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“The current and future health of America’s 21st Century Economy depends directly on how broadly and deeply Americans reach a new level of literacy – 21st Century Literacy – that includes strong academic skills, thinking, reasoning, teamwork skills, and proficiency in using technology.”
 

As we enter the 21st century, a structural shift in the American economy from goods producing to service producing industries puts most new jobs in management, sales, and service.  In order to stay competitive in the global economy, employers need workers who can read, write, compute, solve problems, and communicate well. Workplace literacy programs can provide workers with the skills they need to get or retain a job, advance in their careers, or increase productivity.

Work is Changing – Are We Prepared?

· In 1959, only 20 percent of jobs held by workers ages 30 to 59 required some postsecondary education.  Today, about 56 percent of jobs for these workers require some postsecondary experience.

· Between 1996 and 2006, jobs requiring a bachelor’s degrees are projected to increase by 25 percent, nearly double the predicted national average.

· By 2006, nearly half of all US workers will be employed in industries that produce or intensively use information technology products and services.

Is There a Gap Between Worker Training and Employer Needs?

· The number of companies reporting skilled worker shortages more than doubled between 1995 and 1998, from 27 percent to over 47 percent.

· Less than five percent of those currently in the labor force have ever participated in any basic skills training outside of their high school.

· Among those who have received some basic skills training since leaving school, only four out of ten indicated that an employer or labor union provided the training.

Do Workers with Low Literacy Skills Benefit from a Strong Economy?

· Unemployment rates among people with very low literacy skills were four to seven times higher than people in the labor force with very high literacy skills.

· Full-time workers with very low literacy skills had mean weekly earnings of $355 while full-time workers with moderate literacy skills had mean earnings of $531 per week.  Full-time workers with very high literacy skills had mean earnings of $910 per week.

· Approximately 23 percent – or about 44 million of the 191 million adults in this country – demonstrate very low levels of literacy.

Recommended Resources

Office of Vocational and Adult Education 

US Department of Education

400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20202
202/205-5451
http://www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/
Employment and Training Administration

US Department of Labor

200 Constitution Ave., NW
Washington, DC 20210

202/219-7831

http://usworkforce.org/
Institute for the Study of Adult Literacy

The Pennsylvania State University 
University Park, PA 16802-3202 
814/863-3777

http://www.ed.psu.edu/isal/
National Alliance of Business

1201 New York Avenue NW, Suite 700 
Washington, DC 20005 
202/289-2934

http://www.nab.com/
AFL-CIO

815 16th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20006
202/637-5000

http://www.aflcio.org/home.htm
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For more information on this Fact Sheet or other literacy-related policy issues, contact Christy Gullion at 202-233-2033 or cgullion@nifl.gov.  Or, visit the National Institute for Literacy’s web site at http://www.nifl.gov.  

