UCU Response to the NIACE Commission on Literacy
Introduction
UCU, the university and college union represents academic staff in FE colleges and adult and community learning and offender education services. As the largest union in the FE sector, UCU represents many literacy teachers and tutors in Colleges and adult and prison education services.

UCU welcomes the initiative by NIACE to set up a commission to review of literacy provision. This comes at a very critical moment for literacy when with a new government many of the gains made in literacy work over the last decade may be endangered. 

Since the Moser Report in 1999, there have been significant gains and improvements around the delivery of literacy programmes in the FE sector. Considerable amounts of resources have been spent on literacy. New curricula were created, supported by high quality materials. Specialist initial literacy teacher training programmes were established with specialist literacy qualifications. Their place in the system of FE professional qualifications was confirmed in the series of reforms 'Equipping our teachers'. These reforms also required all FE teachers to undertake 30 hours of Continuing Professional Development (CPD). Literacy teachers have always understood the need for CPD to keep their practice up-to-date and were pleased that the principle of the need to undertake CPD was recognised nationally.

The outcome of all these initiatives was that literacy work and teachers became a more established part of the mainstream work and workforce in FE. Of course there is always room for improvement, and as various OFSTED surveys have shown there. This then shows in the quality of provision. Similarly there have been gains in the status and situation of literacy teachers over the last decade. 

Over the last decade there has also been recognition of the essential role that literacy has in skills development. A series of Government Skills Strategies have emphasised that more general skills development cannot take place unless people have acquired a sufficient level of basic skills including literacy. Indeed this was at least one of the starting points for the government's skills for life strategy. It seems that the new government accepts these arguments on the essential nature of literacy to further skills development.

Despite all the progress over the last decade in literacy work, UCU is concerned that a number of current government policies may limit further progress.

Funding
The government policies that UCU has the most concerns in terms of potentially limiting the further progress of literacy strategies are around funding. Over the last 2 years the additional resources given to literacy programmes through an uplift element in the funding methodology was first reduced, and for 2011-2012 has been removed altogether. This additional funding was recognition of the additional demands that are inherent within literacy work: the starting point of many students: the need for smaller class sizes for literacy work: the need for more frequent and more rigorous student assessment: the need for additional support and more individual attention for some if not many literacy students. UCU considers that the withdrawal of the additional resources may well damage the quality of teaching and learning and thus limit students' achievements. 

Mandatory Training
UCU is very concerned at the recent consultation from the DWP and BIS on proposals for benefit sanctions for those who are unemployed who are referred to mandatory assessment and training by Jobcentre Plus advisers. UCU has responded to the consultation on these proposals and expressed our strong opposition. 

UCU and its members strongly believe that education and training, and this would include literacy, must remain a voluntary activity. Successful learning has at is heart that both the learner and the teacher or trainer enter into the teaching and learning relationship without coercion and because both sides of this relationship believe that learning can improve the participant’s specific and general knowledge, skills and attitudes. To introduce coercion and sanctions into this undermines the trust is essential to this relationship between the teacher and the learner. It will turn the role of the teacher into that of one of policing rather than teaching. It may well alienate and de-motive the learner. UCU does believe that education and training can assist those who are without work. It recognises that there are those who do need further learning and skills development to enable them to take up employment opportunities. But we insist that this is on a voluntary basis. Many of those who are without work and may gain from further education and training have left compulsory schooling without the necessary skills for work, and sometimes the most basic of skills. Their years of compulsory schooling often leave them disengaged and de-motivated from learning. To re-introduce coercion and then to back with it benefit sanctions, will reinforce these feelings.


Literacy workforce
Before the introduction of the range of government policies that became known as Skills for Life far too many literacy workers were employed on a part time hourly paid basis. Over the last 10 years there has been an increase in the numbers of literacy teachers employed on a full time or fractional salaried basis. For those staff the move to a more secure and properly recognised employment status has shown up in improved student achievement rates and higher quality teaching and learning. However there does remain a stubborn percentage of literacy workers that remain on part time hourly paid contracts. Given the commitment of these teachers to their work and students, the amount of time they take to prepare their lessons, assess students' work and tutor and counsel students, the amount of unpaid work that literacy teachers undertake is little short of exploitation and should and must end. UCU hopes that the Commission takes evidence from part time literacy tutors themselves and hear at first hand of both their hard work and commitment and the precarious nature of their employment. UCU fears that with the current and future financial stringency that the FE sector will be suffering; there will be redundancies of literacy teachers and a return to employing large numbers of part time staff who can be employed and made redundant far more easily than salaried staff.

Professional development and training
As we have referred to above there has been a welcome recognition of the importance of CPD to high quality literacy teaching and learning. We have welcomed the introduction of the requirement for 30 hours per year CPD. We have argued that this requirement should be balanced by an entitlement to CPD. Too many FE employers do not seem committed to their teachers' CPD. 
We believe that given the state of FE providers’ finances both currently and in future, some employers may seek to reduce their commitment to staff CPD both in terms of reducing their expenditure on CPD, and also by refusing permission for staff to attend CPD programmes, especially those outside the provider. Such activities are essential and valuable for literacy staff to meet colleagues in other providers share their knowledge, experiences and materials and learn of new initiatives and innovative teaching and learning.

UCU would also want to point to a particular problem around the initial teacher training for literacy teachers. Since 2002 all newly appointed literacy teachers have to obtain the specialist FE teaching qualification for literacy. There have been continuing problems with the supply of new literacy teachers and mismatches between where the new literacy teaching qualification is being delivered and where there are gaps in the supply of such teachers. 

Lifelong Learning UK, the sector’s sector skills council is currently conducting a review of FE professional qualifications including the specialist literacy and numeracy qualifications. Our understanding is that the sector is pleased with the review and the direction of reform proposals that are emerging from the review. We are concerned that Lifelong Learning UK is being wound up at the end of March 2011. Although some of its functions may transfer to other agencies, we are concerned that the proposals from this review are progressed in a timely manner.

The position generally around FE initial teacher training will worsen over the next two years as a result of government policies. These policies are not directly aimed at FE, but are perverse outcomes of other policies. FE initial teacher training is usually taken after first appointment to a provider, and is usually taken on an in-service part time basis. Initial teacher training programmes including the specialist literacy is delivered by both higher education institutions funded by HEFCE, and providers, largely colleges using awarding bodies’ qualifications and funded through the Skills Funding Agency. Next year HEFCE funding will reduce and this will impact on HE Education Departments where FE initial teacher training are situated will be under great pressure. The year after 2012-2013 HEFCE funding for teaching, except for science and clinical subjects will be reduced by 80%. It is likely that some will close and those that remain will charge a level of fees that may well determine many would be teachers. This will impact on those wanting to teach in FE, and on those wishing to teach literacy. This will reduce the supply of literacy teachers. 
Similarly in 2012-2013 it has been announced that all programmes at level 3 and above will lose BIS funding through the SFA. From that date such programmes will be funded by loans to students on the same basis as student loans in HE. We fear that many would-be FE teachers will be deterred from applying if they have to take out loans to pay for their studies. Such students are often old than those wishing to teach in schools, as FE teachers usually have some years in their industry practising their ‘craft/subject’ before wanting to teach. So they may have family and other commitment that makes repayment of a loan difficult. Also many of them are working part time in FE teaching. The amount they will have to repay any loan may well be more than they earn.
Literacy work has its own particular problem. Literacy teacher trainees do not have the route open to them that other FE teachers have, of being able to teach their subject part or full time whist they obtain their teaching qualification. This is because it is necessary to have the specialist literacy teaching qualification before one starts teaching. This means that those intending to be literacy teachers are usually unemployed whilst they study, although most of the specialist teaching programmes are taken part time. Again this will impact negatively on the supply of trained literacy teachers, and by the increase in student fees in higher education and the introduction of loans for SFA funded teaching qualifications. We would urge the Commission to investigate further the future supply of literacy teachers.
