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Taking part in international adult literacy and numeracy surveys: the issues

1.
Introduction

This paper offers the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit and Analytical Services at DfES, NRDC’s consideration issues related to future participation in international surveys of adult literacy, numeracy and related skills. The paper offers an analysis of benefits and potential problems, and suggests ways forward. We would welcome feedback and will continue to develop this paper, seeking further information and updating it, in the light of new developments.

2.1
Context

To date there have been three international surveys of adult literacy and/or numeracy:

· the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), which took place in three rounds, in 1994, 1996 and 1998. It covered both numeracy (in the form of ‘quantitative literacy’, arithmetical problems embedded in text) and literacy. All four parts of the UK participated in the second round (Carey et al., 1997; Sweeney et al., 1998);

· the International Numeracy Survey of 1996, which covered only numeracy. All of the UK except Northern Ireland took part (Basic Skills Agency, 1997);

· the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills (ALL) survey. This covers literacy, numeracy (in more arithmetical form), problem-solving and (by self-report only) ICT. It is taking place in various rounds: the first occurred in 2002, and a second is apparently being planned for 2004. No part of the UK took part in the first round, and the question has arisen whether England should take part in the second, hence this paper.

It should be noted that neither IALS nor ALL include an assessment of writing; the ‘literacy’ component in each covers only reading.

2.2
Further developments and planned surveys

· We understand that several European countries, led by France and including Italy and Greece, have been collaborating on the likely development of a more robust and culturally-sensitive approach than IALS (Bonnet et al., 2001), proposing in essence a separate set of surveys in EU countries. We believe that an announcement is imminent that agreement in principle has been reached that the survey should go ahead. Part of the proposal is that it should be funded by the European Commission. The first of these surveys may possibly focus on European modern languages at school level and possibly also with adults. Should the UK join, there would clearly be the opportunity to influence the focus and target population of these surveys. 

France has also been conducting its own survey, using some IALS items, and this will be presented at a conference in Lyon in November, 2003.

· In addition, UNESCO is planning an international survey in developing countries. Until now, UNESCO’s statistics on (il)literacy rates in those countries (see the website of the UNESCO Institute for Statistics / Institut de Statistique de l’UNESCO (UIS) http://portal.unesco.org/uis/file_download.php/View_Table_Literacy_Country_Age15) have supposedly been based on statistics collected during national population censuses. However, UNESCO has concluded that this is unsatisfactory, and in 2002-03 established the Literacy Assessment and Monitoring Programme (LAMP) to develop and conduct a survey to measure a spectrum of literacy levels in developing countries. LAMP is being designed by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics in Montreal in cooperation with various international agencies and technical experts, and will be based on performance measures rather than the proxies used hitherto. It seems very doubtful that LAMP can avoid the pitfalls of international comparisons. However, as far as we can judge, participation in LAMP would not apply to Britain or other developed countries.


· Funded by OECD, ONS commissioned Alain Blum and France Guerin-Pace to conduct a re-analysis of IALS in the late 1990s. The results are published in Assessment in Education, Vol. 8, No. 2 (2001) in an article “International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS): an analysis of international comparisons of adult literacy” by Alain Blum, Harvey Goldstein and France Guerin-Pace. (The article is available on Harvey Goldstein’s website).

2.3
National Surveys
In addition to international surveys, countries can and do mount their own national surveys of adult literacy and numeracy. It is our understanding that IALS drew very heavily on methodology/instruments from the US national survey. The principal reason for mounting national adult literacy and numeracy surveys, such as that recently completed for the DfES, is to get a snapshot of the distribution of attainment, and therefore of the scale of need, at a particular time, and to do so in a way which relates directly to national policy, standards, curricula etc. The recent English survey was especially needed because of the interval since the last such survey in 1996 and major changes in policy, strategy, developments and delivery in the meantime.

2.4
Further background information

For further detail, this paper needs to be read in conjunction with the position paper on international benchmarking which Alison Wolf of the London Institute and Greg Brooks wrote for ABSSU (Brooks and Wolf, 2002), and with the feasibility report prepared for the DfES when participation in ALL (then known as the International Life Skills Survey, ILSS) was previously being considered (Carey and Morris, 1999).

3.
Advantages and related issues on participation in international adult literacy and numeracy surveys

What value does taking part in an international survey add over mounting a national one? 
· There is a superficial attraction to policy-makers in getting apparently objective comparisons of basic skills performances in different countries. But the ‘league tables’ such international surveys provide can be highly misleading. Effective comparative research in this area investigates performance, and the way it is measured in terms of the systems that generated it and the uses to which it is put. This offers a genuine means of ‘learning from others’, which the crude international survey fails to provide.

· Since each culture is different, factors that influence the various countries’ performance (e.g. levels of affluence, degree of social homogeneity, structure of the educational system) must be used to contextualise the results. Once set in context, the results may offer policy-makers insights for improving their own country’s educational performance, in the longer term. So, if a survey provides in-depth contextual information, then it may also offer policy-makers useful hypotheses and suggest policy alternatives.

· If there are significant discrepancies between countries in their patterns of performance in different aspects of literacy or numeracy, these can also be looked at, and hypotheses for the discrepancies can be generated and, given further resources, investigated. The same holds for possible differences in performance between men and women, different age groups, different ethnic backgrounds, different social classes, and people with varying levels of educational qualifications. Even the distribution of scores may be revealing, e.g. if it is similar to other countries, in the upper and middle ranges but shows a ‘long tail of underachievement’.

· The results may also reveal any effect of different proportions of non-native speakers of the language in which the tests are taken. For England and other Anglophone countries this means the proportion of the adults in the survey who have English as an additional language (EAL). For instance, in IALS the USA and Britain had very similar percentages of people in the 5 outcome levels, despite the USA having a much higher proportion of EAL speakers than Britain.

· There is at present no satisfactory international measure of adult numeracy. The quantitative literacy aspect of IALS was a curious approach, and the International Numeracy Survey was thoroughly inadequate. At NRDC, Diana Coben (University of Nottingham) has been involved in the development of the numeracy materials for ALL and reports that they are much better than previous measures. NRDC will seek to discover whether they are like, or very unlike, the numeracy measures used in the current UK survey of needs, which will affect whether UK participation in ALL would be an advantage.

· One of the major design faults of IALS was that it provided scarcely any differentiation within the lowest assessed literacy level, where arguably it is most needed. That such differentiation can be achieved has been shown by both the Progress in Adult Literacy study, which was directed by Greg Brooks in England and Wales in 1998-99 (Brooks et al., 2001), and the Adult Reading Components Study mounted for our counterpart organisation, NCSALL, in the USA by John Strucker of Harvard (Strucker and Davidson, 2002). The main structure of ALL also does not provide this differentiation; but John Strucker and colleagues have devised an add-on component for ALL, the Level 1 Study, which does do this. If England were to take part in ALL, the Level 1 Study should be included. It would be useful to discover how many other countries are participating in this component.

· Participating in ALL would have several other advantages: it has already been designed and mounted in a number of other countries, with 13 countries participating in Rounds 1 and 2; it has a self-report ICT component; it could show whether the recent satisfactory outcomes at age 15 (PISA 2000 – see Gill et al., 2002) and age 10 (PIRLS, 2001 – see Twist et al., 2003) are matched at adult level. However, if it does demonstrate such significant information, it could imply that IALS was seriously flawed. IALS is relatively recent history, and the Skills for Life a relatively new strategy. Given that ALL has lots of overlap items and that they are presumably using these items in their level-setting techniques, we need to establish whether it is technically likely that ALL will come out with results that are seriously different from IALS. ALL would also permit a general over-time comparison with the results of IALS and it would finally displace the IALS results from international databases.

· A future international survey of ALL, as already mentioned, would need to cover writing A disadvantage of ALL is that it does not cover writing. But an advantage will be the opportunity to capture productive writing skills, an increasingly important skill area for work and and daily life. Probably no adult literacy survey would tackle this yet because the financial costs of carrying out an international writing survey would be very substantial. However, the conceptual/design problems are possibly easier to overcome than in some other areas. The only international survey of writing we know to have been attempted was the International Study of Written Composition of 1983 (Gorman et al., 1988; Gubb et al., 1987). In the UK, children in Year 9 in England and Wales took part, and in Wales writing in both English and Welsh was studied. Much of interest about the details of children’s writing attainment, and about the difficulties of international comparisons, was reported. However, no data were given from which comparative rankings could be calculated.

4.
Disadvantages and related issues on participation in international surveys

· The most obvious is the cost, which would probably run into 7 figures – the ONS estimate in 1999 was £2m. Part of the cost would be the fee to be paid to the international co-ordinating bodies, but this would be dwarfed by the local costs. Clearly the cost of the recent national survey was thought to be worth paying; equally, the fact that we now have the national survey reduces the benefits to be gained by ALL. Both the international fee and the local costs could be reduced by opting out of the problem-solving component of ALL, which is believed to have severe methodological problems and is probably of little interest in any case; but taking part in the Level 1 Study would put the cost up again.

· Important technical issues would need to be addressed, particularly the statistical model to be employed. OECD, which acts as international sponsor of IALS/ALL and PISA, and the main organisers in North America (Educational Testing Service in the USA, Statistics Canada) have a preferred model which is a version of Item Response Theory. Some statisticians are severely critical of this family of models, especially (in the UK) Harvey Goldstein at the Institute of Education, London. Other technical problems were listed in the 1999 Feasibility Report and can be pursued there – which if any have since been tackled by the devisers of ALL is an empirical question.

· Because ALL has not been developed in Britain or with British requirements in mind, it does not map at any detailed level (in fact it simply doesn’t map at all) to the (English) National Standards or Curricula for adult literacy and numeracy. A mapping exercise would therefore need to be carried out to establish the degree of match between the ALL items and the National Standards and Curricula. We are not convinced that this mapping is feasible. However, at a very basic level, some alignment has already been implemented: for literacy, the demands of the National Standards and Curriculum for adult literacy (or at least for reading) were pitched so that the Entry level/Level 1 boundary was effectively the same as the IALS Level 1/2 boundary. And the Progress in Adult Literacy study (see Brooks et al., 2001, especially p.121) incorporated both that assumption, and the assumption that higher-level boundaries were similarly aligned. We do not know of any robust evidence to suggest that it holds for any of the actual tests that have now been devised and are in use – i.e. the actual national tests, and the diagnostic tests, not only the baseline survey. In sum, we are not over-sanguine about alignment. There are significant technical issues. These may be particularly acute in numeracy. If the UK participated, we believe we have to be aware that ALL levels is what we will get and that they may look very different from the national baseline survey findings. We would not be able to re-align them : we would have to go with the international levels/definitions and with coverage that uses them.

N.B. Though both the English Standards and Curricula and IALS have five levels, their labels are confusingly different: where the English levels are Entry level and Levels 1, 2, 3 and 4, the (roughly corresponding) IALS levels are Levels 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5.)

· More generally, there are problems of equivalence of language and meaning for test items – an issue that has exercised the French particularly. These connect with differences in education and social context between England and other European countries and with North America that are so marked that an exercise in which the (school and adult) educational structures, provision, syllabuses, etc. were compared might be more useful than test results. This suggestion has been made by John Bynner of the Institute of Education. We need to investigate performance in terms of learners' interactions with the institutions that generated it. These have a historical and cultural base, which has to be embraced if national differences are to be properly understood.

· Harvey Goldstein contributed the following comment on this aspect: 
“To date, international surveys have assumed that it is possible, in principle, to compare ‘literacies' across countries and cultures; that there are common concepts that can be measured. It seems to me, however, that one of the messages emerging, from the re-analysis of IALS in particular, is that this assumption itself may be questionable; that judgements of 'comparable' levels cannot be made using simplistic psychometric models and that judgemental comparisons are certainly possible, but not with any degree of precision nor necessarily with a great deal of agreement among 'experts'. Even at the level of defining 'low literacy' levels within a culture, IALS demonstrated that alternative, seemingly reasonable, definitions lead to markedly different answers. 

Now, I do not see all of this as a cause for despair. Rather it seems to me to present a great opportunity to explore the different notions of literacy across cultures. We can take the opportunity of a suitably designed and flexible study to see whether responses to tasks allow us to identify differences of importance between the way in which literacies are perceived, identified and hence defined across nations. Thus, rather than use a study to produce a ranking with dubious implications for policy, we could begin to gain some insights of a more fundamental and useful kind. Designing such a study would inevitably lead one down different avenues from the traditional well-worn tracks. We have hints from IALS and elsewhere what these might be and I know that we have people in our group and there are others out there who have thought about such issues that we should certainly get on board.”

· The only part of the findings of international surveys that receives wide media attention is the ‘league table’, which for policy-makers is only the beginning of the story. The background and contextual factors that help to make sense of the headline result are at least as important. The media focus just has to be lived with and more thoughtful journalists and newspapers encouraged to be more analytic.

· There are always methodological critics. For example, Sig Prais (2003a, b) has discounted the results of both PISA 2000 and PIRLS 2001 on the grounds that the sampling was inadequate and under-represented poorer schools. They argue that one of the international requirements in PISA was that 85% of the schools selected should take part. In England, because problems with this requirement were anticipated, a reserve list of schools was compiled, equivalent to the original list; if the response from the first list proved unsatisfactory, the schools in the second list would be approached. The average response rate in France, Germany, Hungary and Switzerland was 95%; from the original list in England it was 61%, and from the second list 55%. Even counting the ‘replacement’ schools and ignoring logical problems in the calculation, the overall response rate was 82%, still slightly below the international requirement. Sig Prais further argued that lower-performing schools would be more likely to refuse to participate, and therefore that the final sample’s results probably over-estimated the attainment of English 15-year-olds. There is no direct evidence for these latter assertions, but even the existence of such doubts, together with the low response rate, means that there is a case to answer.

The international organiser of PIRLS has defended their procedures (Sainsbury, 2003) and the organisers of PISA 2000 will no doubt do likewise; but the lesson is that, if at all possible, the procedures for such surveys need to avoid being vulnerable on these grounds in the first place.

· There is always the possibility of linguistic and cultural biases in the tests, as the French found in IALS. Very careful procedures are needed for translation of materials between languages (double translation from the source language into the language of assessment, then double back-translation to the source language, then discussion and resolution of problems). However, this is much less of a problem for English-speaking countries since many of the materials are generated in English in the first instance.

When the results of the first round of IALS were almost ready for publication, the French government vetoed the publication of the results for France (they nevertheless rapidly appeared in Libération, among other newspapers). As Gérard Bonnet (personal communication to Alison Wolf, 2002) has commented: ‘The position we hold in France regarding IALS is well known: 
If IALS shows that 40% of the French population are functionally illiterate, then there must be something wrong with IALS.’ What that might be was a cultural difference suggested by a follow-up study: apparently, French people with competent literacy, when faced with initial, very simple questions, were much more likely than citizens of other nations to refuse to participate any further – but they still got counted in the results, with zero scores.

· Most overall differences between countries are not statistically significant, but are used in national policies as if they are. In fact, from the final IALS report Literacy in the Information Age it seems as though most of the between-country differences are statistically significant, but this is a minor point compared to all the other objections.
5.
Some further concerns (largely drawn from analysis of IALS)

· Threshold achievement levels in IALS are fixed in an arbitrary way. These give very different results if they are changed even slightly (cf. Ireland’s re-analysis of its national results)


· Different statistical models give different results


· Problems of cross-cultural comparison are not solved by trying to “get rid of culture” ie the pursuit of cultural neutrality. They are exacerbated by this approach. 


· Only a narrow range of what is meant by “literacy” can be measured. The more that culture and context are eliminated, the narrower the range becomes; yet uses of, and demands for literacy and numeracy are becoming more complex and varied, using increasingly complex media, digital, ICT, etc.


· Surveys cannot easily address the complexities of multilingual societies (i.e. most countries of the world).


· Future surveys will need to be sensitive to the both the practical conduct of the survey and the sampling variations in individual countries (e.g. how non-response is dealt with, whether special populations such as the military, prisoners, adult with learning difficulties, minority ethnic groups are included). 

6.
Recommendations

· If England does take part in ALL, participation should include the literacy and numeracy performance components (including the Level 1 literacy study) and the ICT self-report component, but we suggest, not problem-solving.

· It would seem inappropriate to currently take a decision to take part in ALL, since participation in the European survey might be more beneficial – especially if it has overcome some of the technical difficulties of IALS/ALL and if it is funded by the EU.

· Unlike many other countries we have our own well-developed, and currently well-funded, cohort studies that can offer the same measures and more finely grained and locally appropriate variables to assess patterns of achievements within population groups. These could be calibrated to other surveys.

· DfES will want to consider funding priorities, i.e. when and whether international surveys or other types of research studies will create the most important data and evidence at particular points in the development of policy and its implementation in practice.

· It would be worthwhile convening an expert group to analyse these problems and possibilities. Besides those mentioned in this paper (including Gérard Bonnet and/or his colleague Marie Rémond) and representatives of the DfES and ABSSU, the group could include Siobhan Carey and Baljit Gill of ONS, Marian Sainsbury and Liz Twist of NFER, Sue Horner of QCA, Georges Lemaître and/or Andreas Schleicher of OECD (PISA), Samantha Parsons of the London Institute, and representatives of the groups who designed and carried out the recent national survey.

We hope the above is helpful and look forward to discussing the issues further with the DfES.

This NRDC paper is based on a draft by Greg Brooks with contributions from John Bynner, Harvey Goldstein, David Barton, Mary Hamilton, Alison Wolf and Ursula Howard.

Ursula Howard

NRDC

24th June, 2003
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