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FUNCTIONAL ILLITERACY AS A PROBLEM OF MODERN EDUCATION

...Approximation took hold hurrying people. 
They teach something, they know something, 
sow in general, shear on average, explain nearly, 
take care moderately. 

R. I. Rozhdestvensky

and huge number of people to be involved in the sphere of 
its infl uence. If we give data on education in modern Rus-
sia, they are impressive: 32.4% of the adult population (25–
64 years old) has higher education, and among people aged 
25–34 years – 39.5%.4

However, at present, in this way of massing both higher 
and, to a certain extent, other levels of education, the par-
adox has formed: along with the increase in the number of 
educated population, a specifi c problem – functional illit-
eracy, i. e. the number of people who do not have literacy 
in the modern sense of the word, – has arisen. 

This was once noticed by A. Solzhenitsin in his essay 
“Obrazovanshchina”, which, in his opinion, means noth-
ing more than the appearance of education, the appear-
ance of culture without internal content, i. e. without in-
ternal culture, as well as false education, false culture, false 
intelligence. 

The vivid, fi gurative words in the epigraph express both 
pain, anxiety, and the warning: a poorly realized threat of 
possible loss of viability of the society and its prospects to 
withstand the challenges of modernity is coming at us. And 
this threat is unprofessionalism, ignorance and half-knowl-
edge, knowledge without morality, knowledge without gen-
eral culture.5 

Statistical and sociological data, numerous examples, 
statements by the best minds of the country and the world, 
4 Образование в цифрах: 2023: крат. стат. сб. / Т. А. Варламова, 
Л. М. Гохберг, О. К. Озерова [и др.]. М. : ИСИЭЗ ВШЭ, 2023.
5 Тощенко Ж. Т. Социальные парадоксы высшего образования в Рос-
сии // Экономика образования. 2012. № 1. С. 31–34.

Modern1society2has3achieved amazing successes in explo-
ration of the world: the breakthrough into space, cogni-
tion of the microcosm secrets, development of new (van-
guard, high) technologies, invention of materials unknown 
in the nature, the use of artifi cial intelligence and robotics, 
and many other achievements indicating opportunities of 
intellectual capacity. 

Along with science, these successes were largely facili-
tated by education, with its development and improvement, 
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and historical experience can be cited to prove this thesis. 
But, in my opinion, in this case the poetic image looks clear-
er, more convincing, more evidential. In the poet’s words, 
there is both his warning against indiff erence, and his pas-
sionate persuasion that all the aff airs in the world, all our er-
rors and shortcomings depend not on some evil, sometimes 
mythical forces, but fi rst and foremost on ourselves, our po-
sition, our attitude, our skill (no wonder the poet called his 
poem “About Masters”) and on our attitude to do good or 
evil, or to heed them indiff erently and aloof. 

However, we cannot turn a blind eye to the increasingly 
widespread lifestyle, when its goal was to satisfy utilitarian 
rather than spiritual needs, associated with external, often 
false brilliance of opportunities to have prestigious goods at 
our personal disposal, to possess tinsel household utensils 
and furnishings, to be proud of achieving primitive goals.1 

One of the reasons for these fl aws and trials is not so 
much in the outwardly impressive changes that occur in ed-
ucation, but in those shifts that have led to changes in peo-
ple’s positions in relation to education, its social functions, 
and emergence of a new class of contradictions that call 
into question achievements of modern society as a whole. 
In fact, in the era of the ongoing industrial and information 
revolutions society faced a tremendous paradox: growth in 
the number of people who received education was simulta-
neously accompanied by the process of increasing profes-
sional illiteracy (but one of a special kind) and occupation-
al incompetence, lack of ability to think and combine scien-
tifi c knowledge and practical experience.2 

It should be recalled that for a long time literacy and 
education were interpreted as a composition of the arts of 
writing and reading. Anyone who did not meet this require-
ment was considered illiterate. This interpretation of illit-
eracy lasted not only the 19th, but almost the entire 20th 
century. Even in 1958, UNESCO defi ned the illiterate as “a 
person who does not know how to read and write enough to 
understand simple and concise utterances concerning his/
her daily life”. But gradually the interpretation of literacy 
(illiteracy) expanded, clarifi ed and began including the ex-
tent of assimilation of speech and audiovisual culture.3

Under the infl uence of new technological and technical 
transformations in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a new 
concept has come into use – functional illiteracy as ina-
bility to perform actions not only in reading, writing and 
counting, necessary for appropriate life activities and de-
velopment of both the person himself and his entire social 
environment, but also in applying instructions, fi nding and 
using the information necessary in the activity. The con-
cept appeared in the 90s of the 20th century. According to 
T. D. Zhukova, President of the Association of School Li-
braries of Russia, functional illiteracy is the cause of many 
technogenic disasters.4 In other words, the modern concept 
of illiteracy includes not only inability in reading (perceiv-
ing information), writing (conveying one’s thoughts, ex-
panding the range of communicative interaction), speak-
ing (ability to communicate and express oneself in speech), 
but, most importantly, in providing the ability to social ori-

1 Тощенко Ж. Т. Социальные парадоксы…
2 Тощенко Ж. Т. Парадоксальный человек. 2-е изд., перераб. и доп. М. : 
ЮНИТИ-ДАНА, 2008. С. 427.
3 Тощенко Ж. Т. Социальные парадоксы…
4 Жукова Т. Д. Функциональная неграмотность – чума XXI века // 
Независимая газета. 2006. 10 марта.

entation and social self-regulation. In this regard, it became 
necessary to talk not just about literacy/illiteracy, but about 
functional illiteracy, which implies semi-knowledge, ersatz 
knowledge, false knowledge or knowledge-phantom.5 

What exactly does it reveal itself in?
Firstly, functional illiteracy often appears in the form of 

educational agnosia, which means violation of the mech-
anisms of perception associated with displacement of di-
rect, “naive” knowledge about the subject by a certain set 
of learned concepts. This term was introduced in 1994 by 
M. Lynch and D. Bogen6, and was partly used by H. Sacks7. 
In their opinion, students represent only the environment for 
its dissemination. The high-risk group is teachers of disci-
plines, who do not have an explicit scientifi c specialization. 
Brought up on poorly translated foreign sources, obtain-
ing information from compiled textbooks, they undertake 
to read any courses off ered, which leads to absolute diso-
rientation in the professional environment.8 This neglected 
form of the “disease” is accompanied by creation of a cer-
tain general worldview, which is in no way correlated with 
reality. And the attempt to specify the proposed schemes, 
structures, models and other “inventions” and make them 
reality ends as in the funny story about an owl and a mouse, 
to which the owl advised to protect itself from troubles and 
threats by turning into a hedgehog, and the question of how 
to do this was answered, “I deal with strategic issues, not 
all sorts of little things.”9

If educational agnosia completely ignores direct, empir-
ical, everyday knowledge, then there is another extreme of 
it – inability to link with real life. My practice of long-term 
teaching allows asserting that the considerable number of 
students who have conscientiously studied textbooks, refer-
ence books, encyclopedias, and currently information from 
the Internet, suffi  ciently and/or relatively fully reproduce 
the general features of their or somebody else’s theories, 
processes and phenomena, but completely freeze when try-
ing to answer the question: how does it reveal itself in real 
life, in the surrounding reality, which they live in? In other 
words, there is a complete or almost complete gap between 
the information read and the ability to fi x it in the mind 
for possible further use. This situation creates the eff ect of 
short-term memory, which is more or less convenient for 
answering during the study process or for passing an exam 
or a test. In future, this information is not fi xed in the hu-
man mind, it is forgotten, eroded, leaving no traces and 
without enriching the person’s cultural and cognitive ca-
pacity. 

In Russia as a whole, the share of students who do not 
achieve the required minimum of functional literacy is 
growing. Experts agree that in future, it will be diffi  cult for 
such teenagers to adapt to life in the modern world. In 2018, 
almost a third of all students did not reach the minimum 
threshold for at least one type of literacy in reading, math-

5 Тощенко Ж. Т. Парадоксальный человек.
6 Lynch M., Bogen D. Harvey Sacks’s primitive natural science // Theory, 
Culture & Society. 1994. Vol. 11. P. 70–71.
7 Sacks H. Lectures on conversation. Vol. 1 / ed. by G. Jeff erson. Oxford : 
Blackwell, 1992. P. 83.
8 For more information, see: Тощенко Ж. Т. Образование и «образован-
щина» // Парадоксальный человек. М. : ЮНИТИ-Дана, 2008. С. 441–
444.
9 See, for example: Семашко Л. М. Тетрасоциология – социология четы-
рех измерений. К постановке проблемы // Социологические исследо-
вания. 2001. № 9. С. 20–28.
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ematics or science. The illiterate in all three subject areas 
amounted to 12 %.1

Functional illiteracy also manifests itself in so-called 
clip consciousness (eng. clip, “fragment of text”, “cutting”). 
The term origins from the concept “clip culture”, which was 
introduced by sociologist E. Toffl  er in his work “The Third 
Wave” in 1980. Initially, the term “clip thinking” meant 
a person’s ability to perceive the world through short viv-
id images and messages of TV news or video clips. In its 
modern meaning, this is a type of thinking, when a person 
perceives information piecemeal, in short chunks and vivid 
images, cannot concentrate and constantly skips from one 
question to another. It is extremely diffi  cult for these peo-
ple to read or work on large texts, especially books, watch 
long videos and movies. Clip thinking is contrasted with 
systemic thinking: one that helps immerse deep and com-
prehensively analyze information, performing all operations 
consistently. It creates inability to logically set out what has 
been read, heard, and even seen. 

Socio-psychological studies show that about 10 % of 
young people have specifi c problems with reading com-
prehension. Many of them have problems with reading for 
the fi rst time around the age of 7–8, sometimes later, when 
they are expected to analyze more complex texts. They have 
impaired reading comprehension if there are any of the fol-
lowing signs: problems with basic reading skills, such as 
word recognition; diffi  culties with understanding impor-
tant ideas contained in the text read; diffi  culty and/or mis-
understanding of the algorithm when performing tasks and 
even problems with remembering essential details of what 
was read. 

In the century of the huge information fl ow, complica-
tions and diffi  culties arise in identifying the meaning, and 
understanding the content of what has been read and heard. 
As a result, there is inability to highlight the main thing in 
this fl ow, understand it and then present it in the learning 
process or apply it in professional activities at your work-
place. If earlier it was possible to weaken this misunder-
standing through classical bibliographic assistance, then in 
modern conditions, this type of work can compensate for 
such a shortcoming just insignifi cantly. 

Functional illiteracy manifests itself in the amazing 
fact of replacing by people the search for solutions to 
a problem not by comparing real opportunities for achiev-
ing a desired or recommended goal, but by a random set of 
wishes, even sincere ones, but often unrelated to the cur-
rent reality. Then there is misuse of words, such as “must”, 
“need”, “should”, which emerge from the world of direc-
tive thinking or illusions and dreams, and not because they 
are wrong, but because there is no answer to them: how 
to implement it, who will implement it, at the expense of 
what it will be achieved. As a result, the eff ect of small or 
large Oblomov manifests itself. Operating with catego-
ries of obligation often makes a person useless for under-
standing and applying proposed ways and means of solv-
ing specifi c problems in close relation to available area 
of freedom, technical, fi nancial, economic and human re-
sources. 

It is worth adding such a judgment. 

1 Основные результаты российских учащихся в международном иссле-
довании читательской, математической и естественно-научной гра-
мотности PISA-2018 и их интерпретация / К. А. Адамович, А. В. Ка пу-
за, А. Б. Захаров, И. Д. Фрумин. М. : НИУ ВШЭ, 2019. С. 10.

Functional illiteracy is not so much absence of any gen-
eral education training, as inability to solve everyday prac-
tical tasks – to write an application, fi ll out documents re-
lated to everyday life, explain to another person the essence 
of the desired or the recommended. According to sociologi-
cal studies, in Russia, there are a lot of functionally illiter-
ate people. Among older people, there are 15–33 % of them, 
depending on their profession, place of residence and some 
other life circumstances. But a new wave of complete func-
tional illiteracy awaits the country: now, according to expert 
data, up to 2 million children do not attend school, do not 
study.2 Let’s add to this the fact that since the 90s, literacy 
has been declining in Russia. According to PIRLS (Progress 
in International Reading Literature Study) data for 2021, 
22% of 15-year-old Russian schoolchildren did not achieve 
the second-level threshold of reading literacy. 

And some experiments show that even university stu-
dents have troubles with understanding the texts read, that, 
besides to the above, it should be recognized that there are 
learning-disabled persons, which the group of students un-
able (or unwilling) to study refers to. Using materials of in-
terviews with teachers, personnel and students of univer-
sities, the following groups of “learning disability” were 
identifi ed. The fi rst group consists of those who are unable 
to master university programs because of their low-qual-
ity school education. Already in the mid-2000s, the con-
tingent of students, who did not care how and where to 
study, was formed. According to rough estimates, in those 
years, the share of the students reached 15%. The second 
group includes those who use their universities as a plat-
form for realization of other goals. Many applicants who 
are successful, for example, in sports, are immediately en-
rolled in the university, but not for the purpose of studying. 
Their task is to win competitions and creative contests, par-
ticipate in the World Student Games and KVN, improve 
their university’s reputation and its recognition, popularize 
the brand, advertise it. Under conditions of fi erce competi-
tion and university ranking, this function is very important 
for the university. But what is the value of these students for 
future work? The question remains open. The third group 
includes not only intellectually, but also mentally limit-
ed and even mentally unstable students who cannot mas-
ter and accept university-level rules and requirements. De-
pending on the university, the number of this group varies, 
but the fact of their increasing presence among students is 
indicative.3

It is these three groups that form the indicator leading to 
the conclusion obtained by sociologists of the Russian State 
University for the Humanities (RGGU): having analyzed 
118 universities in Russia, it was found that only 65–75% 
of those who enrolled in studies graduate from the univer-
sity (depending on its profi le). 

To this, it is worth adding the following fact. Accord-
ing to a number of studies, about a quarter of Russian resi-
dents – from 22 to 25% – have no functional reading skills. 
The loss of these skills begins in childhood, then accumu-
lates in middle age, when it is almost impossible to solve 
this problem. 

2 Тощенко Ж. Т. Парадоксальный человек.
3 Денисова-Шмидт Е. В., Леонтьева Э. О. Категория «необучаемых» 
студентов как социальный феномен университетов (на примере 
дальневосточных вузов) // Социологические исследования. 2015. № 9. 
С. 86–93.



132 BRICS as the New Space for Dialogue Among Cultures and Civilizations. Reports

In 2003, the International Reading Institute researched 
quality of reading and functional literacy, in which Rus-
sian students ranked 32nd out of 40 countries. Today in 
Russia, only one of three 11th grade graduates understands 
the content of scientifi c and literary texts. This phenomenon 
is caused by organization of education and educational pro-
grams aimed not at reading comprehension, but at sound or 
visual reproduction.1 

And fi nally, illiteracy is one of indicators of a person’s 
lack of freedom in his interaction with the surrounding 
world. And here we face one of the most amazing paradox-
es: the desire to know means willingness to accept freedom 
“with open eyes”, which results in parting with inner har-
mony. It is the modern world that questions N. G. Cherny-

shevsky’s motto for his novel “What to Do”: “we will learn, 
and knowledge will set us free.”

Functional illiteracy of people who have higher education 
is especially disturbing, although, among them, this phenome-
non has, of course, its own features, its own special forms of 
appearance. Illiteracy of this category of people manifests itself 
in their inability to communicate with the outer world through 
written (and sometimes oral) speech, they do not know how to 
express their thoughts and ideas in an article, in a scientifi c re-
port, in a review, in a review, to make an offi  cial document.2 

All this allows considering functional illiteracy as 
a symptom of a social crisis, as a sign of an imminent dis-
aster comparable to environmental and technogenic shocks, 
in the epicenter of which a person is. 

1 Ясюкова Л. Неграмотность – почему? // Наука и жизнь. 2015. № 6. 
С. 79–80.
2 Тощенко Ж. Т. Социальные парадоксы…




