


Presentation Overview

Å What is literacy, impact on minorities 

Å Adult literacy in New York State

Å Health literacy, impact on minorities

Å Costs of poor health literacy/health literacy

Å Intersection of adult and child literacy: family/intergenerational     

literacy

Å Suggestions for detection and intervention in clinical settings

Å Screening tests for low literacy

Å Guides and resources



What is Literacy?

ÅThe National Literacy Act of 1991 defines 
literacy as: ñThe ability to read, write, and speak 
English and compute and solve problems at 
levels of proficiency necessary to function in 
society, to achieve oneôs goals, and to develop 
oneôs knowledge and potential.ò (National 
Institute for Literacy, 1991)

ÅThe National Assessment of Adult Literacy 
defines literacy as: ñUsing printed material and 
written information to function in society, to 
achieve oneôs goals, and to develop oneôs 
knowledge and potential.ò (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2003)



Call for New Understandings of Literacy

Some call for NEW UNDERSTANDINGS OF LITERACY arguing thaté

ïñ[L]iteracy is about much more than reading and writing. It remains 
a structural problem for society as a whole with particular burdens 
on marginalized racial minoritieséThe role that literacy is allowed 
to play in the process of social transformation is shaped by the 
dynamics of power relations in social life or the politics of a nation 
or state.ò (Ntiri, 2009)

ïñThe yoke of illiteracy limits a nationôs ability to change and 
mobilize human resources for economic development.ò (Ntiri, 
2009)

ïñ[M]odern demands of literacy include far more than decoding and 
producing text. They have expanded to include information-
processing and critical-thinking skills that adults need to navigate 
the marketplace.ò

Source: Bhola, H.S. (1996).  Family, literacy, development and culture: Interconnections, reconstructions. Convergence, 29 (1): 34.



Three Types of Literacy

ÅProse
The knowledge and skills

needed to understand and use 

information from texts (e.g.,

editorials, poems, news stories)

ÅDocument
The knowledge and skills

required to locate and use

information contained in

materials such as schedules,

maps, tables, and graphs

ÅQuantitative
The knowledge and skills needed

to apply arithmetic operations

(e.g., figuring out the tip, balancing

a checkbook)

The National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) measures the English 

literacy of adults living in the United States.

Source: Mark Schneider, Commissioner, National Center for Health Statistics. Slide Presentation December 15, 2005. NAAL: A first look at the literacy of

Americaôs Adults in the 21st Century.



Descriptions of Literacy Levels

Proficient can perform complex and challenging 

literacy activities

Intermediate can perform moderately challenging 

literacy activities

Basic can perform simple everyday 

literacy activities

Below Basic no more than the most simple and concrete

literacy skills

Source: Ibid



Levels and Score Ranges

Below Basic indicates no more than the most simple and concrete literacy skills.

Å Score ranges for Below Basic:

Prose: 0-209

Document: 0-204

Quantitative: 0-234

Basic indicates skills necessary to perform simple everyday literacy activities.

Å Score ranges for Basic:

Prose: 210-264

Document: 205-249

Quantitative: 235-289

Intermediate indicates skills necessary to perform moderately challenging literacy activities.

Å Score ranges for Intermediate:

Prose: 265-339

Document: 250-334

Quantitative: 290-349

Proficient indicates skills necessary to perform more complex and challenging literacy activities.

Å Score ranges for Proficient:

Prose: 340-500

Document: 334-500

Quantitative: 350-500

Source: Kutner, M., Greenberg, E., Jin, Y., and Paulsen, C. (2006). The health literacy of American Adults: Results from the 2003

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. 



Findings: NAAL 2003

Å 30 million adults had Below Basic prose literacy. These adults can 
do no more than the most simple literacy activities. 

Å Sixty-three million had Basic literacy. This means they are able to 
perform simple literacy activities such as understanding information 
in a pamphlet for prospective jurors.

Å Ninety-five million had Intermediate prose literacy. This means they 
can perform moderately difficult activities such as finding information 
in reference materials.

Å Twenty-eight million had Proficient literacy. This means they can 
perform complex and challenging literacy activities such as 
comparing viewpoints in two different editorials.

Å The number of adults with Below Basic literacy was similar on the 
document scale, but more adults had Below Basic quantitative 
literacy.

Source: Mark Schneider, Commissioner, National Center for Education Statistics. 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) Results

December 15, 2005. Available at: http://nces.ed.gov/whatsnew/commissioner/remarks2005/12_15_2005.asp



Percentage by Level: 1992 ï2003

* Significantly different from 1992.

Note: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons. Adults 

who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003 and 4 percent in 1992) are excluded from 

this figure. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey 

and 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.



Number of Adults in Each Prose Literacy 
Level: 2003

* Significantly different from 1992.

Note: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or 

prisons. Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003 and 4 percent in 1992) 

are excluded from this figure. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey 

and 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.



Who is Below Basic in Prose Literacy?

Source: Mark Schneider, Commissioner, National Center for Health Statistics. Slide Presentation December 15, 2005. NAAL: A first look at the literacy of

Americaôs Adults in the 21st Century.



Prose Literacy by Race/Ethnicity: 1992 ï2003

* Significantly different from 1992.

Note:  Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons. Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or 

cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003 and 4 percent in 1992) are excluded from this figure. In 1992, respondents were allowed to identify only one 

race. In 2003, respondents were allowed to identify multiple races. In 2003, 2 percent of respondents identified multiple races and are not included in the 

White, Black, or Asian/Pacific Islander categories in this figure. All adults of Hispanic origin are classified as Hispanic, regardless of race. The Asian/Pacific 

Islander category includes Native Hawaiians. Total includes White, Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native, and 

Multiracial/Other. Although not reported separately, American Indians/Native Alaskans are included. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey and 

2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.



Race/Ethnicity: 1992 ï2003

ÅWhite Adults

ï Up 9 points in quantitative

ÅBlack Adults

ï Up 6 points in prose

ï Up 8 points in document

ï Up 16 points in quantitative

ÅHispanic Adults

ï Down 18 points in prose

ï Down 14 points in document

ÅAsian/Pacific 

Islander Adults

ï Up 16 points in prose

Source: Mark Schneider, Commissioner, National Center for Health Statistics. Slide Presentation December 15, 2005. NAAL: A first look at the literacy of

Americaôs Adults in the 21st Century.



Prose Literacy by Educational Attainment: 2003

NOTE: Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons. Adults who could not be interviewed due to language 

spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003 and 4 percent in 1992) are excluded from this table. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy.



Employment and Earnings: 2003

NOTE: Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households. Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or 

cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from this table.  

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of 

Adult Literacy.



Poor literacy is found in all socioeconomic groups but  the NAALS 1992

found that adults consistently scoring in level 1 were likely to be:

ÅOlder 

ÅLess educated

Å In lower paying jobs

ÅPoor

ÅA member of an ethnic or racial minority group

Who Has Literacy Problems ?



Additional Facts about Literacy

Å There are 774 million adults around the world who are illiterate in their native 
languages. 

Å Two-thirdsof the worldôs illiterate adults are women. 

Å In the U.S., 30 million people over age 16 ð 14 percentof the countryôs adult 
population ð donôt read well enough to understand a newspaper story written at the 
eighth grade level or fill out a job application.

Å The United States ranks fifth on adult literacy skills when compared to other 
industrialized nations. 

Å Adult low literacy can be connected to almost every socio-economic issue in the United 
States: 
ï More than 60 percent of all state and federal corrections inmates can barely read and write.

ï Low health literacy costs between $106 billion and $238 billion each year in the U.S. ð 7 to 
17 percent of all annual personal health care spending. 

ï Low literacyôs effects cost the U.S. $225 billion or more each year in non-productivity in the 
workforce, crime, and loss of tax revenue due to unemployment.

Å Globally, illiteracy can be linked to: 
ï Gender abuse, including female infanticide and female circumcision 

ï Extreme poverty (earning less than $1/day) 

ï High infant mortality and the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other preventable infectious 
diseases

Source: Proliteracy. Basic facts about literacy. Available at http://www.proliteracy.org/NetCommunity/Page.aspx?pid=345&srcid=370. Accessed 2/18/10.

http://www.proliteracy.org/NetCommunity/Page.aspx?pid=345&srcid=370


Adult Literacy in New York State

Å Twenty-five to twenty-eight percent of the adults in New York 
demonstrated skills in the lowest level of prose, document and 
quantitative proficiencies (Level 1).

Å African Americans and Latino adults were more likely than White 
adults to perform in the two lowest literacy levels and less likely to 
attain the two highest levels.

Å The composition of the Level 1 population differs in some important 
respects from the State population as a whole:

ï Fifty percent of the New York residents who performed in Level 1 on the 
prose literacy scale were foreign-born.

ï Almost two-thirds (63%) had not obtained a high school diploma or a 
General Education Development (GED) certificate. 

ï Twenty-nine percent were age 65 or older, and seventeen  percent have 
physical or mental conditions that keep them from participating fully in 
work, housework, or other activities.

Source: Jenkins, L.B., and Kirsch, I.S. (May/1994). Executive Summary from  Adult Literacy in New York: Results of the National Adult Literacy Survey.

Educational Testing Service 



Health Literacy

Å Health Literacy is defined as "the degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health information 
and services needed to make appropriate health decisions." (Healthy 
People 2010)

Å In their 1999 report, the American Medical Association Ad Hoc 
Committee on Health Literacy for the Council on Scientific Affairs 
defined health literacy as ña constellation of skills, including the ability 
to perform basic reading and numerical tasks required to function in 
the health care environment. Patients with adequate health literacy 
can read, understand, and act on care information. (AMA. Ad Hoc Committee 
on Health Literacy for the Council on Scientific Affairs. (1999). Health literacy: Report of the Council 
on Scientific Affairs. JAMA, 218: 552-557) 

Å Considered a silent epidemic in the U.S, health illiteracy is ñthe 
inability to comprehend and use medical information that can affect 
access to and use of the health-care system.ò (Lancet editorial 12/19/2009, 374 
(9707): 2028-2028)

Å The World Health Organization states, ñhealth literacy represents the 
cognitive and social skills which determine the motivation and ability of 
individuals to gain access to, understand, and use information in ways 
that promote and maintain good health.ò(WHO, 1998, p.10)



Three Health Literacy Levels

Clinical Covers activities linked to the 

health care provider-patient interaction, clinical 

encounters, diagnosis and treatment of illness, and 

medication.

Prevention Covers activities associated with 

maintaining and improving health, preventing disease, 

intervening early in emerging health problems, and 

engaging in self-care and self-management of illness.

Navigation of the Covers  those activities related to understanding Health 

Care System how the health care system works and individual rights 

and responsibilities. 

Source: Kutner, M., Greenberg, E., Jin, Y., and Paulsen, C. (2006). The health literacy of American Adults: Results from the 2003 National Assessment 

of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.



Percentage of Adults in Each Health Literacy 

Level, NAALS 2003

-60% -40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

White

Black

Hispanic

AI/PI

AI/AN

Multiracial

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

9
19

58
14

24 34 41 2

41 25 31 4

13 18 52 18

25 23 45 7

9 28 59 3

Source: Kutner, M., Greenberg, E., Jin, Y., and Paulsen, C. (2006). The health literacy of American Adults: Results from the 2003

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics



Average Health Literacy Scores of Adults, by 

Race/Ethnicity

Source: Kutner, M., Greenberg, E., Jin, Y., and Paulsen, C. (2006). The health literacy of American Adults: Results from the 2003

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. 


