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documents). A total of 43% of all Americans are estimated to be at these two levels. 
In contrast, 57% of Americans were categorized at the higher levels—intermediate 
(able to complete moderately challenging literacy tasks, e.g., refer to a reference doc-
ument for information) and proficient (able to read and integrate various materials) 
(ProLiteracy Worldwide 2006).

The U.S. Department of Education reports that individuals at higher levels of 
literacy are more likely to be employed, to work more weeks per year, and to earn 
higher wages than are individuals with lower levels of literacy (Kirsch et al. 2002). 
Education increases an individual’s literacy skills, which determine educational  
success. Basic academic skills influence such educational outcomes as high school 
completion, college enrollment, persistence in college, field of study, and type of 
degree obtained (Sum et al. 2002).

Although the United States spends more per capita on education than other high-in-
come countries, our literacy scores are below average in a world comparison. In 2013, 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) compared 
literacy scores for native-born U.S. adults and residents in 22 other OECD member 
countries. OECD measured a set of necessary work skills related to information and 
communication technologies, which it labeled technology-rich environments. The lit-
eracy scores of U.S. adults ranked 16th out of 23 countries in literacy proficiency 
(decoding written words, interpreting and evaluating complex texts), 21st in numeracy 
proficiency (solving math problems), and 14th in problem solving (solving personal or 
work problems using a computer). The nations that scored higher were Japan, Finland, 
Netherlands, and Sweden. The report revealed that socioeconomic background had a 
stronger effect on proficiency levels in the U.S. than in other OECD countries.

Country Total Number (in Thousands) Female (%)

Sub-Saharan Africa 181,950 61.2

Arab States 47,603 66.2

Central Asia 290 62.7

East Asia and the Pacific 89,478 70.5

South and West Asia 407,021 63.8

Latin America and the Caribbean   35,614 55.1

Central and Eastern Europe       4,919 77.5

SOURCE: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 2013.

Table 8.3 � Estimated number of illiterate adults (age 15+) and percentage who are female, 2005–2014


