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Context

• Many U.S. adult education programs and policies (including 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act) focus on low 
literacy skill as a barrier to employment.

• This study recognizes the role of increasing numeracy skill as 
critical in reducing the probability of unemployment. 



Research Questions

• What is the relationship between U.S. adults’ employment 
status and their information processing skills?

• Does the relationship between numeracy skill proficiency 
and employment status for U.S. adults vary by self-reported 
use/practice of numeracy information-processing skills in 
everyday life?



Data Source

• 2012/14 Program for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies (PIAAC) US Assessment of Adult Skills

• PIAAC Background Questionnaire
• Sample size ranged from 8,347 to 6,813 depending upon the 

question 
• Ages 16 to 65 years 



Numeracy Item 



Methods & Variables

This study used a series of regression analyses to examine the 
relationship between numeracy skills and practices and 
employment status across four categories:
• Currently employed
• No experience with paid work 
• Short-term unemployment
• Long-term unemployment 
Variables investigated: participants’ scale scores on literacy, 
numeracy, and PS-TRE assessments, everyday life numeracy 
practices, and selected demographic characteristics.



Key Findings

• After all variables were added to the model, only increases 
in numeracy skills were protective of the (un)employment 
categories “no experience with paid work” and “long-term 
unemployment.” 

• No significant relationship was found between any of the 
information processing skills and short-term unemployment.



Key Findings

• The study’s results point to the centrality of advanced 
numeracy skills as protective of continued employment for 
marginalized groups in the U.S. like women, older adults, 
and some people of color. 

• Some numeracy related everyday life skills, like calculator 
use, were related to employment status.



Implications for Policy

• Nearly a third of U.S. adults have weak numeracy skills (U. S. 
Department of Education, 2013). 

• Several studies have established a strong correlation 
between numeracy and employability.

• This study’s findings on the importance of numeracy as 
protective of employment are relevant to programming 
related to adult education and workforce development. 



Implications for Policy

This study demonstrates the need for:
• Expanding offerings in numeracy programming and curricula 

for adult education and workforce development programs.
• Including “low levels of numeracy” as one of the pre-

identified “employment barriers” by WIOA  similar to “low 
levels of literacy.”



Barriers to Employment



Implications for Practice

This study demonstrates the need for:
• Expanding professional development/training on 

instructional practices for teaching numeracy skills for adult 
education and workforce development professionals.

• Connecting adult education and workforce development 
programs with regional workforce agencies to understand 
the required numeracies of specific local industries. 
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