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Evidence to the Literacy Inquiry

NEETs and Literacy (reading, writing, speaking and listening)
Literacy:  the curriculum context

Functional Skills in Mathematics, English and ICT will replace the Key Skills in Communication, Application of Number and ICT from 1 September 2010. Except in Apprenticeship frameworks where Key Skills can be delivered alongside Functional Skills up to April 2011 (for all age learners). Continuing learners who enrolled 
before 1 September 2010 can complete their Key Skill qualification and certification up to August 2012.Ministers will make a decision in autumn 2010 as to whether Functional Skills in English and mathematics will also replace the Skills for Life Certificates in Adult Literacy and Certificate in Adult Numeracy. If they do decide to replace them this will not be until 2012 at the earliest.

Literacy skills:  young people

NRDC report:  The levels of attainment in literacy and numeracy of 13 – 19 year olds in England; 1948 – 2009
 found that:

“Most young people do have functional to good literacy and numeracy, but more needs to be done. In particular, about 17% of young people aged 16–19 have poorer literacy, and about 22% have poorer numeracy, than is needed for full participation in today’s society.”
NEETs: the social context
For the purposes of this paper, NEETs will refer to young adults not in education, employment or training, aged 16 – 24.   According to figures from the Department of Education, 927,000 people aged 16 to 24 - 15.3 per cent - were classed as NEET between the start of January and end of March 2010.
 This represented a rise of 32,000 – 3.5 per cent – compared with the last quarter of 2009, accredited mainly to the economic downturn.  This figure includes 195,000 school leavers aged 16 – 18.  The number is high in comparison to other European countries and despite various government interventions at policy level and on the ground, the number of NEETs aged 16 – 18 has stubbornly remained around 10% for more than a decade.  
The 16 – 24 age range is a period of transition and decision making for young adults. Around 15% of 18 year olds who are NEET are taking a gap year before starting university.  Others are moving between low-skilled jobs and unemployment, frustrated with their options after getting poor grades at GCSE.  A significant minority are dealing with serious issues such as substance abuse that mean any type of employment is far out of reach
.  

NEET young people are individuals with a wide range of background and characteristics.  NEET young people can experience chaotic lifestyles and/or suffer traumatic life events, without the privilege of support from parents and family networks and a stable home environment.  The consequences of being NEET are well documented.  NEETs are three times more likely to get involved in crime and often suffer from poor health
 . Female NEETs are 22 times more likely to be teenage mothers than the average 
 whilst boys are more likely to be NEET than girls
.  The challenges of transitions from childhood to adulthood and from education to work are much harder to manage without the support of a trusted adult, whilst living lives characterised by instability and unpredictability. 

Key Challenges 
Learning pathways: from Entry level to Levels 1 and 2.
There are great benefits to the economy in reducing the number of NEETs.  Halving the number of young people on benefits and getting them into work or training could save the exchequer over £5m a week – more than a quarter of a billion pounds of taxpayers’ money a year
.  Strategies such as New Deal and Entry to Employment (E2E) attempted to address poor literacy and numeracy skills alongside vocational learning.  The Integrated Employment and Skills programme means that all unemployed (young) people who come into contact with JobCentrePlus would be screened for literacy and referred directly to a personalised literacy programme relating to an employability curriculum.  
Despite the existence of these initiatives, the 10% NEET rate has remained. This suggests that methods used are not engaging this particular group of young people.  The minimum Key Skills/Functional Skills requirement for a Level 2 apprenticeship is Level 1.  If the learner already has level 1 they are required to work towards level 2 as part of the apprenticeship.  However, an apprenticeship framework can specify that the apprentices must gain Functional Skills at level 2. The jump from a low entry level to level 1 will be too challenging for NEET young people struggling with literacy.  Providers are currently caught in the transition from Key Skills to Functional Skills which will detract from the focus of good quality provision.  

Embedded literacy learning – worksheet mentality
There will be challenges for providers in embedding FS learning in vocational topics.  This will require the knowledge of a literacy specialist and a vocational tutor to work together to develop learning activities.  There are and will be challenges for practitioners working in the informal and formal sector to move away from a work sheet mentality and make literacy learning relevant and engaging for young adults.
Flexible learning
The commitment to full time vocational and college learning whilst managing an unstable and chaotic lifestyle will be hard to manage and sustain.  There is a need for provision that is flexible and allows young adults to pick up learning where they left off.  It would be of great benefit if Skills for Life units as well as Functional Skills units, were part of the Qualification Credit Framework.  
Anecdotally, there are reports of employers using young adults on apprenticeships as cheap labour and not providing a good quality learning experience.  This moves even further away from the learning needs of NEET young people.
Information, advice and guidance/one to one support
There are many challenges for government in developing policy and interventions that enable NEETs to engage, participate and remain in learning to achieve.  The greatest challenge is to create an infrastructure that enables NEET young people to make up for lost learning time and to bridge the gap between the level of literacy skills they have and those required by the labour market and associated formal and vocational training courses. 
A young NEET is likely to come into contact with a range of agencies and staff during this period of their lives.  This is likely to include social services, Connexions, NextSteps, Welfare Education Officers, JobCentrePlus, hostels, Foyer, drugs counsellors, midwives, doctors, sexual health clinics, Sure Start, youth services, colleges and training organisations
For a young person to successfully navigate the services of these organisations, there needs to be clear information, advice and guidance available that takes into account their level of literacy skills and allows sufficient time and opportunity for young people to understand who is out there and how they can help them.  Whilst many of the organisations offer support in literacy skills, young people need a functional level of literacy to be able to understand their processes and fill in the number of forms given to them by each of those organisations.
One of the key success factors for young NEETs to succeed in learning is the support of a trusted adult.  The proposed cuts to Connexions and the role of the Personal Adviser threaten to further reduce availability of one to one support for young people.

‘the savage cuts in area-based grants from the Department for Education to local authorities are most likely to hit Connexions services the hardest. Vulnerable young people not in education or employment (NEETs) are likely to be affected particularly badly.’

http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2010/aug/03/connexions-cuts-advice-young-people 

There is a need for a joined-up approach by services that work with young NEETs that joins up its approach to supporting and developing young NEETs’ literacy skills:

“Margaret Eaton, chair of the Local Government Association, said improved co-ordination of local resources would allow councils to do more to support NEETs. "Government departments, national agencies, voluntary organisations and local authorities all work to different targets and agendas," she said. "That can muddy the water and prevent a coherent approach to dealing with the issue of young people who aren't working or getting any form of training."
http://www.cypnow.co.uk/news/ByDiscipline/Education/995662/Benefits-shake-up-needed-reduce-youth-unemployment-says-MPs/
Children and Young People Now; 8 April 2010.
Initial Assessment
A good example of the need for joined up working across the various organisations encountered by NEETs, is the poor implementation of processes such as initial assessment.  Whilst the drive to carry out initial assessment was positive in many ways, for NEET young people it became frustrating and meaningless. Young people found they were assessed on several occasions by different organisations using different initial assessment tools by staff who were ill-equipped to provide the assessment according to the accompanying guidelines.  Organisations were not starting with individual young people by exploring or recording the experiences of individual young people but were trying to fit the young person into their own literacy and numeracy strategies and targets using state provided ‘catchall’ assessment tools and methods.  Young adult learners found they had to leave adult literacy and numeracy provision in the community in order to attend courses provided by JobCentrePlus to be able to claim Job Seekers Allowance. 

Access to free literacy learning:
The employment rate of those young people with level 2 qualifications is over 50% higher than for those without qualifications
  Loss of a free first full fat level 2 qualification at 24 under the new government will present a further barrier to participation for those from poorer backgrounds, not accounting for the amount of time it might take some young people to develop their skills to Level 2.
Time and flexibility
For many NEETs L2 literacy will take a long time to achieve.  Many have little confidence in their ability, starting at lower entry levels and will find it difficult to commit to full time courses.   They will need an investment of time in their literacy learning and to gain confidence and improve their skills by the 2 or 3 levels required by employers and formal education providers.  Flexible learning opportunities will allow young people to take up and continue learning where they last finished it off.  Short courses that allow quick achievement will raise confidence levels and encourage longer term learning.
Support for specific learning difficulties

Anecdotally the incidence of dyslexia is high amongst NEET young people.  There is a need to raise awareness amongst informal and formal education providers and employers of dyslexia and the support mechanisms that can be put in place and legal obligations under the DDA.
Literacy Curriculum

For the 16 – 24 age group of young adults, the curriculum followed for literacy learning depends on where they do it (adult community classes; vocational courses; apprenticeships; school or college). Young adults might be working towards Skills for Life qualifications or Key Skills qualifications (only to be continued in apprenticeships until March 2011), now to be replaced by Functional Skills. There is a confusion and tension in pedagogy and types of assessment undertaken across these different curricula which detracts from the person-centred learning which is so important for young adults.  
Teaching/learning approach

The formal school system has not worked for NEET young people and is associated with failure and not fitting in.  The challenge is to find and offer ways of learning that are non-school like and start where the young person is and build on their existing skills and knowledge, providing opportunities for them to gain confidence and grow as young adults.
In terms of best approach and pedagogy in literacy teaching/learning, much is to be learnt from informal learning providers in the voluntary and community service and particularly from the youth service.  The challenge for government, formal education providers and training companies, is to take those lessons on board, working in partnership with informal learning providers to provide appropriate, individually tailored learning opportunities that put young people at the centre of their learning. 
http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/pdf/QIA05_CS_NEETs.pdf  (success factors in practice)
Whilst many young people were keen to improve their literacy skills, the ‘success factors’ research found that there was resistance from some youth workers in training as literacy specialists.  Most were keen to support young adults’ literacy skills informally but were not fully confident in their own literacy skills in order to do this.  Some thought that training as a specialist might compromise the informal approach that is so effective in youth work. The most effective practice was where a literacy specialist from a college worked in conjunction with a youth worker to embed literacy in the activities undertaken, such as health and beauty, writing lyrics or the youth organisation independently employed a literacy specialist.
Speaking and Listening skills

Research (Martin, 2008)
 has shown that speaking and listening are the literacy skills most used in the world of work. Yet, employers frequently bemoan the lack of young people’s communication skills, with many believing that it impacts their chances of making it through an interview and their future employability (Simon, 2009)
.  These communication skills are also crucial to navigate the range of organisations a young person will come into contact with.
Research by the National Literacy Trust found that there was a gap in the provision of speaking and listening lessons and activities in schools which related to future employability. This is an important area of work to be taken up with and by the informal learning sector to develop the communication skills of NEET young people.
Policy and Literacy Targets
Under the last government, NEETs’ literacy needs were addressed under overarching policy.  The Skills for Life Strategy launched in 2001, included NEETs as one of the most disadvantaged groups of young adults.  The Leitch review 
raised the bar setting ambitious targets to be achieved by 2020.  The new targets threaten to further widen the gap for NEETs between exclusion and inclusion.
Quality of provision under the Employability Skills Programme
There is little evidence that JobCentrePlus are providing good quality embedded literacy learning for young adults.  Apart from generic Ofsted inspection of providers, there is no other inspection of the type of course being provided.  In terms of adopting the best approach in providing literacy learning for young people, this is likely to be a barrier to engagement and attainment. 
Training for practitioners
‘Success factors’ found that there is a need for training for informal learning providers to raise awareness about the impact of poor literacy skills and how to support young adults NEETs’ literacy skills and for literacy specialist in an informal approach to working with young adult NEETs.  
What works?  What evidence is there?
Success factors in informal learning:

Much work has been carried out by the Young Adults Team (formerly Young Adults Learning Partnership – YALP) to promote the successful approaches used by informal learning providers such as the youth service, to engage young NEETs/adults in learning. In ‘Learning from the edge’ (2006) YALP identified six critical success factors: Consider the learning environment, develop flexible and open access;  explore multi-agency working;  consider learning champions; recognise the life situation of the young adult; use new technologies The most recent (2007) and comprehensive piece of research in this respect is “Success Factors in Informal Learning:  young adults’ experiences of literacy, language and numeracy”, research work carried out by the Young Adults’ Learning Partnership on behalf of NRDC.  This developed a more comprehensive list of success factors in working with young adults.  The success factors are explained under the headings of hooking learners in, engaging learners, sustaining involvement and facilitating learning and achievement.
http://www.niace.org.uk/current-work/area/young-adults   You will find a link to the framework of critical success factors which include literacy learning here.
Utilise new Technologies:

Utilising new technologies is part of the success factors framework. There is no doubt that young adults who use technology every day enjoy this as a resource for learning.  The Reading Agency has carried out research into the reading level of gaming as a new way of engaging adults with low literacy skills in reading for pleasure.  It found that most on line video games have a reading level of Entry 3 – Level 1 and are now considering how to include a digital element to their Six Book Challenge initiative.

Tribal have developed an M-learning initiative which enables learning on mobile or hand held technologies.  One of their case studies
 describes work in partnership with Newham College and a local Foyer for homeless 16 – 25 year olds.  The project developed 3 m-learning screeners for literacy, numeracy and ESOL.

Many youth work projects us Target Skills which is an on line based assessment tool.
Family literacy:
Family literacy programmes are specifically designed to enable adults and children to learn together. They aim to raise standards of literacy for both parents and children, to extend parents’ skills in supporting their children’s developing literacy skills, and to provide opportunities for parents to achieve literacy qualifications at an appropriate level. For young parents this can be their first step back into formal learning since school. Young Adults research, “Family Learning: Does that include us?”, found that the primary motivation for young parents to take up family learning was to combat their own and their child’s isolation.  Young parents reported that they spent a lot of the day alone with their child often in rundown housing which prevented them from having the confidence to leave the house.  There is research evidence
 to show that children in families with parents at Level 1 or 2 in literacy assessment perform significantly better than children of parents at the very lowest literacy level (below Entry level 2).  Family literacy courses can make a significant contribution to narrowing the gaps between the attainment of disadvantaged and vulnerable pupils and their peers and breaking the link between social disadvantage and educational achievement

Speaking and listening
Young adults research, ‘Dumbstruck’ found that young offenders’ had little confidence in their speaking skills and that drama was an effective creative vehicle for developing those skills.  The following describes the importance of those skills in navigating the justice system:

‘Offenders have to interact appropriately with as wide range of individuals in the criminal justice system (e.g. judges and magistrates, prison officers, probation staff, education staff and receptionists)l.  If offenders have poor speaking and listening skills, it is not easy for them to understand what constitutes appropriate context-specific interactions.’
Developing Speaking and Listening Skills:  A support pack for staff working with offenders, DIUS, 2007, p8)
There is a need to do further research into the impact of young NEETs’ poor speaking and listening skills on their employability and to develop appropriate methods and resources to improve those skills.

What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years for this group of young adults?
· The development of a framework for learning for young adults that bridges the gap between informal and formal learning, that is supported at policy level, and starts with the ‘success factors’ identified by YALP, taking into account young people’s personal challenges and life experiences outside the learning environment.  This should be an umbrella approach that encompasses private training providers; colleges, voluntary and community sector providers and JobCentrePlus.
· The development of realistic, tried and tested, pathways that smooth the transition from entry level provision to Level 1 and 2, bridging the gap between informal and formal providers, whoever they might be.
· Providing literacy learning that is embedded in subject areas that engage and motivate the young person or is relevant to a vocational area.
· Opportunities for literacy awareness raising training for informal learning providers.

· Provide more opportunities for and routes into family literacy learning for young parents and more family literacy awareness-raising for health professionals.
· Provide sustained individual mentor support (a trusted adult with good literacy skills) for every NEET young person from the age of 16 – 25.  
· Provision of training and resources to develop speaking and listening skills so that young NEETs can navigate the complex range of services and transitions to formal education and workplace settings.
· FE Colleges now have control of budgets, utilise this opportunity to work more in partnership with youth services to develop ways of engaging young NEETs and supporting into formal education settings.
· Research into young adults’ use of technologies.  How does/can this help to develop literacy skills?
Young Adults’ Team - Evidence base: 
Building on the ‘success factors’ publication the Young Adults’ team have produced a range of publications concerned with young adults and literacy, language and numeracy:

http://shop.niace.org.uk/getting-more-connected.html
Getting Even More Connected:  Linking Literacy and Numeracy with Emotional Intelligence: Guidance for 'Getting Connected' Mentors considers how to embed literacy and numeracy learning and the Learning Journey into the units of the Getting Connected Framework.  

http://shop.niace.org.uk/dumbstruck.html 

Dumbstruck!  Using Drama to Develop the Oracy Skills of Young People in Custody.  The Young adults team worked with the Haymarket Theatre, Leicester and Social Research Centre at Leicester University to develop the speaking and listening skills of young offenders at Glen Parva.

http://shop.niace.org.uk/developing-skills-future.html 

Developing Skills for the future provides guidance for to support you to develop literacy, language and numeracy learning opportunities in your work with young adults
http://shop.niace.org.uk/does-that-include-us.html
Family learning: does that include us?  
Explores the informal learning experience of young parents.
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