
Literacy and older adults
1.1 Introduction
This paper is a summary of a previous NIACE investigation which examined the basic skills learning needs and learning provision for older adults.
 That research involved a review of literature held in the NIACE library and archive, and some commentary on existing data, such as that reported by the Skills for Life survey and NIACE’s annual survey of adult participation in learning. 
Participation data from the Individualised Learner Record were examined; however these were incomplete and did not support comparative analysis.  
1.2 Findings
There is very little material on the basic skills capabilities and learning of older adults, in terms of research surveys or reports of specific teaching and learning initiatives, and what exists is quite dated.
There are specific deterrents to older adults learning, which can be transferred to basic skills learning. Older adults are less likely to start learning which leads to specific measured outputs but their learning does need to be for a definite purpose and of interest to them. Older people can be deterred from learning by negative perceptions of their mental capacity by younger people and by themselves. Some projects which assist in overcoming these barriers are explored.

Only one document relating to older adult learning and literacy was identified. This stated that older adults’ learning could have purpose both within and outside the workplace and that both are to be valued as contributors to the economy. Only one document also related specifically to older adults’ language learning.

Most documents concerned projects addressing older adults, numeracy, ICT and financial literacy. Many older adults said that financial learning was important to them and some projects have designed a curriculum for older adults around numeracy and finances, which can be usefully transferred to other areas of adult literacy, language and numeracy acquisition.

Commenting on research pertaining to literacy, language and numeracy needs and the participation of older adults is problematic due to the fact that most datasets don’t cover an old enough age range. The principal survey is the DfES Skills for Life survey 2003,
 which deliberately ignored adults aged over 65. Findings from this survey are compared with older adults’ perceptions of their own abilities in using numbers and reading and writing English, by age, gender, ethnicity and region, as analysed in NIACE’s 2008 adult participation survey. The findings generally show, as far as is possible to interpret, a discrepancy between older people’s perceptions of their literacy, language and numeracy capability and achievement claimed by the national Skills for Life survey.  

There is very little written or researched on basic skills for older adults, nor are there many materials specifically aimed at their learning preferences and styles. Most datasets do not cover an old enough range. However, from what is available it would seem that older people perform less well in literacy, language and numeracy, as assessed through the national tests.

Terminal education age appears to be an important factor in determining achievement in Skills for Life test achievement. Thus, older people, who are more likely to have left school at a younger age, exhibit lower levels of functional literacy and numeracy acquisition, according to the literacy and numeracy performance tests of this survey, social classification was a key factor in determining literacy test performance. 
There is a marked difference in the number of older ethnic minority adults who assess themselves as confident with numbers, compared to their white contemporaries. Many more l ethnic minority older people don’t know about their number capability compared with white people. However, given the apparent importance of terminal education age and social class as a determinant of low skill, it could be that older black and minority ethnic people left school earlier or may be in lower social classes and that ethnicity is irrelevant.
There seems to be evidence of a discrepancy between adults’ – especially older adults’ – estimation of their own basic skill capability and the results of assessment surveys. This discrepancy indicates older adults’ general contentment with skill levels and explains why it can be difficult to engage them in learning. More people with the lower skill levels and those who are least likely to perceive they have low skills need to be persuaded that improving their skills is worthwhile.  
1.3 Recommendations
This research has tried to find out what is known about older adults and literacy language and numeracy skills. The data are sparse and little is known.  There are two recommendations: 
· Research is commissioned to specifically look into the literacy, language and numeracy capabilities of older adults. A key research question might look at the particular challenges for different older age groupings where their skills in literacy or numeracy are at Entry Level 3 or below.
· Evidence is emerging that learning for older adults is instrumental in maintaining mental wellbeing and capacity. There is need for a campaign to encourage older adults to learn; and for the learning exhorted by the campaign to fit older adults’ purposes for learning, for example:
· To participate in the workforce beyond current statutory retirement;
· For family purpose;
· For mental wellbeing; and
· For active citizenship.
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