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Foreword 

W e are glad to present the report of the Sixth European Conference of Directors of 

Educational Research Institutions on Literacy and Basic Education in Europe on 

the Eve of the 21st Century. 

A synthesis of the conference presented by the general rapporteur Dr. Clare 
Burstall follows the preface. 

W e have added a conclusion commenting on the three prevailing themes of the 

conference: the development of new perspectives of analysis in its domain, the 

current discussion concerning literacy evaluation, and the difficult issue of quality 

versus access. 

Paul Bélanger 

Director 

Unesco Institute for Education 
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3.9 
Italy 

Researches on Literacy in Italy 

Prof. Aldo Visalberghi 

O n e of the most important issues in the research on literacy is h o w to reach an 

agreement on the meaning of this concept. The w a y w e discriminate between w h o 

is literacy and w h o is not depends upon h o w w e define literacy: do w e consider 

literacy as a minimal ability or as the complex of skills required for a full 

participation in the process of society (school, work, social life)? 

The real problem is the difficulty of operationalizing this more complex and 

comprehensive concept of literacy. O n e definition of literacy was given by 

Williams S. Gray in 1956 w h o stated that "a person is functionally literate when he 

has acquired the knowledge and skills in reading and writing which enable him to 

engage effectively in all those activities in which literacy is normally assumed in 

his culture or group" (Gray 1956, p. 24.) But the difficulty of assessing literacy in 

these functional terms is one of the main reasons w h y literacy has been measured 

as the capacity of a person to sign, or in terms of school years he has attended to. It 

is only recently that in Italy there has been an effort to operationalize a functional 

concept of literacy in order to be able to assess it as the general capacity of a person 

to interact with society and culture. 

Once an agreement has been reached over what w e mean by literacy, the second 

issue is h o w to define the extension of the concept to different parts of the 

population. 

In Italy the problem of literacy has been considered for a long time as a matter 

concerning adult education. Nowadays it seems that there is a need to extend the 

field and to focus on the school context for an accurate scientific understanding of 

literacy. 
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Nevertheless in Italy a large number of adults are totally illiterate (1,572,526 over 

15 years old) and a substantial number of people, about 5,500,000, do not achieve 

the primary-school certifícate (5th grade). There are few projects designed for this 

group and those that there are only reach a small percentage of people and have a 

very low level of success. Figure 1 shows the enrolment rates of literacy schools for 

adults as organized in Italy. The number of courses is small and is tending to 

decrease. The number of people participating is also decreasing. 

Figure 1 

years 

1982-83 
1983-84 
1984-85 
1985-86 
1986-87 

courses 

677 
713 
621 
547 
519 

students enrolled 

7.052 
8.016 
6.973 
6.099 
6.115 

students passed 

4.912 
5.053 
4.229 
3.209 
3.106 

A second kind of intervention in the field of adult literacy are the experimental 

courses for workers that have been established and organized by the Ministry of 

Education to allow the raising of the cultural standards of workers as provided in 

the collective contract. Courses are a m i n i m u m length of 350 hours altogether. 

Workers are entitled to 150 hours of release from work, paid by the employer (and 

for this reason they are called 150 hours courses). At the end of the courses students 

take the compulsory school exam. The attendance to the courses has been enlarged 

to all unemployed adults. 

Also in this case, as w e can see in fig. 2 , the number of participants in these courses 

is decreasing, but the courses are far from covering the need they respond to, since 

the people without the 8th grade licence are in Italy more than 5 0 % of population. 

A s w e note in tab. 1, in 150 hours courses the percentages of people w h o reach the 

licence is higher than in literacy courses but is still low. 

With respect to literacy at school level the research shows that, in m a n y countries 

there is a clear difference between what the school system certifies and what pupils 

achieve, therefore for our country it is reasonable to state that the problem of 

illiteracy is essentially a problem of educational achievements. If w e consider n o w 

the problem of literacy inside the school system, the problem is to check if the 

school levels correspond to a certain standard of literacy. In Italy w e have not yet a 

centre for the assessment of educational progress, even if the Ministry has an 
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Figure 2 

years courses number of enrolled number of promoted 

1982-83 5.344 101.492 79.569 

1983-84 4.784 91.415 72.188 
1984-85 4.536 84.780 67.194 
1985-86 4.318 80.479 63.267 
1986-87 4.403 73.197 59.640 

advanced project in this area. Nevertheless w e can use the data of some researchers 

to m a k e some hypothesis of the efficiency of the school system in terms of in­

creasing literacy. 

The results of IEA Written Composition research show that a relevant percentage 

of Italian students of the four target groups (5th, 8th, 10th and 13th grade) are 

clearly below the standard of writing that teachers and experts consider adequate 

for that school level. Figure 3 shows the results of IEA Written composition 

research in the four groups. The primary school reaches a satisfactory level for 

68.6% of pupils; in the 8th grade the number of students that achieve a m e d i u m or 

high level in writing decreases to 63.75%; at the end of the 10th grade this number 

slightly increases (69.15%), and in the 12th grade reaches 76%, but this is due to a 

large percentage dropping out than to the efficiency of our school system. 

The Written Composition research shows also that the difficulties that pupils 

encounter in writing and reading cannot be reduced to a problem of skills but are 

rather a problem of global experience. It clearly comes out that the difficulties of 

Figure 3 Percentages of Achievement Levels 

Scores on Overall Impression 

0 20 40 60 80 100 % 
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our students are to be ascribed not to grammar or spelling but to their poor ability to 
choose and organize matter. Our data also show us that the motivation of the 
students tends to decrease as they proceed through school. 

The starting point of a n e w approach to literacy is defining literacy standards for 
different levels of age and grade. This is the main goal of I E A Study on Reading 
Literacy. In Italy w e are working to see of it is possible to extend the approach and 
the instruments elaborated by the I E A Study on Written Composition and by the 
IEA Reading Literacy Study to assess the level of literacy in different contexts. 

The main project is related to the possibility of measuring the level of literacy in a 
sample of 19-year-olds. This research will be done, with the help of the Ministry of 
Defence, during the medical and psychological exams for candidates for enrolment 
in army. This sample has particular relevance because in Italy it is the only w a y to 
test all those persons w h o left school before the end of compulsory schooling (8th 
grade). This group includes all 19-year-old males and it is possible to assess also 
the relevant number of students that enrolled in the regional vocational school 
system after their compulsory schooling had ended. 

The second aim of this study is linked to the goal of assessing the level of reading 
literacy of adults that are participating in a special programme called "150 hours", 
which helps them to take the 8th grade examination, and a sample of students 
attending regional vocational schools for nurses. The results of this pilot study on a 
selection of 7 passages from the I E A Reading Literacy Pilot Instruments is interest­
ing because it shows that the nurses and "150 hours" students, taken together, 
perform below the level of a student of the 8th grade. W e m a y expect a similar 
result for the workers w h o have in the past completed the "150 hours" programme. 
O n e might suppose that experience in life would help simple reading tasks, but the 
sample of nurses was 95% persons w h o had completed the 10th grade and 36% of 
people w h o had completed a secondary school diploma (12th or 13th grade); 
moreover these people needed a good level of literacy for their profession. 
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Figure 4 

8th grade nurses 150 hours 
N. item mean mean mean 

4.73 
3.17 
5.38 
3.19 
4.77 
2.63 
1.91 

4.04 
3.65 
3.90 
2.67 
5.49 
2.24 
1.62 

4.41 
3.29 
3.34 
2.83 
4.89 
3.10 
1.94 

Passage 1 
Passage 2 
Passage 3 
Passage 4 
Passage 5 
Passage 6 
Passage 7 

7 
5 
6 
4 
8 
5 
5 
40 

mean 25.78 23.61 23.80 
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