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~that 23 pupils -
the sample) were illiterate or -
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"ON 13 March last Veat ibd

'BBC. Six O'Clock News repotis

ed that “one in eight. adulis -i8

illiterate” in UK. The statemeny .

was based on the preliminary

1 findings of a Lancasier Unjver-

ity study, for which a = fingj
Teport was published later.
Agaml m& WeTe. al&mm'g~

“media, headlines: six mithon
| adults it was said, couid not

read, . Write or add properly.
'Sevel'ﬂrl leader writers greeted
the results as.'a vindication of
the' education reforms ‘earlier .
by the Goveriment

.out {literates after 11 years of
_cnmpulsory education surely
needed a ghake-up, they argi-
ed.

And s0 it wnuld if it did any -

. such thing But illiteracy among
. cobiemporary school-leavers is

8 myth,
" @xamijnation of the i evidence

Any ~ dispassionatc
shews. that, “Whatever else tlg
.schools have failed tg do, they
achlev-
« ing unjversal literacy as thﬁT
Ere ever likely to. -

- Much -depends. on what i3
meam; by literscy. In 1856, an
HMI.  survey of 1l-year-olds'
reading capabjlities ‘cohclitded
(1 per cent of

senu-]iterate All were inter-
viewed :by _the inspectors. Qnly -,
they found, were ‘unablic

T‘*‘toread mthesamesens"m

iwhich the-.

i"

ordinary . English-
man would be” unable to Tead

:a word cf Arabic's

.To many pecple, llliteracy

imeans just that. To the Victori

t-ans,

it meant the . inability. ro

i"wnte Youyr own name. By such

R S T——

st&ndards illiteracy has indead’
disappeara& Ng® We g2t  our-
ﬂEI’FEa ‘bighei | siandarde..ang

thése depend o how We wWant

Ple are functionally.
in some clrmmlstances — When .
confrented by a sunfeynrs Ien

_‘fnr it.” “1 would

to Use our réading and writing
skills, The
“functional literacy”. Most peo

{lliterate

port or instructions for filling
in & tax form, for example. -

- The Lancasters University stu
dy was based on interviewg i -~

1981 with 12,534 people aged
33, In thres separate questions,

- interviewees were asked: “Sitita

leaving schopl have you had

problems with reading, writing -
spelling. gr number workibasic

maths ”- The 13 per cent who

gave & simple.“yes" to any ot -

these ~questitns were categoris-
ed as ha.ving “difficulties”.

0Of these, 285- Yer fﬁellt (ot

37 per cent .of the whole sam-
ple? said they had . problems .

with reading. Most of thesg
also_had probleing -with writing
spzlling, An ‘additigna] 455 per
cent (or 59 per cent of tha
sample) had problems with
writinglspelling, but not read-
. Thete ig no means of telling
how many of the latter group

Were simply bad spellers, Bub
two in three of those with “di- -
- fReulties™ gave no details when

asked how these affectzd thelr
daily lives. Those Why did- give
. examples are revealing. 1 have
always fancied Wwriting a book,
a novel, but I have not suffi-

cient mnmmnd of -the English-

diction to be able to do this.”
“T'd have likea to take up vetari
nary work-if T had the brains

in shops or an cffica doing nice_

1' thiﬂgs—the sart of things theF

do on the telly.”

“These responses hn‘inr tc-

speeialists talk of -

‘Fﬂundatmn
- Reseafch, quoted the results of.
tests carried out In the mid-

like to. work E‘pidenl:e ‘that,- even at 11 itlite

‘Yacy has been virtually '

Exp]am why_§ _per cenht of tnﬁuﬁ' g:jn{, e nﬁt g?ﬂeefi 1 per- ﬂEI'lt

..y

repcrrtmg diﬁicu.ltiﬂﬁ had Guali+- of the populaticn” Nm@

fications &8t least  of A-level
standarfl. -A summary of - the
findings statas: “A large num-

‘ber gf those reporting problems

did have: soma competence In
literacy and. numeracy skills...

It is, therefore, both maccurme
ang- pejorative tg refer ta aduils

" with basic skills ﬂlﬁiﬂﬂtlﬁ as

'llllterate
The " samg appliss. to the

thcusands of adulis who have .

benefited from adult literacy
schemes. At @ EﬂﬂfEI‘EHﬂE ear-

‘ler, this month Dr. Tom Gor-

mat - head cf the language de-

Pmt at - the Natignal
for Educational

19705 on .a sampla of the ﬁﬂ,m

&dults recejving literacy tuitjon

under; tho schemes, Nearly a
thirg werg found to be eflec-
tive readers for most purpeses
while only 10 .per cent Wereg

complete  non-readers. . Foity -
-per cent had.at least z. mini-

mal = mastery of basic writing
skils; only 15 per el Drovi-
ded ‘no evidence ¢f being ab.e
to wrTite. -

According to thﬁil' futors,” 93
per cent {cf pecple on an adult
literacy .scheme, remember)
could meet the Victorian ori-
terion - for liferacy and  Wwrite

- their own names. Half . couid
write a stMght:fgrward letter -

to & frmnd or relative; nearly a
quarter counld write an intelli-

" ble letter- complajning aboutb

defective gogds. - .
Dr. Gorman gquotes ~ furthe:
eraxii-

cated. Thoee leaving primary
schuu]s s"unable to detipher
‘or decode falmhar words in

. identify the’ majil pumt of

, reading the

& phantJm army,

cti}';
¢f 10 .can Use a cﬂnlents DHJB
to  locatg mrﬁrmatmn and

short passage,- Even. in the”
first year of primary school i
per cent-can read @ simplg -

‘menu -snd order a ﬁve-coums

meal @ writing.

- Agajn, 96 per ceny of 11'.2?2&!'
olds bave attained. - sufficignt
ccatrol gver spelling, capiial
letters and . punctuation to

make their writing intelllglbla
on first reading. - /

&

L"'

None of this, as Dr Gorman_

_ i‘s' the first to aﬂrmt necessarﬂjr

Iea'i"e
skills.:

proves that children
school - with ‘adequate.

Many pupils have mastered the!
rudimenty of reading but ' if)

there i85 any

really. undemtand the writer's
meaning. For example half of!

subllety, do Dot

a ‘sample of 15-yearHids after,

- start of -
New Worid, concluded thet )
Huxley - favoured
mass-production.

Buy illiteracy, as populaﬂ.y.

understood, - hardly  exists; - thg -

six million -adult illiterates are
created by
zealoug lohbyists <and point-
scoring politicians, Even the
thousands who quite reasonabily

want £y improve their eracy ]

skills are irclined to - blame

biulmcal '

" Brave !

11
“t

themselves for thelr shurtcmn-

ings, not their schools.. .

Dr. Gorman says that mqai*!

ries into ‘pupils' attitudes - to
writing -cshow that they gweg
i

" high prigrity w0 spelling and

punetuation. “It s simply m'i

the caza that most
little atiention to- thesa,
ttors. Many pay
tn liitle elEe”
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