
ORIGINALBEITRAG

DOI 10.1007/s40955-016-0068-7
ZfW

veröffentlicht in
Zusammenarbeit mit

Literacy level I and below versus literacy level IV and
above
International results regarding participation in adult education

Anke Grotlüschen

Received: 29 April 2016 / Accepted: 19 July 2016
© The Author(s) 2016. This article is available at SpringerLink with Open Access.

Abstract Literacy as specified in the recent PIAAC survey (OECD 2013) is sep-
arated into competence levels. This allows a comparison of adults performing on
literacy Level I and below versus those performing on Level IV and above. The
PIAAC survey also contains variables on participation in adult education. Core find-
ings confirm the Matthew effect for participation rates, but not for training hours.

Keywords Literacy · PIAAC · International and Comparative Research on Adult
Education and Training

1 Adult education and training on literacy level one and below

Adult eduction and training provide opportunities to develop or maintain cognitive
skills needed both at work and in everday life. Knowledge about the kind of
training used by those performing on the PIAAC literacy scale on Level I and
below is relevant for policy makers and practitioners who want to tailor their supply
structures towards their needs. Following the publication of the results of large-
scale assessments, several countries realized that the share of the population on
Level I and below was much higher than thought. Many launched programs or
strategies to improve their populations’ skill levels. There is growing concern that
those who were left behind in initial schooling and vocational education participate
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less than average in adult education as well. Some countries set out benchmarks1

for participation rates with regard to formal and non-formal adult education and
training. All findings in this paper, which are not quoted from other publications,
have been computed in a common publication project with the OECD Paris under
the lead of William Thorn, published as Education Working Paper 131 (Grotlüschen
et al. 2016). Analyses were mostly made with the STATA software and the PIAAC
repest module, covering the complete dataset. This paper mostly relies on results
that have not been published in the common report. The report focuses Level I and
below because this cut-off is the main reference in Europe (EU High Level Group of
Experts on Literacy 2012). Adult education and training is defined according to the
Classificaton of Learning Activities (European Commission and Eurostat 2006).2

The focus in this article lies on the subpopulations on PIAAC literacy or numer-
acy Level I and below and their relation to adult education and training, to informal
learning at work and learning strategies. The literacy Level I and below subpopu-
lation is 15.5% of the adult population (international average). Roughly a third of
the low literate do participate in adult education, which is seen as unsatisfactory in
several countries. To improve this situation, the research questions are:

● Do formal or non-formal formats attract larger shares of the low literate subgroup?
● Which formats are interesting for the subgroup, e. g. workshops, individual les-

sons or e-learning?
● How does the subpopulation work and which kinds of workplace support training

activities?
● What is the role of informal learning at work?
● What are the reasons for participation and non-participation?
● Is there more demand than provision or vice versa? Is training needed, are jobs

challenging?
● Do Level I and below subpopulations use learning strategies? Is there a need to

improve these?

Three international adult education surveys, which are the European Adult Ed-
ucation Survey (AES), the EU Labor Force Survey (EU LFS) and the Continuing
Vocational Training Survey (CVTS) regularly point to socio-demographic differ-
ences including initial education and clearly indicate that adult education depends
on employment (Kaufmann and Widany 2013). Most of the variables’ impact de-
creases if employment is controlled. Raw figures indicate that differences seem to
decrease in order of their appearance to public awareness. Gender differences have
lessened and partly vanished, age differences are decreasing, migration differences

1 The German government wants 50% of the population to participate in adult education and training
and wants the low educated to reach participation rates of some 30%. The reference survey is the Adult
Education Survey, carried out every three to five years.
2 Literacy-related nonrespondents have not been excluded. The international averages include all par-
ticipating countries. Calculations have been carried out with the Stata PIAAC Repest Module (Francois
Keslair, OECD) which includes weights and plausible values.
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haven’t decreased so far but may do so soon. Class differences – defined by formal
education, employment and income – have not decreased.3

Several national literacy surveys focus literacy and numeracy Level I according
to their own definitions and methodology. The French case shows that literacy rises
while numeracy skills decline in the population (Jonas 2012). The English Skills
for Life surveys in 2003 and 2011 also shifted the awareness from literacy towards
numeracy (DfES 2003; BIS Department for Business Innovation and Skills 2011).
The German survey LEO integrated reading and writing and pointed at the problem
that most Level I difficulties consist in writing, not in reading (Grotlüschen and
Riekmann 2012).

International literacy research claims that the Level I and below subpopulation is
on average neither unemployed nor “foreign-born”, as a major European consortium
points out in their report (EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy 2012).
PIAAC shows differences between subpopulations of 24 countries. As the OECD
Skills Outlook reports, the likelihood of participating in adult education and training
(OECD 2013, p. 209) varies according to Level of literacy proficiency.

2 Adult education and training – general results

Participation rates in adult education and training do not necessarily translate into
outcomes; however, they are a good indicator for lifelong learning activities in
a country and have a long research tradition. According to PIAAC, the overall
participation rates with regard to formal and non-formal adult education and training
differ substantially. In some countries, over 70% of the population participate
regularly in lifelong learning (OECD 2013). Across all countries, it is the high
skilled population that participate more in formal and non-formal adult education.

With a focus on the low-skilled population only, the average is 31.3%; the highest
participation rates reach nearly 50% of the subpopulation in Norway, some 44% in
Denmark and more than 42% in Sweden. The lowest participation rates are found
in Poland, the Slovak Republic and Italy. The large range of the data – from 14 to
49% – shows that countries can learn from well performing entities.

The reason for varying participation is not only to be seen in educational policies.
Participation rates correlate with employment (see above). The countries under
consideration have very different labor markets. The unemployment rates in the
three countries with the highest overall participation rates are all below 10% of the
population (Norway: 3.2%, Sweden 8.0%, Denmark 7.5%; cf. Rammstedt 2013,
p. 211).

The German survey on the low-skilled population (Level-One Survey LEO,
Grotlüschen and Riekmann 2012) shows comparable results regarding the partic-
ipation rates (LEO: 28% of the low-skilled population participate in non-formal
adult education and training). From LEO, it is known that the majority of courses

3 Multivariate analyses with data of the AES show that gender differences are not significant once em-
ployment is controlled for, age differences remain significant for the 50+ and migration effects remain
significant for the youngest cohort of migrants aged 18 to below 30 (Kuper et al. 2013).
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focus on forklift or truck driving licences, work security issues, welding licences
or – for immigrants – German language courses (Bilger 2012). All these areas are
subject to regulation and law and the attendees of these courses are usually obliged
to participate.

2.1 Selectivity and efficacy

The question of whether adult education and training is efficient or not is relevant
for funding and provision strategies. When access to training is non-selective, it
is likely that progress will be slower and show less impact than when access is
selective and thus allows only the better performers among a subpopulation (e. g.
the unemployed) to enter the learning group.

When funders expect training providers to demonstrate the effects of training,
providers tend to select participants more carefully and prefer to train those that
have greater chances of performing well. This so-called “creaming effect” is quite
well known and often criticized by practitioners. In this type of situation, all parties,
the funders, the participants and the suppliers face something of a dilemma. Funding
strategies, for example, may emphasize both efficacy and non-selectivity, i. e. the
targeting of the most in need (i. e. those least likely to succeed). Correlations
between training participation and (literacy) performance based on cross-sectional
data always represent the outcome of the combined effects of selection and efficacy.

The raw regression coefficient from literacy onto formal and non-formal train-
ing is 26.2 points (international average). If socio-demographic and educational
variables4 are controlled for, the regression coefficients decrease substantially from
26.2 points on the PIAAC scale to 6.2 points (international average). This indicates
that the relation between literacy and training is mostly influenced by education,
employment and socio-demographics and that only a small effect remains, repre-
senting at the same time the selectivity and efficacy of adult education according to
forms of learning.

2.2 Participation gaps by forms of learning (formal, non-formal, informal)

The forms of adult education show very different participation rates. The gaps
between low and high skilled subpopulations also differ with regard to the form of
learning. The gap between low-skilled population and high skilled population by
forms of learning is:

● Formal Adult Education and Training: Participation rates 9.1% versus 18.4%.
● Non-formal Adult Education and Training: Participation rates 27.1% versus

66.6%.
● Informal Learning at Work (employed only): Proportion of those with highest

agreement (top two): 36.0% on Level I and below versus 36.9% on Level IV
and above.

4 The values are controlled for age, gender, employment status, education, parents’ education, self-re-
ported health status, test language and native language and ICT use at home.
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The PIAAC-index “Learning at Work” combines agreements to statements about
keeping up to date or learning by doing. The overall distribution of agreement to
the statements was divided into five percentiles so the percentages show the shares
of people belonging to the percentiles. Among the low-skilled, 19% belong to
highest quintile (which means these 19% agree nearly fully (80 to 100%) with the
statements on learning at work). The top two quintiles add up to roughly one third
of the low-skilled population who most clearly agree with the question on whether
they learn at work.

The gaps within formal adult education and non-formal education are large com-
pared to learning at work among the working low-skilled population. This is usually
discussed as a highly selective entry into non-formal education. The small gap re-
garding learning at work is possibly caused by the reduced subpopulation of only
those who work. This leads to the conclusion that the selectivity is mostly caused
by participation in the labor market.

The international comparison shows that the overall gaps differ between countries
(Fig. 1). Both the shares of Level I participants as well as the gaps between high
and low literate participants are interesting starting points for further comparative
research.

3 Non-formal adult education and training

The overall gaps lie between the low and high skilled populations, not between the
countries. Averages show that some 27% of the low-skilled population participates
in non-formal education while more than 66% of the high skilled does so. For Nu-
meracy, the shares are 28 and 66% respectively. Evidence shows a strong influence
of the workplace for non-formal training enrolment (the influence of the workplace
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100 %

level 1 or below level 4 or 5 Number of cases < 60 Average level 1 or below

Fig. 1 Participation rates by Level and Country
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on participation in adult education and training is well known in adult education
research and has been repeatedly confirmed [CEDEFOP-European Center for the
Development of Vocational Training 2010; Kaufmann et al. 2014; Friebel et al.
2000; Brüning and Kuwan 2002; Kuper et al. 2013]).

3.1 More training hours on level I than on higher levels

According to PIAAC, low performing adults (Level I and below) who participate
in non-formal education receive more training hours than high performing adults
(Level IV and above) who participate in non-formal education. The training volume
shows that the mean for Level I performing adults lies at some 150 hours (interna-
tional average for literacy performance) while this is 10 hours less on Level IV/5
and another 20 hours lower on Level II and III. The distribution is bimodal. It
does not include formal education. An explanation for this could be the long-term
course programs provided by job agencies for the Level I population as well as the
language programs for migrants recently arrived.

The distribution by country shows that the peaks are on different Levels. In
several northern European countries, the duration is highest on Level I, in England
and Northern Ireland it is not significantly different by Level. Other countries like
Korea and Spain have peaks on Level IV and above. In Australia, Poland and the
US the Levels II or III receive the highest amount of training hours, but this does
not necessarily differ significantly from the neighbouring Levels.

3.2 Participation by type of non-formal learning

Non-formal education consists of seminars and workshops, private lessons and open
or e-learning formats. The index is made up of these four variables. The gap
between the low and high skilled population is quite well known. Supposedly the
causality behind the correlation runs in both directions: high performers have fewer
problems entering adult education, and adult education helps to maintain or improve
their skills.

Being low-skilled in literacy or numeracy affects the chances of participation in
non-formal adult education only slightly. The pattern stays the same. The types
of non-formal adult education differ widely, with on the job training and semi-
nars or workshops being more attractive and accessible than e-learning or private
lessons. This differs across countries and Levels as can be seen in the OECD re-
port (Grotlüschen et al. 2016). The country-specific participation rates by type of
non-formal education show a large variety in provision and demand for non-formal
education. The post-Soviet countries that recently changed their systems do not
show a common pattern (i. e. not offering seminars or focusing on distance learn-
ing). Fig. 2 demonstrates the importance of on the job training and the wide access
gap in seminars and workshops. The smaller types of non-formal learning (open
and distance learning and private lessons) have higher participation rates in northern
countries than elsewhere. Seminars and workshops hint at an adult education system
with public and commercial training institutions that are accessible to all who fulfil
the conditions for the training offer. All countries seem to have this infrastructure
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Percentage of adults 
by Activities 
- Last year -

Literacy 
Level I

Numeracy 
Level I

Literacy 
Level IV/5

Numeracy 
Level IV/5

Open or Distance 
Education 6.3% 6.1% 16.2% 14.9%

On the Job Training 16.5% 17.1% 41.6% 42.4%

Seminars or Workshops 8.6% 9.1% 37.3% 37.4%

Private Lessons 8.0% 8.0% 17.4% 16.5%
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Fig. 2 Percentages of Participation by Literacy and Numeracy Level and by Type of Non-Formal
Education

for Level IV and above performers. But several countries do not find Level I and
below performers in their seminars and workshops.

3.3 Non-formal education by types of employment

As employment seems to be very influential for participation in adult and continuing
education, a closer look at the type of employment is provided.

The majority of performers at Level I and below do not feel challenged enough
in their jobs (international average: 77%, see below), even at their very low literacy
skill Level. That indicates monotonous workplaces. On the other hand, the skills
available do not seem to match the requirements for all of the workplaces, as roughly
a fourth to a third of the Level I and below performers express their need for more
training (international average: 28%, see below).

Certain features of jobs are associated with greater chances of participating in
non-formal training. Overall, low-skilled individuals working in skilled occupations,
in the public sector, in more stable employment contracts and in jobs that have
requirements for tertiary qualifications, have higher rates of participation in non-
formal education and training. In addition, low-skilled workers in jobs that involve
greater flexibility for the employee have higher rates of training participation.
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3.3.1 Quality of employment correlates with participation in adult education

While the impact of employment on formal and non-formal learning is clear, there
are differences within the employed sections of the low-skilled population as well.
Depending on which qualification a job would require nowadays, the share of par-
ticipants rises significantly. Blue collar and elementary occupations lead to less
further education than white collar jobs and skilled occupations. Job satisfaction
and participation also correlate positively and significantly. The causality remains
unclear. It may lie in the job itself as a third factor influencing both satisfaction and
participation rates as well as in the satisfying effects of adult education.

3.3.2 Less flexible jobs correlate with low adult education participation rates

The workplace itself can be monotonous and dependent on other peoples’ decisions,
as well as flexible and to a certain extent subject to one’s own decisions and influence.
Deciding on the sequence of your tasks or the speed and rate of work indicates some
influence and independence at the workplace, but monotony is the everyday reality
for more than a third of the Level I and below subgroup, compared to some 20%
of the overall population. Low flexibility seems to reduce the likelihood of further
education as the participation rates decrease from roughly 46 to roughly 36%.

Some 42% of the Level I and below employees have the opportunity to decide
what time they start work and when they leave (compared to 53% in the overall
population). This kind of individual control over working hours might be necessary
to attend courses and seminars and correlates positively with participation.

3.3.3 Security of employment correlates with participation in adult education

In case the working subpopulation of the low-skilled is employed in the public
sector, their rates of participation in adult education are significantly higher (55%)
than in the private sector (38%). While stable and fixed term contracts do not differ
in terms of participation rates (44%), the agencies and temporary employment
opportunities offer significantly lower chances for adult education (29%). The
decrease of company size (as reported by the interviewees) does not lead to activities
with regard to further education among the low-skilled population (participation rate:
44%). Expanding companies offer more opportunities to their staff (52%). Perhaps
they face more training needs because of newly employed staff that needs initial
inhouse training.

4 The difficulties to get access to training

The share of low-skilled people who expressed an interest in training mostly report
that the reasons for not starting are lack of support, being busy with work and family
issues and the costliness of the training. Those who did participate state doing their
job better as the most relevant reason. On the other hand, being obliged to attend
training is a crucial factor for participation as well. This reveals paradox effects of
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jobs as the core reason for training and – at the same time – being busy at work as
the core hindering factor.

4.1 Training wanted, but not started

Among the low-skilled population we find between 4 and nearly 30% who wanted
training, but did not start. The international average is 17.1%, for the numeracy
low-skilled population it is 17.7%. The highest shares with more than one quarter of
the numeracy low-skilled population agreeing to the statement (training wanted) are
in the USA (28.1), Sweden (25.8), Denmark (25) and Ireland (24.5). This changes
slightly if literacy is used for the definition of the subpopulation, with Sweden, USA,
Ireland and Spain ranking highest. Within the high skilled population the average is
35.9% (literacy) and 34.2% (numeracy). In nearly all countries, the proportion of
those who reported wanting training but not starting ranges from a quarter to nearly
half of the high skilled population. The USA has the highest values, with more than
50.5% in both domains (literacy and numeracy).

The large differences between the low-skilled populations’ relatively low values
and the high skilled populations’ values between 20 and 50% show that this is more
than a social desirability effect. Activating these sections of the subpopulation would
double the figures of adult education participation among the low-skilled population
for many countries.

4.2 Reasons for non-participation within the low-skilled population

Work, family and numerous non-specified reasons (other) are reported to be the
most hindering factors, followed by financial issues, structural barriers, not meeting
the criteria and unforseen circumstances. This is followed by one in five persons
facing or anticipating financial problems in connection with adult education and
training. Even if sometimes the course is free of charge, people assume it must
cost something, because they are already used to having to pay everywhere (cf.
Heinemann 2014).

Time constraints are mentioned as a strong barrier. But as we know from quali-
tative research, this might be an escape category: people tend to report time issues;
but the non-reported, hidden reason is that they see no thematic relation between
the training and their everyday challenges (Grotlüschen 2003).

Regarding the unspecified reasons (other), this indicates either people cannot tell
what kept them from starting or they have reasons which are not covered by the
answer options. Early research found that time, money and lack of connections was
the famous formula for non-participation in the 1960s (Strzelewicz et al. 1966).
From the new century on, fear of being too old or too unprepared are reported
according to the theory and research on “social fields” (Barz and Tippelt 2004)
or with regard to non-participants and never-participants (Schröder et al. 2004).
Four types of abstinence have been classified (Bolder and Hendrich 2000) and the
development of thematic interest has been distinguished into phases (Grotlüschen
2010). Postcolonial and intersectional approaches have also been used to pinpoint
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migrant women’s reasons for learning, suggesting the importance of “citizenship
capital” (Heinemann 2014).

4.3 Reasons for participation within the low-skilled population

The international averages5 show that “doing the job better” and “improving career
prospects” is ticked by more than 45% of those low-skilled who participate in adult
education. Another 20.9% state they were obliged to participate. The threat of
losing the job is not an issue. This might mean that the jobs are secure or that
adult education would not change the job situation anyway. Amongst unqualified
or low qualified adults the latter idea is common (Grotlüschen and Brauchle 2004;
Schiersmann 2006).

4.4 Job requirements: not challenged enough or needing more training

The variables used here are controversially discussed as the measurement of skills
mismatch (Perry et al. 2014). But the question in this section is not the mismatch
between skills and jobs, the question is whether and how low performers engage in
further education.

Level I and below performers might find themselves in monotonous workplaces
where they are not challenged enough and therefore have neither the opportunity nor
the need for informal learning activities at work. Those who do not feel challenged
enough are some 77% of the literacy Level I and below population (international
average), ranging from nearly 88% in Germany to 63% in Finland, Japan being
an outlier with 28%. Being insufficiently challenged and having very low literacy
skills allows the conclusion that the workplaces under consideration require rather
few skills. Similarily, the underchallenged 86% of the Level IV/V performers will
be interpreted as low requirements for highly performing employees.

In case the Level I and below performers enter more qualified jobs and find them-
selves equipped with fewer skills than required, this should lead to the necessity of
training. One would expect that the lower the skills, the higher the need for training
would be. Some 28% on Level I and below say they need more training, while this
figure increases slowly but steadily up to 36% of the Level IV/V performers.

On Level I and below, 77% feel underchallenged while 28% need training.
The latter will either try to get non-formal training or start to improve their skills
informally. The following section shows that a quarter up to a third of them reports
learning at work every day.

4.5 Learning strategies and adult education

Six items form an indicator called “Learning Strategies”. The index is abbreviated as
“Readiness to Learn” in the questionnaire. The theoretical discussion is published
in the Conceptual Framework underlying the Background Questionnaire (OECD
2011, p. 18), but some of the indicators are not available in the final questionnaire

5 If the distribution is split by country, the categories often have less than 60 cases.
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anymore, so the direct link between theoretical idea in 2011 and the published index
in 2013 remains unclear. Results should be interpreted carefully.

The overall result shows an international pattern where Asian countries versus
post-Soviet and Western countries seem to differ. This may be a cultural pattern
underlying the self-reported answers.

Bivariate correlations between learning strategies and participation rates are low
(in this case computed via the IDB Analyzer Software and with SPSS). The inter-
national averages turn out to be:

● 0.11 for formal adult education (s.e. < 0.00, range from 0.04 in the Czech Republic
to 0.19 in Estonia).

● 0.14 for non-formal education (s.e. < 0.00, range from 0.08 in Norway to 0.21 in
Estonia).

● 0.21 for informal learning at work (s.e. < 0.00, range from 0.13 in Korea to 0.30
in Austria).

Learning strategies of the Level I and below subpopulation have rather small
correlations with their participation in adult education and learning. This is striking
and may need further investigation.

The theoretical approach sketched out in the conceptual framework of the back-
ground questionnaire would suggest that learning strategies, which form an index
based on the theory of metacognition, should be quite influential for learning (OECD
2011). On the other hand, this might differ between learning outcomes and partici-
pation rates.

5 Summary of findings

Adult education and training is on the rise in the long-term view but in all countries
it is divided according to competence and qualification. PIAAC confirms the well-
known Matthew Effect, but the gaps differ between countries. Countries with high
shares in training participation among the low literate subpopulation tend to be the
countries with low unemployment rates. The composition of literacy Level I and
below also differs substantially as well as countries’ supply structures for recently
arrived migrants.6

Training duration does not necessarily confirm the Matthew Effect. The interna-
tional average shows that Level I and below performers receive more training hours
if they enter adult education. This differs considerably across countries.

PIAAC allows study of the relation between proficiency and adult education by
controlling the other predictors. The causality is two-directional: the more literate
parts of the population receive easier access to adult education and training (selec-
tivity) while those who attend adult education and training preserve and improve
their literacy proficiency (efficacy). Findings indicate that countries perform rather
differently in this respect. The types of supply – formal, non-formal, informal –
also show quite different results in this combination of selectivity and efficacy. Non-

6 See David Mallows’ findings in Grotlüschen et al. (2016).
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formal learning has the strongest positive relation with literacy, while informal learn-
ing is negatively associated with literacy. That means literacy Level I and below
performers agree that the learning required for their job takes place at work.

Regarding the forms of provision, the results show very little formal adult educa-
tion and training, the average rate being below 10% (range 3 to 18%) compared to
more than 18% within Level IV and above performers and more than 30% Level I
participation rate in non-formal learning. It could be worth communicating to the
target group which pathways are open after initial formal education, where they lead
to and what kind of support structures exist.

Non-formal learning is easier to access for low literate adults. The type of non-
formal education matters (e-learning and private lesson sversus on the job training
or seminars). Job quality, flexibility and security seem to be relevant as well.

● The quality of employment, sketched out with the variables qualification require-
ment, position and satisfaction, correlates slightly, but significantly positive with
non-formal learning opportunities. Monotonous jobs can lead to a decrease in
skills.7

● The flexibility of work, understood as the possibility to make decisions on the
sequence of tasks, about how to do your work, about speed and how to organize
working hours within a day, correlates differently with participation rates. Here
high and medium flexibility correlates most with the participation in non-formal
leraning.

● A third subsection of indicators were selected to hint at the feeling of security
of employment with regard to contract stability, the increase or decrease of the
company as well as the public or private sector of employment: Higher stability
seems to improve participation rates even if only the employed subpopulation of
Level I and below is taken into consideration.

These three subsections were conducted with the employed among the literacy
Level I and below. The differences between qualified and unquailified positions,
flexible and monotonous jobs and more or less feeling of job security are significant,
but remain small. On average, 66% of the low literate adults are employed, this is
the majority, but still below average.8

Practitioners from companies and training institutions also state that the target
groups under consideration do not necessarily show a large demand for training,
but PIAAC data show that it could be possible to engage more low performers in
learning.

● On average, 17% of the literacy Level I and below report they wanted training
in the past 12 months but did not start. This differs substantially by country (4
to 28%). The rate is much lower than among highly literate adults.

● Reasons for non-participation are lack of time because of family and job com-
mitments as well as the cost. “Other” remains a large category.

7 See Stephen Reder’s findings in Grotlüschen et al. (2016).
8 See David Mallows’s findings for more details about employment and family status within the subpopu-
lations and compared to the average adult populations in Grotlüschen et al. (2016).
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● Reasons for participation are mostly job related (do my job better, job promotion).
Upskilling to prevent job loss does not seem to be relevant for this population.

Overall, workplace requirements drive people to upskill and at the same time
being busy at the workplace prevents people from finding the time to do this. This
paradox holds throughout domains and Levels.

The data represent two characteristics of low literate meeting high or low ex-
pectations at work. Monotonous workplaces and never having to learn at work
correspond for a large part of the target group. Some 77% of the Level I and below
subpopulation feels underchallenged at work (compared to 86% of the Level IV
and above). This reflects monotonous and unqualified workplaces.

On the other hand those low literate groups who find themselves in qualified jobs
agree they need training and this is confirmed by their activity in learning at work.
Some 28% agrees to need further training. Those in need of training or upskilling
receive it at work.

Active learning strategies are widespread even amongst the low-skilled. The ma-
jority of the low-skilled population has to be considered at least partly as capable
of and interested in learning or using learning strategies. But there is a minority
of low literate and numerate adults who even do not use the most widespread tech-
niques, e. g. 18.5% of the low-skilled population very rarely search for additional
information. Learning strategies have significant, but low bivariate correlation effect
sizes with learning at work, non-formal adult education and formal adult education,
indicating that those ready to learn do not necessarily end up in doing so.

6 Conclusions and recommendations

As a whole, stereotypes about literacy or numeracy Level I and below parts of the
populations contain assumptions about how willing and capable this group is with
regard to further adult education and training. The answer is the same than in
the other chapters of the OECD Thematic Report “Adults with Low Proficiency”
(Grotlüschen et al. 2016), even if the picture is more difficult to see. The overall
average participation rate is 46%, the average literacy Level I and below participa-
tion rate is at 31.3%. The assumption that none of the affected would continue to
learn is therefore false. Roughly one third does so. That is much more than those
who arrive in literacy provision.

Provision is often focused around the domain of reading and writing. But partici-
pation in adult education within this group will often focus how to handle machines,
vehicles or techniques, care for safety regulations, or how to use most recent health-
care approaches. Language and literacy is not the reason why people attend these
seminars and national strategies should focus on overall participation in adult edu-
cation, not on literacy provision only.

In case lifelong learning is accepted as an appropriate strategy for adopting
changes in technology and globalization, countries often raise awareness by bench-
marking participation rates they want to reach. By benchmarking overall participa-
tion rates one could also benchmark for the low literate or numerate, for example
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to reach at least the international average in participation. If more than 30% of the
subgroup participates in adult learning and another 17% wanted but didn’t start, the
range between those two figures is the area where benchmarks could be placed. It
could be interesting to collect benchmarks throughout the participating countries.9

Formal, non-formal learning and learning strategies are – on average – positively
associated with proficiency with small positive effect sizes, indicating that the more
proficient enter adult education and preserve or improve their skills. The question
whether adult education and training provision can influence proficiency has to be
addressed with longitudinal data. But from PIAAC data it is already clear that the
contemporary approaches’ impact does not exceed a few points on the PIAAC scale.
Countries have to look carefully at their training provision and continue to improve
the access to formal and non-formal training as well as the quality. The latter also
raises the question of professional adult education trainers and their payment.

Informal learning at work, which is less selective than other forms, could be used
as a starting point for more strategic pathways for upskilling, new combinations of
informal access and pathways to more formal, broadened, long-term and certified
further education seem to take the best out of both approaches: access via informal
learning, efficacy via non-formal and formal learning.

General information about lifelong learning at the end of compulsory school
could be of vital importance as this is the last stage where “those out of reach” can
be reached systematically. This might also mean that either teacher education has
to include knowledge about lifelong learning opportunities or guidance institutions
have to be available that can be visited in the last school year.

Employment requires and fosters non-formal learning and it is a barrier because
of the lack of time. The findings point at a large demand of training that is hindered
by time constraints and costliness. Overall, workplace requirements drive people
to upskill and at the same time being busy at the workplace prevents people from
finding the time to upskill as well. This paradox holds throughout domains and
levels.

In case work requires learning, the Level I and below group seems to match it,
perhaps because the skills available are not enough to meet job demands. Still the
amount of non-learning employees on literacy Level I and below seems remarkable.
This may be caused by jobs with very low requirements and therefore the risk for
the workforce to lose skills by not using them. Exposure do demanding tasks is
a relevant motivator for both informal and non-formal learning.

Last, but not least, learning strategies show that literacy Level I and below groups
do have a considerable set of strategies to get by, but the extent of use is not as large
as among the more proficient adults and they do not lead to course participation. In
case learning strategies are agreed as an important part of lifelong learning activity,
the policy makers and practitioners could take into consideration to explicitly train
these strategies and raise awareness for them.

9 Lisbon program benchmark (12% participation rate in the last 4 weeks according to Lifelong Learning
ad hoc module), the High Level Group of Literacy Experts (maximum of 15% share of the population per-
forming on Level I and below) or benchmarks based on the AES (German average aim: 50% participation
rate in the last 12 months and 30% average within the low educated).
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