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The purpose of this paper is to discuss the definition of adult literacy and
to outline the Adult Performance Level Project (APL) which effected the concept
of adult basic education in the United States.

For several decades, literacy had been defined as a specified number of grade-
levels achieved in formal schooling, but in the 1980’s instead of “literacy” the
term “functional literacy” came into common use. Functional literacy is defined
as the ability of individuals to function in society.

The APL project defined functional literacy as the ability of an adult to
apply skills to several major knowledge areas which are important to adult
success in society. The APL concept is shown in the two-dimensional matrix.
One dimension is skills which are important to functional literacy, 1)communi-
cation skills, 2)computation skills, 3) problem solving skills, 4)interpersonal
relations skills. The other dimension is the general knowledge areas called 1)
occupational knowledge, 2)consumer economics, 3)government and law, 4)health,
5)community resources.

In addition, the APL project has developed a general index of literacy which
classifies adults into one of three categories (APL 1, APL 2, APL 3) from
the point of view of education, family income, and job status. According to
national surveys, it was determined that almost one of five adults was in
the APL 1, non-functional category. The APL instructional system was
developed by the University of Texas in response to the need for competency-
based adult education. The system consists of four components: Intake and
Diagnosis, Prescription, Learning activities, and Assessment of learning.

The APL project currently serves about 1 percent of the target population,

leading to the criticism that it misses the remaining 99 percent.



