
350

150

250

50

300

100

200

500

400

0

THE PAYOFFS OF SCHOOLING

People with higher educational attainment 
HAVE higher reading proficiency

Findings from the STEP Skills Measurement Program, 
representative of urban demographics in 12 countries

read multiple and dense texts, search for and 
integrate information, construct syntheses of 
ideas and evaluate evidence-based arguments

read complex, lengthy and multiple types of 
text and perform multiple-step operations to 
integrate, interpret, and synthesize information

read dense or lengthy text pieces, make 
inferences, identify, interpret and evaluate 
one or more pieces of information

read somewhat complex text, make matches 
between text and information, paraphrase 
and make low-level inferences

read short texts to locate a single piece of 
information, recognize basic vocabulary 
and evaluate sentence meaning

read brief texts on familiar topics to locate 
a single piece of specific information. Only 
basic vocabulary is required
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READING ASSESSMENT 
AVERAGE SCORES
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STEP average scores correspond to urban 
populations in developing countries, OECD 
average score corresponds to national 
adult populations in developed countries 
that applied PIACC

PIAAC

Circle size represents the proportion 
of individuals at each education level

50 1

Tertiary

Upper Secondary

Lower Secondary

Primary or less

PIAAC average (273)



PRIMARY SECONDARY TERTIARY

The complexity in the use of cognitive skills 
increases with educational attainment

Most adults with 
primary education 
or less do not read 
documents more than 
5 pages long.

In most countries 
adults who have 
completed tertiary 
education report 
reading more and 
more complex texts.

While almost half of youth report reading complex 
texts, less than a third of adults do so.

The difference between youth and adults who re-
port not using their reading skills is largest in Ghana 
(16% of youth, compared to 39% of adults).

Adults who completed 
primary education or 
less are less likely to use 
numeracy skills at work 
or in their daily lives 
than those with higher 
educational levels.

In half of the countries 
the proportion of those 
who use numeracy 
skills with high complex-
ity is highest for tertiary 
education graduates.

While over a third of youth report using complex numeracy 
skills, only 10% of adults do so.

The differences in the use of complex numeracy skills 
between youth and adults are largest in Vietnam (53% of 
youth, 8% of adults) and Bolivia (61% of youth, 21% of adults).

Now, how is this translated into labor market outcomes? Stay tuned... 

In half of the countries 
the proportion of men 
who read complex 
texts is higher than 
that of women. The dif-
ference is particularly 
large in Ghana.

The proportion of men 
who use complex nu-
meracy skills is higher 
than the proportion of 
women in all countries.

In six countries, the 
proportion of people 
who do not use their 
writing skills reduces 
by at least half between 
primary and lower 
secondary.

More than 50% of 
adults with primary 
education or less do 
not use their writing 
skills in nine countries.

The proportion of youth who report using complex writing 
skills is more than double the proportion of older adults.

The gap between youth and adults who report not using 
their writing skills is largest in Ghana (18% of youth 
compared with 44% of adults).
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Complex writing skills 
are most used by 
tertiary education 
graduates.


