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I
nternational comparison is always a 
good way to learn something about 
yourself. T. S. Eliot wrote: ‘We shall 
not cease from exploration, and the 

end of all our exploring will be to arrive 
where we started and know the place for 
the first time’. Well, the OECD’s Adult 
Skills Survey isn’t the first time we have 
been able to look at our position from 
the standpoint of other nations. And it is 
far from the only international survey of 
adult learning. But it is influential, and 
widely respected, so its findings matter.

The basic headlines are now well 
known. The OECD survey – also known 
as the Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competences, or 

PIAAC – looked at levels of literacy, 
numeracy and ‘problem-solving in 
technology-rich environments’ among 
16-65 year olds in 24 nations. The 
governments of Scotland and Wales 
decided not to participate, partly because 
of the costs involved and partly because 
of competing priorities. England and 
Northern Ireland did take part, and were 
ranked 15th in literacy, 17th in numeracy, 
and 9th in digital literacy.

As well as these basic headlines, 
politicians and the media latched on to 
one among the many detailed findings in 
the report. While the OECD survey found 
that younger adults outperformed older 
adults in all three domains, the literacy 
and numeracy scores of our 16-24 year 
olds were lower than those of older adults. 

The public reaction was instant.
Writing in the Daily Telegraph, Michael 

Gove said that the survey showed that ‘our 
16-25 year olds, alone in the developed 
world, were more poorly educated 
than their grandparents’, proving 
that schools policy under the previous 
Labour government had produced a 
‘lost generation of young people without 
proper qualifications’. Skills Minister 
Matthew Hancock described 16-25 year 
olds as ‘Labour’s children, educated 
under a Labour government and force-
fed a diet of dumbing down and low 
expectations’. Rather than trying to move 
the agenda back to adult skills, Tristram 
Hunt instead praised the previous Labour 

government’s achievement in improving 
GCSE results.

This sounds pretty damning, but does 
it matter? Well, Gove, as Secretary of State 
for Education, is a powerful politician. 
But politicians come and go, and they 
pluck only those titbits from research that 
can be used in a favourable sound-bite. 
And as a researcher, I am aware of flaws 
in the way the OECD designs and carries 
out its survey. Those that are most often 
identified include:

q While it is admirable that the survey 
avoids sharp divisions between ‘literate’ 
and ‘illiterate’, and uses real-life 
simulations rather than abstract tests, 
there are real problems in coding the 
responses that people give.
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q Tasks we can define as parts of 
everyday situations in one country are 
not necessarily encountered by people 
in other countries. 

q The response rates varied between 45 
per cent in Sweden and 75 per cent in 
Korea, with England (59 per cent) and 
Northern Ireland (65 per cent) coming 
somewhere in the middle. 

q Some people couldn’t complete all 
the tasks, usually for language-related 
reasons.

q It is not always helpful to compare 
massive nations, middle-sized nations 
and small nations as though they were 
the same thing (not least because there 
are enormous regional variations 

even within middle-sized nations like 
Britain or Germany, let alone the 
USA).

q The use of league tables is misleading, 
particularly as some of the rankings 
are based on small differences that are 
well within the margin of error.

All research has its limitations, and it 
should be no surprise that the design and 
conduct of the OECD survey mean that we 
must treat the results with caution.

And, of course, caution is precisely 
what journalists and politicians generally 
do not use when commenting publicly on 
survey findings. I’ve been around long 
enough to take this in my stride, but in 
this case I do have a tiny smidgeon of 
sympathy with the concern over young 
adults’ performance, if not with the lurid 
way in which it was discussed. We need 
a much closer analysis of the results for 
young adults in England and Northern 

Ireland, in order to identify the likely 
causes of any decline in literacy and 
numeracy levels and the apparent failure 
to develop digital literacy (which may 
result from weak schooling but is also 
likely to involve other factors), and to 
inform policies for improving their skills 
as adults. That said, the popular public 
debate was unedifying.

Given the limitations of the survey, 
and the shambolic public debate, does 
any of this matter? I very much believe 
that it does. Let me start with the simple 
statement that what you know, and 
what you can do with your skills and 
knowledge, has material consequences 
at every stage of the life course. Further, 

it also has material consequences for 
those around you – for your children, 
your parents, your colleagues and your 
community. Skills and knowledge matter 
– and that is why so many of us have given 
a large part of our own lives to supporting 
adult learning. 

Research into skills and knowledge 
can be a tool to improve adult learning 
and inform those who support it. And in 
this case, we can start with some findings 
that should cheer everyone working in 
adult learning. Previous research on the 
benefits of learning has provided us with 
important pointers to the ways in which 
learning changes people’s lives across 
their life course. The OECD’s survey 
now confirms the findings of these early 
studies.

First, the survey provides clear and 
convincing evidence of the association 
between adult skills and economic 
outcomes. This, you might think, belongs 

to the Department of the Bleeding 
Obvious: of course skills help you stay 
in work and raise your earnings. But 
rather than relying simply on intuition, it 
does help to have robust evidence of the 
consistent effect of adult skills on earnings 
and on employability. And the survey 
findings confirm other studies pointing 
clearly in this direction.

Further, the results add to our 
understanding of the wider benefits of 
learning. In all the countries surveyed, 
people with lower proficiency in literacy 
are more likely to report poor health, 
to believe that they have little impact on 
political processes, and to play no role in 
associative or volunteer activities. In most 

of the countries surveyed, they are also 
less likely to trust others. These benefits 
may also be well-known among those who 
teach adults, but, once more, it is good to 
have robust evidence.

And the survey throws up some very 
significant findings about the shape of 
our society. This is something that will 
be looked at closely by the LLAKES 
research centre at the London Institute of 
Education, which plans to conduct its own 
detailed analysis of the survey responses. 
But, in the meantime, there are a 
number of important pointers. Some of 
these should send alarm signals about 
inequality and barriers to social mobility:

q In general, skills inequality and income 
inequality go together. Why they 
should do so is unclear: it may be that 
wider inequalities are simply reflected 
in skills inequalities, or, equally, it 
could be that skills inequalities are 

The lurid political and media response to the OECD’s  
Adults Skills Survey should not be allowed to obscure  
the survey’s important findings about the value of adult 
learning or its stark warnings about inequality and  
barriers to social mobility, writes	JOHN	FIELD
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helping to create wider economic 
inequalities. The UK is one of a group 
of countries – along with Italy and the 
USA – characterised by both high skills 
inequality and high income inequality.

q The inequality effects of adult skills 
appear to be particularly strong in 
England/NI. The effect of literacy 
proficiency on wages is higher here 
than in any other country in the 
survey; and the gains from literacy 
proficiency are particularly high in 
England/NI (and in the USA) for 
graduates. England/NI also show an 
above-average association between 
literacy proficiency and such social 
outcomes as trust, volunteering and 
political efficacy.

q Educational inequalities are 
reproduced across generations. 
Growing up in a family with highly 
educated parents endows learning 
capacities that are compounded over 
a lifetime, and these are reflected in 
skills performances in this survey. 
The gap in literacy skills by parents’ 
education in England/NI is relatively 
high – and when other factors are 
taken into account, such as age and 
migration background, parental 
education in England/NI is associated 
with a larger gap than in any other 
country, apart from the USA.

q Skills inequalities appear to be 
relatively high in England/NI, where 
the gap between the top and bottom 
performers in the test was higher than 
average. This unequal distribution 
is true even in digital literacy skills, 
where England/NI perform relatively 
well, where we also had one of the 
highest proportions of adults with low-
level skills.

q Occupation and skill seem more closely 
linked in England/NI than elsewhere. 
The gap between skilled and ‘routine’ 
workers is relatively high.

The findings also shed light on other 
inequalities – which, of course, often 
intersect with socio-economic inequalities: 

q There are clear gender inequalities. 
While girls and young women 
outperform boys and young men at all 
levels of initial education, adult men 
have the higher scores in numeracy 

and digital literacy, and this is 
particularly marked in England/NI. 
In most countries gender differences 
disappear in literacy, but in England/
NI the male advantage remains. 
This pattern might be explained by 
past educational differences, as well 
as differences in the occupational 
distribution between women and men.

q The survey also shows the effects of 
migration. Most countries reported a 
gap between the skills of native citizens 
and the foreign-born; this was true in 
England/NI, but the difference was 
comparatively small. In all countries, 
there was a gap between native 
language speakers and those from 
foreign language backgrounds, as 
might be expected. 

q Age-related skills inequalities are 
massive, and usually dwarf inequalities 
of gender or migrant status. Older 
adults fare particularly poorly in 
digital literacy, but they also have lower 
literacy and numeracy skills than other 
age groups in all countries apart from 
England/NI. And bear in mind that 
‘older’ in this survey means those aged 
55-65.

Finally, the survey should confirm the 
importance of the labour market in 
developing skills. This is particularly 
important in Britain, where most 
governments have focused on skills supply 
but have hesitated to influence skills 
demand. England/NI stands out in the 
survey for the high proportion of jobs 
which require few formal qualifications, 
defined by OECD as equivalent to 
primary education or less. We come 
second only to Spain, and no other 
country is close. It is ironic, but perhaps 
not surprising, that the survey shows us to 
come second only to Japan in the level of 
‘over-qualification’ in our workforce.

Finally, what does the survey tell us 
about adult learning? The authors report 
that there is a clear relationship between 
the extent of participation in organised 
adult learning and the average level of 
key information-processing skills in 
a given country. However, while they 
conclude that participation in adult 
education and training has a positive 
relationship to literacy, numeracy and 
digital proficiency – even when allowing 

for other factors such as prior education 
and different work requirements – it is 
relatively modest, largely because prior 
educational attainment and participation 
in adult education and training are 
closely correlated. So adult learning has 
an important role to play, but must focus 
particularly on those who are least likely 
to participate of their own accord.

This is, then, an important piece of 
work. It is flawed and limited, like any 
piece of research, but it also offers those 
working in our field plenty of food for 
thought, and plenty of ammunition for 
lobbying. In order to have an adult debate 
about adult skills, though, we need to 
move the terms of debate. As Carol Taylor 
pointed out in a blog on the OECD’s 
schools survey, the blame game gets in 
the way. And we really need to understand 
learning as a lifelong process, rather than 
focusing attention solely on schooling.

As the OECD points out, the young 
adults who were surveyed in PIAAC will 
be in the workforce and community for 
another 40 years or more, regardless of 
changes in schools policy for children. 
It is interesting, then, to look at the 
three ‘key points for policy’ that OECD 
identifies in its report. These are:

q provide high-quality initial education 
and lifelong learning opportunities;

q make lifelong learning opportunities 
accessible to all; and

q make sure all children have a strong 
start in education.

Of course, it is disappointing that 
Matthew Hancock, Michael Gove and 
Tristram Hunt had nothing so say about 
most of these recommendations. But there 
is a difference between the immediate 
reactions of a politician faced with an 
impatient media, and the longer haul of 
developing an alliance that can influence 
policy-making. We have to understand 
the OECD survey in a much wider context 
(and as one piece of helpful evidence 
among many), and as part of a tough, 
long-term project of revisioning and 
rebuilding our adult learning system.
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