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Literacy Behind Bars: Results From the 2003 National

Assessment of Adult Literacy Prison Survey

Chapter 1: Introduction

by Elizabeth Greenberg, Eric Dunleavy, and Mark Kutner, American Institutes for Research

The skills and credentials that
are acquired through formal
education are important tools for
navigating everyday life in the
United States. Adults with low
levels of education and literacy
are more likely than adults with
high education and literacy lev-
els to be unemployed or to have
incomes that put them below the
poverty level (Kutner et al.
2007). Adults who have not ob-
tained a high school diploma or
any postsecondary education
are also more likely to be in-
carcerated than adults with higher
levels of education (Harlow 2003).
The 2003 National Assess-
ment of Adult Literacy assessed
the English literacy of incarcer-
ated adults in the United States
for the first time since 1992. The
assessment was administered to
approximately 1,200 inmates in
state and federal prisons, as well
as to approximately 18,000
adults living in households. The
original motivation for the prison
sample was to ensure the as-
sessment was representative of
the entire population of the
United States. For the popula-
tion estimates presented in
other reports, the prison and
household samples are com-
bined or results are reported for
the household population only.
This report presents findings
separately for the prison adult
literacy assessment. The report
presents analyses that compare
the literacy of the U.S. prison
population in 2003 with the lit-
eracy of the prison population
in 1992. It also presents analy-
ses that compare the literacy of the
prison and household populations.

Defining and Measuring
Literacy

Defining Literacy

Unlike indirect measures of lit-
eracy—which rely on self-reports
and other subjective evaluations
of literacy and education—the
1992 and 2003 adult literacy
assessments measured literacy
directly by tasks representing a
range of literacy activities that
adults are likely to face in their
daily lives.

The literacy tasks in the as-
sessment were drawn from ac-
tual texts and documents, which
were either used in their origi-
nal format or reproduced in the
assessment booklets. Each
question appeared before the
materials needed to answer it,
thus encouraging respondents
to read with purpose.

Respondents could correctly
answer many assessment ques-
tions by skimming the text or
document for the information nec-
essary to perform a given literacy
task. All tasks were open-ended.

The 2003 adult literacy as-
sessment covered the same con-
tent of the 1992 assessment,
and both assessments used the
same definition of literacy:

Using printed and written in-
formation to function in soci-
ety, to achieve one’s goals,
and to develop one’s knowl-
edge and potential.
The definition implies that lit-
eracy goes beyond simply decod-
ing and comprehending text. A
central feature of the definition
is that literacy is related to
achieving an objective and
adults often read for a purpose.

Measuring Literacy

As in 1992, three literacy
scales—prose literacy, docu-

ment literacy, and quantitative

literacy—were used

in the 2003 assessment:

e Prose literacy. The knowledge
and skills needed to perform
prose tasks (i.e., to search,
comprehend, and use infor-
mation from continuous
texts). Prose examples include
editorials, news stories, bro-
chures, and instructional
materials. Prose texts can be
further broken down as ex-
pository, narrative, proce-
dural, or persuasive.

e Document literacy. The knowl-
edge and skills needed to per-
form document tasks (i.e., to
search, comprehend, and use
information from noncontinu-
ous texts in various formats).
Document examples include
job applications, payroll
forms, transportation sched-
ules, maps, tables, and drug
or food labels.

* Quantitative literacy. The
knowledge and skills required
to perform quantitative tasks
(i.e., to identify and perform
computations, either alone or
sequentially, using numbers
embedded in printed materi-
als). Examples include bal-
ancing a checkbook, figuring
out a tip, completing an or-
der form, or determining the
amount of interest on a loan
from an advertisement.

Table 1-1 shows the corre-
lations among the prose, docu-
ment, and quantitative scales for

the prison population in 2003,

and table 1-2 shows the same

correlations for the household
population in 2003. All the cor-
relations for the prison popula-
tion are between .78 and .87; all
the correlations for the house-
hold population are between .86
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and .89. In chapter 12 of the
Technical Report and Data File
User’s Manual for the 1992 Na-
tional Adult Literacy Survey,
Rock and Yamamoto (2001) ex-
amined the correlations among
the three scales and concluded
that even though the scales were
highly related, there were still
group differences across the
scales, indicating that the scales did
not all measure the same construct.

Additional information on the
construction of the literacy scales
is presented in Kutner et al. (2007).

Background Questionnaire

The 2003 National Assessment
of Adult Literacy prison back-
ground questionnaire was used
to collect demographic data on
inmates and to provide contex-
tual data on their experiences in
prison that were related to lit-
eracy, including participation in
classes, job training, and prison
work assignments. A primary
goal of the assessment was to
measure literacy trends between
1992 and 2003, so many of the
questions on the 2003 back-
ground questionnaire were iden-
tical to questions on the 1992
background questionnaire. The

Table 1-1.

Correlations among the prose, document,

2003 background questionnaire
also included some new ques-
tions that were added in re-
sponse to input from stakehold-
ers and users of the 1992 data.

A separate background
questionnaire was developed for
the household study. The demo-
graphic questions were identi-
cal on the prison and household
questionnaires.

Interpreting Literacy

Results

The Committee on Performance
Levels for Adult Literacy, ap-
pointed by National Research
Council’s Board on Testing and
Assessment (BOTA), recom-
mended a set of performance lev-
els for the 2003 assessment
(Hauser et al. 2005). Drawing on
their reccommendations, the U.S.
Department of Education de-
cided to report the assessment
results using four literacy lev-
els for each scale. Table 1-3
summarizes the knowledge,
skills, and capabilities that
adults needed to demonstrate to
be classified into one of the four
levels. Figures 1-1, 1-2, and 1-3
show the types of tasks that map
the different
levels on the
prose, docu-

and quantitative scales for the prison ment,. apd
population: 2003 quantitative

— scales.

Prose Document Quantitative These levels

Prose 1.0 .83 78 are different
Document 83 1.0 87 from the lev-
Quantitative 78 87 1.0 els used in
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 1992. The
Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy. 1992 data

Table 1-2.

population: 2003

Correlations among the prose, document,
and quantitative scales for the household

were reana-
lyzed using
the new lev-
els, and

those results

Prose Document Quantitative are included
Prose 1.0 86 88 in this report.
Document 86 1.0 89 BOTA’s
Quantitative 88 89 1.0 Committee

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for

Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

on Perfor-
mance Lev-
els for Adult

Literacy also recommended re-
porting the 2003 results by us-
ing a separate category:
nonliterate in English. Adults
were considered to be
nonliterate in English if they
were unable to complete a mini-
mum number of simple literacy
questions or if they were unable
to communicate in English or
Spanish. Adults who were clas-
sified as nonliterate in English
because they could not complete
a minimum number of simple
literacy questions were generally
able to complete the background
questionnaire, which was ad-
ministered orally in either En-
glish or Spanish; for reporting
purposes, they were included in
the Below Basic literacy level.
Adults who were classified as
nonliterate in English because
they were unable to communi-
cate in either English or Span-
ish could not complete the back-
ground questionnaire; they are
not included in the analyses in
this report that rely on back-
ground data. Adults who could
not be tested because of a cog-
nitive or mental disability are
also not included in the analy-
ses in this report, but in the
absence of any information
about their literacy abilities,
they are not considered to be
nonliterate in English.

Conducting the Survey®

The 2003 National Assessment
of Adult Literacy included two
samples: (1) adults ages 16 and
older living in households and
(2) inmates ages 16 and older in
federal and state prisons. The
household sample is represen-
tative of the 21,020,000 adults
in households, and the prison
sample is representative of the
1,380,000 adults in prison in
2003. The sampling frame for
households was based on the
2000 Census and the sampling
frame for prisons was a list of
all federal and state prisons pro-
vided by the Bureau of Justice



22

Volume 30, Number 2, Winter 2008

Statistics. Each sample was
weighted to represent its share
of the total population of the
United States. Household data
collection was conducted from
March 2003 through February
2004; prison data collection was
conducted from March through
July 2004.Throughout this re-
port, the 2003-04 survey is re-
ferred to as the 2003 survey to
simplify the presentation, and
the 1992-93 survey is referred
to as the 1992 survey. Literacy
changes very slowly among
adults, so we would not expect

to find significant difference be-
tween 2003 and 2004.7

For the prison sample, 97
percent (weighted) of prisons
that were selected for the study
agreed to participate, and the
background questionnaire re-
sponse rate among prison in-
mates was 91 percent
(weighted). The final prison
sample response rate was 88
percent (weighted). For the
household sample, the screener
response rate was 82 percent
(weighted) and the background
questionnaire response rate was

Table 1-3. Overview of the literacy levels

76 percent (weighted). The final
household sample response rate
was 62 percent (weighted).
Prison interviews usually
took place in a classroom or li-
brary in the prison; household
interviews were conducted in
respondents’ homes. Whenever
possible, interviewers adminis-
tered the background question-
naire and assessment in a pri-
vate setting. Assessments were
administered one-on-one using
a computer-assisted personal
interviewing system (CAPI) pro-
grammed into laptop computers.

Level and definition

Key abilities associated with level

Below Basic indicates no more than the
most simple and concrete literacy skills.

Score ranges for Below Basic:
Prose: 0-209
Document: 0-204
Quantitative: 0-234

Adults at the Below Basic level range from being nonliterate in English to having

the abilities listed below:

m locating easily identifiable information in short, commonplace prose texts

m locating easily identifiable information and following written instructions in
simple documents (e.g., charts or forms)

m locating numbers and using them to perform simple quantitative operations
(primarily addition) when the mathematical information is very concrete and

familiar

Basic indicates skills necessary to perform
simple and everyday literacy activities.

Score ranges for Basic:
Prose: 210-264
Document: 205-249
Quantitative: 235-289

reading and understanding information in short, commonplace prose texts

reading and understanding information in simple documents

locating easily identifiable quantitative information and using it to solve sim-
ple, one-step problems when the arithmetic operation is specified or easily

inferred

Intermediate indicates skills necessary to
perform moderately challenging literacy
activities.

Score ranges for Intermediate:
Prose: 265-339
Document:  250-334
Quantitative: 290-349

B reading and understanding moderately dense, less commonplace prose texts
as well as summarizing, making simple inferences, determining cause and
effect, and recognizing the author’s purpose

m locating information in dense, complex documents and making simple infer-

ences about the information

m locating less familiar quantitative information and using it to solve problems
when the arithmetic operation is not specified or easily inferred

Proficient indicates skills necessary to per-

form more complex and challenging literacy

activities.

Score ranges for Proficient:
Prose: 340-500
Document:  335-500
Quantitative: 350-500

m reading lengthy, complex, abstract prose texts as well as synthesizing infor-

mation and making complex inferences

B integrating, synthesizing, and analyzing multiple pieces of information located

in complex documents

B locating more abstract quantitative information and using it to solve multi-
step problems when the arithmetic operations are not easily inferred and the

problems are more complex

NOTE: Although the literacy levels share common names with the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) levels, they do not correspond to the NAEP levels.
SOURCE: Hauser, R.M, Edley, C.F. Jr., Koenig, J.A., and Elliott, S.W. (Eds.). (2005). Measuring Literacy: Performance Levels for Adults, Interim Report. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; White, S.and Dillow, S.
(2005). Key Concepts and Features of the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-471). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.
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Respondents were encouraged
to use whatever aids they nor-
mally used when reading and
performing quantitative tasks,
including eyeglasses, magnify-
ing glasses, rulers, and calcula-
tors. The interviewers provided
calculators to respondents who
wanted to use one and did not
have their own.

One percent of adults in the
prison sample and 3 percent of
adults in the household sample
were unable to participate in the
assessment because they could
not communicate in either En-
glish or Spanish or because they
had a mental disability that pre-
vented them from being tested.
Literacy scores for these adults

Figure 1-1. Difficulty of selected prose literacy tasks: 2003

could not be estimated, and they
are not included in the results
presented in this report.

Additional information on
sampling, response rates, and
data collection procedures is in
appendix C.

Interpretation of Results
The adult literacy scales make

Prose literacy scale

Proficient

340-500 —409

403

332
1 organizing devices.
331
NE IR _
265-339 304
— 284

Basic
210-264

—213

—199
—190
1183
Below Basic
0-209
— 161

Infer the purpose of an event described in a magazine article.
Find the information required to define a medical term by searching through a complex document.

Infer the meaning of a metaphor in a poem.

Find information in a short, simple prose passage.
Determine how long an event lasted, based on information in a short newspaper article.
Identify how often a person should have a specified medical test, based on information in a clearly written pamphlet.

Evaluate information to determine which legal document is applicable to a specific healthcare situation.
Compare viewpoints in two editorials with contrasting interpretations of scientific and economic evidence.
Compare and contrast the meaning of metaphors in a poem.

Compare two different systems of government, using information in a complex text that is not organized with section headers or other

List two facts from a business magazine article that explain why a marketer quoted in the article has a particular opinion.

Summarize the work experience required for a specific job, based on information in a newspaper job advertisement.

Explain why the author of a first-person narrative chose a particular activity instead of an alternative activity.

Find information in a pamphlet for prospective jurors that explains how citizens were selected for the jury pool.

Find information in a newspaper article that explains how students who participate in a school program benefit from the program.
Explain the meaning of a metaphor used in a narrative.

Find, in along narrative passage, the name of the person who performed a particular action.

Identify what it is permissible to drink before a medical test, based on a short set of instructions.

NOTE: The position of a question on the scale represents the average scale score attained by adults who had a 67 percent probability of successfully answering the question. Only selected questions are presented.

Scale score ranges for performance levels are referenced on the figure.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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it possible to examine relation-
ships between adults’ literacy
and various self-reported back-
ground factors. However, a re-
lationship that exists between
literacy and another variable
does not reveal its underlying
cause, which may be influenced
by a number of other variables.
Similarly, the assessment does

not reflect the influence of un-
measured variables. The results
are most useful when they are
considered in combination with
other knowledge about the adult
population and literacy levels in
the United States, such as
trends in population demo-
graphics and societal demands
and expectations. Some of the

Figure 1-2. Difficulty of selected document literacy tasks: 2003

changes in population demo-
graphics are discussed in chap-
ter 2 of this report.

The statistics presented in
this report are estimates of per-
formance based on a sample of
respondents, rather than the
values that could be calculated
if every person in the nation
answered every question on the

Document literacy scale

Proficient 388

335-500
—372

—355

Intermediate
250-334

—158

Below Basic
0-204

— 17

Interpret survey data presented in a nested table.

Apply information given in a text to graph a trend.

Follow directions, using a clearly labeled map.

Find the time a television program ends, using a newspaper television schedule that lists similar programs showing at different times
on different channels.

Enter product numbers for office supplies on an order form, using information from a page in an office supplies catalog.

Locate the intersection of two streets on a clearly labeled map.

Circle the date of a medical appointment on a hospital appointment slip.

Contrast financial information presented in a table regarding the differences between various types of credit cards.

Find the age range during which children should received a particular vaccine, using a chart that shows all the childhood vaccines and
the ages children should receive them.

Summarize what the articles in a specified section of a magazine are about, using information in the magazine’s table of contents.
Find a table in an almanac with information on a specified topic.

Determine and categorize a person’s body mass index (BMI) given the person’s height and weight, a graph that can be used to
determine BMI based on height and weight, and a table that categorizes BMI ranges.

Find the phone number to call to get directions to a job fair, based on information presented in a newspaper job advertisement.

Find the percentage of a market a particular retailer had in 1992, based on information presented in a bar graph.

NOTE:The position of a question on the scale represents the average scale score attained by adults who had a 67 percent probability of successfully answering the question. Only selected questions are presented.

Scale score ranges for performance levels are referenced on the figure.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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assessment. Estimates of perfor-
mance of the population and
groups within the population
were calculated by using sam-
pling weights to account for the

fact that the probabilities of se-
lection were not identical for all
respondents. Information about
the uncertainty of each statistic
that takes into account the com-

Figure 1-3. Difficulty of selected quantitative literacy tasks: 2003

plex sample design was esti-
mated by using Taylor series
procedures to estimate standard
errors (Binder 1983).

The analyses in this report

Quantitative literacy scale

Proficient
350 -500

— 404

—356

Intermediate
290-349 309

postage and hand

Basic
235-289

—257
45

237
=232
—217
appliances.
—178
Below Basic
0-234
—138

(alculate the weekly salary for a job, based on hourly wages listed in a job advertisement.
Locate two numbers in a bar graph and calculate the difference between them.
Calculate the cost of a sandwich and salad, using prices from a menu.

Compare two prices by identifying the appropriate numbers and subtracting.

Calculate the change from a $20 bill after paying the amount on a receipt.

Add two numbers to complete an ATM deposit slip.

Calculate an employee's share of health insurance costs for a year, using a table that shows how the employee's monthly cost varies
with income and family size.

Determine the number of units of flooring required to cover the floor in a room, when the area of the room is not evenly divisible by the
units in which the flooring is sold.

(alculate the yearly cost of a specified amount of life insurance, using a table that gives cost by month for each $1,000 of coverage.

(alculate the cost of raising a child for a year in a family with a specified income, based on a newspaper article that provides the
percentage of a typical family’s budget that goes toward raising children.

Determine whether a car has enough gasoline to get to the next gas station, based on a
the miles to the next gas station, and information given in the question about the car’s

(alculate the total cost of ordering office supplies, using a page from an office supplies catalog and an order form.

Determine what time a person can take a prescription medication, based on information on the prescription drug label that relates
timing of medication to eating.

raphic of the car’s fuel gauge, a sign stating
el use.

Perform a two—steF calcrt:lation to find the cost of three baseball tickets, using an order form that gives the price of one ticket and the
ing charge.

Calculate the price difference between two appliances, using information in a table that includes price and other information about the

NOTE:The position of a question on the scale represents the average scale score attained by adults who had a 67 percent probability of successfully answering the question. Only selected questions are presented.

Scale score ranges for performance levels are referenced on the figure.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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examine differences related to
literacy based on self-reported
background characteristics
among groups in 2003, as well
as changes within groups be-
tween 1992 and 2003, by using
standard t tests to determine
statistical significance. Statisti-
cal significance is reported at p
< .05. Differences between av-
erages or percentages that are
statistically significant are dis-
cussed by using comparative
terms such as higher or lower.
Differences that are not statis-
tically significant either are not
discussed or are referred to as
“not statistically significant.”

Because the sample size was
small for some groups in the
prison population, such as
women and Hispanics, standard
errors were larger for estimates
relating to those groups and dif-
ferences that look large were not
necessarily statistically signifi-
cant. The fact that a difference
was not statistically significant
does not necessarily mean there
was no difference. Rather, it
means we cannot be 95 percent
certain that the differences we
see in the sample would hold for
the population as a whole.

For most of the analyses in
this report, results are presented
for all three scales: prose, docu-
ment, and quantitative. How-
ever, for some of the analyses for
which one or two of the scales
were more conceptually related
to the background variable be-
ing discussed than were others,
results are presented for a sub-
set of the scales only.

Detailed tables with esti-
mates and standard errors for
all tables and figures in this re-
port are in appendix D. Appen-
dix C includes more information
about the weights used for the
sample and the procedures used
to estimate standard errors and
statistical significance.

Organization of the Report
Chapter 2 of the report presents

the prose, document, and quan-
titative literacy of the prison
population of the United States
as a whole and discusses how
the literacy of the prison popu-
lation changed between 1992
and 2003. The chapter also ex-
amines how literacy varies
across groups of prison inmates
with different characteristics,
including race/ethnicity, gen-
der, educational attainment,
age, language spoken before
starting school, and parents’
educational attainment.

Chapter 3 compares the lit-
eracy of adults in the prison and
household populations in 2003.
In addition to comparing the
populations as a whole, the
chapter examines how literacy
differs between adults in the
prison and household popula-
tions in groups with selected
characteristics, including race/
ethnicity, gender, educational
attainment, age, language spo-
ken before starting school, and
parents’ educational attainment.

Chapter 4 examines the re-
lationship between literacy and
education and job training, in-
cluding traditional academic
education, vocational education,
and skill certification.

Chapter 5 discusses the re-
lationship between literacy and
experiences in prison other than
education. Topics in chapter 5
are prison work assignments,
library use, computer use, and
reading frequency.

Chapter 6 looks at the rela-
tionship between literacy, crimi-
nal history, and current offense.
The results presented in chap-
ter 6 compare how the relation-
ship between literacy, type of
offense, expected length of incar-
ceration, expected date of re-
lease, and previous criminal his-
tory has changed since 1992.
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Endnotes

6 Nonresponse bias analyses are
discussed on page 102 of this
report. All percentages in this
section are weighted. For
unweighted percentages, see
tables C-1 and C-2 in appendix C.

7 The 1992 adult literacy prison
data collection took place in
1993, but results for that survey
have been reported using the date
of 1992.





