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Some Thoughts on IALS Measurement Validity, Program Impact, and  

Logic Models for Policy Development 

 

 
In this background “think piece” for the IALS Institute, I look briefly at a few key issues in using the three 

IALS proficiency measures (prose, document and quantitative literacy) in large-scale national and 

international assessments as well as in program evaluation and policy frameworks for adult basic skills 

education.  I consider in broad brushstrokes some questions about validity, program impact and policy 

development related to the IALS proficiency measures.  There is space here only to skim the surface of 

and reflect on these issues – more in-depth and technical treatments are available in the cited references. 

 

Validity Issues in IALS Assessments 

Policy-makers and educators who rely on the measurement of literacy in IALS are naturally concerned 

with the validity of those measures.  In science and statistics, many definitions have been developed for 

validity. In general, validity refers to the extent to which measurement of a concept such as literacy is 

well-founded and accurately corresponds to the real world.  Fairly standard techniques were used to 

develop the proficiency measures used in IALS and related large-scale national and international 

assessments (Murray, Kirsch & Jenkins, 1998).  There have been a number of critiques of the validity of 

these measures and how they have been used for programmatic and policy purposes.   Some critiques have 

been fairly broad, aimed at what is viewed as inherent problems in using standardized tests for educational 

assessment and policy purposes. With respect to IALS, one such criticism is that this type of test assesses 

decontextualized skills and test-taking abilities rather than what individuals are able to do in 

contextualized everyday activities that involve reading, writing and math skills, whereas the results are 

interpreted in terms of everyday literacy performance (Hamilton, 2001; Hamilton & Barton, 2000; Street, 

1997).  Others have pointed out the strong cultural assumptions, hence bias, underlying the assessments 

(Hamilton, 2001; Street, 1997).  Other critiques have focused more on various technical aspects of the 

measures, such as whether the three literacy scales actually measure different constructs; whether some 

critical dimensions of literacy (e.g., writing) are measured at all; where cut scores on the scales should be 

set for defining performance “levels” (or whether, indeed, there actually are qualitatively distinct 

performance levels at all); and how the pattern of correct and incorrect responses to test items is converted 

into proficiency scores (Blum, Goldstein & Guérin, 2001; Reder, 1998; Sticht, 2001). 

  

Despite the often heated debates about these and other validity concerns, the IALS proficiency measures 

have managed to stand the test of time, buoyed largely I believe by a validity many attribute to them 

because of their strong correlations with measures of educational attainment and economic status in all 

participating IALS countries.  These same correlations have placed the IALS assessment results in policy 
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 frameworks in many countries (Coulombe, Tremblay & Marchand, 2004; Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto & 

Sum, 2007; Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development, 2000). 

 

Given the perceived relevance of the IALS proficiency measures to economic development, some of the 

expressed concerns about their use could be addressed by including other types of literacy measures in the 

large-scale assessments.  By adding other kinds of measures to the IALS proficiencies, it would be 

possible to maintain historical trend data for proficiency while providing a more varied set of measures to 

inform future adult literacy programs and policy.  In addition to proficiency, I have suggested (Reder, 

2009b) using measures of literacy and numeracy practices (i.e., whether and how people use basic skills in 

everyday activities).  Other possibilities include information processing sub-skills (e.g., decoding, 

vocabulary) and self-reported measures about the adequacy of individuals‟ skills for their work and other 

everyday activities. 

 

Would we see fundamentally different pictures of how adult literacy is distributed and develops in society 

through the multiple lenses of these varied measures?  A study that I was involved with provides an 

answer.  The Longitudinal Study of Adult Learning (LSAL) followed a random sample of about 1,000 low 

education adults in the US over nearly a decade.  It repeatedly administered IALS-like proficiency 

measures over time as well as closely tracking their educational activities, employment and earnings over 

the same time period.  Six waves of interviews were completed, spanning about eight years of each 

individual‟s life.  LSAL periodically repeated the measurement of literacy proficiency, literacy practices, 

self-reported skill improvement and reading sub-skills.  Although all of these measures are positively 

correlated (e.g., those with higher proficiency also exhibit higher levels of engagement in everyday 

literacy practices, higher vocabulary scores, etc.), they show very different dynamics of change when 

measured repeatedly over time. 

 

At each point in time, LSAL‟s data show strong positive correlations between literacy proficiency and 

employment and earnings, just as seen in IALS.  Such correlations between proficiency and earnings do 

not, of course, necessarily imply causality, and care is appropriate when thinking about this relationship.  

But LSAL shows something else that‟s equally important to think about: changes in individuals‟ measured 

proficiency scores over time are correlated with changes in their employment and earnings over those 

same time periods.  Understanding why some individuals gain proficiency in adult life while others lose 

proficiency is thus likely to be very important for adult literacy policy and program design (Willms & 

Murray, 2007).  In LSAL, key life events and prevailing economic conditions seem to influence 

proficiency growth over the lifespan.  For example, changes in an individual‟s employment and earnings 

are associated with observed changes in their proficiencies; individuals gaining employment or increased 

earnings tend to show increasing proficiencies, and vice-versa (Reder, 2010b). However, no relationship 

was observed in LSAL between proficiency change and participation in adult basic skills programs 

(Reder, 2009a). 
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 Measuring Program Impact 

This is a striking finding because current accountability regimes hold programs accountable for producing 

short-term “learning gains” on proficiency measures when, according to LSAL results, programs do not 

have short-term effects on this type of literacy measure.  This lack of impact may seem at odds with the 

small positive proficiency learning gains that programs typically report in comparing their participants‟ 

pre- and post-test scores on proficiency tests; however, analyses of program data typically do not include 

gains measured for comparable groups of adults who do not participate in programs.  LSAL found overall 

small gains in proficiency among program participants, as program evaluations typically report, but found 

equivalent gains in proficiency over time in comparable program non-participants.  

 

In sharp contrast, the LSAL data do exhibit a strong positive relationship between program participation 

and changes in literacy and numeracy practices measures (i.e., how often individuals do things like read a 

newspaper, use math at home, etc).  With many statistical controls in place, LSAL found strong 

relationships between participation in adult education programs and increased engagement with literacy 

(e.g., reading books) and numeracy (e.g., using math at home) practices (Reder, 2009a).  The sequence of 

the observed changes makes it clear that program participation influences practices rather than vice-versa.  

This finding is consistent with the relationship that Purcell-Gates and colleagues (2004, 2000) have 

reported between types of adult education programs and changes in practices observed among program 

participants.  Purcell-Gates et al (2000) found that adult education students from programs that focus 

instruction around authentic literacy materials and practices report greater changes in their literacy 

practices than students from programs not centered around authentic literacy practices.  LSAL contrasts 

the development of literacy and numeracy practices between program participants and non-participants 

whereas Purcell-Gates et al contrast the development of literacy practices among participants in different 

types of programs.   

 

Sheehan-Holt and Smith (2000) analyzed the U.S. National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) data, looking 

at cross-sectional differences between recent program participants and non-participants.  With many 

background characteristics statistically controlled, they found no significant differences between 

participants and non-participants in the IALS-like proficiency measures.  But they did find significant 

differences between the same groups in measures of reading practices.  Their cross-sectional findings are 

thus consistent with the longitudinal findings of LSAL.  Three reviews of research on the impact of 

program participation on literacy proficiency have all concluded that there is no evidence of systematic 

impact when the analyses involve comparison groups and statistical controls (Beder, 1999; Brooks et al, 

2001; Smith, 2009). 

 

LSAL respondents were also asked regularly to report on changes in their reading, writing and math since 

their previous interview.  A set of structured questions was asked on each wave of interviews about self-

perceived changes in respondents‟ reading, writing and math since the previous wave.  These questions 

were asked at Wave 2 about changes since Wave 1, at Wave 3 about changes since Wave 2, and so forth.  

For each of reading, writing and math, questions were asked about changes in skill level, changes in the 
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 frequency of using skills in everyday activities, and changes in the types of tasks and materials used.  

These measures show clear effects of recent program participation.  We found clear relationships between 

individuals‟ participation between two successive time points and their reported changes in basic skills 

between those same time points compared to changes reported after periods in which they did not 

participate in a program. These effects remain strong even after many other factors are statistically 

controlled (Reder, 2010a). 

 

While key life history events also appear to be related to self-perceived changes in basic skills, program 

participation has stronger influences on basic skill changes than life history events do (Reder, 2010a).  

Examples of life history events in LSAL that affect literacy development include starting a job after a 

period of non-employment, which has a significantly positive relationship with the likelihood of reading 

better.  The recent addition of a child to the household has a positive impact on the frequency of reading, 

perhaps because it engages parents in reading about child-raising or perhaps in reading with children.  The 

presence of a new partner in the household significantly enhances the likelihood of doing math more 

often, whereas a recent increase in household income is associated with increased likelihood of doing 

math with new kinds of materials.  Financial record-keeping and budgeting become more frequent as the 

number of adults in a household increases, which occurs with the addition of a new partner.  This may 

lead to more use of math in everyday activities.  As total household incomes rise, new kinds of tax and 

employment-related forms that involve math, for example, may need to be completed. Nevertheless, 

program participation has stronger influences on basic skill changes than these key events. 

A Dilemma for IALS and Adult Basic Skills Education 

These findings pose a critical dilemma for adult education programs and policy frameworks.  On one 

hand, proficiency measures are strongly related to economic outcomes within IALS and other large-scale 

surveys, and these relationships are used to justify investments in programs designed to increase 

proficiency.  On the other hand, research shows that programs have demonstrable impact on measures of 

literacy and numeracy practices but not on proficiency measures, at least not over the relatively short time 

intervals typical of program participation and of program accountability and improvement cycles. 

 

We thus have a major misalignment between the effects programs are actually having on their students‟ 

literacy and numeracy development, on one hand, and the short-term proficiency gains for which 

programs are accountable under the dominant policy and funding regimes.  As the stakes rise in these 

accountability schemes, such misalignments are likely to produce substantial distortions in educational 

practice (Reder, 2009b). 

 

Furthermore, these results suggest that using short-term proficiency gains as the main criterion in program 

improvement processes may be very problematic.  If short-term proficiency gains are not closely linked to 

program participation, then they may not differentially reflect variations in types and quality among 

programs, either.  Because LSAL did not gather many details about the types of programs that respondents 

participated in, it is difficult to tell from its data.  The findings of Purcell-Gates and colleagues, however, 
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 demonstrating that practices-based measures are sensitive over relatively short intervals to differences 

among types of adult literacy programs suggest that practices-type measures may be effective indicators of 

program quality and thus suitable for program improvement processes.   

 

Resolution: A Multiple-Measures Approach 

To resolve this dilemma, we need to better understand the role of literacy and numeracy practices in 

producing long-term gains in proficiency.  Practice engagement theory (Reder, 1994; Sheehan-Holt & 

Smith, 2000) hypothesizes that higher levels of engagement in literacy practices (which programs do 

produce) can lead to longer-term changes in proficiency.  Analyses of the repeated measures in the LSAL 

data provide clear evidence of practice engagement effects on long-term proficiency development (Reder, 

2009b).  Adults at similar proficiency levels at one point in time wind up many years later at different 

proficiency levels depending in part on their earlier levels of engagement in literacy practices.  Those with 

higher levels of engagement at an initial point in time have higher levels of proficiency at a later point in 

time even with initial levels of proficiency controlled.  Purcell-Gates and colleagues (2000) provided 

evidence that programs – especially programs using authentic materials and practices in the classroom – 

foster higher levels of engagement in literacy practices in their students after they leave the programs.   

 

There is thus a chain of evidence linking programs to increased engagement in practices and linking 

practice engagement over longer periods of time to increased proficiency levels.  Without the use of 

literacy practices measures, a systematic connection between programs and proficiency is not evident in 

these data.  We can make the case for using practices-based measures by arguing that increased levels of 

practice engagement – something that programs do produce – have long-term consequences valued by 

policy makers, that is, increased proficiency. 

 

The research we have considered here suggests that measures of adults‟ engagement in literacy and 

numeracy practices should be used in conjunction with the well-entrenched proficiency measures such as 

those of IALS to provide a richer quantitative framework for understanding and assessing adult literacy 

and numeracy development.  Longitudinal data about learners indicates that adult education programs are 

more closely aligned in the short-term with practice engagement measures than with proficiency 

measures.  Program participation leads to increased practice engagement which over time leads to the very 

gains in proficiency valued by policy makers. 

 

Although proficiency measures will likely retain a place in any policy framework because of their close 

empirical relationship to schooling and economic status, additional measures are needed that focus on 

literacy and numeracy practices and are more closely aligned with the impact that programs actually have 

on adult literacy and numeracy development.  Adding appropriate practices-based measures to policy and 

programmatic frameworks would broaden and enrich policy-makers‟ perspectives on adult literacy and 
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 numeracy development and, when used in program improvement efforts, would lead to more effective 

programs. 

 

Other types of measures are not as well-suited for this purpose.  We have already seen that proficiency 

measures are not well-suited to be indicators of short-term program impact.  How about measures of the 

sub-skills involved in reading, things like vocabulary knowledge, decoding and fluency measures, and so 

forth?  A recently completed program of experimental research studies indicates that pre-post changes on 

a wide variety of commonly used sub-skill measures do not systematically vary across different types of 

adult basic reading instruction.  These studies were randomized control trials (RCTs) in which adult 

students were randomly assigned to various instructional conditions, with pre- and post-measurement of 

numerous sub-skills.  All studies found essentially the same thing: although students are learning, there are 

no systematic, significant effects of instructional conditions on a wide range of commonly used sub-skills 

measures (Miller, Esposito & McCardle, 2011).  This striking result is seen again in another randomized 

control trial study with non-native English speakers in adult literacy classes: the absence of systematic, 

significant effects of instructional conditions on measured changes in reading (Condelli, Wrigley & Yoon, 

2009). 

 

Changing Our Logic Model 

Program designers and policy-makers expect to see positive relationships between students‟ hours of 

attendance in adult literacy programs and their proficiency gains.  This expectation is based on the 

assumption that the longer students sit in class, the more they should learn and progress on these 

measures.  This is the traditional logic model at the core of program design and policy frameworks in adult 

basic skills education. Administrative data gathered in federally funded adult education programs in the 

U.S. are often used to display the relationship between hours spent in programs and gains on proficiency 

test scores.  Researchers and evaluators have reported that increased test score gains are associated with 

increased hours of participation in programs (Rose, 2009).   Such relationships, of course, prompt policy-

makers and practitioners to redouble efforts to increase student persistence in these programs, reasoning 

that increased hours in programs will lead to increased proficiency gains (Comings, 2009).   

 

Reasonable as this sounds, it may not be quite so straightforward.  When I have re-analyzed such data 

from individual states in the U.S., I have seen how program testing policy inadvertently creates an 

important and misleading effect.  Many programs mandate repeated administration of proficiency tests 

after so many hours of attendance or so many weeks or months of enrollment.  This has the unintended 

consequence of confounding the students‟ hours in class with the number of times they have taken the 

proficiency test.   There is good reason to believe that students get better at taking such tests the more 

often they take them (even when alternative forms of the test are used).  When I have analyzed such test-

retest data in ways that separate the effects of times the test has been taken from hours of instruction, there 

are no net effects of instructional hours on reading and math scores for native speakers and considerably 

diminished effects for non-native speakers. 
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 This does not mean that programs are ineffective.  It could be that this is just a further reflection of 

programs not having short-term impact on proficiency measures to begin with, as seen above with the 

LSAL data.  Perhaps we would see such relationships if practices-based measures were used in the pre-

post data.  After all, Purcell-Gates and colleagues found differences in literacy practices growth in 

students participating in different types of programs.  In LSAL, we did not find clear effects of the amount 

of participation on literacy and numeracy practices measures, just overall differences according to whether 

people participated or not.  The experimental randomized control trial classroom studies of reading 

instruction described above also examined the effects of hours of attendance on gains in various reading 

sub-skills and, generally speaking, found no systematic effects of classroom participation time on a wide 

range of outcome measures (Condelli et all, 2009; Miller et al, 2011). 

 

So perhaps we need to rethink the underlying logic model that we have been using for so long to link 

participation in the adult education program to proficiency growth.  Leander (2009) has called the 

prevailing logic model of adult education a “parking lot” model, in which what matters for learning is how 

long students are “parked” in the program.  Instead, he suggests, we should think of adult education as a 

“busy intersection”, in which what matters for learning is not how long they spend waiting in the 

intersection but the direction they take when they leave the intersection.  In this conception, the adult 

education program tries to help students, who come in to the program from many different directions and 

depart towards many different destinations, choose the best path forward as they leave the program and 

provide them with the resources and supports they will need to become persistent lifelong learners and 

reach their destinations (Lesgold & Welch-Ross, 2012; Miller et al, 2011).  In this logic model, the 

program‟s impact on learning may be best seen in different ways at different points along the adult‟s 

trajectory forward.  According to the research we have considered here, the initial impact of adult basic 

skills programs is best measured in terms of changing literacy and numeracy practices.  Over time, these 

changes in practice will lead to increased proficiency levels and with them the enhanced economic 

development that societies and public agencies are seeking.  To support this growth, we need to broaden 

the IALS portfolio of assessment tools and revise the logic model we use to connect adult education 

programs with long-term learning outcomes.   
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