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Adult literacy shows little improvement in last decade
More American adults today have the literacy skills needed to compare movie ticket prices or read a roadmap than a decade ago, but fewer are able today to read well enough to understand basic health tables, food nutrition guidelines and other daily tasks, according to the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, released yesterday by the National Center for Education Statistics.
The report found that 13 percent of adults could not perform basic reading tasks, about the same amount as last year. Furthermore, 5 percent of those tested, or 11 million adults, were deemed "non-literate," that is, unable to communicate well enough to answer a minimum number of questions.
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It's the first snapshot in more than a decade of the effectiveness of the country's literacy initiatives, testing Americans' aptitude for reading in daily life situations, including filling out a bank deposit slip, reading a map and understanding detailed health charts.
Education Department officials hope the report will spur states to include more rigorous reading requirements in schools.
"One adult unable to read is one too many in America," Education Department Secretary Margaret Spellings said in a statement. "We must take a comprehensive and preventive approach, beginning with elementary schools and with special emphasis in our high schools."
Spellings called for increased attention to high school reform, and President Bush is likely to reintroduce his $1.5 billion high school initiative in the 2007 budget. 
Spellings and Department of Labor Secretary Elaine Chow also have agreed to cohost an interagency group to find ways to improve literacy interventions in school as well as for adults.
The report also found literacy levels differed widely by minority group:
· Black adults scored higher in 2003 in all three literacy categories: by 16 points in quantitative literacy, eight points in document, and six points in prose. 

· Hispanic scores fell 18 points in prose and 14 points in document literacy, and remained flat in quantitative literacy. 

· White scores flattened in prose and document literacy, but increased nine points in quantitative. 
"The results are alarming," acknowledged Jim Kohlmoos, head of the National Education Knowledge Industry Association. 
He wondered, "What kind of an effect will 30 million illiterate adult Americans have on our productivity in this information-driven, knowledge-based global economy? How can a democracy thrive when 13 percent of the voting populace can barely read a ballot?"
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