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A high level of literacy in both print and digital media is need-
ed to negotiate most aspects of 21st century life, such as suc-
ceeding in a competitive job market, supporting a family, navi-
gating health information, and participating in civic activities. 
But according to the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, 43 
percent of U.S. adults have only “basic” or “below basic” abil-
ity to read and understand prose texts such as news stories, 
brochures, and instructional materials. And only 13 percent 
are “proficient” in being able to read and use such documents.
Adults with low literacy skills face daily and serious consequenc-
es: they have less ability to access and use health information 
and are less likely to read to their children. They also have lower 
rates of participation in the 
labor force and lower earn-
ings when they do have 
jobs. As the figure on the 
next page shows, lifetime 
net tax contributions in-
crease as education level in-
creases. Gains in literacy 
can enable increases in edu-
cational attainment, which is 
linked to higher lifetime in-
comes and contributions to 
national revenue.
At the request of the U.S. 

Department of Education, the National Research Council convened a com-
mittee of experts from many disciplines to synthesize the available research 
on literacy and learning in order to improve literacy instruction for adults in 
the U.S. The committee’s report, Improving Adult Literacy Instruction, recom-
mends a program of research and innovation to better understand adult lit-
eracy learners, improve instruction, and create the supports adults need for 
learning. Success will depend upon strong partnerships among the federal 
government, states, and settings where adults receive instruction. Sustained 
cooperation between researchers and practitioners is also important. 
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This chart shows the percentage of Americans at each level of 
prose literacy in the most recent national survey, conducted in 2003. 

This chart shows the percentage of 
Americans at each level of prose liter-
acy in the most recent national survey, 
conducted in 2003.1
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Applying WhAt We KnoW
Despite the large population of U.S. adults who need 
to develop their literacy, there is a severe shortage 
of research on effective instructional approaches for 
these learners. The study committee concluded that 
it is reasonable to apply literacy research with other 
populations, such as younger students, when devel-
oping instruction for adult learners, as long as the 
instruction meets the motivations and learning needs 
of adults. 
For example, the research shows that instruction 
should combine teaching and extensive practice with 
a variety of texts, tools, and tasks that are matched 
to the learner’s skills and background. It should also 
develop learners’ literacy skills so that they are auto-
matic and transferrable to tasks valued 
by society and the learner.
As these and other principles and re-
search findings are implemented, they 
should be evaluated to determine how 
well they work with adult learners. Key 
to any approach is that it should create 
a positive climate for adults that draws 
on their knowledge and life experienc-
es, uses materials and activities that 
develop valued knowledge and skills, 
and supports adults in managing their 
own learning.

ChAllenges to implementAtion
Efforts to improve literacy instruction for adults face a 
number of challenges: 
•	 Instruction	currently	is	offered	in	a	mix	of	programs	

that lack sufficient coordination and coherence in 
their objectives and instructional approaches. 

•	 The	 preparation	 of	 literacy	 instructors	 varies	
widely, and professional development for them is 
limited. 

•	 Attrition	rates	in	adult	literacy	programs	and	reme-
dial college courses are high; achieving literacy 
requires thousands of hours of practice, and many 
adults drop out of their classes before making suf-
ficient progress toward their goals.

next steps for improving Adult literACy 
instruCtion
The committee recommends four steps to improve 
adult literacy instruction in the United States:
•	 Federal and state policymakers should 

expand the infrastructure of adult literacy 
education to support instruc-
tional approaches, curricula, 
materials, tools, and assess-
ments that are consistent with 
the available research. 
Although little evidence is available 
on literacy instruction specifically 
for adults, some practices should be 
applied immediately, based on evi-
dence from other populations and 
general principles of instruction and 
learning. As these approaches are 
implemented, they should be rigor-
ously evaluated for effectiveness. 

•	 Federal and state policymakers should 
ensure that professional development 
and technical assistance for instructors 
are widely available, ongoing, and con-
sistent with the available research. 
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The wide variation in the way literacy instructors are 
prepared presents a clear obstacle to ensuring that 
instruction is effective on a broad scale, as well as to 
conducting needed research. It is critical that instruc-
tors possess knowledge and skills consistent with the 
most reliable research. 

•	 Policymakers, providers of literacy pro-
grams, and researchers should collaborate 
to find ways to help adults persist in their 
literacy studies. 

 Supporting learners’ persistence is one of the most 
challenging aspects of designing effective adult lit-
eracy programs, given the complexity and respon-
sibilities of adults’ lives and the amount of practice 
needed to develop literacy skills. Ways to encourage 
persistence may include particular instructional meth-
ods, technologies, social service support, and incen-
tives. All approaches must be evaluated rigorously 
for effectiveness.

•	 To inform local, state, and federal deci-
sions aimed at optimizing the progress of 
adult learners, strategic and sustained in-
vestments are needed in a coordinated ap-
proach to improving programs, evaluating 
them, and conducting research about adult 
literacy learners. 

 Needed research includes:
 o  developing instructional approaches and materi-

als that apply principles of learning and that can 
develop the literacy skills adults need for educa-
tion, work, and civic participation;

 o  identifying practices, program components, and 
policies to help adults persist in their learning;

 o  identifying technologies that could aid learning, 
free busy adults from needing to be in a specific 
learning location, and motivate and support them 
as they practice;  

 o  identifying the specific literacy skills needed in 
today’s society, such as literacy skills related to 
collaborative problem-solving and the use of new 
communications media;

 o  understanding the learning capabilities, needs, 
and characteristics of adult learners and to iden-
tify subgroups who might benefit from particular 
instructional approaches; 

 o  supporting adults learning English as a Second 
Language by identifying effective practices for 
different groups of these learners, who vary in 
first-language skills, education levels, and rea-
sons for learning English; and 

 o  developing assessments of learners, the quality of 
instruction they receive, and the supports they are 
given for learning and persistence. 

UnderSTanding WheTher U.S. 
LiTeracy iS imProving 
Policymakers need better information to improve adult 
literacy in the U.S. and to know which investments are 
resulting in a more literate society – information not pro-
vided by the accountability tools currently used at the 
federal level. Approaches to measurement should be 

Who Are Adult literACy leArners?

The diverse groups of people who need stronger literacy skills in the U.S. include: 

•	 recent	immigrants	who	have	little	education	in	their	native	languages

•	 �middle-aged and older U.S.-born high school graduates who can no longer keep up with the reading, writing, and 
technology demands of their jobs

•	 adolescents	and	adults	who	dropped	out	of	school		

•	 adults	who	had	disabilities	that	were	not	fully	accommodated	in	school	

•	 �highly educated immigrants who are literate in their native language but need to learn to read and write in English 

•	 underprepared	students	in	colleges

Adults receive literacy instruction in many settings, which include schools, community organizations, community colleges, 
prisons, and workplaces.
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modified to better track learners’ progress in the com-
ponents of reading and writing and their ability to per-
form the literacy tasks required and valued in work, 
education, and community life. 
Information should also be gathered on current instruc-
tional practices and materials in order to better track 
existing practices, plan appropriate professional de-
velopment for instructors, and match instruction to the 
literacy skills adults need for work, education, health, 
and functioning in society. It is also important to collect 
data on how well adults are meeting their personal 
literacy goals. Data in these areas should be gathered 
and analyzed on a continuing, long-term basis. 

leAdership And pArtnership
Implementing these recommendations will require 
strong leadership from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, the U.S. Department of Labor, and other spon-

soring research agencies. The nature of the work to 
be done will require partnerships among researchers, 
practitioners, curriculum developers, and administra-
tors to systematically build the needed knowledge and 
tools, and to identify and overcome barriers to imple-
menting them. Enlisting business leaders and commu-
nity groups is also important. 
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