A First Look at the Literacy of America’s Adults in the 21st Century

Sample Assessment Questions
Respondents who participated in the 2003 assessment were asked to complete prose, document,
and quantitative literacy tasks of varying levels of difficulty. The sample questions on the following
pages illustrate the types of tasks used to measure the literacy of America's adults. These questions
were originally developed for the 1992 survey and were reused in 2003.
Consistent with the design of the assessment, each sample question appears before the text or document needed to answer the question. The percentage of respondents who answered the question
correctly is reported, as well as the percentage of correct responses for each of the four literacy
assessment levels.
More information about the sample assessment questions can be found on the Web at
http://nces.ed.gov/naal.
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Prose Literacy Question
Refer to the article on the next page to answer the following question.
According to the brochure, why is it difficult for people to know if they have high blood pressure?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Correct answer
Any statement such as the following:
Symptoms are not usually present
High blood pressure is silent
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

74

11

70

96

100

NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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Prose Literacy Question
Refer to the article on the next page to answer the following question.
What is the purpose of the Se Habla Español expo?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Correct answer
Any statement such as the following:
To enable people to better serve and sell to the Hispanic community
To improve marketing strategies to the Hispanic community
To enable people to establish contacts to serve the Hispanic community
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

16

#

3

16

60

# Rounds to zero.
NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons. Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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Document Literacy Question
Seventy-eight percent of what specific group agree that their school does a good job of encouraging
parental involvement in educational areas?
______________________________________________________________________________________
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Correct answer
Junior high teachers
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

36

#

4

47

98

# Rounds to zero.
NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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Quantitative Literacy Question
Suppose that you had your oil tank filled with 140.0 gallons of oil, as indicated on the bill, and you wanted
to take advantage of the five cents ($.05) per gallon deduction.
1. Figure out how much the deduction would be if you paid the bill within 10 days. Enter the amount of
the deduction on the bill in the space provided.
______________________________________________________________________________________
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Correct answer
$7.00
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

52

1

40

92

100

NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.
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Document & Quantitative Literacy Questions
This is an example of a task that was scored in three separate parts and treated as three separate questions. The first
two questions were included on the document scale and the third question was included on the quantitative scale.

Refer to the form on the next page to answer the following question.
Use the following information to fill in the receipt for certified mail.Then fill in the "TOTAL Postage and
Fees" line.
●

You are sending a package to Doris Carter.

●

Her address is 19 Main Street, Augusta, GA 30901.

●

The postage for the package is $1.86.

●

The fee for certified mail is $0.75.

Correct answer
Question 1 (Document): Enters name and address correctly. No penalty for misspelling.
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

65

8

54

86

97

NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

Correct answer
Question 2 (Document): Enters $1.86 and $0.75 on the postage and certified fees lines respectively.
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

76

13

73

96

100

NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

Correct answer
Question 3 (Quantitative): Either of the following:
Correctly totals postage and fees: $2.61
Correctly totals incorrect fees entered on form
Percentage of adults who answered the question correctly, 2003
All Adults

Below Basic

Basic

Intermediate

Proficient

78

33

88

96

99

NOTE:Adults are defined as people 16 years of age and older living in households or prisons.Adults who could not be interviewed due to language spoken or cognitive or mental disabilities (3 percent in 2003) are excluded from these data.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

26

A First Look at the Literacy of America’s Adults in the 21st Century

Reduced from original copy

27

Future NAAL Reports
In addition to providing
estimates of the literacy of
America’s adults, the 2003
assessment collected extensive
information about characteristics of the adult population and
literacy activities among adults.
Future NAAL reports will cover
a variety of topics, including:
■

■

Literacy in workplace, family,
and community settings,
including the use of technology and health literacy

NAAL on the Web: http://nces.ed.gov/naal
The National Assessment of Adult Literacy website provides easy access to:
■ Overview of the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy
■ Results from the 2003 and 1992 literacy assessments, including previously

published reports
■ Technical information about the 2003 assessment, including definitions of report-

ing groups, sampling and data collection, and methods for estimating
literacy scores
■ Prose, document, and quantitative literacy estimates (means and percentage in

each literacy level) and standard errors for the population groups summarized in
this report
■ Downloadable fact sheets on the components and new features of the 2003

Fluency and basic reading
skills, including the literacy
of America’s least literate
adults

■ Searchable questions tool featuring released items from the 2003 and 1992

■

Literacy of incarcerated
adults

■ Major government, national, and international adult literacy websites

■

Technical issues associated
with the assessment and
instructions for using the
data file

■

Analysis of different dimensions of literacy

U.S. Department of Education
ED Pubs
8242-B Sandy Court
Jessup, MD 20794-1398
Official Business
Penalty for Private Use, $300

assessment
assessments
■ Webcast presentations on the 2003 assessment
■ Public-use data files to facilitate secondary analysis.

Visit the NAAL website to learn more about upcoming reports, news, and events.

This report was prepared by Mark Kutner, Elizabeth Greenberg, and Justin Baer at the American Institutes
for Research. For further information, contact Sheida White, NAAL Project Officer, NCES, at sheida.white@ed.gov.
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