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ABSTRACT

A STUDY OF ADULT FUNCTIONAL COMPETEWCY AMONG
ENTERING FRESHMEN, JUNIORS, AND SENIORS
OF DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE DEPENDENTS
SCHOOLS IN THE PACIFIC REGION

By

Dennis Leon Bybee

The purpose of this study was to obtain, analyze, and evaluate
data relevant to functional literacy among high school students of
Department of Defense Dependents Schools (DODDS) in the Pacific Region.

Functional literacy was studied in terms of the Adult Per-
formance Level (APL) Project definition, which describes adult func-
tional competency as having a set of skills and being able to apply
them in the context of adult-life situations.

Adult functional competency levels, as measured by performace

on The High School APL Survey (HS-1), were determined for 1,049 enter-

ing freshmen, 509 juniors, and 501 seniors among 11 high schools man-
aged by DODDS for dependents of United States government personnel
stationed on military bases in Korea, Mainland Japan, Okinawa, and
the Republic of the Philippines.

Major findings on comparison and statistical analysis of dif-
ferences in performance levels among the study groups as well as
between junior or senior study groups and comparable national norm

groups seem to support the following general conclusions:
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1. Juniors and seniors among DODDS high schools in the Pacific
Region ARE APPARENTLY AS ABLE AS THEIR COUNTERPARTS IN THE UNITED STATES
to utilize abilities to identify facts and terms, read, write, compute,
and solve problems characteristic of everyday adult-life situations
both generally and according to the following five content areas:

(a) Community Resources, (b) Occupational Knowledge, (c) Health,
(d) Government & Law, and (e) Consumer Economics.

2. At the end of their school year, seniors among DODDS high
schools in the Pacific Region ARE APPARENTLY BETTER PREPARED TO FUNCTION
AS ADULTS IN EVERYDAY-LIFE SITUATIONS than are entering freshmen.

3. In their preparation for adult daily living:

a. Entering freshmen, while not as well prepared as
juniors or seniors, ARE APPARENTLY BETTER PREPARED THAN WOULD

HAVE BEEN EXPECTED to handle tasks involving Problem Solving

skills and to deal with topics in Health and Government & Law.

b. Juniors, while not as well prepared as seniors, ARE
APPARENTLY BETTER PREPARED THAN WOULD HAVE BEEN EXPECTED to

handle tasks involving Problem Solving skills and in dealing

with topics in Health.
c. Seniors ARE APPARENTLY BETTER THAN WOULD HAVE BEEN

EXPECTED in terms of tasks involving Reading, Computation,

and Problem Solving skills and in regard to topics in the

area of Health.
d. NEITHER freshmen, juniors, or seniors ARE APPARENTLY
AS WELL PREPARED AS THEY COULD BE to handle tasks involving
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Identification of Facts and Terms or to deal with topics

involving Occupational Knowledge.

e. Juniors and seniors ARE APPARENTLY BETTER PREPARED

GENERALLY THAN WOULD HAVE BEEN EXPECTED.

4. As many as 16 percent of the seniors attending DODDS-
Pacific high schools may have BELOW AVERAGE PREPARATION to perform
tasks associated with everyday adult-life situations; and, in terms
of the adult performance level (APL) definition of adult functional
competency, this group can be expected to function with minimal suc-

cess in adult life.

Assuming that schools, communities, parents, and educators may
want to address the issue of adult functional competency development
through schooling, there are several implications for program develop-
ment that are suggested by this research.

First, program development efforts among DODDS high schools in
the Pacific should begin with the basic premise that current programs
are adequate in many respects.

Second, it should be recognized that observed differences in
adult functional competency levels among freshmen and seniors may not
be in proportion to the emphasis these schools have placed on key
requirements in the minimum curriculum.

Third, remedial programs should be instituted for as many as

16 percent of DODDS-Pacific high school students.



To my two sons,
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CHAPTER 1
THE PROBLEM

Introduction

By January of 1977, "16 states had some kind of legal require-
ment for competency-based education; by September of the same year
26 states were on the list" (Leeper, 1977, p. 1). If this trend con-
tinues, it can be expected that most states will probably have some
form of competency-based legislation.

The problem of illiteracy is one which is basic to all
countries, whether they are prosperous, emerging or under-
developed. It is true that, in recent years, illiteracy fig-
ures [in America] have shown steady improvement; but it is
only during this past decade that the true burden of il1lit-
eracy has been realized (Cook, 1977, p. ix).

According to the United States Census Bureau, illiteracy in America
has decreased steadily over the past 75 years. Census estimates of
the number of illiterate adults in America dropped from 10.7 percent
in 1900 to a lTow of 1 percent in 1969.

The reduction of illiteracy may be due to increased emphasis
on education and partly to the consistency of the definitions which
were used in determining and reporting literacy statistics. In 1900
an illiterate adult was defined as anyone ten or older who could not
read and write his native language. While life in America changed

dramatically in the intervening years, there was little change in

either the age or criterion used in reporting literacy statistics.

1



The 1969 Census survey counted as illiterate any person 14 or older
who couldn't read and write a simple message in English or any other
language (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1971).

But is the ability to read and write a simple message in
English or any other language an adequate criterion upon which to
base an assessment of literacy in America? Many researchers of the
1970s, in recognizing the "true burden of illiteracy," have suggested
that it is not.

It has not only been recognized that the Census definition is
inadequate in terms of societal expectations of "Youth in Transition
to Adulthood" (Timpane, 1976), but findings of the Adult Performance
Level Project (Northcutt, 1975) also suggest that as much as 20 per-
cent of the American adult population functions with difficulty in
terms of their ability to use basic skills such as reading, writing,
and computation in performing everyday 1iving tasks. Actual estimates
of the extent of adult illiteracy vary depending on the definition
used. In attempting to identify adults who were not able to read ads,
application forms, and directions common to everyday life, Lou Harris
and Associates reported in 1972 that as much as 4 percent of the popu-
lation suffers from serious deficiencies (Decrow, 1972).

The Lou Harris and Adult Performance Level Project surveys
taken together suggest a range of from 4 to 20 percent of adults in
America who perform everyday living tasks with difficulty and could
be described as functionally illiterate.

Americans have traditiona]]y recognized the illiteracy prob-

lem during periods of great stress and have responded with solutions



which emphasized either prevention and/or remediation. Early efforts
focused on prevention in attempting to solve the adult illiteracy
problem through more and more effective "schooling" of youth. Later
efforts included remediation which attempted to identify and respond
directly to the educational needs of illiterate adults.

The process of recognizing illiteracy in America during periods
of stress and of applying varying amounts of prevention and/or remedia-
tion follows a fairly consistent pattern over the past 75 years
(Cook, 1977). Two world wars, the Great Depression, the Korean con-
flict, a "cold war," and the space race have been accompanied by
equally dramatic changes in education. Local, state, and federal
governments have enacted a great variety of legislation--everything
from dollars to controls. Compulsory attendance to age 16 became
universal as did the concept of equality of opportunity. There are
even examples of obligatory remediation of illiteracy as a condition
of either private employment or public support.

Throughout this 75-year period, adult basic and secondary
school educators have each addressed their respective remedial and
preventive illiteracy functions and, although the logical evolution
was necessarily different, each group of educators is presently
extremely concerned with the same problem--illiteracy.

Adult educators on the one hand have moved away from remedia-
tion by repetition of in-school experiences (failures), away from
development of school grade level proficiency in basic skills such
as reading and mathematics, and away from equivalency testing and

equivalency certification. Adult basic educators, in recognizing that



"literacy education offered, in isolation from economic and other
social problems, was relatively ineffective" (Cook, 1977, p. v), have
moved toward contextual basic skills development for adult functional
competency.

Meanwhile, secondary school educators went "through a cur-
riculum reform era in the fifties, an innovation era in the sixties,
and now find [themselves] in an accountability era" (Cawleti, 1977),
moving "back-to-the-basics,” and rapidly toward legislatively man-
dated competency-based education with criterion-referenced testing
and minimum competency certification for high school graduation.

It is precisely in this context and with these motivating
factors that this study of functional competency levels among DODDS

high school students is being conducted.

Statement of the Problem

The Department of Defense Dependents Schools (DODDS) system-
wide Curriculum Review Council first addressed the illiteracy issue
at a meeting in Washington, D.C., in September of 1977. This council
identified the following ten "Extremely Critical Issues Regarding
Inclusion of Performance Testing as Part of Graduation Requirements:"

1. Which variety of competency approaches should be used?
To what extent will students be granted early exit?

Should remediation be required for or only offered students
not meeting criteria?

4. Who establishes competencies required and sets criteria?

5. Are competency requirements and criteria established DODDS-
wide or will local options be permitted?

6. When should competency testing occur?



7. Will DODDS establish reciprocity agreements with various
school systems regarding competency requirements?

What will the new graduation requirements look like?

9. Does DODDS have financial and human resources necessary for
community orientation, teacher and administrator in-service
training, curriculum development, and test development and
scoring to effect the competency requirements proposed?

10. Can DODDS insure that the results of competency-based test-
ing will be used for program improvement and not staff
evaluation? (Furgensen, 1977).

Of these ten issues, number 9 seems most critical since it
questions the ultimate impact that competency-based education may
have throughout the system. Answers to this issue are dependent on
what type of competency approach is used (issue 1) and on what present
performance levels are in relation to those that would be expected or
required. In this regard, there are basically two approaches which
can be taken--either independently or in combination. The first
emphasizes specification of capacities; the alternative focuses on
competencies (Spady, 1977).

While much has been assumed about DODDS student capacities
from performance data on traditional tests of academic progress
(Cardinale, 1977), DODDS decision makers have virtually no informa-
tion on student competency levels from which to develop appropriate
policy and establish direction for school planning or curriculum

development in regard to competency-based education.

Need for the Study

This study is being conducted in order to provide a signifi-
cant data base of information on the adult functional competency

levels of DODDS high school students. As schools in America are



moving toward establishment of competency-based education programs,
it can be anticipated that the DODDS system will voluntarily move or
be legislatively required to move in this direction. It is therefore
essential that DODDS policy makers have information, not only on
student capacities, but also have information on student competen-
cies from which to make decisions and establish policy in regard to
competency-based education in the DODDS system.

This study should be of value to schools in the United States
since the study also provides comparative data for ninth-grade student
performance on the High School APL Survey (HS-1) which are not presently
available.

For adult educators, this study of adult functional competency
levels among DODDS students provides comparative data which may be
useful in curriculum development and in establishing equivalency
criteria for adult basic education student performance.

Griffith and Cervero (1976), in noting that "it [the Adult
Performance Level Project] has been given more publicity than any
other development in adult basic education in this century," also
point out that 1ittle has been published in regard to the high school
edition of American College Testing's Adult Performance Level Survey
(HS-1), and that "until further information is published concerning the
high school edition it will not be possible to assess either its valid-
ity or any claim that there is a need for both [adult and high school]
editions."

The data generated by this study may also be useful to the

adult education community in its evaluation of the high school



alternative form of ACT's Adult Performance Level Survey (HS-1),

as Griffith and Cervero suggest.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research is to study functional literacy
among secondary schools managed by DODDS in the Pacific Region. It
attempts to determine, analyze, and evaluate competency levels among
entering freshmen, juniors, and seniors of this population in terms of
the Adult Performance Level (APL) definition of functional competency.

On examination of the descriptive information collected in
this study, one should be able to:

1. Determine the extent to which entering freshmen, juniors,
and seniors in this population are able to utilize abilities to iden-
tify facts and terms, read, write, compute, and solve problems char-
acteristic of everyday-adult-life situations both generally and
according to the following five categorical content areas: (a) Commu-
nity Resources, (b) Occupational Knowledge, (c) Consumer Economics,
(d) Health, and (e) Government and Law;

2. Identify adult functional competency content and skill
area strengths and weaknesses among entering freshmen, juniors, and
seniors of this population;

3. Identify the number of high school students in this popu-
lation who might require remedial instruction in adult functional
competencies at any selected level of "minimal competency"; and

4. Make inferences as to the possible impact that establish-

ment of competency-based education--which provides for or specifies



adult functional competencies--would have on DODDS-Pacific high

schools.

Statement of Research Questions and Hypotheses

As an essentially descriptive study the following questions
are constructed to guide this research:

1. What are the overall adult functional competency levels of
high school entering freshmen, juniors, and seniors in the population?

2. MWhat are the content, skill area, and general adult func-
tional competency levels of high school entering freshmen, juniors,
and seniors in the population?

3. What similarities and differences in content, skill area,
or general adult functional competency exist between entering fresh-
men, juniors, and seniors in the population?

4. What is the distribution of content, skill area, and
general functional competency among entering freshmen, juniors, and
seniors in the population?

The following broadly stated hypotheses* are examined in this
study:

1. There are no significant differences between adult func-
tional competency levels of high school students in the population at
the end of their junior year and adult functional competency levels
among high school students at the end of their junior year of school

in the United States.

*These hypotheses are restated in testable form in Chapter III.



2. There are no significant differences between adult func-
tional competency levels of high school seniors in the population and
adult functional competency levels among high school seniors in the
United States.

3. There are no significant differences between adult func-
tional competency levels of students in the population upon entry into
high. school and adult functional competency levels of students in the
population at the end of their junior year of high school.

4. There are no significant differences between adult func-
tional competency levels of students in the population upon entry
into high school and adult functional competency levels of high school
seniors in the population at the end of their school year.

5. There are no significant differences between adult func-
tional competency levels of students in the population at the end of
their junior year of high school and adult functional competency
levels of high school seniors in the population at the end of their

school year.

Theoretical Basis of the Study

What is functional literacy? One often hears teachers and
administrators say that high school graduates and students in adult
education programs should have a minimum of it--whatever it is. Most
secondary school and adult educators will probably or have already
addressed themselves to this issue and come to some conclusions to
this question that affect the kinds of things they do and hope for as

educational outcomes.
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Several years ago, David Harman (Northwest Regional Educa-
tional Laboratory, 1976) conducted a study of literacy in the United
States which concluded that approximately 50 million adults were
illiterate. The results of nis study, according to an account pub-
lished in the Region XCHANGE, shocked the Office of Education and
stimulated their funding of a National Assessment Project to:

. .. [identify] those competencies which are functional toadult
life, with the implication that these competencies would
become the core objectives for adult basic education pro-
grams (Northcutt, 1975).

The national assessment became known as the Adult Performance
Level (APL) Project and was conducted by the University of Texas at
Austin under the direction of Dr. Norvell Northcutt, Professor of
Educational Research, Division of Extension.

After two years of study, researchers of the APL Project con-
cluded that:

. . . the APL Project has accomplished the following tasks: (a) devel-
oped and validated a series of objectives which comprise adult
functional competency, (b) conducted a series of national assess-
ments of performance of adults with respect to those objectives,
and (c) created, as a by-product of the research, a prototype
test of adult functional competency (Northcutt, 1973?.

A general theory of adult functional competency emerged from
the APL Project and was used as a basis for further study. This gen-
eral theory assumes that adult functional competency is:

A construct which is meaningful only in a specific societal
context. . . . Two-dimensional (i.e. is both the possession
of a set of skills, and their application to a set of knowledge
areas). . . . A function of individual capabilities and societal

expectations .. .. [and] As a concept is directly related to
success in adult life (Northcutt, 1973).
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The APL project's two-dimensional concept of adult functional
competency was refined by the APL Department staff at American College
Testing Corporation. ACT's refinement--which is used in this study as
the criterion measure of adult functional competency--consists of five
skills which must be applied in five separate content areas. Figure 1.1
illustrates the interrelationship of skills and content areas in this
theoretical definition of adult functional competency.* "Reading a
want ad," for example, can be used as a measure of reading skill and
of ability to apply this skill in the occupational content area.

This present research assumes that student performance on the
criterion-referenced APL (HS-1) Survey is indicative of each student's

adult functional competency level.

Limitations of the Study

The findings of this study are limited to and based upon a
population defined as entering freshmen, juniors, and seniors of
Department of Defense Dependents high schools in the Pacific region.
Inasmuch as the population is characteristically unique in consisting
almost exclusively of students who are dependents of military personnel
stationed on U.S. government installations in the Pacific region, it
is anticipated that the results may not be generalized beyond this
group. However, as these schools are accredited by the North Central
Association (NCA) of Schools and Colleges and provide a curriculum

similar to that of many high schools in the United States, it is

*See Appendix A for a listing of APL content area goals/objec-
tives and definitions of skills upon which the High School APL (HS-1)
Survey is based.
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anticipated that the findings might be used for comparative purposes
with other similar populations (e.g., DODDS high schools in Europe
and the Atlantic regions or possibly with other NCA-accredited high

schools).

Definition of Terms

Competency-Based Education ". . . is a performance-oriented

set of processes that facilitate, measure, record, and certify the
demonstration of explicitly stated and agreed upon learning outcomes
that reflect functioning in life roles" (Keefe & Georgialles, 1978,
p. 95).

Adult Functional Compency

. . . has four attributes: (1) the term functional competency
is meaningful only in a specific societal context; (2) func-
tional competency is best described as application of skills

to a set of general knowledge areas; (3) functional competency
results from a combination of individual capabilities and soci-
etal requirements; and (4) functional competency is directly
re]g?ed to success in adult life (Keefe & Georgialles, 1978,

p. 5).

Adult Functional Competency Levels are levels of competency

as indicated by percent scores of performance on the High School APL
Survey (HS-1) of adult functional competency.

Adult Performance Level Content Areas are categorical sub-

scales of the Adult Performance Level Test, which

. . . cover things in every day life that [adults] need to know
about. These include:

Community Resources--the services that supply recreation,
information, community help, and transportation.

Occupational Knowledge--finding, getting, working at, and
keeping a job. .

Consumer Economics--managing family or personal money and
understanding good buying habits.




14

Health--the rules and habits that lead to good mental and
physical health.

Government and Law--the structure of the government, the
functions of the legal system, and [a citizen's] rights and
?b}igations)under them (American College Testing Program,

976, p. 11).

Adult Performance Level Skill Areas are categorical subscales

of the Adult Performance Level Test which

. . cover the use of numbers and written information in everyday
life. These include:

Identification of Facts and Terms--knowing the important words
and ideas [a person] use[s] in dealing with the content areas
named above.

Reading--being able to read such materials as ads, booklets,
directions, contracts, and forms.

Writing--knowing how to write such things as notes, letters,
applications, and lists.

Computation--being able to use numbers in daily situations,
for example, those involving money, weights, measures, and calories.

Problem Solving--knowing how to find solutions to practical
probTems (American College Testing Program, 1976, p. 11).

Capacities

. identifies the more discrete skills and capabilities that
underlie a competency. When combined and utilized (often in
complex ways in life-role contexts) these capacities serve as
the snablers or building blocks on which competencies rest (Spady,
1977).

Competency refers ". . . to the ability to perform successfully

in the patterned activities which constitute adult life-roles" (Spady,
1977).

Minimum Competency is the minimum level of criterion-referenced

performance which is acceptable for purposes of certification in
competency-based education programs.

I1literacy is the inability to "read and write a simple mes-
sage in English or any other language" (U.S. Department of Commerce,

1971).
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Functional Illiteracy is the inability to perform simple tasks

characteristic of everyday 1life situations. It is characterized by:
"(1) income at or below the poverty level, (2) an education of eight
or less years, and by (3) unemployment or employment in occupations

of low job status" (Northcutt, 1975, p. 5).

Il1literacy Prevention is elementary- and secondary-level edu-

cation and training designed to prevent illiteracy among adults
through the education of youths.

I1literacy Remediation is elementary- and secondary-level

education designed to develop literacy among persons generally 18
years or older.
Ratings of adult functional competency levels are

. . verbal descriptors of individual or class performance
[on the High School APL Survey (HS-1) test of adult func-
tional competence]. . . . The ratings are derived from the
following arbitrari]y chosen segments of the distribution of
norming data:

Below Average--lowest 15%,
Average--middle 60%,
Above Averqge--h1ghest 25%
(American College Testing Program, 1976, p. 8).

Overview
The balance of this work is organized and presented as
follows:
Related literature and research are reviewed in Chapter II.
This review of literature addresses both illiteracy prevention and
remediation. Related or analogous studies are included and works

specifically related to or using APL Project materials are discussed.
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The setting, research methods, instrumentation, statistical
hypotheses, and analysis process are described in Chapter III.

Research data, analysis, and findings with respect to both
research questions and hypotheses are presented in Chapter IV.

The research summary and conclusions are given in Chapter V.

Bibliographic references are included immediately following
Chapter V, and more detailed information relating to topics discussed
in Chapters I through V are subsequently appended in order of their
referenced appearance in the text.

This research, then, is an attempt to discuss and explicate
what is known about adult functional competency: what kinds of knowledge
or skills are implicit in one's ability to perform tasks character-
istic of everyday adult life situations, what levels of implicit
competency are essential, and how competent are adults or high school
students in America. These questions are central to the theoretical
basis of this study and are therefore an appropriate starting point
for the review of related literature and research, which follows in

Chapter II.



CHAPTER 11
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Literature relevant to this research was reviewed and findings
are selectively presented in this chapter. Basic information relating
to literacy in America was collected from three primary reviews.

First, from a review of the written record of illiteracy
remediation, information is presented here to explicate what is known
about literacy education efforts among adults. Second, from a parallel
review of literature dealing with illiteracy prevention, information
is presented to summarize what has and is being done in the prepara-
tion of high school students for everyday adult 1iving. Third, litera-
ture relevant or analogous to this study of adult functional compe-
tency among secondary school students was more specifically reviewed
and implications drawn for this or future studies in the area.

In each of these reviews, available literature was initially
screened from the ERIC data base of documents in education by computer,
utilizing the system operated by the Michigan State University Library
under contract with Bibliographic Retrieval Services.

Searches were conducted using the following ERIC descriptors

and identifiers:

17
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Area 1. Adult Basic Education or Literacy Education {with)
a. Daily Living Skills, or
b. Basic Skills, or
c. Survival Skills, or

d. Life Coping Skills.

Area 2. High Schools or Secondary Education or Graduation
Requirements (with)

a. Daily Living Skills, or
b. Basic Skills, or
c. Survival Skills, or

d. Life Coping Skills.

Area 3. APL or Adult Performance Level or Adult Performance
Level Project and Not a Programming Language.

These preliminary computer-assisted ERIC searches yielded 27
citations in Area 1, 87 citations in Area 2, and 20 references
related to the Adult Performance Level (APL) Project. Findings on

review of these and other references are given below.

I1literacy Remediation

History

The history of literacy education in America since 1900, as
reviewed by Wanda Cook (1976), has followed a fairly consistent pat-
tern of recognition during periods of stress and of application of
varying degrees of prevention and/or remediation.

In the decade from 1910 to 1919, for example, the national

concern with foreigners and the frightening number of illiterates or
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near-illiterates (25 percent) discovered in the process of registra-
tion for the draft (WWI) resulted in widespread local efforts to
reduce illiteracy. At the national level, legislative action in 1917
aimed at illiteracy prevention resulted in a bill which restricted
immigrants on the basis of literacy. So great was the national con-
cern with Americanization during this period that this bill became
T aw over President Wilson's veto.

This pattern of national concern and intervention continued
through the 1940s and into the 50s with WWII and the Korean Conflict
P roviding the major impetus for action in literacy education.

Throughout modern history, literacy education in America
S uffered from inadequate and inappropriate materials. According to
Cook (1976),

The market for adult materials during the fifties was little
more than it had been during the previous decade. Often,
teachers used materials designed for children and adapted

them for adult classes. Success did not always follow (p. 75).

During the 1960s,

Americans became acutely aware of the plight of native born
functional illiterates and educators recognized that education,
offered in isolation from economic and other social problems
was relatively ineffective (Cook, 1976, p. v).

In fact, the term "functional illiterate" begins to appear
most prominently in the writings of the 1960s. Berg, in 1960, and
Fox, in 1964, both, for example, refer to the need to develop reading
programs which address the functional needs of adults.

Also in the 1960s, public interest in literacy education at

the federal level was in educating adults to be functional members
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of society. The concept of adult basic education and job training was
firmly established in the Manpower Development and Training Act of
1962 with major amendments in 1965 and in the Economic Opportunity
Act of 1964.

Manpower Development and Training centers were established in
many places across the country as a result of this federal interest in
literacy education. Robert Vermeulen's study of student success at
the Lincoln Skill Center in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in 1968 is interest-
ing as he relates the functional orientation of these programs.

Vermeulen's study concentrated on basic education and voca-
tional skills development in the Lincoln Manpower Development and

Training Center. On investigating the relationships between vocational

proficiency and literacy skill levels as well as basic educational
achievement and job success, he concluded that trainees with basic
skill levels above the sixth grade were significantly more successful
in the training program and that trainees showed gains in job status,

wages, and self-confidence.

By the end of the 1960s, traditional concepts of literacy
were expanding from grade-level reading proficiency to more compre-
hensive definitions. The Adult Basic Education Act of 1966, which
had provided opportunities for adults whose skill levels were below
the eighth grade, was extended by the Adult Education Act of 1969 to

Provide funding for the education of adults with less than a twelfth-

grade education.
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Beyond Reading

The extension of literacy beyond reading can be seen in the

Louisiana State Department of Education Curriculum Guide for Adult
Education Teachers (Hammett, 1970). This guide specified that

language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science skills were

to be taught in seven content areas: (1) Family Life, (2) Citizen-

ship, (3) Occupational Education, (4) Consumer Education, (5) Per-
sonal Improvement, (6) Conservation, and (7) Leisure Time.

Other practitioners in the 70s also dealt with specification
of skills, other than reading, that they felt were important to adult
daily living. The importance of problem solving as an adult living
skill was described, with contextual examples of how it could be
taught, in the Life Skills Course of the Saskatchewan NewStart program

(Saskatchewan NewStart, 1972). In 1973 the Appalachian Adult Educa-
tion Center compiled a 1ist of the information needs of disadvantaged
adults (Moorehead State Univ., 1973). Published under the title

Life Coping Skills Categories and Sub-categories: Areas of the Infor-

mation Needs of Disadvantaged Adults, this list covered many categories
(1) Human

of 1ife coping skill areas and included such topics as:
Relationships, (2) Career Planning, (3) Home Management, (4) Leisure,
(5) Recreation, (6) Self-Understanding, (7) Religion, (8) Education,
(9) Ethnic Studies, (10) Drug Abuse, (11) Health, (12) Legal Aid, and
(13) sexual Relationships.

Report number ABE-1 of the Office of Education (1967) spe-
Ci‘Fi(:ally identifies 16.3 million in 1960 and estimates that by 1970
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the figure would be down to 12.5 million adults in America between
the ages of 18 and 64 who are "educationally disadvantaged." Educa-
tionally disadvantaged was defined as adults with less than an
eighth-grade education. This survey report of the status of adult
basic education programs did not include an estimate of, but did
speculate that the number of persons who are "functionally inadequate"
despite completion of the eighth grade would be quite large.

It was becoming more apparent at the start of the 70s that
a new definition and new methods of determining literacy were needed.
Previous definitions and estimates of literacy in terms of the ability
to read and write a simple message, grade-level completion, or of
grade-level reading proficiency were discounted by most researchers.
According to the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (1976),
David Harmon concluded, in his study of the nation's conditions of
literacy in the 60s, that approximately 50 million adults in America
were "illiterate" in terms of their ability to perform functional tasks
of everyday life.

Using a national sample based on the 1970 Census, Louis Harris
(1971) conducted a study of the extent of functional reading difficul-
ties in America. This study assessed everyday reading ability in
such different areas as: (1) telephone dialing, (2) classified ads,
(3) applications, (4) use of transportation, (5) medicine, and
(6) citizenship. The Harris group concluded that 4 percent of the
Un1i ted States population 16 and older (about 5.6 million people)

Suffer from serious deficiencies in terms of functional reading ability.



23

These estimates of illiteracy in America are shocking when
compared to official Bureau of the Census figures. The United States
Bureau of the Census, in 1969, found only 1.4 million people in
America who were 14 and older and unable to "read and write a simple
message either in English or any other language" (p. 5). Clearly,
these official estimates of illiteracy in America needed to be revised.
ITliteracy, which had been perceived by many as a problem that had

been eradicated, once again became a national concern.

APL Project
National effort in the 70s was launched by James Allen (1969)

when, as United States Commissioner of Education, he announced the
"Right-to-Read" program in an address to the National Association of
State Boards of Education. The aim of this program was to eradicate
illiteracy (reduce to 1 percent) among adults in America by 1980.
In October of 1971, the Division of Adult Education Programs
of the United States Office of Education in Washington, D.C., issued
a Request for Proposal (RFP) which solicited proposals for a study
and development project intended to provide national direction in
adult basic education. The intent, content, and scope of this project
can be seen from the following text, which is quoted here for infor-

mation from the original RFP:

In support of the National Right to Read Effort, the Divi-
sion of Adult Education Programs has adopted the following defi-
nition of adult literacy:

The challenge is to foster through every means the
ability to read, write, and compute with the func-
tional competence needed for meeting the require-
ments of adult Tiving.
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The emphasis of this definition is in its final phrase,
"requirements of adult living." These requirements must be
determined by an analysis of adult living rather than by the
common practice of attaching a grade equivalence to them.
Existing grade equivalents cannot be effectively adapted to
adult needs. This is not to say that school curricula do not
prepare students for adult roles, but rather it says that the
forms in which school curricula are derived, their detailed
content and the way in which they are presented to school
attendees are not applicable to adult learning frameworks. A
system of adult education must derive its own specific aims
and have its own adult based curricula, methodologies, and
materials. This system is necessary because both the char-
acteristics of adult learners and the frameworks within which
they learn differ radically from those found in the formal
school system.

This definition of adult literacy must be elaborated into
specific aims. The definition together with this elaboration
will then become the objective of what historically has been
called "Adult Basic Education.”

Aims expressed in the Adult Basic Education Act of 1966 as
amended provide a broad framework of objectives, leaving much
roorn for elaboration. The framework does, however, provide
terms of reference. Specifically, ABE is to be occupation-
oriented, provide tools for coping with adult responsibility
and relate to adult reading, writing and computational skills,
requisite for adult living. The Act delimits the scope of ABE
by removing specific skill training from its purview.

In expanding these aims, the following principles should
be applied:

1. Objectives should be stated in terms of levels of com-
petency to be attained;

These levels should derive from predetermined adult living
requirements, not grade school achievement levels;

Levels should be expressed in terms of tasks;

In articulating the aims, regional differences throughout
the country should be accormodated;

Aims should involve a graduated scale commencing with a
minimal level.

(&) > w N
. .« . .

Adult Performance Level

The ultimate aim of ABE is to achieve an Adult Performance
Level (APL) commensurate with the requirements of adult living.
The APL has four knowledge and skill components:

1. Adult Reading Level (ARL)

2. Adult Writing Level (AWL)

3. Adult Computational Level (ACL)

4. General Knowledge Variables (GKV)

Any adult person [age 16 and above] unable to perform at the
minimal level included in any one of these four is to be consid-
ered in educational terms as functionally lacking.




25

Purpose of APL Project

The APLs determined by this project together with the defi-
nition of adult functional literacy will constitute the objec-
tives of a system of adult basic education. They also will
determine the target population of adult basic education in that
they imply that any person, age 16 and above whose proficiency
is less than that specified in the first APL, is a potential
participant in adult basic education programs. Furthermore, all
subsequent adult syllabuses and curricula will be based on the
APL and will derive from it, not from school curricula.

The products of this initial project and their primary uses
will be:

1. Articulation of aims of adult basic education as they

relate to individual and societal needs.
This will provide State ABE programs and other fed-
erally supported adult education efforts with an
adult society-based set of aims for programs at all
levels of ABE.

2. Determination of adult requisite levels of functioning
and Adult Performance Level (APL) encompassing reading,
writing, computation, and knowledge variables.

For the first time systems of adult basic education
throughout the country will be given clearly articu-
lated and detailed terms of achievement supplanting
the grade level achievements in current usage.

3. Determination of the tasks involved in APL.
This will provide syllabus and curriculum planners
and developers with clear terms of reference.

These three products are essential to the development of an
effective Nationwide Adult Right to Read Effort. They will pro-
vide the basis of an [sic] system of adult education which will
be implemented through a national conference and regional con-
ferences thrusting State Directors of Adult Education into
leadership roles involving business, industry, education, and
volunteer and community service organizations in each state.
This system will further permit coordination of the 32 different
federal programs having basic education components for adults.
These programs representing federal expenditures of several hun-
dred million dollars must be coordinated if an effective nation-
wide effort is to become reality (Reprinted in Northcutt, 1972).

On evaluation of proposals pursuant to their RFP, the United
States Office of Education awarded the study contract to a research
team headed by Dr. Norvell Northcutt at the University of Texas at
Aust'in, Texas. The study, which became known as the Adult Performance

Lever (APL) Project, was funded for approximately $1 million under
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Section 309 of the Adult Education Act of 1969. In summarizing the
results of their two-year study, the Project team reported that:

. . . the APL project has accomplished the following tasks:
(a) developed and validated a series of objectives which com-
prise adult functional competency, (b) conducted a series of
national assessments of performance of adults with respect
to those objectives, and (c) created, as a by-product of the
research, a prototype test of adult functional competency

(Northcutt, 1975).
General theory.--After this initial task had been accomplished,

a general theory of Adult Functional Competency emerged and was used

as a basis for further study. The general theory assumes that Adult

Functional Competency is:

. . . a construct which is meaningful only in a specific socie-
tal context . . . two-dimensional (i.e., is both the possession
of a set of skills, and their application to a set of knowledge
areas) . . . a function of individual capabilities and societal
expectations . . . [and] as a concept is directly related to
success in adult 1ife (Northcutt, 1975, p. 2).

Methodology.--APL methodology, which was summarized diagram-
matically in the team report (Northcutt, 1975, p. 3) and as reproduced
here as Figure 2.1, covered (a) specification of competencies,

(b) development of performance indicators, (c) field trial/review,
and (d) national assessment, which resulted in (e) a determination of
Competencies for the sample within three levels--adults who function
with difficulty (APL 1), functional adults (APL 2), and proficient
adults (APL 3).
In an earlier report, the research team indicated that the
Primary source of knowledge on minimum performance level cri-
terion exists in (was obtained from) the experiences, accumu-

lated data, and reports of professionals dealing with minimally
performing adults (Northcutt, 1972, pp. 5-6).
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Development of performance indicators and critericn reference

tests relied heavily on the National Assessment process. The APL

staff reportedly (1) developed objectives and related test instru-
ments, (2) reviewed and revised the objectives and test items at a

series of four regional conferences, and (3) conducted field testing

in Texas (Northcutt, 1972).
The national assessment phase of the project was conducted

among 7,500 adult basic education students in 30 states and at 67

s 7 tes. As a control, testing was also conducted among students of

s e ven high schools in Texas.
Findings.--Since the sample data were nationally representa-

T i ve, the APL Team estimated the proportion of the United States adult

PO pulation which comprised each APL level. The percentages overall

A nd according to several demographic variables are reproduced here from

T he Team's March 1975 summary report (Appendix B). Several interesting

C Onclusions can be drawn from the findings; however, the most alarming
& sylt is that approximately one-fifth (20 percent) of all adults in

Tthe United States were estimated to be functioning with difficulty.

AP L project Reviews
According to Griffith and Cervero (1976), the APL Project has

been perhaps the most widely publicized development in adult basic

€du cation in this century. The incredible publicity surrounding this

p"‘Qject, and, in fact, generated by the APL Project report, is prob-

ab1y due to many factors--several of which are worthy of mention in

thi s review.
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First, the study was not only funded by the Division of Adult
Programs of the United States Office of Education; it also had the
Office's regulatory commitment to implement curricula based on the
adult performance criteria identified in the study (USOE/Division of
Adult Education Programs, 1971). This commitment was reiterated in a
speech by Terrel H. Bell (1975), then United States Commissioner of
Education, when he stated, "I think we have a very useful project here
that the education community has to examine with great seriousness
and deliberation."

And so they did, as the title of Edith Roth's (1976) article

in American Education suggests: "A Ferment in Education."

Second, the development of a conceptual framework or theory
and objectives was systematic and involved many different inputs,
including review of literature and research (Northcutt, 1972, Bibliog-
raphy), survey of state and federal agencies and foundations, confer-
ences, and a continuing series of semi-structured interviews with
undereducated and underemployed adults.

Third, the methodology was logically consistent and the assess-
ment phase was extensive. Over 7,500 adults were included in the
national sampling. The sampling was reportedly representative of the
United States population at large, and hence, useful in developing
broad generalizations--some of which were highly controversial. The
findings show, for example, a very high concentration of minorities

and women in the lowest competency level.
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Controversy surrounding the findings is not limited to the
politics of literacy education in America. Several adult educators
have openly challenged the validity of the APL Project findings.

Griffith and Cervero (1976), in their review of the APL Proj-
ect, have questioned the findings on several points. One of their
most serious objections appears to be that the United States Office
of Education's specifications of competencies were published in the
RFP "in advance of the research they proposed to fund" to determine
what competencies are needed in a definition of adult functional com-
petency. These critics apparently have suggested that the resulting
competencies may not be those that are definitive of adult functional
competency in America. (Note: Authors Griffith and Cervero have
requested that their criticism of the APL Project be interpreted and
quoted in the context of their effort to examine the APL Project
rather than to cast aspersion upon it.)

Nafziger (1976) raises a serious objection in questioning the
validity or reliability of the findings since no effort was made to
establish the reliability of the instrument used by the APL Team in

the national assessment of Adult Performance Levels.

APL Impact on ABE Programs

Objections notwithstanding, the APL Project has had a tremen-
dous impact on adult basic education programs in America.

One of the first curriculum development efforts based on com-
petencies identified by the APL Project was directed by Harry Frank at
Auburn University (1975). This effort produced a series of five cur-

riculum guides for use in adult basic education programs in Alabama.
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Published under the auspices of the Department of Vocational and Adult
Education as Career Education for Adults, there is one guide or module
for each of the five APL content areas. APL goals and objectives were
listed in each module together with suggested learning activities and
instructional materials.

Mocker and Spear (1976) conducted a study to identify approp-
riate competencies that would be important in the training of adult
basic education teachers to teach in APL-based programs. This study
was a cross-validation of Mocker's earlier competency listings for
adult basic education teachers. The original adult basic education
teacher competencies 1ist was revised as a result of this study.

Participation in APL-oriented curriculum development became
widespread throughout the country by the mid-1970s. A sampling of
federally funded APL-based curriculum development projects is presented
in Appendix C to illustrate the extent to which this APL movement had
spread among adult basic education programs in four years after its
preliminary announcement (1972) and in only one year after its summary
report was published by the United States Office of Education in 1975.
In this sampling, funding for APL-related projects in 34 states, and
in the District of Columbia, was in excess of $3.8 million, with an
average of $30,000 spent in each individual project.

Refinement/Marketing of
APL Materials (ACT)

In March of 1975, the American College Testing Corporation
(ACT) acquired the exclusive right to refine, adapt, publish, and dis-
tribute APL materials. ACT rights extend into 1981, at which time the
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project materials revert to public domain. The ACT refinement ini-
tially resulted in both adult and high school versions of the original
APL Survey. These tests were standardized and published for general
use in 1976. The High School APL Survey (HS-1), published by ACT, was
used in this study of adult functional competency among entering fresh-

men, juniors, and seniors of DODDS high schools in the Pacific Region.

I11iteracy Prevention

Americans have traditionally felt that an "ounce of prevention"
was worth the proverbial "pound of cure.”" Certainly this idea is fun-
damental to the growth and development of publicly supported schooling
in the United States. However, this faith or hope for schooling as a
means of ensuring a minimal level of national literacy, at least func-

tional literacy, appears to be faltering.

Critics and Criticism

In recent years, criticism of the schools has become much more
extensive and severe than ever before. Ornstein (1977), in discussing
critics and criticism, has observed that "Teachers and schools have
always been criticized by educators and laypeople, but only recently
the criticism has been more flagrant and hostile than before" (p. 21).

Among the critics, educators are perhaps the most critical in
their own attacks on the present system. The flavor of these "internal
critics" can be appreciated on examination of their works. Authors
such as Friedenburg, Goodman, Neill, Holt, Kozol, Kohl, Herndon,

I1lich, and Freire have presented everything from poignant anxiety with
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present practice to outright demands for the elimination of schools
altogether.

Criticism of schools from parents and other adults in the com-
munity has been expressed throughout the country in newspapers and
magazines, at school board meetings, at the ballot box, and in the
courts.

Concern with what schools are accomplishing or failing to
accomplish runs the gamut of public expectations. Expectations run
from college preparation to moral development to development of simple
everyday living skills. The fact that national Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT) scores have declined between 8 and 5 percent over the ten-
year period between 1965 and 1975 has been the subject of much public
debate. Public concern with these and other measurable outcomes of
education eventually developed into a growing national concern with

the teaching of fundamental or basic skills.

Legal Challenges

In the 70s, schools faced direct challenges at the ballot box and
in the courts. An early court case in San Francisco (John Doe v.
San Francisco Board of Education, 1973) charged the schools with gross
negligence and fraud in awarding a high school diploma to Peter Doe.
Peter was described as a boy of normal intelligence, who was graduated
from high school although he could only read at the sixth-grade level,
and who later learned to read with relative ease when given private

tutoring.
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The plaintiff's case was dismissed and dismissal upheld on
appeal. The court's decision, which apparently supported the school,
was, in fact, a severe indictment of the present system of schooling.
In dismissing the case, the court ruled that, for the school to be
held 1iable for fraud, the diploma had to have been represented as
meaning something. In its finding, it stated that the high school
diploma apparently does not stand for anything and to award it to
incompetent students did not constitute fraud on the part of the school
system.

In 1972, the United States Supreme Court ruled--in the case of
Yoder v. Wisconsin--that the schools could not enforce compulsory
attendance among the Amish people since the Amish apparently become
"self-reliant citizens" without attending schools.

At the ballot box, citizens of California--in accepting Propo-
sition 13--apparently rejected the notion that public services deserve
unrestricted public support. It was anticipated--and was widely used
as an argument against Proposition 13--that passage of the measure
would severely affect schools throughout the state. Passage of the
measure by overwhelming majority should, at least, be taken as an indi-

cation of public dissatisfaction with public schooling.

Present Forces and Public Policy

Gordon Cawelti (1977), in summarizing present forces, has
stated that:

During the past several months, actions have been taken by legis-
latures, state boards of education, and local school boards which
mandate that certain minimum competencies be required before stu-
dents are either passed on to the next grade or graduated from
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high school. One also frequently hears these days such terms
as "coping skills," "adult literacy," and "survival skills,"
and these terms relate to the same movement . . . the public
quite clearly is saying that it wants more and better teaching
of the basic skills of reading, mathematics and writing.

A11 is not bleak, though, as according to Cawelti (1977),

one

. potential benefit from the Competency Based Education (CBE)
movement is that it may afford us for the first time in many
years an opportunity to fundamentally re-examine the nature of
general education for secondary students. The present instruc-
tional program represents more what I called a "patchwork cur-
riculum" among traditional separate subjects. While we have
been through a curriculum reform era in the fifties, an innova-
tion era in the sixties, and now find ourselves in an accounta-
bility era, at no time during these movements have I seen a
substantial effort to define the nature of general education--
that education which is "basic" and that all youngsters should

receive.

In his discussion of key elements involved in policy planning
for competency-based education, Brickell (1978) lists seven key ques-

tions that must be addressed:

What competencies will you require?

How will you measure them?

. When will you measure them?

How many minimums will you set?

How high will you set the minimum?

Will they be for schools or for students?
What will you do about incompetents?

NOYOYV L WN) —
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Pipho's (1977) review of state actions in establishing mini-
mum competency standards (Appendix D) shows that states, in establish-
ing public policy for competency-based education, have generally begun
their efforts by requiring action by state and local boards of educa-
tion. The legislative and state board actions typically address one
or more but not all of Brickell's questions, thus leaving much to be
deve loped by state or local boards of education and by the schools

themselves.
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Competency versus Capacity

School systems which must develop and implement a program of
competency-based education very quickly find that Bickell's first
question--What Competencies?--has essentially two answers. According
to Bickell (1978), you can describe competencies in terms of "school
skills" or in terms of "life skills." And, he illustrated the differ-
ence by citing the following test questions for

. a school skills test:

If John has 70 marbles and gives José 13 marbles and gets
26 marbles from S1im and gives 38 marbles to Alice, how
many marbles does John have left?

. a life skills test:

Balance this checkbook by adding these deposit slips and
subtracting those cancelled checks.

Spady and Mitchell (1977) have also discussed these divergent
options which must be addressed in establishing public policy with
respect to competency-based education. In their discussion, they
define the differences between school skills and life skills in terms
of competencies and capacities. According to these authors,

. . the term competency refers exclusively to the ability
to perform successfully in the patterned activities which
constitute adult 1ife. The term capacity identifies the
more discrete skills and capabilities that underlie a com-
petency.

One problem, according to Spady and Mitchell, in competency-
based education is that:

Outcome expectations stated in capacity (school skill) terms

rest on the assumption that students will be able to manage

successfully both the integration of individual capacities

and the transfer of those capacities to life-role situation.
This assumption, which is fundamental to the "patchwork cur-

riculum" of many secondary schools in America, may not be a valid one.
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The idea that students will be able to integrate skills and make
transferals in real-life situations has apparently not been true for

all students.

Competency-Based Education in Oregon

Oregon State Department of Education (1973) was the first to
adopt competency-based high school graduation requirements. As many
states stand at the threshold, it seems appropriate here to conclude
this review of illiteracy prevention with a summary of the Oregon
experience.

According to Nance (1977), Oregon now has three dimensions to
its high school graduation requirements: <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>