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Who We Are ... 

This is the first issue of Iowa Literacy 
Profiles. In this series, we will use the 
Iowa State Adult Literacy Su'rvey (IASALS) 
data to address a wide range of issues of 
interest to Iowa policy makers in adult 
education, job training and human ser
vices. The purpose of this, the first issue, is 
twofold. First, we will explain the lASALS 
and its parent study, the National Adult 
Literacy Survey ( NALS ). Second, we will 
present the first of our policy analyses, an 
analysis of the target population for adult 
literacy education in Iowa. 

Introduction 

Clearly, sound public policy and planning depend 
on relevant and accurate information. Yet all too 
often the information available to policy makers is 
out-of-date, conflicting or simply irrelevant for its 
intended use. Fortunately, Iowa policy makers in 
adult education and the human services now have 
at their disposal a comprehensive body of data 
known as the IASALS. The IASALS is the Iowa 
component of the National Adult Literacy Survey 
(NALS) conclt.icted by the Educational Testing Ser
vice for the united States Department of Education. 

The NALS 

In September 1993 the first results of the National 
Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) were released to the 
public. NALS is the most comprehensive assess
ment of adult literacy in the united States ever con
ducted. Rather than relying on estimates of literacy, 
as previous studies had done, the NALS included a 
test of literacy which measured three forms of En
glish language proficiency: prose literacy, document 
literacy and quantitative literacy. 

• Prose literacy pertains to "the knowledge and 
skills needed to understand and use informa
tion from text." 

• Document literacy represents the "knowl
edge and skills required to locate and use 
graphic information," such as that found in 
job applications, maps and tables. 

• Quantitative literacy pertains to "the knowl
edge and skills required to apply arithmetic 
operations, either alone or sequentially, us
ing numbers embedded in printed materials." 

In addition to a test score for each of the over 26,000 
adults included in the study, NALS collected a wide 
range of background, socio-economic and socio
demographic information. Thus, using the N ALS 
data it is possible to answer a wide range of ques-
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tions that can accurately inform literacy, job train
ing and human services policy. 

The NALS test used in both NALS and IASALS is 
an item response theory (IRT) scored exam which 
ranges from a score of zero to 500. The test, which 
respondents were paid twenty dollars to complete, 
asked subjects to solve a series of problems that 
were similar to those which adults typically encoun
ter in daily life. Problems ranged in difficulty. The 
score point assigned to each task is the point at 
which the individuals with that proficiency score 
have a high probability of responding correctly. In 
this survey, an 80 percent probability of correct re
sponse was the criterion used (Kirsch et.. a., 1993). 

NALS/IASALS scores are typically divided into 
five levels, each level indicating progressively 
higher English language proficiency. Generally 
speaking, level one (score 0-225) indicates very low 
literacy, and level two (score 226-275) indicates that 
the individual would have problems with many 
common literacy tasks. Because of the IRT scor
ing, each level may be referenced by the tasks an 
individual is likely to complete correctly at that 
level. It is important to note that the N ALS and 
lASALS are measures of literacy in the English lan
guage. Thus it is quite possible for a person who is 
highly literate in a foreign language to score low 
on the test. 

The IASALS 

When the NALS study was being designed, each 
state was afforded the option of commissioning an 
additional state sample over and above the sample 
randomly drawn as part of the national sample. 
Eleven states accepted the offer; l<?wa was one. The 
state samples are known as the State Adult Literacy 
Surveys (SALS). In Iowa's case, the IASALS has 
a sample of 1,246 individuals randomly selected 
from the state population aged 16 to 64. 

The original Iowa IASALS results, entitled Adult 
Literacy In Iowa: Results of the State Adult Literacy 
Survey, was released in February 1994. It can be 
ordered from John Hartwig, Iowa Department of 
Education, Grimes State Office Building, Des 
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Moines, Iowa 50319. This report includes a detailed 
analysis of Iowa N ALS scores by a series of social 
and economic indicators. It also includes a more 
extensive treatment of methodology than we are 
able to provide here. The Iowa Literacy Profiles 
series is, in reality, an addendum to the Adult Lit
eracy in Iowa report. 

The Target 
Population 
for Adult 
Literacy 
Education 

Given limited funding for adult literacy education, 
who should receive service is a major policy issue. 
The federal Adult Education Act, which provides 
funding for adult literacy, provides little guidance, 
as virtually anyone over the age of sixteen who 
might benefit is eligible under the law. Funding 
under the Adult Education Act, however, is appor
tioned according to the number of adults in each 
state who are over the age of compulsory school 
attendance and lack a high school diploma. Thus 
the target population for federal purposes is defined 
as adults without high school. According to the 1990 
Census, 380,555 adults in Iowa lack high school 
diplomas, 21 percent of the adult out-of school 
population. 

Although defining the target population according 
to the federal definition is convenient since the Cen
sus provides a commonly accepted figure, there are 
two major flaws with using the federal definition 
to define service. The first is that lack of a high 
school diploma is an imperfect criterion for literacy 
proficiency. In fact, approximately 16 percent of 
the Iowa adults who lacked high school diplomas 
scored at level three or higher on the NALS, thus 
indicating that they were quite literate. Moreover, 
46 percent of the Iowa adults whose highest educa
tional attainment was high school scored at level 
two or lower on the NALS, suggesting that they 
had problems with literacy. 
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The second reason is that the federal criterion does 
not account for those who actually attend adult lit
eracy education. Participation in adult literacy edu
cation is voluntary. Many of those who are techni
cally eligible to participate choose not to or cannot 
attend. This is particularly true for older adults who 
constitute a large percentage of those without high 
school diplomas. Indeed, 57 percent of Iowa's adults 
who lack high school are age 60 or over. 

Our discussion thus far suggests two ways of de
fining the target population for adult literacy edu
cation. The first, the federal definition, has been 
characterized as being convenient but imperfect. 
The second method is defining the target popula
tion according to who is most likely to participate, 
and age seems to be the most significant marker. 
IASALS data show that the mean age of basic skills 
participants is 32, while the mean age for adults 
who lack high school diplomas is in the early 6Os. 
Henceforth, we will refer to the first definition as 
the federal target population and to the second 
method as the demand target population. 

There are two other possibilities for definition. The 
first is to define the target population according to 
NALS score. While this is likely the most accurate 
definition as it is based on tested competency, its 
utility for decision making will diminish in time as 
the lASALS data become outdated. The third pos
sibility is to define the target population according 
to groupings of established socio-economic need 
such as the unemployed, the poor/near poor and 
recipients of public assistance. 

To analyze the merits of defining the target popu
lation for adult literacy education in each of the three 
ways discussed above, four operational definitions 
were devised: 

• Federal target population. Those who lack 
a high school diploma, are age sixteen or over 
and who are not in school. 

• Demand target population. Those who are 
between the ages of 16 and 40 who lack a 
high school diploma and are not in school. 

• Tested target population. Those who score 
at levels one or two on the NALS test. 

• Socio-economic target population. This 
populatioh has three segments that roughly 
correspond to the JTPA and JOBS popula
tions: the unemployed, the poor and near poor, 
and those who are on public assistance 
(AFDC or food stamps). 

Our analysis will consist of computing the NALS 
test score for each of these populations and in de
scribing each according to socioeconomic and back
ground characteristics. These characteristics include 
age, gender, employment status, having ever par
ticipated in basic skills education, poverty status, 
income, average weeks worked per year and pub
lic assistance status. 

NALS Scores By Target Populations 

Table one displays NALS scores for the federal, 
demand and tested target populations. 
Table two displays scores for the three socio-eco
nomic populations defined above. 

Clearly, the federal population, which serves as the 
basis for funding, has the lowest NALS scores. This 
might suggest that defining the population thus is 
the best option for targeting service, as this popu
lation seems to be in most need. However, when 
we examine the factors that separate the federal 
population from the demand population, we see th~t 
age accounts for most of the higher performance m 
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the demand population. N ALS scores for those who 
lack high school certification and are over 40 are 
lower than those for the federal population as a 
whole. They are 213 for prose, 201 for document 
and 209 for quantitative. 

Because the IASALS sampled adults age 16 to 64, 
the number of older adults (65 and older) in the 
sample is reduced. Thus our operational definition 
of the federal population overestimates NALS 
score; if a random sample of adults over age 64 
had been included, the difference in N ALS scores 
between the federal and demand populations would 
be even greater. The fact that the mean age for those 
who participate in basic skills classes is 32 demon
strates that the demand population is considerably 
younger than the federal population. It is largely 
because younger adults tend to score better on the 
NALS that the scores for the demand population 
surpass those of the federal population. 
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The scores for the tested target population are nec
essarily lower than the state NALS scores simply 
because those who scored at levels three, four and 
five are not 1ncluded by definition. The important 
figure for the tested population is its size as repre
sented by the N of 446. The tested target popula- · 
tion is much larger than the other populations ana
lyzed here. In fact, the tested population is 3.6 times 
larger than the federal population (N = 125) and 
8.7 times larger than the demand population (N = 
51). 

Most public policy is designed to meet social needs, 
and when we consider workforce readiness and 
welfare policy, the priority for service is the unem
ployed, the poor/near poor and persons on public 
assistance. When we define the target population 
for adult literacy education according to these 
groups, we obtain the results in Table Two. 
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The NALS scores for all three socio-economic 
groups are considerably higher than for the fed
eral and tested target populations and are slightly 
higher than for the demand population. What is 
most striking about the scores for the three socio
economic groups, however, is their divergence 
from national figures. Clearly, the unemployed, the 
poor and those on welfare in Iowa are more liter
ate than the national norm. 

Implications: Target Populations and 
NALS Scores 

• Based on NALS scores, the federal target 
population is most in need of adult literacy 
education. However, a major reason for the 
lower scores is that the federal target popu-

lation includes large numbers of older adults 
who tend to score lower on the NALS. 
Should Iowa invest its scarce literacy re
sources on older adults who, while they may 
need adult literacy education, have by and 
large reached the end of their major years 
of economic productivity? 

• The NALS scores for the demand target 
population are higher than those of the 
tested target population, and the tested tar
get population is considerably larger than 
the demand population. This suggests that 
Iowa has a relatively large "untapped" 
population that could benefit from adult lit
eracy education. Significant numbers of this 
untapped population are high school gradu
ates. 
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• Although the NALS scores for the unem
ployed, poor/near poor, and those on pub
lic assistance demonstrate that there is a lit
eracy need among these populations, the 
scores are relatively high in comparison to 
national findings. While nationally mem
bership in these groups could almost be 
considered a surrogate for low literacy, this 
is not as true for Iowa. The fact that NALS 
scores are relatively high for these groups 
suggests that Iowa may be under-utilizing 
'the talent of its labor force . The data also 
suggest that Iowa adult literacy program
ming should concentrate on adult second
ary education and eventual post-secondary 
education for these groups, and that these 
groups are more likely to benefit from oc
cupational training than their counterparts 
elsewhere in the country. 

,,: iltl!Wii. ''.:~~lti!f.) J@@![/ j;!¥-

M Public Assist . 

Implications: Target Populations 
and Descriptive Variables 

Tables Three and Four portray each target 
population by pertinent descriptive variables. 

Because the sample size is small for many of the 
comparisons Tables Three and Four portray, inter
pretations must be made with caution. Neverthe
less, it is reasonable to conclude: 

• The federal target population has the highest 
percentage of those not in the labor force and 
the highest mean age. If the IASALS sample 
had included those over age 64, the percent of 
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those not in the labor force and the mean age 
would undoubtedly increase substantially. If 
the state of Iowa wishes to invest heavily in 
the education of its older, low-literate citizens, 
the federal definition of the target population 
is adequate. Otherwise, its suitability is ques
tionable. 

• The demand population is the youngest, and 
hence has the greatest number of years of po
tential future economic productivity. The un
employment rate for this group, however, is 
three times the Iowa average. This group also 
has the highest percent of those on public as
sistance and is most likely to participate in 
basic skills education. If the target popula
tion is to be defined according to economic 
potential and motivation to participate in adult 
literacy education, the demand population 
may be the best alternative. 

Because the literacy 
level for this group 
is tested, it is the 
most accurately 
defined target 
population. 

• The tested target population has the highest 
employment rate, the lowest numbers at pov
erty/near poverty and the highest average 
weekly wage. This group also works the most 
hours per week. The comparative well being 
of this group is partly a result of the fact that 
it has been operationally defined as those who 
test at levels one or two on the NALS. Had 
our definition been more conservative-de
fined as NALS level one, for example-much 
of the apparent well being would disappear. 
For example, the mean average wage for level 

one's is $128, the mean number of weeks 
worked is 20, and 21 percent of level opnes 
are on welfare. The mean· age for level ones 
is 50, and 49 percent are poor/near poor. Nev
ertheless, defining the tested target popula
tion as NALS level one and two is quite de
fensible, and to that extent the relative well 
being of this group is real. Because the lit
eracy level for this group is tested, it is the 
most accurately defined target population. 

• The unemployed, poor/near poor and public 
assistance groups all have the greatest eco
nomic problems [partially by definition]. In
terestingly, about a third of those on public 
assistance work full time and about a third 
are males. 
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tional programs, activities, or employment. For assistance, contact Dwight Carlson, Bureau of School 
Administration and Accreditation, Iowa Department of Education, Grimes State Office Building, Des 
Moines, IA 50319. 


