
I
n Greek mythology, one of Cassandra’s gifts was an ability to see the future. Her curse was

that no one believed her predictions. 

Could warnings from real-life “Cassandras” in the last 20 years have reduced Indiana’s

literacy challenges? The answer is debatable. What is undeniable is that literacy shortfalls

are threatening Indiana’s workforce. 

The Indiana Chamber of Commerce Foundation is responding with the Employer-based

Workforce Literacy Project, a two-phase study emphasizing employer involvement to increase literacy

levels of Indiana’s current workforce, as well as individuals seeking employment. 

Study components 
The 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey is broken down into five levels, with

Level 1 representing the lowest level of literacy and Level 5 the highest. Skill levels

of 44% of Indiana’s adult population place them at the 1 or 2 level. 

In addition, the 2000 Census revealed that 17.9% (approximately 700,000)

of Indiana adults (age 25 and over) have an education level that falls short of

earning a high school diploma. 

Addressing current programs in both the public and private sectors, in addition

to national best practices, Phase I of the Employer-based Workforce Literacy Project will

determine the course of Phase II. The second phase will entail pilot projects

with employers and, ideally, incorporation of findings into existing programs.

Definitions of workforce literacy vary among sectors. The Chamber Foundation

study characterizes workforce literacy as reading, math and life skills (such as

timeliness and ability to work in teams) needed to perform satisfactorily in the

workplace. The study will also examine English as a Second Language (ESL).

Lilly Endowment is providing Phase I funding. Carol Kramer of C. Kramer &

Company, a consulting firm in Indianapolis that works with non-profit and

government agencies, is the project coordinator. FutureWorks, a consulting

firm based in Massachusetts, is conducting in-depth research for Phase I. 

Initiatives include:

• Literature review analyzing literacy needs nationwide and statewide, from

both an employee and employer perspective

• Analysis of Indiana’s literacy programs (secondary, postsecondary and private/

volunteer) to determine best practices of each

• Examination of innovative best practices outside Indiana in which literacy

programs have been delivered at or in conjunction with the workplace
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The Writing is on the Wall
Low Literacy Levels Jeopardize Indiana’s Workforce

Skills to Get a Job
• Read a want ad and complete a written

application

• Talk about skills, abilities, accomplishments,

likes and dislikes

• Answer and ask questions

Skills to Survive on a Job
• Follow oral and written directions, ask for

clarification or reasoning, and make small talk

• Locate written information, facts or specifications

• Understand technical vocabulary and the

enabling words attached to them; for example,

“pour the pellets into the extruder”

• Understand and use charts, diagrams and

illustrations

Skills to Thrive on a Job
• Give as well as follow instructions

• Participate in group discussions

• Teach others

• Predict outcomes

• State a position

• Express an opinion

• Access and use information from diverse sources

Source: Center for Applied Linguistics

By Symone Salisbury
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• Electronic poll of Chamber’s 4,000 member businesses and

16,000 customers to survey local observations of the problem 

Findings will be unveiled this July, with Phase II beginning

shortly thereafter and lasting approximately 18 to 24 months.

Among the representatives of the Indiana Chamber

Foundation’s diverse Workforce Literacy Advisory Team: 

• Representation from the Chamber’s K-12 Education Committee,

Business Higher Education Forum and Workforce Development

Committee

• Indiana Adult Literacy Coalition

• Indiana Department of Education 

• Indiana Department of Workforce Development

• Indiana Library Federation 

• Indiana Literacy Foundation

• Indiana State Building Trades

• Indiana State Teacher’s Association 

• Ivy Tech State College/Community College of Indiana

National speakers who have conducted similar studies in

other states will bring expertise to Workforce Literacy Advisory

Team meetings and demonstrate the viability of corresponding

projects in Indiana.

Mark Lawrance, vice president of corporate development

for the Chamber, explains the organization’s role in leading the

study: “The Indiana Chamber and the Foundation have led this

as an outgrowth of Economic Vision 2010 (the Chamber’s long-range

economic development plan for the state). Our ability to bring

together both the state and private providers

of workplace literacy programs as part of

the study advisory team has the potential to

develop creative and effective solutions.”

Where does Indiana stand?
Over the years, Indiana’s level of workforce

literacy has changed.

And not for the better.

“In terms of need, you’re much worse

off than the nation as a whole and many

other states,” FutureWorks president Brian

Bosworth observes. 

FutureWorks brings objectivity and new

ideas to the study, as well as a record of success

with comparable projects outside Indiana. 

Bosworth says, “We don’t want to do

what anybody else in Indiana could do, in

terms of how we approach this.”

Bosworth was Indiana’s first director of the

Indiana Office of Social Services and worked

as executive assistant to Gov. Otis Bowen. In

the 1980s, he led the Indiana Department

of Commerce.

Even 20 years ago, he recognized

Indiana’s workforce literacy problem.He

points out that one of Indiana’s current

challenges is that it is an “aging state.” 

Bosworth declares, “You’re not a state

that’s gaining new population, so you can’t

look to new people coming in to provide the literate workforce

that you need.”

Indiana’s lack of a sophisticated adult education market also

presents a literacy obstacle. Another hindrance is the current transition

in one of Indiana’s biggest strengths: its manufacturing sector. 

He contends, “Whereas 10 or 15 years ago, a good attitude

would get you a decent job in manufacturing, that’s not true

anymore. Those jobs are gone. And now the jobs that are left

are pretty high-skill jobs, and they’re getting higher all the time.

The credential of job entry is going up.”

Bosworth emphasizes that workforce literacy challenges are

not unique to Indiana. They affect all of the nation’s states, including

Connecticut and Oregon, which are “at the forefront of literacy.”

National problem 
Beth B. Buehlmann, executive director of the U.S. Chamber

of Commerce’s Center for Workforce Preparation (CWP), asserts,

“America, as well as American business, is facing an emerging

challenge.”

Bureau of Labor Statistics projections indicate that there

will be 167 million jobs in the workforce by 2010. Only 157

million, however, will be filled. 

Moreover, CWP reports that only 20% of American workers

possess skills required for 21st century jobs, and that 75% of

today’s workforce needs to be retrained to keep their current jobs.

CWP partners with chambers of commerce to reduce
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workforce challenges. It helps direct chambers and

businesses to community resources focused on worker

hiring, training, retaining and advancement. 

Current programs
Some programs that address workforce literacy in

Indiana are overlooked. 

Jane Howard, Verizon’s director of external

communications, offers her perspective on why. “I

think there are a lot of things at play. One is that it’s

hard to know who fills the specific need you have.

There are so many resources that are hidden gems,

but unless you spend a lot of time researching and

searching, you may not get to the right one. And not

all services are available in all communities.” 

Verizon Foundation promotes workforce literacy

as one of its main focus areas. In 2003, Verizon

contributed nearly $100,000 in workforce development

grants, with 80% of the projects related to adult literacy

and job training. 

“Very often our literacy grants are also workforce

development grants.” Howard remarks, “because they’re

targeted toward programs that will improve adult

employability.” 

Two nationwide Verizon workforce literacy efforts

are Verizon Reads, a reading program for elementary

students, and the Verizon Literacy University (VLU),

an online literacy training program. 

Howard elaborates, “All not-for-profits have access

to the Verizon University. The concept was to provide

this education for people to become tutors and become

more engaged in helping solve the literacy problem.” 

Employer-employee link
According to the Indiana Department of Education Adult Education Division, of the 41,397

adults who enrolled in 2002-2003 in the four adult education programs (literacy, GED, ESL and

adult secondary credit), 60% were under the age of 25. Most, however, are working.

What sets the Employer-based Workforce Literacy Project apart from other literacy efforts trying

to improve the statistics?

“I think the idea of approaching literacy from a workforce perspective is an important distinction,”

Bosworth notes. “I think it’s potentially a very strong asset for Indiana. Using work as a context

to acquire literacy skills is very powerful, and if you can find a way to engage the

employers in helping to support that: help pay for it, help endorse it, help give credit

for it, then you’ve got a very strong partnership.”

Measuring results
The CWP reports that 80% of jobs require postsecondary education or training.

Though statistics tracking the Employer-based Workforce Literacy Project won’t be

available for a few years, Bosworth expects many immediate results. 

He says, “We’re looking for a plan that we can help the Chamber develop that has

lofty long-term goals in terms of changes in the literacy levels of people, but we’re also

looking for a plan that has practical, short-term implementable objectives.” 

Success depends largely on employers, employees and individuals modifying behavior. 

He contends that the biggest challenge is “changing the behavior of Indiana state government,

undereducated Indiana residents and Indiana employers. Now, if they change their attitude, if

they change their motivation, if they, as I put it ‘step up to a higher level of responsibility,’ then

You Can Help!
To pledge support to the Indiana

Chamber Foundation’s Employer-based

Workforce Literacy Project or to share

information on your company’s efforts

to improve literacy in Indiana,

contact Mark Lawrance at (317)

264-6893 or e-mail:

mlawrance@indianachamber.com

Skills of Adults at Level 1 Literacy
CCaann  uussuuaallllyy CCaannnnoott  uussuuaallllyy

Sign one’s name Locate eligibility from a table of

employee benefits

Identify a country in a short article Locate an intersection on a street map

Locate one piece of information Locate two pieces of information

in a sports article in a sports article

Locate the expiration date Identify and enter background

information on a driver’s license information on a Social Security 

card application

Total a bank deposit entry Calculate total costs of purchase

from an order form

Source: National Adult Literacy Survey



all the other things that look

like huge constraints right

now … those things magically

go away if you’ve got a true

commitment from the three

different domains that have

to be active in this field.”

Lawrance states, “The

outcome of this study may

impact how both federal and

state workforce funds are

invested in this state.”

He adds that it is important

for the business community

to be a contributor to the

effort to “develop effective

programs that can enhance

Indiana’s human capital and

create more high-skill and

high-wage jobs.”

Changing target
Confronting workforce

literacy today requires different

solutions than the problem

merited 20 years ago. 

Bosworth notes, “I think

in the 1980s we weren’t as

focused on it because it was a

slightly different economy at the

time. Literacy deficits in the

workplace, while troublesome,

were not as critical as they

are now. Literacy deficits in

the workplace today are just

crippling because the economy

has changed so much. We all

predicted this in the 1980s

and it’s sad to say, it is discouraging to come to Indiana almost 20 years after writing a

series of strategic plans and find out that things have actually gotten, in this domain, worse.”

Howard has also observed how the meaning of workforce literacy has changed. “I

think it would be a part of the overall understanding that education never ends. As

technology continues to change, we workers have to be flexible and continue learning.

That learning, that comprehension, that ability to read, understand and communicate

is even more important,” she reflects.

The bottom line, according to Howard: “If we have a stronger, more literate workforce,

we’ll be able to keep the companies we have and bring in more businesses.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resource: Brian Bosworth, FutureWorks, at (781) 574-6607 

Beth B. Buehlmann, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, at (202) 463-5928

Jane Howard, Verizon, at (317) 631-7180

Mark Lawrance, Indiana Chamber, at (317) 264-6893
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Basic Skills Deficits Among Job
Applicants Across Industry Sectors 

These figures represent the percentages of job applicants

who lacked sufficient skills for the positions they sought

in 1999, according to an American Management

Association survey. Job applicants were tested in basic

literacy and/or math skills – defined as “functional

workplace literacy, i.e., the ability to read instructions,

write reports and/or do arithmetic at a level adequate

to perform common workplace tasks.”

Source: American Management Association, Workplace Testing 2000


