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By the end of this session, participants should be 
able to:

 Describe key results from the PIAAC study and 
implications for adult education practice

 Identify the basic PIAAC literacy framework 
constructs that might inform ABE/adult literacy 
reading instruction

 Envision what a contextualized approach to 
teaching reading might look like if it were 
informed by the PIAAC literacy framework tools



A few things to ponder…



 What percentage of the adult population of 
the United States performs at the lowest 
levels of proficiency in Numeracy?

A. 28%

B. 9.5%

C. 64%



 Of the 18 countries participating in the 
assessment of Digital Literacy competencies, 
which country performed at the lowest level?

A. Republic of Korea

B. Estonia

C. The United States



 Of the member countries of the OECD, which 
country is the only one where the younger 
generations may receive less education than 
the older generations?

A. Spain

B. The United States

C. Cyprus



 PIAAC is an international large-scale assessment administered in 
2011-12 in 24 countries including the United States 

 Organized by the Organization for Economic Cooperation & 
Development (OECD)

 It assessed 16 - to 65-year-olds, non-institutionalized, residing 
in each country, irrespective of nationality, citizenship, or 
language status

 Administered to a sample of about 5,000 adults on either laptop 
computer or paper-and-pencil

 Results from the first round of PIAAC were released in 2013

 In 2013-14, the United States supplemented its original sample 
with 3,660 more adults, oversampled:
 Unemployed (age 16-65)

 Young adults (age 16-34)

 Older adults  (age 66-74)
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“Skills transform lives, generate prosperity and  promote 
social inclusion. Without the right skills, people are kept at 
the margins of society; technological progress does not 
translate into economic growth, and enterprises and 
countries can’t compete in today’s globally connected and 
increasingly complex world. 

“Getting the best returns on investment in skills requires 
good information about the skills that are needed and 
available in the labour market. It also requires policies that 
ensure that skills are used effectively to generate better jobs 
that lead to better lives.” 
(OECD, 2013, p. 26)



Use-oriented definition of Competence 
 “… the focus of the Survey of Adult Skills is 

less on the mastery of certain content 
(e.g. vocabulary or arithmetical operations) 
and a set of cognitive strategies than on the 
ability to draw on this content and these 
strategies to successfully perform 
information-processing tasks in a variety of 
real-world situations.” 



Proficiency as a continuum

 Levels of proficiency rather than a either or 
status.

 The levels define gradations in complexity of 
the tasks individuals can accomplish.

 At the lower levels, individuals can undertake 
tasks of very limited complexity.
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Locate 
single piece 
of 
information 
in familiar 
texts.

Read 
relatively 
short 
digital, 
print or 
mixed 
texts to 
locate 
single text. 

Make matches 
between text 
and 
information 
that may 
require low 
level para-
phrasing and 
drawing low-
level 
inferences.

Identify, 
interpret, or 
evaluate 
one or more 
pieces of 
information 
and often 
require 
varying 
levels of 
inference.

Perform 
multiple-step 
operations to 
integrate, 
interpret, or 
synthesize 
information 
from 
complex 
texts, and 
may require 
complex 
inferences.

Integrate 
information 
across 
multiple, 
dense texts; 
construct 
syntheses, 
ideas or 
points of 
view;  or 
evaluate 
evidence 
based 
arguments.

Below 
Level 1 

(0-175)

Level 1 
(176-
225)

Level 2 
(226-
275)

Level 3 

(276-325)

Level 4 
(326-375)

Level 5 
(376-500)



Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Ireland

Italy
Japan 
Korea, Rep of
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Slovak Republic
Spain
Sweden
United Kingdom 
United States 



Literacy

1
3
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Numeracy PS-TRE*
• The U.S. ranked in 

roughly the middle of 
countries in Literacy.

• The U.S. ranked lower 
than most other 
countries in Numeracy 
and Problem Solving in 
technology-rich 
environments.

* Cyprus, France, Italy, and Spain did not participate.
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18%

16%

NOTE: United States data are the U.S. PIAAC 2012/2014 data. PIAAC 2012 international average based on all countries and 
regions that participated in PIAAC 2012 as reported in the 2012 First Look (NCES 2013-008). 
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Larger 
percentages 
of U.S. 
adults 
performed 
at the top 
(Level 4/5) 
and the 
bottom 
(Level 1 or 
below).

Unemployed 
adults in the 
U.S. had 
lower 
average 
literacy 
scores than 
their peers 
inter-
nationally. 

Black (246) 
and 
Hispanic 
(236) 
adults in 
the U.S. 
had lower 
average 
scores in 
literacy 
than White 
(285) 
adults. 

Only the 
oldest U.S. 
adults 
outper-
formed the 
internation
al average 
in literacy. 



The problem is that students in high school are 
not doing better either.  The PISA report has 
shown that 15 year olds in the US are not 
performing as well as their counterparts in other 
countries.

As expected, countries performing well in PISA in 
a given year (e.g. 2000) tend to have above 
average performance among the relevant age 
cohort (e.g. 27 year olds) in the Survey of Adult 
Skills and vice versa. 
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 What thoughts/questions do you
have about this information so far?

 What implications do you see for
your classroom?
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The PIAAC Literacy 
Framework



 Use-oriented conception of competency
◦ Supplements WIOA and College- and Career-

Readiness Standards (CCRS) emphasis 

 Model of progression for literacy performance
◦ Describes reading as a complex skill that develops 

along a continuum

 Conceptual tools related to each
◦ Makes aspects of adult literacy practices transparent



 Adult literacy instruction “is most likely 
to lead to durable, transferable learning 
if it incorporates real-world activities, 
tasks, and tools” (NRC, 2012, p. 6). 

 The PIAAC literacy framework is based 
in theory and research about the 
contexts, texts, and cognitive strategies 
adults at different levels integrate to 
accomplish such “real-world” reading 
activities; thus, it offers the field of 
adult education an opportunity to think 
in creative and sophisticated ways 
about adult literacy instruction. 
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 Definition for Literacy

 Basic Framework for Literacy (context, 
content, cognitive strategies), with additional 
text elements

 (Factors That Affect Task Difficulty)



Literacy is defined as the ability to understand, 
evaluate, use and engage with written texts to 
participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to 
develop one’s knowledge and potential.

Literacy encompasses a range of skills from the 
decoding of written words and sentences to the 
comprehension, interpretation, and evaluation of 
complex texts. It does not, however, involve the 
production of text (writing).

Information on the skills of adults with low levels of 
proficiency is provided by an assessment of reading 
components that covers text vocabulary, sentence 
comprehension and passage fluency.



• Review the Purposes on the right. To what extent do you teach 
students how to use literacy to pursue these purposes?

• Review the Types of Interactions with Text on the left. Which of 
these do you tend to spend the most time teaching? Which do 
you think you could spend more time teaching?





CONTENT Different types of text.  Characterized 
by medium (print-based or digital) &
format:
• Continuous or prose texts
• Non-continuous or document texts
• Mixed texts
• Multiple texts 

COGNITIVE 
STRATEGIES

• Access and identify
• Integrate and interpret (relating parts 

of text to one another)
• Evaluate and reflect 

CONTEXTS • Work-related
• Personal
• Society and community
• Education and training



Rhetorical 

Stances

Description

Narration

Exposition

Argumentation

Instruction

Records

Other Text Elements Identified by PIAAC…



Other Text Elements Identified by PIAAC…



 Hypertext
◦ Index-like

◦ Text-embedded

 Interactive (e.g. 

comments)

 Basic Navigation 
Features (scroll 

bar, “next page,” 
arrows, etc.)



CONTENT Different types of text.  Characterized 
by medium (print-based or digital) &
format:
• Continuous or prose texts
• Non-continuous or document texts
• Mixed texts
• Multiple texts 

COGNITIVE 
STRATEGIES

• Access and identify
• Integrate and interpret (relating parts 

of text to one another)
• Evaluate and reflect 

CONTEXTS • Work-related
• Personal
• Society and community
• Education and training
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American Institutes for Research (AIR)

www.piaacgateway.com

PIAAC information at the National Coalition for Literacy 

http://www.national-coalition-
literacy.org/piaacHOME.html
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 Amy Trawick: atrawick1@gmail.com

http://www.piaacgateway.com/
http://www.national-coalition-literacy.org/piaacHOME.html
mailto:Salas-IsnardiFsalas-isnardi@live.com
mailto:atrawick1@gmail.com

