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Reading and Literacy – a way forward for Europe 

Foreword 
 

Reading is essential for society to develop and evolve and one of the main goals of our 

project is to promote reading as we share the opinion that literature can and should be used 

as an integration instrument in the local community. We gathered materials available on EU 

platforms so you can understand better the concept of ensuring high literacy among 

population and promoting reading as a tool that can ensure well-educated society in the 

future.  

 

Tackling poor adult literacy effectively has the potential to transform lives. Some 75 million 

adults across Europe suffer from low qualification levels and, contrary to popular belief, a 

large number of those are not migrants but are native-born. Data is lacking on the exact 

number of this group who have literacy problems. Data is lacking on the exact number of 

this group who have literacy problems. 
The EU recognizes that reading and writing skills are crucial to personal development and 

contribute to economic independence. It is vital that adults suffering from poor literacy have 

access to high-quality, affordable adult literacy courses. However, currently only 3.9% of the 

low skilled participate in any form of adult learning. We need to create an environment 

where adults can acknowledge their shortcomings and seek to address them in colleges, in 

the workplace, in libraries or at home. 

Adults should not be restricted to just one chance at education. Lifelong learning should be a 

reality for everyone, including those with low literacy skills. Improving adult literacy skills not 

only benefits the individuals themselves, but also their families, the work environment, and 

society at large. In today's digitally dominated world, improved adult literacy opens doors to 

ICT (e.g. internet, texting, email, etc.) and is the first step in bridging the digital divide 

between young people and adults. 
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Statistics 

The development of sound education policies requires a comprehensive 

knowledge/evidence base regarding the main indicators of quality and the effectiveness of 

education systems. Pupils' achievement is one of the most important indicators for assessing 

the success of education systems. Several countries conduct national tests to assess the 

quality of their education systems. However, valid comparisons across education systems 

require large-scale international surveys on student achievement. Such surveys provide 

important information on the characteristics of the different education systems, their 

strengths, weaknesses and challenges faced.  

As regards international comparative studies on literacy, the three most relevant large-scale 

international surveys are PISA, PIRLS and PIAAC. 

PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) measures the knowledge and skills 

of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematics and science. 

PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study) measures the reading achievement 

of pupils in the fourth grade. 

PIAAC (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies) is a survey of 

adult skills, including literacy, numeracy and ability to solve problems in technology-rich 

environments. It involves adults between 16-65 years old. The results of the first PIRLS 

survey will be published in October 2013. 

You can learn more about national policies and literacy/reading statistics by following these 

links 

• Poland 

• Latvia 

• Lithuania 

• Italy 

• United Kingdom 

Literacy and adult education 

Adult learning is a vital component of EU education policies. It provides a means of up-

skilling or reskilling those affected by unemployment, restructuring and career transitions. 

Since illiteracy and low literacy have proved to be major barriers to the labour market, basic 

literacy skills have become a key focus of adult education policies and programmes, as 

outlined in the European Agenda on Adult Learning. Under the strategic objective 

"promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship through adult learning", the 
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Agenda prioritises providing adults with a second-chance route to learning and life 

opportunities, with immediate focus on improving literacy and numeracy skills, developing 

digital literacy and other forms of literacy needed to participate in modern society. . 

Conscious of the fact that low skilled adults participate less in lifelong learning – 3.9% at 

ISCED level 0-2 compared with 16-1% at ISCED level 5-6 – EU policy is concentrating on 

boosting the basic skills, including the literacy levels of this group. The work being 

undertaken during 2012-14 by the National Coordinators (124 KB)  in implementing the 

European Agenda for Adult Learning specifically targets awareness raising and increasing 

participation of low skilled adults in learning and developing their basic skills, including 

literacy as a "foundation" for acquiring the Key Competences for Lifelong Learning, in the 

period 2012-14. To overcome the dearth of data on the extent of adult literacy in the EU, the 

Commission is offering Member States financial support to encourage their participation in 

the OECD Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competences (PIAAC). 

Friends and family members can give support to those struggling with literacy by 

encouraging them to recognize the problem and trying to help them improve. Friends and 

family also have an important role to play in helping to overcome negative attitudes towards 

learning.  

Employers and trade unions, too, have a crucial role to play in tackling literacy problems. 

They can help improve basic skills by, for instance, providing specialized courses or training. 

Companies that engage in this manner are more likely to see an increase in their 

productivity, more intensive use of new technologies, and less turnover among workers.  

Adult education and training provides a safe and supportive context for adults with reading 

and writing difficulties. Recognizing and validating non-formal or informal learning are 

important tools for improving literacy skills as well as boosting adults' self-esteem and 

motivation to learn. 

EU literacy policies 

Europe 2020 

The 'Europe 2020' strategy, which is the EU's strategic blueprint for the decade to 2020, 

seeks to promote smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. One of the focuses of Europe 

2020's 'smart growth' priority is education, including literacy, while the 'inclusive' growth 

priority focuses on promoting high employment and reducing social exclusion, both of which 

are affected by literacy. 

There are seven Europe 2020 flagship initiatives. Better literacy is a key enabler for reaching 

the goals of the flagship initatives. One of these, Youth on the Move, seeks, among other 



 

 

 

           

 READING & LITERACY IN EU 

 

 

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. 

This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which 

may be made of the information contained therein. 
4 

things, to help better equip young people for the job market – which includes boosting the 

literacy of the less skilled – and to improve their education and training levels. The Agenda 

for new skills and jobs includes  literacy as an important part of the right mix of skills needed 

for success in the future labour market. The Digital Agenda for Europe recognises the role of 

digital literacy for empowerment and participation in the digital era and the European 

Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion proposes the development of innovative 

education for deprived communities to help lift them out of poverty and social exclusion. 

Education and Training 2020 

In May 2009, Education and Training 2020, a strategic framework for European co-operation 

in the field of education and training, was adopted by education ministers. One of its 

strategic objectives aims to promote equality, social cohesion and active citizenship, and is 

related to literacy and improving skills. 

In addition, several of the strategy's benchmarks concern improving literacy levels for 

children and adults: 

• At least 95% of children between the age of four and the start of compulsory primary 

education should participate in early childhood education;  

• The proportion of 15-year-olds with insufficient abilities in reading, mathematics 

and science should be less than 15%;  

• The percentage of early leavers from education and training should be less than 10%;  

• The proportion of 30 to 34-year-olds with tertiary educational attainment should be 

at least 40%; 

• An average of at least 15% of adults (age group 25-64) should participate in lifelong 

learning.  

EU Member States have a shared interest in improving literacy standards for both children 

and adults. Improving reading literacy was one of the first objectives of the Commission's 

'Education and Training' work programme, launched in 2002, and this objective was re-

confirmed as a priority for 2010-2020. Member States have committed to reduce the ratio of 

low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading literacy to 15% at most by the end of the decade. Low 

achievers in reading literacy are those who are capable of completing only the least complex 

reading tasks such as locating a single piece of information, identifying the main theme of a 

text, or making a simple connection with everyday knowledge. 

In the EU performance at the age of 15 improved from 21.3% low performers in reading in 

2000 to 20.0% in 2009. The share of low achieving boys (25.9%) is about twice the share of 

low achieving girls (13.3%). The best EU performers are Finland, Estonia and the Netherlands 

(more details by country)  . 

More information about how the EU monitors literacy achievement in the Member States  
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Europe loves reading 

The 'Europe loves reading' campaign is an initiative of Commissioner Androulla Vassiliou, 

aimed at raising awareness of Europe's literacy crisis and promoting reading for pleasure. 

She has attended a series of reading sessions across Europe, involving children, adolescents 

and adults. These events often have a multilingual dimension to encourage children to read 

aloud in different languages and to highlight the importance of linguistic diversity. More 

  

High-Level Group on Literacy: reading between the lines of 

literacy policy 

Given the common literacy-related challenges facing Europe and the need for a coherent EU-

wide approach to tackle the root causes of this phenomenon, the European Commission 

decided to seek expert advice. The independent High-Level Group on Literacy – which was 

chaired by UNESCO's Special Envoy on Literacy and Development, Princess Laurentien of the 

Netherlands – brought together European academics, policy-makers. 

Together, the Group's members examined relevant research, consulted leading 

stakeholders, gathered evidence and analysed successful literacy programmes and policy 

initiatives from across Europe. Based on this, they mapped Europe's literacy landscape, 

identified changing needs and requirements, and recommended the best ways of bridging 

the literacy gap. 
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Studies 

Parental guidance required 

A new EU-commissioned independent study concluded that involving families in literacy 

programmes is essential to increase the literacy levels of both children and adults. The 

report provides an overview of research and evaluates strategies, policies and initiatives in 

the field of family literacy, in particular those targeting disadvantaged families. 

The key finding of this report is that family-literacy programmes are highly cost-effective in 

improving both child literacy and parental support skills. The study also highlights good 

practice through case studies of unique and successful initiatives throughout Europe. 

This research found that, to ensure success, programmes should be tailored to meet the 

particular needs of participating groups. In addition, the authors identified four key factors 

which shape the long-term success of family-literacy programmes: funding, programme 

quality, partnerships, and research-based evidence of success. Some programmes also cited 

media support as a fifth factor for sustainability. In a number of Member States, many good 

programmes, which took considerable time and resources to develop, have suffered or 

disappeared because of a dependency on short-term grants which require frequent renewal 

and are subject to numerous external policy pressures. This is because family literacy tends 

to be viewed in terms of projects, rather than as an integral part of, or complement to, the 

education system. 

Reading and learning must be natural and fun, but this requires a cultural shift within 

Member States. National programmes need flexibility to meet local and individual family 

needs. 

Moreover, child-literacy strategies should include a family-literacy component. According to 

the study's authors: "Parents have an active role to play in supporting their children's 

learning and development, and the home environment is crucial." 

More information: 

• http://ec.europa.eu/education/news/news3000_en.htm  

• http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2011/literacy_en.pdf  

Snapshot of European child and youth literacy 

For the first time, a pan-European, EU-commissioned study covering 31 countries offers a 

comprehensive picture of reading literacy and identifies some of the key factors affecting 

the acquisition of reading skills for three to 15-year-olds. It investigates four key topics: 

teaching approaches, tackling reading difficulties, teacher education, and the promotion of 

reading outside school. 
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The study reveals that while most European countries now have appropriate policies for 

promoting literacy, there is often a lack of focus on the groups most at risk of experiencing 

reading difficulties, such as boys, children from disadvantaged households and migrant 

children. The report also says that only a few countries have reading specialists at schools to 

support teachers and pupils. 

• Highlights   

• Full text of the study   
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Stakeholders 

Below is a list of EU-level stakeholders in the area of literacy. 

A list of national stakeholders can be found in the country pages. 

Easy to read network: aims to provide information about and to increase knowledge of the 

easy-to-read concept, to make people more aware of the need for easy-to-read, and to 

establish a place for contacts worldwide on easy-to-read matters: www.easytoread-

network.org  

Eur-Alpha European Network for Adult Literacy and Numeracy: is a European network of 

exchanges between literacy and numeracy practitioners, learners, trainers, researchers and 

policy-makers. It aims to support and develop best practice in literacy and numeracy in 

Europe: www.eur-alpha.eu  

EAEA (European Association for the Education of Adults): is a European NGO with 127 

member organisations from 43 countries working in the field of adult learning. It promotes 

adult learning and widening access and participation in formal and non-formal adult 

education for all, particularly for groups currently under-represented, and disseminates 

information on adult literacy: www.eaea.org/index.php?k=2093  

European Bureau of Library, Information and Documentation Associations: is an 

independent umbrella association of library, information, documentation and archive 

associations and institutions in Europe: www.eblida.org  

European Magazine Media Association: its mission is to ensure the long-term survival and 

prosperity of a plural, diverse and economically successful magazine publishing industry in 

the EU: www.magazinemedia.eu  

European Newspaper Publishers' Association: is an association advocating the interests of 

the European newspaper publishing industry at different European and international 

organisations and institutions: www.enpa.be  

European Publishers' Council: this is a high-level group of the most senior representatives of 

newspaper and magazine publishers in Europe. Their overall objective is to encourage good 

law-making for the media industry: www.epceurope.org  

European Writers' Council: facilitates trans-European cultural and literary co-operation, the 

development of common projects and the professional exchange of experience and good 

practice among 58 writers' associations in 30 countries: www.europeanwriters.eu  
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Federation of European Publishers: is an independent, non-commercial umbrella 

association of book publishers' associations in the European Union. It deals with European 

legislation and advises publishers' associations on copyright and other legislative issues: 

www.fep-fee.be  

Google initiative against illiteracy:provides resources for teachers and literacy 

organisations, as well as all those interested in education and initiatives to combat illiteracy. 

The initiative was created in collaboration with LitCam, Google and UNESCO Institute for 

Lifelong Learning: www.google.com/literacy/  

International Board on Books for Young People: is an organisation which represents an 

international network of people from all over the world who are committed to bringing 

books and children together: www.ibby.org  

International Development in Europe Committee (IDEC) of the International Reading 

Association (IRA): promotes communication and co-operation among existing national 

reading associations in Europe, and with the International Reading Association: 

www.literacyeurope.org  

International Reading Association: it has eight international development committees, 

including the International Development in Europe Committee (IDEC): 

www.literacyeurope.org/  

Skills for Life Network: is a key news, information and signposting resource for everyone 

with an interest in learning and skills, including literacy: www.skillsforlifenetwork.com  

Reading Worldwide: intends to provide anyone interested, privately or professionally, in the 

promotion of reading with an opportunity to gain an overview of the full scope of reading 

initiatives, projects and models: www.readingworldwide.com/index.php?id=1  

The UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL): this non-profit, policy-driven, international 

research, training, information, documentation and publishing centre was established at 

UNESCO in Hamburg (Germany). It promotes lifelong learning policy and practice with a 

focus on adult learning and education, especially literacy and non-formal education and 

alternative learning opportunities for marginalised and disadvantaged groups: 

www.uil.unesco.org/home/  
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Good practices in promoting literacy for adults 

France designed a specific module enabling direct testing of literacy, as part of a wider 

survey (Information et Vie Quotidienne) carried out by the French National Institute of 

Statistics (INSEE), in 2004-5. The survey was deployed further at regional level in 

metropolitan France and in its overseas territories between 2006 and 2008. The survey is 

being repeated in 2012 and will provide updated comparable data on illiteracy. The essential 

data collected enabled the National Agency for the fight against illiteracy (ANLCI) – created 

to organise policy in the field of literacy - to profile illiterate people, and to provide-decision 

makers with specific information on precise needs. ANCLI has also developed a framework 

for teachers working in the specific field of literacy. 

In Greece, a literacy initiative was launched to provide education to prison inmates who had 

never attended school. 

In Germany, the Federal Ministry for Education and Research (BMBW) has launched a 

national strategy to combat functional illiteracy as part of the follow up to the LEO - Level-

One-Study, published in 2011 showing that 7.5 million or 14% of the employable population 

in Germany had problems with functional literacy. BMBW is putting forward €20 million for a 

research and development programme on literacy and basic skills, which will have a 

workplace focus.  

In Ireland, since 2000, the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) has been using television to 

highlight literacy issues, outline supports that are available, motivate people to return to 

education, and provide opportunities for learning in the privacy of the learners' homes 

through the Distance Learning Service. One such TV programme was Written off?, an eight-

part series that followed 11 adults who returned to learning, and showed the benefits it has 

had on their lives.  

In Norway, the Basic Competence in Working Life Programme (BCWL) funds, supports and 

monitors basic learning projects in enterprises, organizations of working life and providers 

who may be working with several small and medium enterprises, or projects preventing 

exclusion from work because of insufficient basic competence. Vox, the national Agency for 

Lifelong Learning has administrative responsibility for the programme and has helped 

develop the Norwegian Framework for Basic Skills for Adults, used in BCWL. The framework 

comprises: competence goals in literacy, numeracy, digital competence and oral 

communication; guidelines for providers; tests; didactic models and teaching resources; and 

a model for teacher training. 

In Portugal, the New Opportunities Initiative , shows that targeted programmes can yield 

good result in reaching adults with weak literacy and education levels. NOI which focuses on 

recognising adult skills developed outside formal education has enrolled more than 1.6 

million people. The National Agency for Education and Training of Adults was created under 
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the Ministries of Education and Labour with powers to develop flexible training options that 

would help these adults progress to secondary education qualifications.  

In Sweden, the Adult Education Initiative, or 'Knowledge Lift', led to a sharp uptake in basic 

skills training. 

In the United Kingdom (England), Skills for Life was a comprehensive programme to address 

literacy, numeracy and ESOL (language) skills of 2.25 million citizens between 2001 and 

2010. SfL was run as a company, supported by a dedicated unit in the Department for 

Children, Schools and Families, in partnership with among others such as the Learning and 

Skills Council, QCA, and the National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy 

and Numeracy, which supplied research and teaching and learning resources. The target was 

met two years early. 
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Other Grundtvig projects dealing with literacy and reading rates 

A network of literacy ambassadors  

An EU-funded project established advocates across Europe to defend the right to literacy. 

An online library on literacy  

An EU-funded project team collected resources on literacy from around Europe and made 

them available in a virtual library. 

 

BASKI: training life skills for people with disabilities  

New training concepts will enable people with disabilities to gain basic skills and overcome 

the barriers they often face in education. 

Discussing adult literacy  

An international meeting focused attention on the empowering aspect of teaching literacy to 

adults. 

Forward Trainer: better support for illiterate adults  

An EU-funded initiative developed a training course for people working with adults who 

have reading and writing difficulties. 

Forward: sharing expertise on adult illiteracy  

A network of experts and organisations has been created to focus on the field of adult 

illiteracy. 
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Game On: helping prisoners to learn

Game-based learning is being used to help prisoners develop

improve their employment prospects.

 

KeyCom Kit: training to help adults reach their potential

A flexible course of learning has been de

improve their employment and life prospects.

L'alphabétisation, Parlons-en!

A four-day workshop brought a

development of basic skills. 

PASS: looking at literacy policies

An EU-funded initiative assessed different approaches to increasing literacy and basic 

education skills across Europe.
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Game On: helping prisoners to learn  

based learning is being used to help prisoners develop their personal skills and 

improve their employment prospects. 

KeyCom Kit: training to help adults reach their potential  

A flexible course of learning has been developed to help adults fill education gaps and 

improve their employment and life prospects. 

en!  

day workshop brought adult learners from across Europe to focus on the 

PASS: looking at literacy policies  

assessed different approaches to increasing literacy and basic 

education skills across Europe. 
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Pro-Skills: Basic Skills for Lifelong Learning  

This EU-funded project set out to improve the support and training of basic learning skills to 

socially disadvantaged adults. 

 

READCOM: promoting adult reading clubs  

An EU-funded initiative looked into how to set up and maintain thriving communities of 

readers. 

Support the Way to Literacy: better counselling for illiterate adults  

EU-funded support provided training for working with adults lacking basic literacy skills. 

 

TRAIN: improving literacy teaching  

An EU-funded initiative assessed basic skills teaching across Europe. 

 

 


