) show that all this is doable. Using 

statistical sampling with census population data it is possible to extrapolate the telephone data to 

those who do not have telephones (Sir Claus would appreciate this use of statistics I guess). 

 



The standardized testing approach requires numerous arbitrary decisions, does not let people 

know how well or how poorly they performed, and is very expensive going house to house. As 

the National Adult Literacy and International Adult Literacy Surveys illustrate, this does next to 

nothing to convince adults to attend provision that could not be accomplished using much 

cheaper, and more frequently doable, telephone survey methods in which you can also inform 

people who think they would benefit from provision about the availability of educational 

provision for adults. 

As it stands now, the National Adult Literacy Survey showed that 93 percent of adults thought 

they read "well" or "very well' while only about 7 percent thought they read poorly or not at all. 

It is not surprising, then, that so few adults enroll in literacy programs. They think they are 

already literate enough for their daily and work needs, and perhaps they are. 

If it is adults' self-perceived needs for education that determines whether or not they will enroll 

in the programs of the Adult Education and Literacy System of the United States, then it might 

be useful in the U.S. to follow the lead of the U.K. in conducting national assessments of adult's 

self-perceptions, what explains their self-perceptions, what information would help them better 

assess their literacy skills, and to provide respondents who assess themselves as poor in literacy 

with information about how they might locate adult literacy programs. It might also be useful to 

determine other education needs or desires so that the Adult Education and Literacy System's 

education providers might better align their delivery system and offerings with adult educational 

needs. 

Using telephone and statistical sampling and extrapolation technologies, the costs of conducting 

such national surveys would be only a fraction (less than one sixth by one estimate from the 

National Center for Education Statistics, which maintains a national telephone survey office), of 

that involved in going door to door and administering paper-and-pencil, performance tests with 

their questionable statistical, ecological and contextual validity. 

With such greatly reduced costs, it would be possible to conduct surveys much more often, 

perhaps every other year, and during the course of such surveys, adults who perceive themselves 

as at risk for poor basic skills could be given information, encouragement and motivation to seek 

out and enroll in programs of the Adult Education and Literacy System of the United States. This 

would bring the issues and advantages of adult education into the public's attention more often, 

and to my way of thinking this seems a more cost-beneficial approach to determining the scale of 

need for literacy and numeracy education provision, and for meeting it.  
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