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Chapter 1

Illiteracy Hurts

Tom and Cindy were proud of their apartment. It wasn't much, but it was the best they had ever been able to afford. Their two young sons finally had a place to live and thrive. They had moved in during the summer two years ago. Emily, the new joy of their life, was a happy, healthy three-month old. Now it was winter and bitterly cold outside and they have been evicted—not for nonpayment of their rent but, according to the manager, because Emily's crying had disturbed the neighbors. The manager told them their rental contract allowed tenants to be evicted if neighbors complained about another tenant's noise. His real reason was that he planned to renovate the apartment and raise the rent to an amount he knew Tom would never be able to afford. But Tom and Cindy didn't know. They couldn't read the contract—or much of anything else. They suspected that the manager was lying, but they so dreaded being exposed as illiterate that they would not protest and have their illiteracy made known to a few friends they had made in the nearby apartments. Instead, they meekly sought shelter in the downtown rescue mission again until they could find another, very scarce, low-rent apartment.

___________

George was their best janitor. He had worked for the cleaning company for four years and was so willing to do any job that the common expression, "Let George do it," definitely applied to him. Even though he hated working the night shift, he was a hard worker because this was the first job he had been able to find to support his family in over two years. But now, George has just been fired. His boss left him a note giving him special clean-up instructions. George can read a few words but could not read enough of the words in the note to do the job he was so eager to do.


____________

[image: image1.wmf]The three children sitting around the table are crying. Jane, their mother, is so exasperated, she feels like crying too. After opening the large can of Crisco she just brought home and excitedly placed upon the table, she had to explain to her hungry children that it does not contain the fried chicken pictured on the front. Jane cannot read. Like many in her condition, when she returned from the grocery store, the meager wages she earned at her low-paying sewing job were gone. There is nothing left to go back and buy something to cook in her year's supply of Crisco.

____________

Frank and Jenny usually didn’t stray very far from home. They could not read the street signs and highway markers very well and often feared getting lost, but this was a special occasion. Their only child was celebrating his seventh birthday. His adoring parents agreed to take him to the county fair in a nearby town a few miles from their home on the Great Plains. There were very few towns in this rural area, but friends had told them how to get to their destination. After driving for what seemed like a very long time, they realized that the directions they had been given was inadequate. They were running very low on gasoline and their son began having another of his frequent attacks of asthma. To their horror, his medicine did not help the situation. There were no houses or businesses in sight. They had brought their cell phone and knew how to dial 911, but they did not know how to read the street signs and highway markers well enough to explain their location to the emergency operator.
These and hundreds of similar stories occur around us every day, but we usually do not see them. There are several reasons this is true. The most frequent reason is that, as a result of shame and embarrassment, those who are very poor readers are extremely good at hiding their condition. In fact, in the most extensive study of illiteracy XE "illiteracy:hidden"  ever commissioned by the U.S. government, almost all of the adults in the two lowest of five literacy levels claimed, when asked, that they were good readers or very good readers and had little need for help with tasks requiring reading.
If you have any doubts about how well illiterates can “hide in plain sight,” two fairly recent books should dispel that doubt forever. The 1998 book by Tom Harken, The Millionaire’s Secret tells how he became a millionaire even though he could hardly read at all. Even more amazing is John Corcoran’s 1994 book, The Teacher Who Couldn’t Read.  XE "teacher who couldn't read" See the section “The Hidden Illiterates Among Us” in the next chapter.
Another reason we do not see more evidence of illiteracy is that the zoning laws in most cities keep the homes segregated according to price level. Although adults who are functionally illiterate occasionally manage to advance to a high-paying position, unless another adult in the household can add enough to the family income to enable them to afford a more expensive home, adults who read very poorly live in a different neighborhood than those whose residents are mostly fluent readers.

 XE "human-suffering costs of illiteracy" \t "See chapter 1" Millions of nonreaders and poor readers continually endure a multitude of problems and life-threatening dangers besides those shown above. Jonathan Kozol XE "Kozol, Jonathan" , in his book Illiterate America, gives a fuller explanation than is presented in this chapter. A thoughtful, sensitive person cannot read this book or Kozol’s book without feeling compassion for illiterates over their physical, emotional, and financial problems resulting from their illiteracy. Kozol gives actual examples of people he knows and loves who have experienced the problems he describes.

The method of presenting the data in this chapter requires special consideration. It is important that you consider what effects the problems described in this chapter would have upon you instead of upon some nameless, faceless person you are not sure exists. It is always easier to ignore serious problems if they aren’t happening to us or our loved ones.

Unlike the above examples, the following will be a brief, matter-of-fact explanation to avoid overstating the importance of any one problem illiterates must constantly endure and to avoid charges of demagoguery. Keep in mind, however, that many simple tasks we take for granted are beyond the ability of many illiterates.
Employment

1. Jobs lost upon discovering illiteracy. Today, even the most menial jobs require the ability to read.2
2. Low pay for low reading ability. This will be explained in chapter 2.

3. Pay tied to reading ability, not social class. Researchers XE "educational:research"  Carmen Hunter XE "Hunter, Carmen"  and David Harman XE "Harman, David"  state, “Those who have completed high school have incomes about double those who have not completed grade school, and half again higher than those with an eighth grade education. This situation prevails among all sectors of the population: men and women, white and black, and all age groups.”3
4. Unemployment XE "unemployment"  versus reading ability. See chapter 2.


5. Unemployment versus retraining. Of the eight million unemployed, the U.S. Department of Labor estimates that 75 percent lack the skills necessary to be retrained for high-tech jobs.4 XE "employability" 
Crime

The inability to read well enough to hold a job providing an adequate income is an obvious contributing factor to crime. XE "crime related to illiteracy" 
[image: image2.png]


6. Percentage of functionally illiterate juvenile delinquents. Among juveniles appearing before the court, 85 percent are functionally illiterate.5
7. Percentage of non-reading first-time offenders. Florida Judge Charles Phillips stated, “Eighty percent of the new criminals who pass my desk would not be here if they had graduated from high school and could read and write.”

8. Non-reading prison inmates. Up to 80 percent of prison inmates are nonreaders.6
9. Education level among prison inmates. From a recent census XE "U.S. census report(s)"  of prisoners more than twenty-five years of age, 75 percent are not high school graduates and 35-42 percent of them had not completed ninth grade, as compared to 38 percent of the total adult population not high school grads.7
Standard of Living
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10. Income level versus education level.  XE "standard of living" In 2000 the median annual earnings were, for men: bachelor degree or more, $48,000; some college, $33,000; high school graduate, $29,000; high school dropout, $20,500 and for women: bachelor degree or more, $34,500; some college, $25,000; high school graduate, $20,000; high-school dropout, XE "dropout"  $14,500.8
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11. Education level versus percentage of families on welfare. There are twice as many on welfare with less than a sixth-grade education than there are with six to eight years of schooling. There are almost four times as many on welfare who have less than a sixth-grade education than there are who have completed nine to eleven years of school.9
Consumer Rights


12. Victimization of nonreaders by their landlords. Even the most basic needs are more uncertain for nonreaders and poor readers. An apartment to live in and fuel to keep it warm in winter are uncertain if the one signing the lease or receiving past due bill notices can’t read. Even loss of a place to live in winter is not as dreaded as the loss of dignity and self-respect XE "self-esteem/-image/-reliance/-respect" .

13. Lack of understanding of insurance coverage. Insurance policies cannot be used for insuring against losses, the way they should be, for illiterate policyholders. This is true if the policyholders do not remember (or more likely were not told) all the details of the insurance coverage and cannot read the policy for themselves.

14. Lack of checking account equals loss of interest payments. Those who cannot read and write seldom keep their money in checking or savings accounts. Therefore they do not have the advantage of drawing any interest on the money they use for the daily necessities of life.10
Citizens’ Rights

15. Democracy is denied to nonvoters and uninformed voters. One of a citizen’s XE "uninformed voter"  most basic rights is the right to vote. Most illiterates either do not vote or cast uninformed votes. Their knowledge of candidates is usually limited to paid political radio and television announcements and to events newsworthy enough to deserve air time. They usually have no other way of learning the facts about a candidate on issues that are most likely to affect them. They can’t vote on issues that are in their best interests. Democracy, for them, is an unreachable ideal.

16. Loss of citizens’ rights through lack of knowledge of them. Illiterates XE "illiterates: lose citizen rights"  often do not know and exercise their rights as citizens. They can’t read notices they receive from the Internal Revenue Service or from the welfare office. They must learn of their rights, deadlines they face, and things they must do by word of mouth or from the radio or television. They seldom know all their options. They must depend on people they often have reason to distrust to keep them informed. The rights that are written somewhere as theirs are just a hollow mockery if they don’t know about them.
Education

17. Denial of the right to an education. A common present-day expectation of almost every U.S. citizen is that they will receive a public school education. This, more than any other “right,” is of great importance to illiterates. It is understandable if school officials, after reviewing the records, decide that certain students are wasting a teacher’s time and the school’s budget for school materials. Believing that these students are not worthy of a teacher’s time and are taking up space that more deserving students could use can be devastating to a teenager’s self-respect XE "self-esteem/-image/-reliance/-respect" . Such students drop out of school instead of insisting upon their right to an education. It is easier for all concerned to believe the student has failed than that the educational system didn’t do what it should for the student. In addition, parents, whether they can read or not, often are embarrassed and frustrated over difficulties their children have in school.

18. Children of the functionally illiterate lose educational rights.  XE "illiterates:lose educational rights" Children do not receive all the benefits that are due them from the school system if their parents can’t read. Illiterate parents do not read letters from their children’s teachers. Illiterate parents cannot study materials designed to help their children prepare for college, nor can they help their children with homework. They can’t show their children the importance of an education by going to the classroom or by meeting the teacher. They fear they will embarrass themselves or their children with their inability to read or understand basic school subjects.

19. Embarrassment over the inability to read to children who request it. Illiterates must often suffer the embarrassment XE "embarrassment"  of having young children know their parent(s) can’t read. For example, parents may try to help their first grader with their schoolwork by buying children’s storybooks. When the children insist that their mother read the book, she may try to “fake it” by making up a story from the pictures. It then hurts to be told, “Mommy, that’s not right.” Even young children often know their parents can’t read.11
20. The cost of truancy. Truancy is now such a serious problem that ordinances have been enacted allowing police in many U.S. cities to impose a $500 fine or thirty days in jail for the parents and suspension of drivers licenses of the students. Truancy costs include the cost of imposing curfews in many cities and, for example, the costs of overtime pay for police in New Orleans. Enforcement of truancy XE "truancy"  laws in San Jose, California, increased police payroll costs by $1 million. Most truancy occurs because the truants have failed to learn to read. Better education significantly reduces both truancy and other forms of juvenile delinquency. When the students are better able to instruct and entertain themselves with reading they do not require such vast costs for social programs designed to keep them out of trouble.12 XE "rights" 
Basic Lifestyle Choices

21. Restaurant roulette: stick to basics or eat detested food. Illiterates can’t always order what they want when they go to a restaurant.  XE "basic lifestyle choices" They may have to choose by pointing to something on the menu. If there are no pictures, they may not know what they have ordered until it arrives—and it may be something they do not like. They can’t tell from a menu in the window what the price of items will be before they go inside. They must either order something basic they are sure the restaurant will have or depend upon the person they are with to order for them. Their choice is another hamburger and cola or something ordered for them that they hate.
22. Supermarket roulette: what is in this can? Illiterates are denied the choice of less expensive generic or unadvertised brands of food when grocery shopping. They have to buy products based on pictures on the package or buy labels they recognize from TV commercials. Even many nationally advertised brands are beyond their purchase. For example, how could they buy Campbell’s soup and get what they want when every can looks the same? Most illiterates so dread prejudice—a dread that is all too often justified—that they will not ask for help in the supermarket. They therefore waste money on household items they can’t use or on foods they detest.

23. Expense, time, and stress of traveling to pay bills. Illiterates cannot manage checking accounts, so they seldom pay bills by mail. This means they must spend several hours each month in time-consuming and often expensive travel, an added cost for every payment they make.

24. The dangers of travel. Travel is often difficult for illiterates XE "illiterates:dangers of travel" . They endure risks that most of us could never imagine. Although they may learn to decipher many traffic signs and symbols, street signs they have never seen before are a complete mystery to them. Bus stop and subway station names are equally meaningless. Imagine your frustration at being lost in a foreign country with a language you know nothing about. A similar frustration or fear usually keeps most illiterates close to home.

25. Lack of choice of TV programs. Illiterates do not even have the luxury of deciding in advance what TV shows they will watch. They stick with weekly programs they know come on at a certain time. Alternatively, they find what they can by flipping through the channels, frequently missing programs that would be of more interest to them.

26. Inability to follow food preparation instructions. Illiterates can’t follow the food preparation instructions on the items they purchase. They may want to avoid the monotony of always having the same food or the criticism of being a lazy, unimaginative cook. There is a danger, however, in purchasing some new food item or in trying a new recipe by following a friend’s oral instructions. They run a high risk of wasting food for which replacement would be difficult or impossible because of limited finances. Even government food handouts become a mockery. If the recipients cannot read instructions, they cannot make a tasty meal from the surplus cheese, noodles, and powdered milk, for example.

27. The dilemma of having to trust someone who is untrustworthy. There is an obvious outcome of the examples in this chapter. Illiterates do not have even the most basic lifestyle choices that the rest of us have. They must rely upon others to choose for them. Because of their disability, illiterates XE "illiterates:must trust the untrustworthy"  can cite many times when wrong choices were made for them or times when they were cheated. They find themselves in the dilemma of having to trust people that they are not sure can be trusted. They are often paralyzed by not knowing the right word for the right thing at the right time. It is often a terrifying feeling.

Dangers and Health Risks

28. Medicine bottle precautions. Illiterates XE "illiterates:dangers and health risks"  can’t read precautions on a medicine bottle. The expiration date for safe usage, possible allergic reactions, sedative effects, who should not take it, and dosages, thus may be a mystery to them.

29. Inability to read health pamphlets. Illiterates can’t read health pamphlets and bulletins, and thus often do not know about the preventive health measures they describe. They often do not know, for example, the seven warning signs of cancer.

30. Inability to read product warnings. Illiterates can’t read, for example, the warning sign on a pack of cigarettes. They may know that smoking is bad for them, but they can’t read the details that would give them the determination to quit.

31. Unintended surgery through lack of understanding. Illiterates can’t read waivers that they must sign before undergoing surgery, so they don’t know their rights XE "rights" . They often do not understand the medical jargon and fear XE "fear of the unknown"  the unfamiliar atmosphere found in hospitals. They sometimes find, too late, that they’ve agreed to something that in the confusion was not adequately explained to them. Some women, for example, have found that by undergoing an unintended hysterectomy, they have forever been denied the basic privilege of motherhood.

32. Workplace injuries. Working with toxic chemicals can be a frightening job for anyone. It is especially so for someone who can’t read package labels or the warning signs on the walls. The same is true regarding warning signs about machinery and other dangers. U.S. workers are more likely to be killed on the job than workers in other major industrialized countries (for example, thirty-six times more likely than in Sweden). One out of eleven U.S. workers will be killed or seriously injured at work. 
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33. Inability to use telephone directories. This example involves a simple task we often take for granted: looking up telephone numbers in the telephone book. Although some can find the name of a friend, far fewer have the sorting skills to use the yellow pages. Even the emergency numbers on the first page are beyond recognition for many of them. Even if illiterates can remember an emergency number they can call, they may still be in trouble. If they are away from home, the inability to read street signs may keep them from explaining their location well enough to get timely help, for example, for a child who is choking.13
34. Death Rate of Children Tied to Mother’s Education. A 1999 study by the World Bank showed that the average death rate for children under five years old whose mothers had no education was 144 per 1000 live births. This dropped to 106 per 1000 for mothers with a primary education only and to 68 per 1000 when the mothers had some secondary education also. When the infant’s caregiver cannot read the directions on baby formula or medications, a wrong guess can lead to injury or death of the child. We have a moral obligation to prevent such tragedies, and making the directions on baby formula and medications easier to read. Those who protest that it would be too costly should be reminded that this improvement to our educational system would pay for itself by increased national productivity and by avoidance of all the problems associated with illiteracy.14                                                   

Chapter 2

How Widespread Is U.S. Illiteracy?

This chapter is included for compassionate readers who are upset by what they read in Chapter 1 and who, as a result, want to comfort themselves in the belief that, although the problems and suffering of functional illiterates is real, it does not affect very many people.

 XE "illiteracy:extent" \r "p13o25" Reports have been appearing for the last three decades or more about problems with U.S. illiteracy. Perhaps the earliest and most notable during this period was the April 1983 “A Nation at Risk” report XE "Nation at Risk report"  which resulted in numerous educational changes in the U.S. But the most comprehensive study of U.S. literacy ever commissioned by the U.S. government was the five-year, $14 million study involving lengthy interviews of 26,049 adults which was released on September 8, 1993. The 2002 version of this “Adult Literacy in America” report is available for free download on the Internet.1
Dr. Diane McGuinness XE "McGuinness, Dr. Diane" , in her book Why Our Children Can’t Read, lists some of the characteristics of the study:

· It used a careful statistical sampling to achieve a true representation of the population regarding gender, racial and ethnic groups, and geographical location (including inner city, suburban, and rural areas). [Sampling was also done to be representative of the age of people in the entire U.S. population.]

· It included development of an accurate objective means of judging reading ability based upon predetermined absolute standards. These standards measured “functional literacy,” the test subjects’ ability to read and correctly act upon what they read by finding information and performing certain operations upon that information.

· Educational Testing Service (ETS) personnel used an accurate means of ensuring that test information was (1) gathered under strict guidelines prepared for evaluating test responses, (2) verified by independent outside testers, and (3) protected from being changed by anyone who might have any reason to want the data to show different results than they appeared to show (for example, no school was given access to the data until the study was complete).2
On September 9, 1993, reports about the study appeared on the front pages of a number of newspapers. An article of about 1100 words appeared on the New York Times front page3 and a report of about 300 words by a Washington Post writer appeared on the front page of a number of other newspapers.4 Considering the seriousness of these reports, one would expect changes to have been made to improve U.S. adult literacy, but a follow-up study by the same group which conducted the 1993 study reported on a study completed in 2003 that showed little or no statistical improvement in U.S. adult literacy.5

Reasons For Lack of Literacy Improvement
There are several obvious reasons for any lack of improvement XE "illiteracy:lack of improvement"  in literacy in the decade following 1993. As you know, political and educational authorities seldom initiate revolutionary changes unless pushed into them by an angry electorate, and merely tweaking existing programs for the last eighty years has definitely not solved the problem. The general public has responded to illiteracy by saying, in effect:

“Improving the literacy rate is not my job.” (Busy Americans usually expect “experts” to solve all of their problems.) or 

“I can read, my children can read, my friends and associates can read, so I do not see any need to improve the literacy rate.” (Because of illiterates’ ability to hide embarrassing facts about themselves, you might be surprised that some of the people you believe are fully literate are, in fact, very poor readers.) or

“My top priorities are my family, my job, my entertainment, and my possessions. I seldom pay any attention to things that are not top priority because that would prevent my being able to devote the needed attention to my top priorities.” (Quite obviously there are many worthwhile humanitarian tasks that we could spend five or ten minutes on each day and still meet all our top priorities, if we allocate our time properly) or

“I have not seen (or at least do not remember seeing) any reports of low literacy rates in the U.S. I have seen U.S. Census Bureau or other reports that the U.S. literacy rate is 99% or more. Pride in our educational system makes me believe our literacy rate is so high that we need not be concerned about it.” (People who say this do not realize that there are valid reasons why the U.S. Census Bureau has so greatly overestimated our literacy rate, as will be explained later, or that “(T)he U.S. now ranks 51st in literacy among all United Nations members, down 20 places since 1950.”6) or

“I have seen reports of problems with U.S. literacy, but I do not believe them. As a result of the mainstream media’s normal news reporting practice: bad events are news, good events are no news, people are just trying to invent news by finding fault with our schools.”

If compassion for the serious physical, emotional, and financial problems of illiterates and the problems their illiteracy causes those of us who are fluent readers (which will be covered in a later chapter) do not motivate us, there is little that can be done about the first three excuses for inaction. This chapter, therefore, deals only with the last two excuses for inaction above.

How the Media Helps Hide the Problem

 XE "illiteracy:media helps hide the problem" Anne C. Lewis, a freelance writer on education concerns, says there are “two big problems” the press makes in its coverage of illiteracy. The first mistake is confusing adult illiteracy XE "adult illiteracy"  problems with problems in the public schools. It is typical to blame XE "blame(d)/blaming"  the adult literacy problems on the schools and then go no further—as if fixing the blame will somehow result in solving the problem. Blaming the schools accomplishes nothing because, she pointed out, roughly 70 percent of the workforce in the year 2000 was already in the workforce and therefore permanently out of public schools. Furthermore, she says, thirty million or more Americans read so poorly they could “bring the whole economy crashing down.” With the rapidly accelerating technology in the workplace and its demands, for example, for reading the operating manuals and for retraining, previous levels of illiteracy are no longer acceptable. She says the press rarely makes this known.
The second mistake in illiteracy coverage in the press is that it is far too often only concerned with boring stories of an occasional adult illiterate who can now read thanks to the efforts of some selfless volunteer. This type of coverage too often lulls the public into believing that is all there is to the problem of adult illiteracy XE "adult illiteracy" .7
Business, media, and governmental leaders most aware of the problem, however, know there is more to it. They do not devalue the seriousness of illiteracy in the U.S. For example:

An ill-educated citizenry threatens the United States’ ability to remain competitive XE "compete/competitor(s)/competitiveness"  in world markets more than any of the other more frequently cited causes of unproductive work places.

That, according to Geneva Steel President Joseph A. Cannon XE "Cannon, Joseph" , was one of the main themes of the prestigious Eighth American Enterprise Institute XE "American Enterprise Institute"  World Forum he recently attended in Beaver Creek, Colo.…

The forum’s discussion about the sad state of U.S. education particularly interested Mr. Cannon… [I]n the one session about education which stands out in his mind, “they didn’t talk about worker productivity. They didn’t talk about new inventions. They didn’t talk about government-industrial policy. They just talked about education. That was everyone’s concern.”

U.S. children rated about 14th out of 15 nations on mathematic skills…
Mr. Cannon said the average IQ of Japanese student is increasing while that of their counterparts in the U.S. is declining.

“This is a crisis XE "crisis"  and people have said it is a crisis XE "literacy:crisis"  for years,” said Mr. Cannon. “But it’s only getting worse.We spend more on education per capita than almost any nation in the world. People say, ‘Well, spend some more money.’ That does not appear to be the answer.”8

A big part of the reason people do not realize the seriousness of the literacy problem is the way the media handles the reporting of scientific or statistical studies. Since reporters are journalists, not statisticians or mathematicians, and since the reporters are almost always under time pressures to get their report out (before someone else reports it and it is no longer “news”), reporters often read only the Executive Summary of lengthy reports. In any case, journalists seldom do a careful study of the entire report, much less a serious mathematical analysis of data in a study. The 1993 study mentioned above was a 150 page report. The April 2002 version of the report was even longer: 199 pages. In the case of this study, a simple mathematical analysis of the data was required to understand the true seriousness of the findings of the study.
The New York Times article about the 1993 study gave an explanation of why increasing our literacy rate is important: “The overall education level of Americans has increased in terms of schooling and even in fundamental literacy. But the demands of the workplace simultaneously have vastly increased. We simply are not keeping pace with the kinds of skills required in today’s economy.” The article also gave an explanation of why literacy is a problem for so many people: “Insufficient education and a growing number of adults whose first language is not English were important reasons that the scores were so low.” They failed to mention, however, that the interviewees were carefully chosen to be an accurate representation of the entire U.S. population at the time of the study. The article also misquoted the study as saying it indicated that there were 40 to 44 million adults in Level 1 literacy (the lowest literacy level), “an 40 million” [sic] in Level 2, 61 million in Level 3, 11 million in Level 4, and “up to 40 million” in Level 5. Page 17 of the 2002 version of the study shows the true figures to be, Level 1: 42.0 million (22.0% of the 191 million U.S. adults in 1993), Level 2: 50.9 million (26.7%), Level 3: 60.5 million (31.7%), Level 4: 31.2 million (16.3%), and Level 5: 6.4 million (3.3%). The most serious failing of the article is that it did not quantify the seriousness of the literacy problem. It merely began the article by stating: “Nearly half of the nation’s 191 million adult citizens are not proficient enough in English to write a letter about a billing error or to calculate the length of a bus trip from a published schedule.”

The article by the Washington Post writer began the article by stating: “Nearly half of all adult Americans read and write so poorly that it is difficult for them to hold a decent job, according to the most comprehensive literacy study ever done by the U.S. government.” This raised questions of what constitutes a “decent job,” exactly how many people are affected, how accurate was the study, and what were the statistical procedures to ensure accuracy, leading to the author’s “engineering study” of the report. It was found that although the Washington Post writer’s statement was true, in effect it minimized the seriousness of the problem.

The Bottom Line: How Bad Is It?
 XE "illiteracy:extent" \b By using a simple ratio-multiplication procedure on the data on pages 17, 63, 65 and 66 of the 2002 version of the 1993 report (see appendix 9 for the calculations), it is possible to prove that:

                            Number of          % of the                    average      
Literacy Level    U.S. Adults     191 million total      annual earnings 

   1 (lowest)         42.0 million             22.0                       $2105

          2                50.9 million             26.7                       $5225

The1993 Threshold Poverty Level for an individual:       $7363

     (according to the U.S. Census Bureau9)

This means that 48.7 percent of all U.S. adults earned significantly less than poverty-level-wages because of illiteracy, which is certainly more shocking than saying “nearly half of U.S. adults cannot hold a decent job because of illiteracy.”

The percentages of U.S. adults shown as “in poverty” on page 61 of the 2002 report were: Level 1: 42.7 percent and Level 2: 21.7 percent. Although all of the average yearly earnings of Level 1 and Level 2 interviewees were below the poverty threshold, they were not all in poverty because of the earnings of another person or persons in the family and, in most cases, because financial assistance from the government, family, friends, and charities brought many of them above the poverty threshold line.
“Statistics Canada, which carried out the same kind of testing in the United States, Canada, and five non-English-speaking European countries, replicated these findings for the United States [in 1994]. The study also showed that U.S. high school students and young adults (16 to 25 years old) were six times more likely to be functionally illiterate (Level 1) than those in Sweden…Only 13 percent of today’s 16- to 25-year-olds [in the U.S.] scored at Levels 4 and 5.”10
If you think that the above does not apply to college graduates and graduate students, on December 26, 2005 the Washington Post stated,

Literacy experts and educators say they are stunned by the results of a recent adult literacy assessment, which shows that the reading proficiency of college graduates has declined in the past decade, with no obvious explanation…

The test measures how well adults comprehend basic instructions and tasks through reading -- such as computing costs per ounce of food items, comparing viewpoints on two editorials and reading prescription labels. Only 41 percent of graduate students tested in 2003 could be classified as "proficient" in prose -- reading and understanding information in short texts -- down 10 percentage points since 1992. Of college graduates, only 31 percent were classified as proficient -- compared with 40 percent in 1992.11
What It All Means
Although there are many definitions of what constitutes functional illiteracy, very few people can afford to accept a job that pays less than they are capable of earning. And although a few people are so insistent upon holding a cherished but low-paying job that they are willing to live in poverty, their numbers are almost certain to be negligible. Very few U.S. adults cannot read at all. Most U.S. adults can read at least one or two thousand simple sight words they learned in the first four grades in school, but if this is all they can read, they cannot read and write well enough to hold an above-poverty-level-wage job and they are functionally illiterate.

As the 1993 study amply demonstrates, almost half of U.S. adults are functionally illiterate and, as a result, they must constantly endure the pain and suffering described in chapter 1. It is no stretch of the imagination to call this situation a literacy crisis XE "crisis" . Although there are several books in print defending present methods of teaching students to read, appendix 7 is a point-by-point refutation of the only known book published since the 1993 “Adult Literacy in America” report which claims there is no literacy crisis. Appendix 7 is included for those who may have encountered and believed information claiming there is not a literacy crisis. 
 XE "illiteracy:extent" 

 XE "economic survival" 
Why the Size of the Problem Is Unrecognized

Many readers may have difficulty believing the extent of the problem of illiteracy. Although these readers may not be able directly to dispute the figures, they can quote the clichés, “There are lies, damned lies, and statistics” and “Figures don’t lie, but liars figure.” More charitably they may simply say, “You can prove almost anything if you quote only part of the figures and quote them in a certain way. There is probably some sort of trick to the figures.”

There is one “trick” to the figures, if you can call it that, which has already been mentioned: the figures refer to functional illiteracy XE "literacy:functional" . If, however, people read so poorly that they cannot get by in life as well as they should, their reading ability is of little value. Besides this explanation of functional literacy, there are six more major reasons why the extent of illiteracy is not widely known.

The Hidden Illiterates Among Us

Today there are many who pass as literate, although they aren’t. These people are known as “passers.” We might be surprised, for example, at how many businessmen and others carry a newspaper only to make people believe they can read. Illiterates seldom look any different. Also, you can’t identify an illiterate person by talking with one. Many illiterates are knowledgeable and eloquent speakers. They just didn’t gain their knowledge or eloquence through reading. XE "passers and passing" 
Passers are significantly helped by real estate zoning laws which essentially keep lower income illiterates separated from higher paid literate workers and by the natural economic and cultural separation that occurs in any group of people. Those who can read are more likely to be close associates with others who can read and vice versa.

Passing can even occur within closely knit families. Many parents can conceal their inability to read from their children, especially if their spouse can read and will cover for them. Spouses often help their nonreading mates with reading tasks necessary for employment, beginning with the employment application form. If something occurs in the workplace which threatens to expose them as nonreaders, they often simply disappear. They dread the embarrassment XE "embarrassment"  of being “found out.”
Anyone who doubts these conclusions should read John Corcoran’s book, The Teacher Who Couldn’t Read.  XE "teacher who couldn't read" Mr. Corcoran graduated from Texas Western College in 1961 with a degree in education. He admits that he cheated on tests in college—although he states in his book, “I am not advocating cheating.” He had gotten into college without taking
entrance exams because he had an athletic scholar-ship. Amazingly, he became a teacher of tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades in California, where he taught for eighteen years, without being able to read! He taught social studies, typing, history, physical education, and one year he even taught English. Although his wife
thought for twenty-five years

that he could read, even if he couldn’t read well, she didn’t know that he could hardly read at all until she overheard him trying to read a simple child’s story to their three-year-old. It was not until then that she came to understand the emotional pain he had been living with all those years. He suffered emotional pain  XE "illiterates:think their illiteracy is their fault" caused by feeling there was something wrong with him which prevented him from learning, by having to develop so many coping methods to hide his illiteracy, and by feeling alienated from his associates who could read.

Mr. Corcoran told of how all through grade school and high school his teachers never once heard him read or spell a word correctly, and yet they continued to call on him to read and spell as if they hadn’t noticed. Not one teacher ever offered the one-on-one help that he so desperately needed, perhaps out of fear that, like so many of his previous teachers, they would be unable to help him, or because they were busy with other tasks. He explained that  XE "illiteracy:the U.S. is in denial" the U.S. is in denial—the public in general and teachers in particular are too embarrassed to admit the scope of our illiteracy problem.

Mr. Corcoran said that, to hide his embarrassment XE "embarrassment"  over being unable to read, he became the class clown “having too much fun to waste time on learning to read.” He said that other nonreaders he knew were just as disruptive. As testimonial letters for i.t.a. XE "initial teaching alphabet (i.t.a.)"  (initial teaching alphabet) in Sir James Pitman’s XE "Pitman, Sir James"  book Alphabets and Reading point out, the frustration XE "frustration of failing"  of feeling stupid or inferior usually results in discipline XE "discipline"  problems. Students would rather be considered a tough troublemaker not interested in reading than be seen as trying and failing to learn. Mr. Corcoran explained that being unable to read causes very low self-esteem XE "self-esteem/-image/-reliance/-respect" , and the only way to build up the nonreaders’ self-esteem is to teach them to read! As he stated it, “A crying child begs, ‘Tell them not to hurt us anymore—teach us to read!’” Mr. Corcoran said he feels strongly that every American who can read—in particular, every teacher—has a moral obligation to help their fellow citizens learn to read.

When Mr. Corcoran was forty-eight years old he finally decided to try, once more, to learn to read. It took a little over one year of one-on-one tutoring to bring him to the equivalent of an eighth grade education. He then went through four years of self study and then another hundred hours of intensive training to bring him to a college level of skill.  XE "illiteracy:hidden"  
The Grade-Level Completion Deception

Many people assume that if someone has completed high school, or even grade school, they must have learned to read and learned other things they were taught. Teachers and education experts XE "expert(s)"  know that this is not always true. Having sat it out for twelve years of schooling does not guarantee that students learn even a small portion of what they are exposed XE "learning to read:versus exposure to"  to. A January 9, 1998 report in The Salt Lake Tribune verifies this:

Grammar and spelling problems top the list of complaints that employers and college professors have about recent high school graduates.

Next on the gripe list, according to a poll released Thursday by Public Agenda, is the grads’ inability to write clearly…

Seventy-six percent of professors and 63 percent of employers say a diploma is no guarantee a student has learned the basics…

Said Deborah Wadsworth of Public Agenda: “…If parents, teachers, and students don’t grasp what the outside world expects of them, we are witnessing a communications gap of enormous and potentially devastating consequences.” XE "grade-level completion" 
Percent of employers and professors who rated recent high school graduates as ‘poor’ or ‘fair’ on the following:  
                Employers
Professors

Grammar and spelling 
77%


77%
Ability to write clearly
73%


81%
Basic math skills
62%


65%
Speaking English well
50%

                                                                                                                     45%12
The Silent Minority

Illiterates are a silent minority XE "silent minority" . They do not write to their legislators. They can’t. Out of embarrassment XE "embarrassment"  they do not lobby in their behalf. They don’t want to be known as a part of the illiterate minority. Community and cultural leaders of groups with large proportions of nonreaders do not like to call attention to these members’ illiteracy. They fear this will give their “enemies” (racists, the “elitist” wealthy, or other class-conscious persons) ammunition to use against them. Since they are silent, they (like the reading majority) do not realize that millions of others are in the same condition. If they knew, they might be less embarrassed to stand up for what is best for them.

Self-Esteem Teaching in Public Schools

Perhaps the most successful teaching imparted to present-day students concerns self-esteem XE "self-esteem/-image/-reliance/-respect" . Despite the true performance, U.S. adults and children tend to overestimate their scholastic abilities. The 1993 U.S. Department of Education “Adult Literacy in America” report stated that among the forty to forty-four million adults with the most limited skills, roughly fourteen million admitted they could not read or write well, and only about six million admitted to needing help with any tasks requiring literacy. In short, they felt good about what is actually very poor performance.13
An earlier report by the U.S. Department of Education quoted students who were asked to rate their abilities in math and science; 68 percent said they were “good at math.”14 These were students who had just ranked near the bottom in international scholastic testing in science and math.

The U.S. Census Reports

Many believe that the U.S. is a highly literate society because of the official U.S. Census Bureau reports XE "U.S. census report(s)" . The 1970 and 1980 census reports showed America to be 99 percent and 99.5 percent literate, respectively. In the interest of national pride XE "pride" , our governmental leaders like to present us as highly literate. Also, it is in the short-term interest of teachers and education officials to believe and promote belief in these figures. Conscious deception may not be taking place, but let’s look at exactly how the Census Bureau obtained these figures.

The Census Bureau included questions about literacy in each census from 1840 to 1930. Many of those most knowledgeable about U.S. literacy believe that literacy began to drop in 1963 and has been declining ever since. The Census Bureau reintroduced questions about literacy in 1970 at the insistence of the military.

In the 1970 census the only question asked about literacy was on grade completion. The Census Bureau considered those with fifth-grade completion or higher to be literate. A little more than 5 percent reported less than a fifth-grade education. For some reason, the Census Bureau decided that 80 percent of these could read, so they reported 99 percent literacy.

In 1980 the Census Bureau mailed out forms and based most of their calculations upon written responses to questions about grade completion. In addition they used a small sample of home visits and telephone interviews. They asked people what grade they had completed. If the answer was “Less than fifth grade,” they asked if the person could read and write. They then added the unsubstantiated answer to their record as a fact. This technique of determining literacy is quite certain to underestimate illiteracy for the following reasons:

1. Illiterates would not respond to written forms, and their family members—likely also to be illiterate—would not either.

2. Because of unemployment XE "unemployment"  or low-paying jobs, fewer illiterates have telephones.

3. The underprivileged poor, and especially illiterates, may feel they are being singled out like criminals. They therefore have cause to distrust salespersons, bill collectors, or strangers knocking on their door seeking information—especially if the answers to the questions would be embarrassing. Home visits by Census Bureau officials who are not known by the person answering the door cannot be expected to yield accurate information under such circumstances.

4. Grade-level completion XE "grade-level completion"  does not equal grade-level competence.

5. Those who have no permanent address, no phone number, no post office box, or no regular job—a condition shared by almost six million people, most of whom are functionally illiterate—often are not counted. They can’t be found by the Census Bureau in time for the census XE "U.S. census report(s)" .15
Sensory Overload

Finally, this is an age in which we see one kind of crisis or another on TV nearly every day. As a result, we have a tendency to suffer from sensory overload XE "sensory overload" . We learn to ignore or disbelieve much of the bad news because the world goes on with little visible effect. Also, far too often a radio or TV report we hear will dispute the seriousness or the truth of the previous day’s report.

However, the extreme seriousness of our illiteracy problem should prevent us from letting other crises dull our senses to this one. We can’t afford to ignore the facts. We need to ask ourselves, “Can we, as a nation, keep ignoring a problem affecting our competitiveness XE "compete/competitor(s)/competitiveness"  in world markets and the health and well-being of over one-third of our people?”
An often unrecognzed cause of homelessness:


unemployment due to inability to read





An often unrecognized cause of accidents: inability to read warning signs.





John Corcoran, the high school teacher who could not  read, is a testimony to the ability of illiterates to hide—and the emotional turmoil of doing so.
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