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Problem Statement 

• Technology and use of problem-
solving skills are pervasive in 
educational and workforce 
settings.

• Limited research to understand 
adults’ gaps in digital literacy 
skills, especially for those who 
already have challenges with 
basic literacy and computer skills



Sample of Adult Test-Takers 
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• PIAAC Cycle 1 (2012/2014)

• 1,338 adult respondents 

• 48.4% lower literacy (Level 2 and 
below) 

• On average, higher literacy 
respondents had higher ICT at 
home

• Demographics:
– 46.9% male
– 9.30% below HS, 40% HS, 

50.70% above HS
– Average age = 39.2 years



PIAAC APS
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• Adaptive Problem Solving (APS) includes solving 
problems in technology-rich environments.

• APS tasks often assume basic literacy and 
foundational digital skills, including navigating 
interfaces, typing, and using common computer 
functions.

• Research suggests adult literacy learners may struggle 
with basic digital skills (Olney et al., 2017).



Literacy Skill Scale
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https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/


PSTRE Item U19a
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• Environment: spreadsheet and email

• Task: identify a specific club member 
ID from a spreadsheet and then send it 
to a correspondent in an email 
environment. 

• Tools: searching, sorting, copying, 
pasting

• Buttons: menu items, buttons on 
toolbar



Results
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• Respondents in the low literacy 
group on average made fewer 
actions.

• Many respondents in this group 
performed either 0 actions or only 
1 action.
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General Implications
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• Time allocation and action sequences (clicking 
behaviors) highlight the importance of deeper 
cognitive engagement.

• Sequences could directly translate into 
teachable routines

• treating digital problem-solving as a distinct 
competency means pairing literacy 
development with targeted technology routines

• Not only what adults know but how they move.
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