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Literacy
Literacy is an important skill that enables people to communicate and function in society.45 Everyday
tasks such as reading a newspaper, balancing a checkbook, or applying for a job require an adequate
level of literacy.

Percentage of people age 65 and over in each literacy performance level, by
literacy component, 1992 and 2003
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Note: Literacy is measured using three different components: prose literacy is the ability to search, comprehend, and use information from
continuous texts (e.g., reading a newspaper); document literacy is the ability to search, comprehend, and use information from noncontinuous
text (e.g., bus schedules); and quantitative literacy is the ability to identify and perform computations using numbers embedded in printed
materials (e.g., calculating numbers in tax forms).
Reference population: These data refer to people residing in households or prisons.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

 The majority of older Americans face literacy
challenges. In 2003, 60 percent of people age
65 and over had below basic or basic document
and prose literacy, and 71 percent had below
basic or basic quantitative literacy. Only 3
percent to 5 percent of older Americans had
proficient literacy in any component.
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 Between 1992 and 2003, the percentage of
older Americans that had below basic prose,
document, and quantitative literacy decreased
significantly, from 33 percent to 23 percent
for prose, from 38 percent to 27 percent for
document, and from 49 percent to 34 percent
for quantitative.

Health Literacy
Health literacy is the degree to which people have the capacity to obtain, process, and understand
basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions.46-48 Adhering to
prescription instructions, filling out a patient information form, or giving informed consent are specific
tasks that require more than just an adequate level of literacy—they require an adequate level of health
literacy.

Percentage of people age 50 and over in each health literacy performance level,
by age group, 2003
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Note: Health literacy is the ability to locate and understand health-related information and services and requires skills represented in the
three general components defined on the previous page—prose, document, and quantitative literacy. Tasks used to measure health literacy
were organized around three domains of health and health care information and services—clinical, prevention, and navigation of the health
care system—and mapped to the performance levels (proficient, intermediate, basic, and below basic) based on their level of difficulty.
Reference population: These data refer to people residing in households or prisons.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Adult Literacy.

 Older adults are proportionately more likely
to have below basic health literacy than
any other age group. Almost two-fifths (39
percent) of people age 75 and over have a
health literacy level of below basic compared
with 23 percent of people age 65–74 and 13
percent of people age 50–64.

 Current levels of health literacy among
people age 50-64 suggest fewer people 65 and
over will have below basic levels of health
literacy. This is important because poor health
literacy is associated with cognitive decline
among those age 80 and over, a group that is
increasing in size.49

Data for this Special Feature’s charts and
bullets can be found in Special Feature Tables
on page 133.
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