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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon, I’m Anna Sandoval and I will be discussing some exploratory research on the ways in which low literacy respondents complete questionnaires.



Background for Research
• The Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) 

collects data on three different competency scales: literacy, numeracy, and 
problem solving. Each competency is measured in five proficiency levels (below 1 
to 5).

• The primary goal of PIAAC’s literacy assessment is to measure everyday literacy, 
which is defined as “understanding, evaluating, using and engaging with written 
text to participate in society, to achieve one’s goals and to develop one’s 
knowledge and potential ” (OECD 2012).

• PIACC reports that eighteen percent of U.S. adults fall at or below level 1 of 
literacy (Rampey et.al, 2016).

• The impact of low-literacy varies but can be clustered around:
– Difficulties with written and spoken communication. 
– Reluctance to disclose low-literacy rooted in stigma.
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Let me start by providing some background on low literacy. The Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) collects data on three different competency scales: literacy, numeracy, and problem solving. Each competency is measured in five proficiency levels (below 1 to 5).The primary goal of PIAAC’s literacy assessment is to measure everyday literacy, which is defined as “understanding, evaluating, using and engaging with written text to participate in society, to achieve one’s goals and to develop one’s knowledge and potential ” (OECD 2012).PIACC reports that eighteen percent of U.S. adults fall at or below level 1 of literacy (Rampey et.al, 2016).Adults at Literacy Level 1 can “read relatively short…texts to locate a single piece of information that is identical to or synonymous with the information given in the question or directive” and can “enter personal information onto a document” when “[l]ittle, if any, competing information is present” (Goodman, Finnegan, Mohadjer, Krenzke, & Hogan, 2013, p. 3). Why does this matter?Difficulties with written and spoken communication  - this is what most of our focus has been but there are other challenges that need to be addressed. For instance, respondents may not understand the vocabulary used or fear disclosing their low-literacy. Reluctance to disclose low-literacy rooted in early experiences of stigma –  we should not dismiss the stigma that is often associated with not been able to read and write. Nonetheless people work through the stigma and we should explore the ways in which individuals manage their day-to-day lives to successfully navigate a world that is primarily in writing. This paper is part of that exploration.The Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) reported for a representative sample of adults in the United States age 16 to 65 and are compared to an international average of adults in countries/regions that participated in the 2012 assessment. The goal of PIAAC is to assess and compare the basic skills and the broad range of competencies of adults around the world. “The most complex and encompassing view describes literacy as a social practice. Literacy practices involve the active construction and negotiation of meaning from the text in a specific social setting” (Adkins & Ozanne, 2005, p. 94). In other words literacy entails both social and cultural practices. 



Motivation for Research

• The challenge is to produce forms and materials that adults 
with low-literacy can effectively complete with little or no help. 

• This is particularly important as we increase data collection in 
self-response and electronic formats.

• Those who are low-literacy are also those at risk of not 
responding to surveys, providing incorrect data, and as a result 
creating non-response bias.
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Research Design
• Exploratory research on how low-literacy respondents fill out forms.
• Respondents selected reported having completed less than high school.
• Two types of data

– English focus groups.
• If you find yourself having trouble with a form or survey, what do you do at home?
• Do you call for help? Who tends to help you?  
• Are there other things you do when you have trouble filling out forms?

– Spanish language cognitive interviews.
• Respondents were asked to fill out an application for services on their own.
• Behavior coding of audio recordings while respondents filled out the form.

• Collected between December 2016 and June 2017.
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For this project respondents were selected based on their reported schooling. All respondents reported less than high school education. We used highest level of education completed as a proxy for literacy, instead of a test or literacy assessment.Focus groups. Focus group participants were diverse. Of these groups we recruited participants that ranged in educational level between less than high school to college graduates. This was done in part because of the challenges of recruiting respondents who have very-low literacy via the internet, written advertising, and other written forms.WE asked respondents during focus groups a set of questions at the end of the focus groups. These questions included –READ THE TOPICSRespondents in cognitive interviews were part of another project aimed to test the feasibility of a federal form that requested household information for the individual filling the form.



Research Design

• Conceptual refinements of existing work + Grounded Theory 
approach.

• Approach combined pre-existing coping categories in the 
literature with emergent behavioral strategies from the 
interviews and focus groups.
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We looked at the data using a combined approach using a conceptual refinement or expansion of existing work in health literacy and marketing theory combined with Grounded theory- this is an inductive analysis model that is driven by the data was used. - Lofland



Findings
Strategy #1: Ask for Help

In both focus groups and cognitive interviews respondents 
reported they would seek help filling out forms. The type and 
source of help varied.

– Smartphone
– Library
– Children
– Call number on Form
– Do more Research
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As previously mentioned the focus groups were used to explore ideas and strategies that people may use in situations where forms were hard to complete. As you can see here there are a variety of types of help that respondents said they would use. Use their smartphone to look up more information, go to the library, ask their kids for help, call the number on the form, do more research in general, and as for help from non-family members.For respondents in the cognitive interviews (Spanish) they primarily relied on help sessions provided by agencies such as schools, children, and neighbors. 



Findings
Strategy 2:  Key Words

Beyond who to ask for help low-literacy respondents need to 
manage HOW they will read, understand, and fill-in forms.
Use key words in the text as clues for what information is 
requested.

R: … Is this the social security? … [reads slowly] “mark if you have … Is this 
talking about social security, or not? Interviewer: what do you think? R: I think 
that yes [reads at loud] “check if you have a social security”. I think it says that I 
have to check it I have a social security number. 
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Use key words in the text as clues for what information is requested.Here the respondents are asked to either provide the last four digits of the SSN of the primary wage earner or another adult in the household. If the respondent does not have a SSN they are asked to check the box on the right.Here the respondent picked up on one clue SSN and makes assumptions about the rest of the content that she needs to provide. Ultimately the R left both boxes empty, not providing a SSN because she didn’t have one and not checking the box stating that she didn’t have one. This triggers a form that is incomplete and cannot be processed.



Findings
Strategy #3: Excuses

Respondents attempted to avoid filling out forms in a variety of 
ways. For example,
R: [sigh] “I forgot my glasses and this font is …. [sigh] yeah look. 
Interviewer: Is it too small? R: yes, look it, it all starts looking all-
together. I had them [glasses] by the table and I forgot them. 
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Stating excuses such as forgetting glasse as in this example. In addition respondents may say that the forms will take too long to fill and don’t have time to read everything.



Findings
Strategy #4: Questions

Asks questions to figure out where to input information 
respondent know is required in the form.
Interviewer: I see you are thinking. What are you thinking? R: I’m 
thinking, how do I put every week? [pause] Interviewer: what did 
you write here? R: Every two weeks. I don’t know, as you know I 
don’t know much about …
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In these situations respondents have a sense that the form will ask them for financial information and they need to report that information. Nonetheless, as we can see in this case the pattern of the form is not the same as what the  respondent is used to seeing. 



Discussion and Conclusions

• Low-literacy respondents use a variety of methods to navigate 
forms and other written materials.

• These methods allow individuals to manage day-to-day forms and 
materials but also limit their ability to understand information they 
are asked to provide.

• Further research will focus on these lowest literate respondents to 
explore the ways in which they successfully manage forms and 
utilize those to inform the design of materials. 

• Given respondents’ coping mechanisms, we can develop tools that 
low-literacy people can use and that will help them navigate self-
response forms and questionnaires.
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people are resourceful and have found ways to address their needs.



Next Steps

• Leverage new technologies.
– Apps
– Computer screen readers
– Apple’s voice over, Talkback feature
– Video devices such as mobile video

• Explore the use of creative solutions to complex problem.
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Leverage new technologies, for example people are currently using available tools to communicate. In WhatsApp Instead of text messaging they are using audio memos, easily recorded messages and sending those through the app instead of having to write a message. Computer screen readers – were originally designed for people who are visually impaired to allow their computers to read the material on the page. These tools could be adapted for respondents to questionnaires to have the computer read itemsACASI
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R: "esto no lo entiendo yo" Interview: que fue lo primero que la paso por la mente cuando lo vio. R: "aquí dice "¿Algún miembro de su vivienda (incluido usted) participa actualmente en una o más de los siguientes programas”?  [Lee lentamente pronunciado cada palabra cuidadosamente] Programas ahí ... muchos en el área ... Ahí programas para padres, programas para jóvenes. Pero aquí esta abreviatura no le ... no le sabría ... no sé qué quiere decir acá."Reads slowly pronouncing every word].
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Thank you!

Anna Sandoval Girón
Center for Survey Measurement, US Census Bureau

Anna.b.Sandoval.giron@census.gov
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