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A fter working all day in a chicken processing plant and
cleaning offices until 10:30 pm, Eraclia Benitez has little
time to help her children with their homework. Even in
those few hours on weekends, when she’s finished the

cooking, cleaning, and shopping, and has gone to the laundromat,
Eraclia cannot read to them or answer their questions about school
work. She’s caught in a double bind-she is unable to read or write
in either Spanish or English.1

When the steel mill closed, 48-year-old Howard LeHuquet was
laid off after 18 years as a blast furnace worker. He decided to train
for anew career in computer repair or air conditioning and heating.
When he took the entrance test (almost 30 years after finishing
high school), he failed on the math and was told to try something
else. “Now why do you need so much math . . . to fix an air
conditioner or a refrigerator? I was working all these years, paying
the bills, paying off this house, making car payments. You don’t
realize time goes by and then, bang. It’s gone. Everything is
math, ’ laments LeHuquet. Now he hits the job market every week,
looking for any kind of full-time job with health insurance;
currently he is working as a security guard 2 nights a week.2

Siman Skinner is an independent contractor who tried numerous
methods of learning to read before coming to the Columbus,
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Mississippi, Learning Center. “When I come in here, I couldn’t & L !
read a lick. I couldn't. ” As he talks about why he quit school, 1.,
Siman relates: “I had a lot of problems with my eyes. Plus I was { ,4 .
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a slow learner, too. And after a while they just move you on up and
- -- -- - --- “- -- - - + - T

I got disgusted with it. ” He’s always worked. “I’d run crews for

1 David Fntzse, “De Nada a Literacy-In One Generation, ” Listening to Mothers’
Voices: A Reporter’s Guide to Family Literacy, Education Writers Association (cd.)
(wil.ShiUgtO@  DC: 1992), pp. 25-29.

z Dale Russakoff, “Lives Once Solid as Steel Shatter in Changed World, ” The
Washington Post, Apr. 13, 1992, p. A14.
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For Sonya Davis (left), receiving her GED has opened
the door to college, while for Janet Espinal (right),
learning how to read has led to a job as a secretary,

companies, and they never knew I couldn’t read.
There’s always somethin’ you can do to get by.
Loopholes and the like. But it’s pretty hard. ” He
motions toward the computer as he recalls past
efforts: “I tried teaching myself, ordering tapes
and such from the TV and all, and that’s helped
some but not like this. ” When he came to the
Learning Center, they put him on the computers.
‘‘Yeah, I got a lot of 100s. I’m going pretty fast.
But I’ve skipped some stuff. Sometimes it’s hard
to see the pictures, it not completely clear on the
screen. ” This time he’s determined to make it
through, changing jobs so he won’t be on the road
all the time and can stick with the classes. “It
takes time, sure. Just a little stump in the road,
that’s all. ”3

People who seek literacy services come from
many different backgrounds and have many
different motives for wanting to learn. “The
target population [for literacy services] encom-
passes Americans who are employed, underem-
ployed, and unemployed. ’ They can include:

women who need to reenter the workforce after
a divorce;
teenage mothers who dropped out of school
when they became pregnant;
immigrants with master’s degrees who speak
no English;
children of Hispanic migrant workers whose
itinerant way of life limits their time in school;
recent high school graduates who are having
trouble finding a job;
middle-aged auto workers whose plants re-
cently closed;
full-time homemakers who want to help their
children with their homework;
people who need to improve their mathematics
skills to be promoted at work;
truck drivers who need to pass a federally
mandated written test to keep their jobs; or
prison inmates who want to be employable
when released,

An array of public, community-based, and
private adult literacy programs exist to help
people like Eraclia, Howard, and Siman. Yet the
national approach to adult literacy education falls
short in several critical respects. The vast major-
ity of adults with low literacy skills-perhaps 90
percent--do not receive any literacy services. A
high proportion of those who do enroll in literacy
programs do not stay long. Most of the instruction
is provided by part-time teachers and volunteers,
and the agencies and organizations that provide
literacy services must deal with a host of persis-
tent challenges, including insufficient and unsta-
ble funding, complex administrative require-
ments, multiple funding sources, and inadequate
mechanisms for identifying and sharing effective
practices.

What can be done to improve this situation?
One answer lies in technology. Computer-based
instruction, for example, can draw people like

J SL Productions, video interview at the Columbus Learning“ Center, Cohunbua, ~, NOV.  11, 1991.
4 ~ -W., “s~ond  ~ce Basic  Skills JMucatioq”  investing in People, k%oud  Papers,  VO1. 1, CO remission on Workfome

Quality and Labor Market Eftlciency (cd.) (Washington DC: U.S. Department of Labor, September 1989), p. 218.
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Siman into programs and keep them engaged.
Interactive video can bring education into the
home for busy mothers like Eraclia and link them
with other learners with similar concerns. Multi-
media technology can provide a rich palette of
resources for people like Howard. Sound, intrigu-
ing graphics, and live action video can bring new
color to the black and white print-based world of
learning. But creative uses of technology are the
exception rather than the rule in most adult
literacy programs today, the dream rather than the
reality.

This study, requested by the House Committee
on Education and Labor and the Senate Com-
mittee on Labor and Human Resources, seeks to
answer this and other questions. In this report, the
Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) consid-
ers why technology could make a difference in
adult literacy, how it is used now, and what
should be done to seize its potential for the future.

WHAT IS THIS STUDY ABOUT?
To assess the current and potential impact of

technologies for literacy, it is necessary to under-
stand the broader issues affecting adult literacy
education in the United States. Therefore, this
study begins by examining America’s “literacy
problem,’ shows how standards and require-
ments for literacy have increased over time, and
documents the large number of Americans in
need (chapter 2). Next, we show that adult
learners have unique instructional needs (chapter
3) that are only partly being met by the patchwork
of programs that provide adult literacy education
(chapter 4). The study then analyzes how Federal
policies have expanded adult literacy programs,
but created a more fragmented system (chapter 5).
The diverse web of adult literacy programs,
however, faces common problems and needs that
technology could help overcome (chapter 6).
Nevertheless, the study shows that the potential of
technology for both learners and programs is not
being exploited, and significant barriers inhibit

wider or more sophisticated uses of technology
(chapter 7). Finally, the study sketches a future
vision in which better applications of technology
make it possible to serve more adults and enable
them to learn anyplace, anytime (chapter 8).

WHAT IS “LITERACY”?
Literacy is not a static concept. Almost 100

years ago, the proxy for literacy in the United
States was being able to write one’s name.
Throughout this century literacy demands have
become more complex and the standard for what
constitutes literacy has risen (see figure l-l).
Despite considerable progress in raising the
average level of educational attainment (today
more than three-quarters of the adult population
have completed high school), many believe that
these gains have failed to meet the demands of a
technological and global society. Scholars, edu-
cators, and policymakers are all struggling with
how to redefine literacy to reflect changes in
society, a global economy, higher educational
standards for all students, and advances in tech-
nology. Technology, in all its forms, is having a
profound effect on the ways people communicate
with one another, shop, interact with social
institutions, get information, and do their jobs.
The current but evolving definition of what it
means to be literate goes beyond the basic skills
of reading, writing, and arithmetic. Other impor-
tant skills being considered are higher order
thinking and problem-solving skills, computer
and other technology-related skills, literacy skills
in the context of the workplace, and literacy skills
as they relate to parenting and family life.

New Federal definitions of literacy incorporate
some of these concepts: The 1991 National Adult
Literacy Act defines literacy as: “. . . an individ-
ual’s ability to read, write, and speak in English,
and compute and solve problems at levels of
proficiency necessary to function on the job and
in society, to achieve one’s goals, and develop
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Figure l-l—A Literacy Time Line: Rising Societal Standards for “Functional Literacy”

1930
Civilian
Conservation
Corps defines
functional
literacy as 3
or more
years of
schooling.

1947 1952 1980 1970
Census Census U.S. Office Many authorities
Bureau Bureau of Education indicate that high
defines raises level adopted 8th school completion
functional to 6 or more grade as the is necessary for
literacy as years of standard. functional literacy.
5 or more schooling.
years of
schooling.

NOTE: This shows “literacy” in terms of years of schooling. OTA does not have data that allow comparison of average skill levels versus amount
of schooling over this time period. The National Adult Uteraq Survey (NALS)  Is expected to provkfe  the first nationally representative data on the
literacy sHIIs of the Nation’s adults (ages 16 and alder). Data will include types of literacy skills, levels, and how these skills are distributed acmes
the population. The first NALS report wit! be released September 1993.

SOURCE: Lawrence C. Stedman  and Cari F. Kaestle, ‘Iiteracyand Reading Performance in the United States From 1880 to the Present,” l-iteraq
in the United Sfates,  Carl F. Kaestle  et al. (ads.) (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), p. 77.

one’s knowledge and potential. ”5 The National
Adult Literacy Survey, conducted by the Educa-
tional Testing Service for the National Center for
Education Statistics, has adopted the following
definition of literacy: “. . . using printed and
written information to function in society, to
achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowl-
edge and potential. Clearly, then, being literate
means more than just being able to read.

The way in which literacy is defined affects any
estimates of the Nation’s literacy problem-how
many people lack adequate literacy skills-which
in turn affects how the Nation perceives its
literacy problem. Depending on which definition

is chosen and which measurement method is
employed, the problem can appear bigger or
smaller. Those who want a quick estimate or
simple yardstick are frustrated-literacy is not
something that people either do or do not have,
rather it is a continuum of skills that people
possess in varying amounts. No single test or
indicator can adequately discriminate between
the literate and the nonliterate.

Nevertheless, whether the yardstick includes
the performance of various literacy-related
tasks, self-reported literacy problems, or edu-
cational attainment, the data suggest that a
very large portion of the U.S. population is in

5 Public Law 102-73, Sec. 3, National Literacy Act of 1991.

s Anne Campbell et al., Educational ‘lksting Service, Assessing Literacy: The Frameworkf’r  the NutionuZAdult  Literacy Survey, prepared
for the U.S. Department of Education (Washington, DC: U.S. Governrnent  Printing Offke,  October 1992), p. 9.
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As this public service message suggests, literacy teal.zy goes beyond the basic skills of reading, writing, and
arithmetic to include problem-solving and other technology-related skills.

need of improving their literacy skills. OTA
finds that at least 35 million adults have difficul-
ties with common literacy tasks (see box l-A).
Although many of these adults can read at
rudimentary levels, many need higher levels of
literacy in order to function effectively in society,
to find employment, or to be retrained for new
jobs.

From all indications, only a small proportion of
those in need of literacy education are receiving
it. Government-sponsored literacy programs—
the largest sector of literacy providers---currently
serve about 4 million people.

OTA finds that the problem of inadequate
literacy skills among adults is likely to grow over
the next several decades. High rates of immigra-
tion and rising rates of poverty indicate that the
number of children and families who are educa-
tionally at risk will continue to rise. These and
other indicators suggest that literacy can be most
effectively addressed through a “life-span’ per-
spective that embraces both remediation and
prevention. Literacy levels cannot be raised for
the long term solely by remediation. Educational
efforts aimed at adults with low literacy skills
today, however, can have important intergen-
erational effects; in addition to improving the

life chances of the adult, they can increase the
likelihood of positive educational outcomes for
that adult’s children.

WHO ARE THE LEARNERS AND
WHAT DO THEY NEED?

Adults do not stop learning when they end their
formal schooling. Whether they finish high
school or college, or drop out somewhere along
the way, adults face changing roles and life
choices, and as a result, continue to acquire new
skills and knowledge throughout their lives. More
and more adults are choosing or being required to
return to formal education-to relearn skills they
have lost, to acquire skills they never obtained, or
to learn new skills that were not taught when they
attended school.

Learning and going to school have most often
been associated with childhood and youth; most
current ideas about learning and teaching are
based on educating children. Educating adults is
very different from educating children, however.
Adults bring a wealth of knowledge and experi-
ence that can serve as a foundation for new
learning. At the same time, adults have many
competing demands in their lives that reduce the
time available for education. And while most
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adults participate in literacy programs voluntar- bring, what skills they may need or want, how
ily, their motives for learning vary widely. they use literacy in their lives, how they learn,
Getting abetter job is only one goal; others might and what motivates them to want to learn
include becoming more independent or being able more.
to help one’s children. Addressing the literacy Adults with low literacy skills form a very
needs of the Nation must begin, therefore, with diverse group; few fit common stereotypes. For
the adults themselves-what resources they example, many adults with low literacy skills are



Chapter l-Summary and Policy Options | 7

successful in the workplace, and have found
alternative strategies for learning and surviving in
a print-based culture. Often their lack of literacy
skills is masked by other competencies, so that
colleagues and peers remain unaware of their
hidden problem. For others, low literacy skills go
hand in hand with poverty, unemployment, poor
health, and educational failure, creating road-
blocks to productive, satisfying lives. People like
Eraclia spend much of their lives getting by. But
they are survivors, self-reliant and determined to
be independent. While society may label them
‘‘ illiterate, each has developed sophisticated
coping skills. They are also motivated by a desire
to learn and the hope that becoming literate will
help them guide their children toward a richer life
than they have known.

People use literacy in their lives for many
different reasons. Moreover, a person’s literacy
skills may vary depending on the context. For.
example, a carpenter might be able to read and
comprehend much more difficult material in a
job-related manual than on a reading test. OTA
finds that no one set of skills can be used to
‘‘certify ‘‘ a person as literate, and no ‘ bneces-
sary ” amounts can be established. Needs vary
and change according to the circumstances people
face. These characteristics of adult learners sug-
gest that the Nation needs a system of adult
education that provides all adults with opportuni-
ties for lifelong learning as the world and their
personal circumstances change, and that particu-
larly encourages those whose limited literacy
skills pose the greatest challenge.

Literacy programs should also recognize that
people learn best when they are active partici-
pants in the learnin g process, when they are
motivated by their own goals and interests, and
when knowledge is presented in a context that is
meaningful to them. To a large extent the present
“system’ of programs and services is designed

In this Los Angeles County jails educational program,
inmates work on real literacy tasks designed to
increase their chances of success following release.

for voluntary learners who come for assistance
when they are ready. However, this segment of
the population represents a very small proportion
of those who could benefit from improved levels
of literacy. The growing number of workplace
and family literacy programs may be a way to
bring more adults into literacy programs, by
linking instruction and skills to immediate con-
cerns and real life contexts.

There is a trend toward mandating participation
of certain populations in literacy services (e.g.,
programs targeted at mothers on welfare and
those in prison). This fundamental change may
call for new instructional paradigms, but there is
not enough data yet to know how these popula-
tions challenge traditional approaches to learning
and measures of success. With an even more
diverse learner population, research must focus
on the learning strategies of adults, motivation
and incentives, and development of approaches,
learning materials, and technology tools.7

Adult learners also face special external and
internal obstacles. Competing roles and responsi-
bilities, situational barriers such as childcare or
transportation, prior negative educational experi-

T The newly created National Institute for Literacy is expected to play a major role in research. By taw, the Institute is charged with providing
a 66

. . . focal point for rescarchj  technical assistance and research disserninatio% poticy anatysis  and program evacuation in the area of
literacy. . . .“ Public Law 102-73, Title I, Sec. 102, National Institute for Literacy.
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Box I-B-Advantages of Technology for Adult Learners

Reaching Learners Outside of Classrooms
● With portable technology, adults can learn almost anywhere, any time, and can use Small parcels of time more

.
efficiency

● Technology can carry instruction to nonschool   settings-workplaces, homes, prisons, or the ~ @ *
●  Adults can be served who would otherwise be left out because of barriers such as inconvenient class.scheduling or lack of childcare or transportation● .
 Learning at home convenient and private for those who would feel stigmatizeda  a t t e n d i n g  a

 P m -
Using Learning Time Efficiently

. Learners can move at their own pace, have greater control over their own learning, and make better use of
their learning time.

● Leaners can handle some routine tasks more quickly through such processes as computer spell checking.
● Many lcamers advance more quickly with computers or Interactive videodiscs than with conventional

teaching methods. 
Sustaining Motivation

● Novelty factor cam be a drawing card."
● Technology can be more engaging,can add interest to - - -
● Importance of computers in society can enhance the status of literacy instruction.
● Privacy and confidentiality are added to the learning environment reducing embarrassment adults often

experience.
● Technology-based learning “~ do not resemble those of past school failures.
● Intense,non judgmental drill-and-practice is available for those who need it.
✩ ■ ✩ ■ assessmetnropmvidcd

lndividualizing Instruction
● Computers can serve as "personal tutors’’-instruction and scheduling can be individualized with without

Ore-on-one staffing; Suitable for open-entry, open-exit programs.
● M a t e r i a l s presentation formats can be customized to suit ●diferrrentleamingstyles, interests ,or workplace

needs.
● Images and sound can help some adults learn better, especially those who cannot lead text well.
● Computers with digitized and synthesized speech can help with pronunciation and vocabulary.
● Adults with learning disabilities and certain● physical disabilities Can be accommodate

Providing Access to Information Tools
. Adults need to learn to use today’s electronic tools for accessing “information.
●  Adults believe familiarity with computers will make them mole employable.

SOURCE: office ofmchdOgy  ASScSq  1993.

ences, and learning disabilities can easily deter all deliver services and support learning are all
but the most motivated learners. harriers may necessary if we are to improve the system.
need social and emotional support as well as Technology has the potential to eliminate some
flexible systems that match their schedules, pace, barriers to participation and address some of the
and learning style. Finding better ways to match unique needs of adult learners (see box l-B), but
adult learners to services, removing barriers to the current uses of technology in adult literacy
participation, creating incentives for attending programs have barely scratched the surface.
programs, and designing new strategies to
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Figure 1-2—Adult Literacy Programs,
I

What Programs Are Offered?

●

●

●

■

●

●

m

9

Adult basic education
Adult secondary education
GED preparation
English as a second language
Workplace literacy and skills
Computer skills
Family literacy
Combinations of the above

What Are the Funding Sources?

 Federal Government
_ State governments
■ Local governments
● Foundations
● Business and industry
● Unions
● Professional organizations
■ Participants

Who Is Being Served?

● High school dropouts
● Immigrants and refugees
. Job training clients
● Families
● Welfare clients
= Adults in the workplace
~ Displaced workers
■ Displaced homemakers

Providers, and People

● Incarcerated teens and adults
● Retirees

Who Are the Providers?

● Local school districts
● Community colleges
● Community-based organizations
● Libraries
~ Literacy volunteer organizations
● Prisons
D Labor unions
■ Business/industry
● Preschool and Head Start programs
= Coalitions of the above

I

SOURCE: Office of Technology Assessment, 1993.

WHAT PROBLEMS DO LITERACY
PROGRAMS AND PROVIDERS FACE?

The numbers of adult literacy programs and
providers are growing, prompted by increased
Federal, State, community, and philanthropic
awareness of literacy as an economic and social
issue. Public programs are the largest sector,
serving an estimated 80 to 90 percent of those
who sign up for adult literacy instruction. Al-
though data on total funding for literacy are not
available, statistics from the U.S. Department of
Education indicate that State and local support for
adult literacy has grown more than eightfold since
1980, and Federal funding has doubled.8 These

What Technologies Are Used?

Stand-alone and networked computers
Integrated learning systems
Multimedia systems
Videotape, videodisc
Hand-held and portable devices
Consumer electronics
Broadcast and cable television
Closed captioning
Distance learning networks

increases have spurred the expansion of programs
and services. But despite this growth, adult
literacy education operates at the margin.
Unlike elementary and secondary education, with
a clearly defined and long-established tradition of
control by State departments of education and
local school districts, adult education has no
‘‘system. ” A patchwork of adult literacy services
is provided in schools, community colleges,
libraries, community centers, churches, housing
projects, workplaces, and prisons (see figure 1-2).
Although local school districts continue to be
primary providers of adult literacy education,
programs operated by community-based organi-

8 See chs. 4 and 5 for further &tails.
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zations have expanded and there has been a slight
shift away from school-based programs. Even so,
much of the content is remarkably similar across
the variety of sponsors. Adult basic education,
general equivalency diploma (GED) preparation,
and English as a second language (ESL) are
among the most popular offerings, but interest is
growing in family and workplace literacy. The
availability of services to learners is not uniform,
however; it is a function of where the learner lives
and works, more than of what his or her needs are.

Just as the definition of adult literacy is
complicated by the multiple needs of learners at
various points in their lives, so too is the web of
services complicated by multiple funding sources,
administering agencies, and service providers.
While this diversity may have advantages, it
makes it difficult to address critical but common
issues that plague many programs. The lack of
coherent referral among programs, problems with
recruitment and retention, a high dependence on

volunteers and part-time teachers (and conse-
quently high turnover of staff), and a lack of
adequate tools to measure program effectiveness
cut across all programs and providers.

OTA finds that funding is a constant concern
that affects all of the above. Many programs have
waiting lists, especially for such popular services
as ESL. For most programs, unstable and short-
term funding patterns make it difficult to plan,
purchase necessary materials or equipment, or
develop professional staffing ladders.

Fragmentation of effort is another ongoing
problem. At least seven Federal agencies, and
often many more State offices, admin“ ister adult
literacy programs; each has its own rules, report-
ing requirements, and funding channels. Some
States and localities have sought to overcome
fragmentation and make the most of limited
resources by improving coordination among edu-
cation, training, and social and employment
services and eliminating duplication of effort.

Adult literacy services have changed dramatically
since the Federal Government’s 1930s efforts to
supply books to Work Progress Administration
employees. Today, government is entering into joint
ventures with private industry to provide computer-
based literacy programs to employees at work, like
this one at General Electric’s Aircraft Engine
Factory (right).
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Some have also encouraged partnerships across
local communities that link schools, businesses,
churches, libraries, or other institutions to in-
crease the level of support and marshal every
available resource.9 Such efforts are not easily
accomplished, however-programs need infor-
mation on what is available in their communities
so they can fill in gaps; they need help with
administration and accounting; and they need
long-term funding to overcome the high turnover
of staff and learners.

Key and critical resources in every program are
the people who work with learners and manage
programs. The dedication and involvement of
staff-whether paid or volunteer, full or part
time-are extraordinary in most cases. But the
demands placed on staff are also extremely high,
and turnover is persistent. Most programs rely on
volunteers to carry a heavy burden of instruction—
one-on-one tutoring is the most common instruc-
tional format-and the majority of paid teachers
are part time. Specific training in teaching literacy
for adults is limited. Volunteers, while dedicated,
may not have the grounding necessary for effec-
tive teaching, diagnosing learning disabilities,
and helping learners find critical auxiliary serv-
ices. Even licensed teachers need more training
since few are specialists in adult literacy. Further-
more, teachers, administrators, and volunteers
would gain from professional standards, graduate-
level programs, certification guidelines, and ca-
reer ladders similar to those found in other
educational environments.

Technology could help alleviate some of the
problems of administration, fragmented service
delivery, recruitment and retention of clients, and

high turnover of staff and volunteers (see box
l-C). Electronic databases could help maintain
information, track funds, and match learners to
support services. Programs could use telecommu-
nications technology to train volunteers and staff
and connect them with one another to share
information and reduce isolation. And technology
could help programs move their resources beyond
their physical location to reach learners wherever
they are.

WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF
FEDERAL EFFORTS?

Since the founding of the Republic, the literacy
of adult Americans has been an abiding Federal
concern. Up until the mid- 1960s the Federal
response was very limited. The passage of the
Adult Education Act in 1%6 changed the Federal
role, creating a categorical grant program for
adult literacy and basic skills education. This act
and subsequent legislative initiatives have helped
build and define key features of the delivery
system today.

Legislation enacted since 1986 has expanded
and transformed the Federal role in adult literacy,
increasing appropriations, creating new programs,
attempting to build capacity and coordination
among existing programs, and assigning new
literacy-related missions to programs with broader
goals, such as welfare reform, immigration re-
form, and job training. The Federal Govern-
ment currently spends at least $362 million for
adult literacy and basic skills education, more
than double the amount of 5 years ago.10

Federal dollars have an important leveraging
effect and are critical sources of sustenance for

g The New York City Literacy Assistance Center and Baltimore Reads are two examples of how communities can pull together, build on
existing educational capacity, involve businesses, bring in volunteers, and create entities that sustain these efforts by providing leadership,
technkxd  WiStiUIC$, and f~id support.

10 ~ ~=mative es- is fw ~m a ~qle~ ~o~ting of_ ~- on ~tit Ii-y and basic skills. Some impo-t

programs--i.nchldixlg  the Job Training Partnership Act  Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training, State Legalimtion Impact Assistance
Grants, Refugee Resettlement  and Even Start-have been omitted because the data needed to make a reasonable estimate of expenditures on
adult basic skills is not available. The $362 million was calcula~ by totaling appropriations for programs with identifiable adult education
and litemcy obligations in 19 of the 29 “core” programs on which OZ4 focused. Almost 90 percent of this total comes from Department of
Education programs. For more detail see ch 5 and app. B.
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many State and local efforts. Still the Federal large-scale, coordinated Federal offensive that
literacy expenditure is small in comparison with
overall State expenditures for literacy and for
other major Federal education programs (see
figure 1-3), meager in terms of the total popula-
tion in need, and low as a national priority (see
figure 1-4). There has been a proliferation of
categorical grant programs with literacy-related
missions. All this is at odds with the sort of

some feel is necessary to address the literacy
challenge.

Among the new Federal emphases since 1991
is a focus on workplace literacy programs for
employed adults. These programs are intended to
meet the literacy demands of the job market and
create new workplace/education partnerships that
stimulate private sector literacy efforts. While
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many leaders in business, labor, and local and
State government support this direction for liter-
acy, current efforts (both public and private) reach
a very small number of workers. Thus far, Federal
dollars have supported demonstration projects
and limited ‘‘seed’ development. Further expan-
sion of the system of education and training has
been proposed; how to accomplish the expansion
is controversial,ll

Another important emphasis has been on creat-
ing intergenerational family literacy programs.
With their focus on prevention and remediation,
they represent a small but significant shift in the
Federal approach to the problem of literacy.
Congress has begun to link family literacy
initiatives with Federal Head Start and Even Start
programs, as well as Chapter I. Effective parent-
ing strategies that foster young children’s lan-
guage development and school readiness are
common concerns of all these programs. Simi-
larly, expertise in adult learning is something that

Figure 1-3-Funding for Adult Education
Compared With Other Federal Education

Initiatives, Fiscal Year 1992

$ billions
8 7 — —
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Adult Vocational Special Chapter 1 Student
Education education education ~

Act

SOURCE: Office of Technology Assessment, 1993.

Figure 1-4-Funding for Select Federal Domestic
Priorities, Fiscal Year 1992

$ bllions

2’~ 22

Adult Substance Highway Food
literacy abuse aid stamps

SOURCE: Office of Technology Assessment, 1993.

teachers need whether they are in Head Start or
adult education programs.

Targeted Federal programs have encouraged
States and local providers to reach out to groups
of adults, such as the homeless and welfare
mothers, whose access to basic education has
been limited. By channeling more funding
through programs with restricted eligibility, how-
ever, the Federal Government may be limiting
opportunities for the millions of adult learners,
including many limited English proficient adults
who do not meet special criteria but have the
potential to quickly become functionally literate,
self-supporting citizens.

New Federal requirements and policies are
shaping State and local responses. For example
mandatory participation and minimum hours of
instruction in the Job Opportunities and Basic
Skills (JOBS) training program and the literacy
program for Federal prisoners represent a marked
shift away from the traditional model of volun-
tary, open-entry, open-exit programs. Other pol-

1 I F~eral  and  State tax incentives to business, a national levy for education and trtig, md otiti mec~ could be utilized. See U.S.
Congress, Office of Technology Assessmen4  Worker Training: Competing in the New International Economy, OTA-1TE457 (WaSbingtOIL
DC: U.S. Government Printing Offke,  September 1990).



14 I Adult Literacy and New Technologies: Tools for a Lifetime

In North Carolina at the Carver Family Literacy
Program, an intergenerational approach to literacy
seeks to provide the parent with literacy and parenting
skills, and enhance the child’s learning opportunities.

icy directives include efforts to improve the
quality of services for learners through better
coordination across programs, requirements for
training and professional development of educa-
tional staff and volunteers, and moving toward
learning assessments that are outcome-based. It is
too soon to know how these “new requirements’
for literacy programs will affect what is offered
and who participates, but these are areas that

 should be followed closely.
The limited but promising use of technology is

not surprising given the fact that the major
Federal adult literacy laws12 contain no provi-
sions explicitly authorizing the use of technology;
the exception is the Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA) and its authorization of the use of
‘ ‘advanced learning technologies.” However, no
programs contain capital budgets for equipment
purchase or explicit funding for teacher training
in technology. Most statutory and regulatory
provisions regarding use of technology are op-

tions, not mandates.13 The Department of Labor,
the Department of Education, and the Small
Business Innovation Research program have sup-
ported a handful of literacy-related technology
demonstrations with discretionary money. The
newly created National Institute for Literacy
funded only three technology projects in its first
round of awards. Taken together, the message
about use of technology in adult literacy and basic
skills programs from the Federal establishment,
with the exception of the Department of Defense,
has been “go slowly, if at all.”

HOW COULD TECHNOLOGY
MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

Today’s technology offers enormous poten-
tial for substantially changing the field of adult
literacy. It could provide an alternative to the
labor-intensive, tutorial-based teaching that makes
up the bulk of today’s literacy training. For
instance, multimedia technologies with speech,
video, and graphics could offer a new hope for
those who have experienced repeated failures in
paper-and-pencil-based educational activities.
Computer-assisted instruction could enable learn-
ers to proceed at their own sped with materials
relevant to their lives, tailored to their personal
interests, and compatible with their individual
1earning styles. Hand-held electronics, such as
pocket language translators, could allow adults to
learn on the bus or during coffee breaks-
whenever they are able to study. Electronic
networks could remove the isolation and stigma
of low literacy by enabling adults to share
experiences in small group discussions. With
closed captioning as a standard feature, learners
will be able to see and hear the words on broadcast
or cable television to reinforce language and

12 For example, the Adult Education Act basic grant  prograq Even St@ State Legalization rm~ Ask- -, ~~
Rescttlcmcng  ad Adult Education for the Homeless.

13 m *- that  do cxisq  relating to the National Institute for Literacy ~ b ~~ t of Labor National Workforcc  Literacy
Collaborative, gcmmlly affect decisions at the Federal level, not programs in the field
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reading development. 14 Interactive telecommuni-

cations networks could bring the best teachers
from around the country to the most remote
learners (see box l-D). All this is possible in
technologies available today; much more will be
possible in the next decade.

Yet the full range of capabilities has hardly
been touched, OTA finds that technology is not
a central consideration for most 1iteracy pro-
grams. By the same token, adult literacy
applications are not high priorities for most
vendors and developers in the technology
industry.

Computers are the most prevalent technology
for literacy, but no more than 15 percent of
1iteracy providers use them regularly for instruc-
tion, and many do not use them at all. Much of the
av a il able software provides drill and practice, not
problem solving: many choices are geared for
children. not adults. Advanced capabilities, such
as speech recognition, speech generation, or
interactive multimedia, are only beginning to be
tested. Few literacy providers have sufficient
technology for broad usage, or awareness of
available software. More serious is the limited
knowledge and training among staff and volun-
teers in the use of technology as a teaching tool.

Despite an explosion in cable, public, and
commercial television channels and widespread
ownership of television sets, there are only a
handful of instructional television programs tar-
geted to adult literacy that harness the power of
the media. In fact, video technologies are surpris-
ingly underused given their familiarity and avail-
ability.

A significant amount of hardware and software
in businesses, homes, schools, and colleges is
underutilized for literacy education. For example,
common electronic devices, such as home video
game machines, are largely ignored as technolo-
gies for literacy.

B o x  l - D - D i s t a n c e  L e a r n i n g
in Vermont

In Vermont, where icy roads can cancel classes and
long distances can keep others away, learners from
across the State have been working toward their
general equivalency diploma (GED) through a series
of courses held over Vermont Interactive Television
(VIT). The Lou & Dave Show, a 10-week GED
mathematics course, enrolled 30 learners gathered at
local sites throughout the State. They had a great time
learning mathematics, thanks to a blend of show
business and team teaching from two of the best adult
education instructors in the State, Lou Dorwaldt at one
site and Dave Shapiro at another. They use video and
on-the-air high jinks to bring mathematics to life,
using real-life Vermont situations and people the
students know as subjects for mathematics problems,
playing custom-made videos that present problem-
solving activities in entertainingg ways, and even
having ‘‘the spirit of Pythagoras’ make an appearance
to talk about his renowned mathematical theories.
Learners in remote locations who feel isolated by their
low literacy skills found interacting with other adult
learners across the State an important psychological
boost. The program coordinator suggests some of the
other benefits of doing courses over VIT: “It cuts
down on the tutors’ regular work time and also frees
up more money, not only from the tutors’ workload
but by creating our own texts. Students found them-
selves working in large groups, becoming more
self-reliant, while learning how to work and help each
other. These are important skills for all adults hoping
to function in today’s world. ”l

1 ~ c~~t Basic MuCation:  fiPilXld@  Ho~ons  ‘“a

w“ OnZine, The Newsletter of Vermont Interactive
‘Iklevisio%  vol. 2, No. 1, August 1991.

Why is there such a wide gap between practice
and promise? While the barriers to more effective
use of technology are similar to those faced in
other arenas (most specifically elementary and
secondary education), they are more severe in
adult literacy programs. These barriers include
needs for an expanded technology base, appropri-

14 me  Television Dmoder  Circuitry  Act  of 1990 re@res  that all television sets with screen sizes 13 inches or larger, whether manufactured
or imported for use in the United States after June 30, 1993, will have captioning capability built directly into the television receiver.
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In this Vanderbilt University multimedia project, researchers are exploring how video, graphics, audio, and text
can support the acquisition of reading skills.

ate software, staff training, and stable funding and
continuing support. In addition, the literacy
market is fragmented and underdeveloped; not
particularly attractive to vendors and software
developers. Even so, there are encouraging signs
on the horizon as the technology infrastructure
expands, investment in literacy education in-
creases, and recognition of the importance of
lifelong learning grows.

POLICY ISSUES AND OPTIONS
The Federal Government has attempted to

attack the large, multifaceted problem of low
adult literacy skills in a piecemeal fashion. The
current array of modest to small programs pro-
vides something for almost every type of literacy
need but not very much for any, with inefficien-
cies for all.

Although existing literacy programs have
helped millions of adults lead richer lives, there

are many steps that would expand and improve
services for adults with limited literacy skills and
lead toward an integrated national strategy for
adult literacy. These steps include both major
initiatives and smaller, short-term strategies.

The first approach is a dramatic refashioning of
the Federal role into a new scale of effort with
greatly increased funding and higher visibility.
The new program would expand, subsume, or
replace existing piecemeal efforts. If Congress
wants to bring adult literacy up to the level of
other Federal programs that offer equal educa-
tional opportunities for those most in need (e.g.,
Chapter 1 and special education at the K-12 level,
and Pen grants for higher education), a more
comprehensive service delivery system will be
necessary. This option is discussed at the conclu-
sion of this section.

A more immediate strategy focuses on options
for working within the existing system, while
giving special attention to technology as a lever
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for change and as a resource to benefit learners
and programs. OTA has identified three major
areas in which congressional action would make
a

■

■

■

real difference:

building the base of technology (hardware and
software) for literacy,
improving the system of literacy programs and
services, and
experimenting with new alternatives, both within
and outside of the current system to reach more
learners.

Building a Base of Technology for Literacy
To accomplish this goal, two broad strategies

are considered: increasing access to technologies
and stimulating development of literacy software
and programming.

Increase Access to Technologles
Having access to hardware is the first, most

obvious gateway to using technology. If there is
to be more technology use in adult literacy
programs, the Federal Government must take
legislative and regulatory steps that will stimulate
and legitimize the use of technology in adult
literacy programs and eliminate provisions that
inhibit it. This can be done deliberately as Federal
program reauthorizations come up, by taking
special care to eliminate impediments to use of
technology in existing laws and regulations,
adding new provisions explicitly encouraging
technology, and enacting directives for inter-
agency cooperation on technology in literacy-
related programs. The sooner this is done, the
sooner the benefits will appear.

Remove Legislative and Administratlve Barri-
ers. OTA’s analysis suggests that while there are
few if any direct prohibitions against technology
in literacy programs (e.g., legislative language
prohibiting use of funds to acquire technology),
there are several “indirect” but real impedi-
ments. Among them are antisupplanting and
eligibility requirements that restrict the use of

equipment to a single target group, such as
legalized aliens, even though a program might be
providing instruction to a mix of clients including
displaced workers, recent immigrants, welfare
recipients, or high school dropouts. In addition,
separate funding streams and accountability re-
quirements discourage integrated planning, pur-
chase, and use of technology. In some cases,
technology is underutilized and certain learners
are unable to benefit because courses of instruc-
tion or equipment purchases were funded by a
program that will not or cannot share these
resources with other programs (see box l-E).

Other barriers include evaluation or perform-
ance standards that emphasize immediate learn-
ing gains or employment outcomes, subtly dis-
couraging long-term equipment investments or
experimentation with technology-based instruc-
tion. Investment in technology is further inhibited
by the absence of multiyear contracts in some
Federal programs, the small size of most Federal
discretionary grants, and a general suspicion
among Federal policymakers and program ad-
ministrators about the use of Federal funds for
capital expenditures.

Although some States and local communities
are finding ways around the maze of regulations,
funding streams, and accountability requirements
of multiple Federal programs, the Adminis t r a t ion
could lower the barriers and make it easier for
literacy programs to acquire the technology they
need. There are critical administrative actions the
Federal Government could initiate now, includ-
ing interagency efforts for planning, implementa-
tion, and regulatory revisions to allow cost-
sharing for technology installation and applica-
tions.

In addition, the Federal Government can im-
prove interagency coordination and thus increase
the effectiveness of its adult literacy programs by
developing a consistent governmentwide policy
on technology for adult literacy and by using the
tools of technology-such as integrated data-
bases or teleconferencing-to promote coordina-
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tion and improve program administration among
agencies.

Encourage Technology Use Through New Regu-
lations and Authorizing Language. Most Federal
literacy programs lack explicit legislative lan-
guage encouraging use of technology. Those
provisions that do exist are options, rather than
mandates to use technology or set-asides requir-
ing a minimum investment in technology. In fact,
the Adult Education Act (AEA) takes the opposite
approach, capping the amount that may be used
by the State resource centers for hardware and
software at 10 percent. Congress could establish
a set-aside for technology in the AEA (as it
already has for other new initiatives, such as
institutional corrections programs). Such a provi-
sion would likely gain some support among State
adult education directors, who have recently

recommended that in the next reauthorization
66

. . . the AEA should encourage a percentage of
adult education allocation for innovation and
technology in education.”15 A set-aside would
give programs “permission” to fired technology
acquisition; without this explicit policy, many
may not make this investment. The signal to
hardware and software developers from such a
set-aside and the degree to which it would
stimulate the market for adult literacy technology
development would depend on its size. (OTA
estimates that a 10 percent set-aside would put
$25 million into the marketplace.

A fixed percentage of set-aside funds for
technology acquisition would probably be insuf-
ficient for small programs. It is important, there-
fore, that Congress take parallel steps to allow
Federal funds to be pooled with other funding
sources.

IS U.S. lleptint  of Educatiou  Diviaion of Adult Education and Literacy and Oflke  of Policy ad n-, “SUmXIUUY of state Adult
Education Dkctors  FOIUIIL  Feb. 18-19, 1993,” unpublished document, p. 12.



Provide Direct Funding for Technology. Congress
could provide capital funds for hardware and
software acquisition for adult literacy programs
directly through new Federal grants to local
literacy programs. The amount of funding could
vary with program size and scope.16 To leverage
the Federal investment, Congress could require a
match with local, State, or private funds. Grants
could require communitywide technology plan-
ning and cooperation across Federal programs.
For example, if the major Federal programs (AEA
JTPA, Head Start, and Chapter 1) were combined,
it would have a substantial effect, increasing the
pool of dollars available for technology. Technol
ogy resources could be located centrally or
dispersed. The point is that the involvement of an
entire community would aggregate demand and
drive down the costs of hardware and software.

Planning and cooperation on a regional or State
level would increase the effectiveness of avail-
able funds. Statewide technology initiatives in
K-12 education in Florida and Texas, for exam-
ple, have made it possible for schools to acquire
computers, multimedia technology, and telecom-
munications capacity at lower cost than if each
school or district made purchases separately-a
good model for adult literacy.

Stimulate Development of Adult Literacy Software
and Programming

Effective use of technologies requires quality
software and programming tailored to the needs
of adult learners. Available computer software is
inadequate for the demands of literacy programs,
and programming for video and other technolo-
gies is even more limited. The Federal Govern-
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ment has provided millions of dollars of research
and development (R&D) support to develop
educational television programming for the ele-
mentary, secondary, and college levels, software
tools and networking applications for science and
mathematics, and distance learning systems for
K-12 education. By contrast, the Federal invest-
ment in programmingg, software, and networking
applications for adult literacy has been almost
nonexistent, except for the military’s develop-
ment of computer-based materials in basic skills.

Create an Adult Literacy Software/Programming
Initiative. A targeted initiative is one way to speed
development of a broad base of high-quality and
effective applications of video, computer, and
telecommunications technology for literacy. Con-
gress could provide seed funding and encourage
public/private partnerships among literacy educa-
tors, State agencies, software developers, and
telecommunications providers, as it has done for
K-12 distance learning through the Star Schools
program. An appropriation of about $20 million
per year for the next 5 years would serve as a
significant stimulant to the field.17

Any such development should include stand-
alone video courses and modules, interactive
distance learning programs, and computer soft-
ware and multimedia learning materials that
address high-priority needs, especially :18

■ English as a second language,
■ high school completion and GED,
■ workplace literacy,
■ materials and resources designed for learners

with very low literacy skills (especially those

16 ~ ~lm for M ~w $7 won ci~de St. Paw Minnesota C~ti for Lifelong  ~“ ,$500,000 has been budgeted for technology,
including hardware, software, and telecommunications networking. ‘Ikrilyn ‘Mner, director, Center  for Lifelong Learn@,  St. PauL MN,
personal communication, Apr. 24, 1993.

17 By way of ~ompfisoq  ~ngr~s @@lly authorized tk Star SChook progftlm for 5 y~, **an ov~ _ ‘t ‘f $lW

million. The National Scienee  Foundation’s application of advanced technology development is CUlltdy budgeted  at appmtitdy $12.5
million annually for research and development in mathematics, scieq and technology for all levels of education.

16 ~ titit litq initiative could concaxratedeveloprnent of sofhvare and video PWPmm@? in the areas of highest need. New data from
the National Adult Literacy Suwey of adults 16 years and older will become available later this year (September 1993). Thia  data should help
clari& the instructional needs of adults and which segments of the population are most in need of assistance.
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that make use of advances in digitized speech,
graphics, and .animation), and
programs designed to reach both adults and
young children in family literacy contexts.

Funding development of software and pro-

gramming alone is not enough; the Federal
Government would have to place equal priority
on achieving broad distribution-making soft-
ware and programming available across the range
of literacy programs and providers, and bringing
these resources to unserved learners in their
homes and communities. Congress could require
that rights and marketing strategies promote the
widest possible distribution through cable, broad-

cast television, video rental stores, software and
music stores, and other less traditional outlets-
such as welfare offices, post offices, public health
clinics, libraries, and the workplace.

Fund Software and Programming Through Exist-
ing Technology Programs. Another option is to
use existing Federal technology program author-
ity to fired development of literacy applications,
rather than initiate a separate software effort. The
Federal Star Schools program already authorizes
instruction for literacy, as does the Ready to
Learn Children’s Television Act. The National
Science Foundation’s (NSF) educational technol-
ogy programs, the National Telecommunications
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and Information Administration’s National Infor-
mation Infrastructure program, and the technol-
ogy programs at the Advanced Research Projects
Agency (ARPA-Department of Defense) all
have expertise in technology that could be applied
to literacy. Without a specific allocation for adult
literacy or a congressional mandate, however,
literacy development will be largely left to chance
and continue to exist at the margin. l9 This
approach also makes it difficult to address literacy
needs systematically and avoid duplication of
effort.

Improving the System
Two broad policy strategies are considered for

improving the system of literacy services. The
first strategy focuses on helping administrators,
teachers, and volunteers become more effective.
The second strategy focuses on strengthening the
connections among literacy providers, social
services, and the private sector.

Expand Training and Professional Development
It is one of the sad ironies of adult literacy

education that often those with the least profes-
sional training are asked to help the learners with
the greatest educational needs. The system is
unlikely to get better without strengthening the
professional status and expertise of those who
teach, administer, and volunteer in literacy pro-
grams. Professional development should involve
several parallel improvements: continuing train-
ing for adult literacy educators, curriculum devel-
opment and graduate-level programs in adult
literacy instruction, more rigorous standards and
certification requirements, and strategies for re-
cruiting highly qualified personnel to teach and
administer adult literacy programs. Technology
can be a resource in all these efforts.

Coordinate and Expand lnservice Training. Teacher
training and professional development efforts are
new objectives of the National Literacy Act of
1991. Training is one of the missions of the newly
established State resource centers. The act also
increases the State set-aside for training and
resource development from 10 to 15 percent of
the AEA State grants under Section 353. Even so,
funding from these sources will be insufficient to
support systematic training activities for many
States. Section 353 funds amount to no more than
$25 million nationwide, and the $5 million
appropriated for State resource centers in fiscal
year 1993 is spread across every State and the
outlying areas.20

One option for making the most of available
funding is for Congress, through legislation, to
allow States to pool Section 353 set-asides, along
with State resource center grants, to create
multistate or regional teacher training centers.
Local adult literacy training funds could also be
channeled into these centers. Similarly, training
activities supported by other Federal and State
programs involved in literacy training could be
aggregated. Regulations should facilitate, not
inhibit, training efforts that address common
needs of adult literacy educators serving clients
from JOBS, JTPA, Head Start, Corrections, Drug
and Alcohol Rehabilitation, and other programs.

Collaborative training activities could also
encourage cross fertilization of staff expertise.
For example, teachers of young children in family
literacy programs could study the learning prob-
lems of the children’s parents; those who tradi-
tionally teach adults could learn about child
development and early childhood education. The
result would broaden the base of expertise in
intergenerational literacy programs. Collaborations
between those with training expertise in the
workplace and those skilled in teaching reading
and writing could encourage richer, more comprehen-

19‘1’IIUS fm,  only  NVO of the Star Schools projects have begun to experiment with adult Meraey in a Wkd way.

~ on a forrn~a  basis SOIIE  States  or territories  receive as little as $2,500, and over half the States receive leSS * $50,~,  which suPPorts
several other activities beyond teacher haining.

331-048 0 - 93 - 2 QL. 3
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Telecommunications technologies can be used to
expand adult literacy services and programs.

sive workplace literacy programs. Social services
counselors and ESL instructors might also benefit
from joint training, as they learn more about the
multiple needs and concerns of their clients.
Collaborative professional development efforts
could help to break down walls that exist between
service providers funded from different sources,
possibly creating a broader base for the profes-
sion.

Distance learning technologies could greatly
facilitate multistate and multiagency training
efforts by serving teachers and trainers in differ-
ent locations and small programs. Federal Star
Schools legislation now authorizes adult literacy
instruction, and the telecommunications partner-
ships formed to serve adult learners could also
provide training to literacy staff and volunteers.
The most highly skilled teacher trainers, whether
in community colleges, universities, or workplace
programs, could train literacy instructors, coun-
selors, and volunteers over interactive networks.
Materials, strategies, and lesson plans could be
created and shared over computer networks.

Support Adult Literacy Curricula and Graduate-
Level Programs. Most adult literacy teachers and
staff have received very limited specialized train-
ing in their field, and few universities offer
advanced degree programs in adult literacy edu-

cation. Yet the challenges of adult literacy de-
mand expertise in a range of areas: diagnosing
and teaching adults with learning disabilities,
creating curricula to meet the needs of culturally
diverse populations, applying adult learning the-
ory, and using technology-all in addition to
acquiring the substantive knowledge to teach
reading, writing, mathematics, GED subjects, and
so forth.

Developing master’s level programs and cur-
ricula is an essential step for producing a cadre of
professional staff. Through the National Institute
for Literacy (NIL), the National Center for Adult
Literacy (NCAL), or the State resource centers,
the Department of Education could work with
universities to develop graduate programs. An-
other approach is to use distance learning technol-
ogies to pull together the resources and expertise
of universities or regional consortia. One interest-
ing prototype is the National Technological
University-a consortium of engineering col-
leges and universities that provides advanced
training and courses to engineers. This consor-
tium was supported by the Department of Com-
merce’s Public Telecommunications Facilities
Program-a resource that could be tapped by the
literacy community to bring together the neces-
sary mix of faculty and programs. Additional
Federal support can be channeled through the
Department of Education’s Fund for Improve-
ment in Post Secondary Education, NIL grants, or
new specialized grant competitions.

These programs could also target the develop-
ment and distribution of innovative educational
materials that bring instructional research, strate-
gies, and resources to prospective and current
teachers. Materials developed with this support
should be made available in a range of technolog-
ical formats, from tapes that can be taken home
for review to state-of-the-art multimedia materi-
als that can be distributed over networks.

Assist States With Their Professional Standards
and Certification Guidelines. Almost one-half of
the States have no special certification require-
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ments for adult literacy teachers, and this has
contributed to the low professional status of adult
literacy education. If program quality is to be
improved, more rigorous standards must be estab-
lished for all adult literacy educators.

Certification is traditionally a State responsi-
bility, but the Department of Education could
assist by disseminating model standards. States
such as New York, Connecticut, California, and
Massachusetts are leaders in this area, and their
experience could guide others. The Federal Gov-
ernment might also support efforts to develop
regional or national teacher certification guide-
lines, or ask the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards to include a special assess-
ment for adult education instructors.

Similar approaches at the State level could be
developed for increasing the professional stand-
ards for volunteer tutors. Working from the
models developed for tutor training by Literacy
Volunteers of America or Laubach Literacy
Action, States could develop certificate programs
for volunteer training that would enhance the
status, confidence, and effectiveness of volun-
teers. States could support volunteer agencies in
their efforts to systematize standards for volun-
teer recruitment, training, and supervision.

Recruit More Teachers. If adult literacy pro-

grams hope to serve more than 10 percent of the
target population, they will surely need more
teachers. One potential source of new staff is
military trainers being released as bases are
closed and force levels are cut. Trainers from
military basic skills education programs already
have expertise in teaching adults, and many have
extensive experience in technology-based in-
struction. To the extent that Congress establishes
programs and provides funding to speed the
conversion from military to civilian employment,
it could capitalize on these trainers’ skills by
providing incentives for work in adult basic
education, workplace literacy, and family literacy
programs. Increased funding for additional liter-
acy teachers could also be provided in other

Federal literacy-related programs such as VISTA
(Volunteers in Service to America). If enacted,
the new proposal for a Volunteer Service Corps
for college students could be structured to include
training of volunteers for adult literacy.

Encourage Coordination, Integrated Services, and
Partnerships

Although some argue that the multitude of
service providers and funding sources offers a
rich variety of options and approaches, most agree
that this disparate system creates problems for
learners and diminishes program efficiency. There
is often a mismatch between learner needs and
program offerings; services are further restricted
by a program’s source of tiding, target popula-
tion requirements, location, and other factors.
Many small programs are unable to aggregate the
kinds of resources needed for planning, staffing,
training, technology, and comprehensive serv-
ices.

Better coordination would leverage resources
more effectively and improve services to clients.
Coordination must begin at the Federal level;
mandates for State and local coordination are
undercut when the Federal house is not in order.

Expand Federal Interagency Coordination. The
National Literacy Act provisions for interagency
coordination are a starting point for bringing
coherence to the adult literacy field. The act
mandates that NIL enlist cooperation among the
Departments of Education, Labor, and Health and
Human Services. If it is to reduce the fragmenta-
tion of literacy efforts, this interagency group
should be expanded to involve the Department of
Agriculture (Food Stamp program), ACTION
(VISTA literacy volunteers), the Department of
the Interior (Indian adult education), the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development (pro-
grams for public housing residents and the
homeless), the Department of Justice (correc-
tional education), the Department of Defense
(basic skills training), and NSF (educational
technology R&D and teacher training). All have
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a stake in adult literacy, and experience and
resources to contribute. Given the ease with
which other such interagency coordination
groups slip into oblivion, Congress would be well
advised to exercise oversight to ensure that NIL
is fulfilling its mandate to work with the Federal
agencies and serve as a link between the State
resource centers, local programs, and the private
sector.

An immediate priority for this interagency
group would be to coordinate definitions, funding
cycles, and accountability, reporting, evaluation,
and eligibility requirements. This group could
begin with a focus on actions that do not require
changes in legislation, while working to assist
Congress in removing legislative impediments to
cooperative efforts-particularly those concerning
technology (see above).

Reward State and Local Coordination. Recent
legislation and executive initiatives all call for
coordination at the State and local level. Congress
may wish to back up these requirements with
“glue money”—incentives to help States and
local providers develop, extend, and improve
effective models of coordination. The approaches
recently taken by California, Oregon, Georgia
New York, and Michigan share several important
ingredients: formal cooperation among State
agencies through interagency agreements; central-
ization of those elements that can be implemented
on a statewide basis, including staff development
and certification; development of common defini-
tions, program standards, and evaluation meas-
ures; and systems for collecting common data
elements and sharing information. The impact of
these efforts will be greatly enhanced if they are
disseminated to other States through information
networks created by State resource centers. If
Congress wanted to mandate coordination, it
could require evidence of working partnerships
among programs as a criteria for funding.

Coordinated efforts do not come about easily.
Many programs fear a loss of independence, and
turf is jealously guarded. Incentives must be

provided to assuage these fears and reward
participation by making it easier, not harder, for
programs to serve their clients. Furthermore,
confidentiality is a serious concern when client
data is coordinated and common records main-
tained. Issues regarding confidentiality-access
to data, restrictions on personnel at various
agencies, client oversight of personal records, and
limitations of the use of records-must be ad-
dressed in this process.

Model Interagency Partnerships. If coordinated
service delivery is to become more prevalent, we
need better working models. Demonstrations of
State and local systems of interagency coordi-
nated service delivery should be part of federally
supported R&D for adult literacy. These demon-
strations should include evaluations of the diffi-
culties encountered and analyses of the costs and
benefits of coordinated services. Demonstrations
of coordinated service delivery should integrate
technology including client tracking systems
such as “smart cards,” databases that update
course offerings and space availability, and multi-
service information kiosks for public use.

Partnerships between public and private pro-
grams should also be encouraged or required in
regulations or funding plans. Offering tax credits
to entities that provide space, facilities (e.g., work
site technologies for literacy instruction), curricu-
lum development, or teachers’ salaries is one way
to encourage partnerships with private industry.
While industries are usually willing to train their
own employees, some incentives may be needed
to encourage them to include other learners in
their classes, whether they be “future employ-
ees” or members of the community in which
industries are located.

Encourage Technology-Based Coordination and
Dissemination. Technology can contribute to pro-
gram coordination and effectiveness. Databases
of program funding sources and their require-
ments could help programs seeking support from
multiple sources. Technology could also ease
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recordkeeping and reporting
multiple funding sources are

requirements when
involved.

Technology can help improve program quality
by facilitating evaluation. Computer tools can
simplify data collection, track the progress of
learners, and analyze outcomes.

To effect change the adult literacy community
must have easy access to information about
successful programs, new technologies, and effec-
tive strategies. Recognizing this need, Congress
allocated funding for State resource centers, and
charged NIL with disseminating information on
promising approaches. Both of these entities have
many tasks to perform, however, and are just
getting under way.

The problem is not a lack of good informa-
tion, rather the problem is good access to
information. One of the most pressing needs
centers around use of technology: How are
computers being used? What software applica-
tions are effective? How can technology support
the learning needs of specific groups such as ESL
learners? What are the pitfalls to be avoided? One
model might be found in the Outreach and
Technical Assistance Network (OTAN) devel-
oped to serve programs in California. OTAN has
a wealth of information on technology that could
be useful to other States. Similarly, the growing
base of technology information at NCAL is
needed by programs across the country. The
experience and expertise of the New York Liter-
acy Assistance Center and other similar efforts
can be tapped. The newsletters and reports of the
Business Council for Effective Literacy are key
resources for workplace literacy programs. Thus,
a key strategy for NIL and the State centers is to
tap into the resources that are already working and
broaden access to them. Electronic networking,
teleconferencing, and information databases are
ways that technology can facilitate dissemination
of information and provide support to people in
the field.

Congress may wish to expand dissemination
activities at the State and regional leveI. It is at
this level that practitioners can play a key role by

helping programs and providers screen and evalu-
ate computer software, sharing models of pro-
gram coordination, and developing teacher train-
ing resources.

Experimenting With New Alternatives
In addition to expanding the base of technology

and improving the system of existing adult
literacy systems, it is time to step outside the
constraints of the current system and ask some
fundamental questions about adult literacy policy
in the United States. How can the visionary
applications of technology be made a reality?
How can personal access to learning resources be
extended to all adults, especially those who are
not being reached by the current system? How
could the Federal role in adult literacy be shaped
into a coherent national strategy?

Technology has the promise to provide people
with personal access to learning resources
through computer tools that are portable and easy
to use, video courses and modules, electronic
libraries, and information services. Several ques-
tions should be explored to move in this direction:
How would adults with low literacy skills use
pocket electronic learning devices? How might
they learn with a mix of courses and moduIes in
video or multimedia formats? How could elec-
tronic networks (e-mail, voice mail, two-way
interactive distance learning systems) be used for
learning? If personal learning tools and telecom-
munications networks create new alternatives for
learners, can they also create new alternatives for
the larger system of programs and services?

Make Experimentation With Technology a
Research Priorty

If these alternatives are to be explored, the
institutions currently charged with literacy R&D
(NIL and NCAL) should take the lead, making
experimentation with personal learning technol-
ogy a priority for research. In the case of NIL, this
must become a major commitment, particularly
as funding levels increase. NCAL has already
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Will we be able to exploit the versatility of new interactive technologies for learning and literacy?

taken frost steps toward making technology a
central research theme by conducting forums on
technology and adult literacy. As one of the
Federal education research centers, NCAL should
seek connections with others, particularly the
Center for Technology in Education, to share
knowledge and collaborate on research proposals.

Include Adult Literacy in Advanced Technology
/initiatives

As Congress considers initiatives to spur ad-
vanced technology development, including a
high-speed information highway for research and
education, it can significantly increase the bene-
fits by adding R&D focused on adult literacy
programs and adult learners. Congress may also
wish to include funding for partnerships between

software developers, telecommunications provid-
ers, hardware companies, and literacy providers;
this would bring the right people to the table to
reach every part of society.

Rethink the Federal Role
If Congress wishes to rethink Federal literacy

efforts, particularly to significantly increase fund-
ing, raise visibility, and unify piecemeal efforts,
it must focus on those with the highest priority
needs. Current attempts to clarify the changing
requirements for literacy and survey the literacy
skills of the adult population are important first
steps. Data from the National Adult Literacy
Survey is expected to provide much more precise
information on the level of literacy skills pos-



Chapter l-Summary and Policy Options | 27

sessed by various segments of the adult popula-
tion and the impact of limited literacy on their
employment and well-being. The real challenge
will be to serve people who can read, but not well
enough to function fully in the workplace and as
members of society. Reaching this large group
will require drawing people to education and
training, and removing the stigma attached to
adult schooling. It will also involve creating
opportunities for adults to build learning into their
lives, for employers to build learning into the
workplace, and for other social institutions (e. g.,
libraries and medical centers) to build learning
into everyday life.

In the long term, an integrated, nationwide
learning system that reaches learners throughout
their lifetime needs to be developed as part of the
Nation’s literacy policy. We are a long way from
creating an interconnected and integrated system
of K-12 education, adult education, vocational
and technical education, higher education, and
training, but technology, particularly telecommu-
nications, is helping to link institutions and
programs in new and important ways. Congress
may wish to enlist telecommunications, improved
learning and management tools, and information
systems to create a comprehensive system for
adult literacy.

.


