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June 26, 2003

Peggy Carr, Ph.D.

Associate Commissioner for Assessment
National Center for Education Statistics
1990 K St., NW

Washington DC 20006

Dear Dr. Carr:

We are writing on behalf of the National Research Council’s Committee on Performance
Levels for Adult Literacy. As you know, the committee’s charge is to examine and evaluate
procedures used to arrive at the performance levels used for the 1992 National Adult Literacy
Survey and to make recommendations regarding performance levels for the 2003 National
Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL).

During the course of this 29-month project, the committee will review the process for
setting the 1992 performance levels and the research that has been conducted on the 1992
assessment, and will arrange for activities and analyses to be conducted that can be used to
establish the performance levels and associated cut points for the 2003 assessment. Current
plans call for the committee to issue its final report in prepublication form in December 2004,
with formal publication in March 2005.

Our information-gathering efforts to date have informed us about the various
enhancements the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) plans to implement in
conjunction with the 2003 assessment, including Spanish translations of several of the
assessment components, the Adult Literacy Supplemental Assessment (ALSA), which is
designed to yield additional information about individuals with limited literacy skills, and the
Fluency Addition to the NAAL (FAN), which assesses oral reading skills. We commend you on
these truly important efforts to expand the assessment and broaden its coverage of the country’s
adult population. These enhancements should provide valuable information about the literacy
skills of Americans. However, the committee is concerned about several aspects of NCES’s
activities to date that could degrade the integrity of the 2003 results and the comparability of the
1992 and 2003 results. Several of these issues are time sensitive and should be addressed as
soon as possible. The purpose of this letter is to bring these concermns to your attention prior to
our final report and to recommend that NCES conduct three special studies as part of the
National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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Classification Accuracy of the Core Questions

As mentioned above, ALSA is designed to obtain more accurate information about
individuals with limited literacy skills than is possible with the main NAAL assessment. A set of
seven “core” questions is used as a routing test to estimate whether an individual’s skills are
sufficient to participate in the main NAAL assessment or whether the individual should be routed
to ALSA. The core consists of relatively easy tasks that are similar in structure to those on
NAAL. Each core task consists of stimulus materials presented in English and associated
questions available in English and Spanish. The questions and directions for ALSA are similarly
available in English and Spanish; NAAL is available only in English.

NCES conducted a small field test on a convenience sample of 350 individuals that
provided limited information on the accuracy of the core questions for routing individuals to the
correct version of the assessment. In this field test, the respondents completed all three
components—the core questions, ALSA, and NAAL. Using the field test data, classification rules
were developed to place individuals into ALSA or NAAL. The rules were derived from an a
priori assumption that approximately 10 percent of the field test respondents should be screened
into ALSA. Separate classification rules were developed for individuals who took the English
version and the Spanish version of the core questions.

Classification consistency was examined by comparing the routing decision that would
have been made on the basis of correct responses to the core questions with the score on NAAL.
Respondents who scored five or lower on NAAL were considered to be individuals who should
have been routed to ALSA (using the target of routing the lowest-scoring 10 percent on the main
NAAL to the ALSA). Of the 350 subjects, 7 (2 percent) were misclassified: 4 were incorrectly
routed to NAAL, and 3 were incorrectly routed to ALSA (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.);
see the table below.

Classification Result NAAL ALSA
Correctly Classified 311 32
Incorrectly Classified 4 3
Total 315 35

Because of the policy importance of identifying individuals with the most limited levels
of literacy and understanding the nature of their skills, the estimate of the proportion of the adult
population who would be routed to ALSA will be a natural focal point for discussions about
assessment results. It is important to understand that the design of the 2003 assessment, with this
separation into two instruments, essentially establishes a breakpoint that cannot be ignored when
reporting the results or when determining performance levels, which is the primary charge of the
committee. Therefore, it will be critical for NCES to understand the properties of the
classification rules and the nature and extent of the literacy proficiency of individuals who are
routed to ALSA.

Furthermore, it is important to recognize that once the 2003 assessment establishes the
breakpoint between ALSA and NAAL, future literacy assessments will need to be able to



establish a trend in the estimates of the proportion of the adult population at this lowest level of
literacy. The need for trend information will place a premium on designing a set of core
questions for future assessments that will have the same properties as those of the current
assessment. However, that task will be impossible unless the properties of the current core and
its classification rules have been established firmly and consistently in the current assessment.

If NAAL were designed to report individual-level results, it would be critical that the set
of routing questions be highly accurate in classifying individuals into the appropriate assessment.
However, given that NAAL is designed to report on group-level performance and given the
statistical methodology used (Kirsch, Yamamoto, Norris, Rock, Jungeblut, & O’Reilly, 2001),
accurate classification of individuals is not quite as critical. Post hoc statistical modeling enables
estimation of group-level results, even when misclassifications occur. Nevertheless, the
modeling requires reliable estimates of classification accuracy, as well as information about the
relationships between performance on NAAL and ALSA.

The committee has reviewed the information provided about the field test and finds that it
was not sufficient to support precise estimates of the classification accuracy of the core
questions. It also does not provide sufficient information about the relationships between
performance on NAAL and ALSA. Reliable estimates of classification error are not possible
from a convenience sample for which the probabilities of selection are not known (Cochran,
1963). Also, calculation of error rates should be based on appropriate populations,
distinguishing people near the cutpoint for the main assessment and ALSA from other people,
and English speakers from Spanish speakers, given the different rules for classification.

RECOMMENDATION: The Department of Education should conduct a special study
in which a stratified random sample of individuals responds to the core and to both
versions of the assessment, NAAL and ALSA. The sample should be a probability
sample that is designed to estimate classification errors accurately and should be
stratified on relevant variables, such as location, race or ethnicity, and educational
attainment or years of schooling. The sample should be large enough to provide
reliable information about classification accuracy, especially near the decision point
for routing individuals to NAAL or ALSA, and it should be designed to yield
information about classification errors in both directions.

Incarcerated Individuals

The second issue of concern to the committee pertains to assessment of the literacy skills
of incarcerated individuals. The 1992 assessment included a special study of the inmate
population in the United States and reported both aggregated and disaggregated results for
incarcerated and nonincarcerated individuals. It is our understanding that NCES is considering,
but has not yet made definite plans for, a special study of incarcerated individuals in conjunction
with the 2003 NAAL. We believe such a study is critical. Failure to include a sample of
incarcerated individuals will both degrade the integrity of comparisons of the results from 1992
to 2003 and misrepresent the literacy skills of key groups that have experienced sharp increases
In incarceration rates. Since the 1992 NALS, there has been a substantial increase in the
proportion of incarcerated individuals in the United States.



According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics (Harrison & Beck, 2002: Table 6.23),
the incarceration rate in federal and state prisons increased from 332 per 100,000 in 1992 to 470
per 100,000 in 2001, a 41 percent increase in the incarceration rate. This increase reflects
several factors, ranging from the increasingly popular attitude of being “tough on crime” since
the early 1990s to new laws with stricter sentencing for personal crimes, misdemeanors, and drug
use and possession, as well as stricter enforcement of existing laws.

Rates of incarceration are exceptionally high among young black men. In 2001, 3.5
percent of black non-Hispanic men were incarcerated, in comparison with 0.5 percent of white
males (Harrison & Beck, 2002, Table 16). The comparable figures for 1992 were 2.7 percent of
black non-Hispanic males and 0.37 percent of whites (Gilliard & Beck, 1994; pg. 9; Beck and
Gilliard, 1995, Table 11). For black non-Hispanic males, the increase from 2.7 percent to 3.5
percent represents an increase of 0.8 percentage points. Moreover, for some age ranges of black
males, the rate of incarceration and increases in incarceration rates over the past decade are
several times larger. For example, for black males aged 20-24, the incarceration rate increased
from 5.3 percent in 1992 to 7.9 percent in 2001, an increase of 2.6 percentage points. (Harrison
& Beck, 2002)

Incarceration rates have increased sharply for black men who have not completed high
school, a group of special interest with respect to literacy skills, and these rates have risen
substantially over the past decade. In 1999, the incarceration rate among black men aged 22 to
30 who were high school dropouts was 40 percent (Western & Pettit, 2000). The comparable
figure for 1992 was 26 percent (Western & Pettit, 2000). These incarceration rates are so high
among young black male dropouts that failure to include them in the 2003 NAAL will seriously
bias the sampling frame for young black male dropouts, for all black men, and for all blacks,
with unknown consequences for the literacy estimates for these groups.

RECOMMENDATION: The Department of Education should proceed with plans to
conduct a special study of the literacy skills of incarcerated individuals and incorporate
the information into the reported NAAL results, as appropriate.

Nonrespondents

The third issue of concemn to the committee relates to coverage of the population and
decisions about who is included in the assessment and who is not. Our concems relate primarily
to procedures for evaluating the literacy skills (in English) of individuals who do not have a
strong command of English. There has been a significant increase in such individuals. In 1990,
13.8 percent of the U.S. population over the age of 5 spoke a language other than English in the
home: for 7.5 percent of the population, Spanish was spoken in the home, and for 1.9 percent of
the population, Asian and Pacific Island languages were spoken in the home. According to the
most recent census, these percentages have increased over the past decade. Just 10 years later, in
2000, 17.9 percent of the U.S. population over age 5 spoke a language other than English in the
home: for 10.7 percent of the population, Spanish is the language spoken in the home, and for
2.7 percent, Asian and Pacific Island languages are spoken in the home



(http//www.censusscope.org/us/chart language.html). Since NAAL is intended to be an
assessment of the English literacy skills of the entire adult population, generalization of the
results will be limited to the extent that certain groups, such as non-native English speakers, are
excluded.

Since procedures are already in place and data collection is about to begin, it may not be
practical to alter or modify the soon-to-be-operational assessment. However, it should be
possible to conduct a follow-up study of nonrespondents to evaluate population coverage,
particularly as it relates to language issues, to estimate nonresponse bias, and to gather
information about needs for the next adult literacy assessments. Studies of nonrespondents are a
standard part of high quality large-scale surveys, such as the U.S. census, and we believe they
should be undertaken for NAAL (Groves & Couper,1998; Kalton & Kasprzyk,1986).

According to the information provided to us (personal communication, 2/26/03), there are
three decision points when the interviewer may decide to discontinue the assessment before it is
complete. The way that language issues are addressed at each stage is as follows:

1. When an interviewer arrives at a sampled household, a screening device (the “screener”
is used to determine if there is an eligible person in the household to participate in the
assessment. If the respondent cannot understand the English or Spanish spoken by the
interviewer (or vice versa), the interviewer can solicit translation assistance from another
household member or a neighbor. If this is not possible, the assessment would cease, and
the case would be coded as "language problem."

2. After the screener has been administered, the interviewer begins the background
questionnaire, which is available in English and Spanish. Translation assistance is not
allowed for the background questionnaire; thus if the respondent cannot understand the
English or Spanish spoken by the interviewer (or vice versa), the background
questionnaire would not be administered, and the case would be coded as "language
problem,” and the cognitive components would not be administered.'

3. The next stage of the assessment involves administering the cognitive components,
beginning with the core and moving to either NAAL or ALSA. The guidelines at this
stage indicate that if the subject is unable to speak, understand, read, or write English or
Spanish, these components cannot be administered. Incomplete assessments are coded
according to the extent of completion (partially complete or not started) and reason for
noncompletion (language problem or reading/writing barrier).

The individuals who make it through these filtering stages become the survey
respondents and define the population to which the results generalize. Thus, it is important to
understand who is excluded from the NAAL assessment and the effects of such nonparticipation
on the estimated literacy of the U.S. adult population.

' The procedure for moving from the background questionnaire to the core may be implemented somewhat more
flexibly than the stated rules. The 2003 background questionnaire is administered through a computer-assisted
personal interview (CAPI ) system, which allows individuals to move to the core questions even though the
background questionnaire is not completed.



In the 1992 assessment, the overall unweighted response rates (after all nonresponse
conversion attempts) were 89.1 percent for the screener, 81.0 percent for the background
questionnaire, and 88.6 percent for the exercise booklet of the cognitive assessment (Kirsch et
al., 2001:125-26).% Although it is important to evaluate nonresponse bias in general, it is
particularly important for an assessment of literacy to evaluate nonresponse bias that is attributed
to a “language problem.” In the 1992 assessment, the nonresponse rates attributed to a language
problem were 0.3 percent for the screener, 0.7 percent for the background questionnaire, and 3.2
percent for the exercise booklet (composed of 1.8 percent total incompletes and 1.4 percent
partial incompletes) (Kirsch et al., 2001).

A sensitive nonresponse study could tease out additional information about reasons for
dropping out or refusing to participate, about the nature and extent of language problems that
prevent NAAL participation, and about the competency in English of those who could not
participate. It is quite likely that the reasons for dropping out of the NAAL assessment are
related to literacy proficiency or lack of English proficiency regardless of the stated reasons. For
instance, individuals may decline to participate or drop out during the first two stages simply
because they realize that the assessment is about literacy (in English) and believe that it is not
one of their strong points.

Focused follow-up studies could provide additional information about the English
language and literacy skills of those who dropped out during the early stages by making
adaptations to the standard procedures, such as: only administering the core questions (to obtain
an estimate of the percentage of nonrespondents who would have been routed to NAAL or
ALSA), arranging for a translator for speakers of languages other than English or Spanish, or
verifying the validity of other reasons for refusing to participate (such as problems with visual
acuity) or some combination of these adaptations. As part of the follow up studies, information
could be gathered on the language spoken in the home and the length of time individuals have
lived in the United States. An attempt should also be made to learn about individuals’ literacy
skills in the native language.

We are not suggesting that NCES develop mechanisms for formally assessing literacy
skills in a multitude of languages, only that information be gathered that could further our
understanding about the literacy skills of individuals who do not speak English. Information
from these follow-up studies could enhance understanding of the 2003 results, assist in
developing policy regarding remedial literacy and ESL programs for adults, and be used in
designing future literacy assessments.

By offering the instructions and questions related to the core stimulus materials and
ALSA in Spanish, NCES has made great strides in expanding the coverage of this assessment.
However, it is important to be clear about exactly who is included, who is excluded, and reasons
for nonparticipation.

2 Response rates were calculated as follows: 89.1 percent responded to the screener; of those, 81.0 percent
responded to the background questionnaire; of those, 88.6 percent responded to the cognitive component itself.



RECOMMENDATION: The Department of Education should conduct a special
Sfollow-up study of nonrespondents. The study should involve identifying a probability
sample of nonrespondents (perhaps stratified by geographic location or other
information to identify types of nonrespondents), focusing particularly on individuals
who are eliminated during the first two stages. Data collected from this group should
focus on reasons for not participating and should probe further into language issues by
ascertaining information about command of English and the likely level of literacy
skills in the native language. Analysis of data from the follow-up studies should
examine systematic differences between respondents and nonrespondents that might

bias the results and should identify issues to consider for future administrations of
NAAL.

We hope that you find our recommendations useful and informative, and we urge funding
for these three important studies. We look forward to working with you further on this project.

Sincerely,

Christopher F. Edley, Jr., Co-chair

¥

Robert M. Hauser, Co-chair
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