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College graduates’ reading skills drop

s

.. An adult literacy
assessment has shown an
alarming trend: the reading
proficiency of college
graduates is declining, and
experts don’t know why.

BY LOIS ROMANO
Washington Post Service

Literacy experts and educa-
tors say they are stunned by
the results of a recent adult lit-
eracy assessment, which
shows that the reading profi-
ciency of college graduates
has declined in the past dec-
ade, with no obvious explana-
tion.

“It’s appalling — it’s really
astounding,” said Michael
Gorman, president of the
American Library Association
and a librarian at California
State University at Fresno.
“Only 31 percent of college
graduates can read a complex
book and extrapolate from it.
That’s not saying much for the
remainder.”

While more Americans are
graduating from college, and
even more are applying for
admission, far fewer are leav-
ing higher education with the
skills needed to comprehend
routine data, such as reading a
table about the relationship
between blood pressure and
physical activity, according to
the federal study conducted
by the National Center for
Education Statistics.

Experts could not defini-
tively explain the drop.

“The declining impact of
education on our adult popula-
tion was the biggest surprise

‘I’s appalling — it’s really astounding.’

— MICHAEL GORMAN, American Library Association president

for us, and we just don’t have a
good explanation,” said Mark
S. Schneider, commissioner of
education statistics. “It may be
that institutions have not yet
figured out how to teach a
whole generation of students
who learned to read on the
computer and who watch
more TV. It’s a different kind
of literacy.”

“What’s disturbing is that
the assessment is not designed
to test your understanding of
Proust, but to test your ability
to read labels,” he added.

MEASURING READING

The test measures how well
adults comprehend basic
instructions and tasks through
reading — such as computing
costs per ounce of food items,
comparing viewpoints on two
editorials and reading pre-
scription labels.

Only 41 percent of graduate
students tested in 2003 could
be classified as “proficient” in
prose — reading and under-
standing information in short
texts — down 10 percentage
points since 1992. Of college
graduates, only 31 percent
were classified as proficient —
compared with 40 percent in
1992. Schneider said the
results do not separate recent
graduates from those who
have been out of school sev-
eral years or more.

The results were based on a

sample of more than 19,000
people 16 or older, who were
interviewed in their homes.
They were asked to read
prose, do math and find facts
in documents. The scores for
“intermediate” reading abili-
ties went up for college stu-
dents, causing educators to
question whether most college

instruction is offered at the

intermediate level because
students face reading chal-
lenges.

Gorman said that he has
been shocked by how few
entering freshmen understand
how to use a basic library sys-
tem, or enjoy reading for plea-
sure. “They’re told to go to
college in order to get a better
job — and that’s OK. But the
real task is to produce edu-
cated people.”

Other experts noted that
the slip in scores could be
attributed to most state
schools not being particularly
selective, accepting most high-
school graduates to bolster
enrollment. In addition,
Schneider said schools may
not be taking into account a
more diverse population, and
the language and cultural bar-
riers that come with shifting
demographics.

That would account for the
dramatic drop in average
prose literacy for Hispanics,
which slipped by 18 percent-
age points, he said. “The His-

panic scores were somewhat
understandable based on the
changing demographics,”
Schneider said. “Diversity may
lead to more difficulties in
education.”

AT HIGH SCHOOL

Dolores Perin, a reading
expert at Columbia University
Teachers College, said that her
work has indicated the issue
may start at the high-school
level.

“There is a tremendous lit-
eracy problem among high-
school graduates that is not
talked about,” Perin said. “It’s
a little bit depressing. The col-
leges are left holding the bag,

trying to teach students who

have challenges.”

On average, adult literacy is
virtually unchanged since
1992, with 30 million people
struggling with basic reading
tasks. While adults made some
progress in quantitative liter-
acy, such as the ability to cal-
culate taxes, the study showed
that from 1992 to 2003 adults
made no improvement in their
ability to read newspapers or
books, or comprehend basic
forms.

One bright spot is that
blacks are making significant
gains in reading and math and
are reaching higher levels of
education. |

For instance, the report
showed the average rate of
prose literacy, or reading,
among blacks rose six percent-
age points since 1992. Prose
and document reading scores
for whites remained the same.




