Lifelong Literacy Review

Family Literacy

Research evidence highlights the impact on families of the intergenerational transfer of disadvantage from parents with poor literacy, language and numeracy skills to their children (De Coulon, 2008). The intergenerational transfer of low aspirations is particularly pertinent given that the quality of the early years home learning environment and parents’ (especially mothers’) qualification levels are the most important background factors relating to a child’s attainment in reading at Year 5 (Sammons et al., 2008). A child’s reading ability at age seven is significantly related to the number of rhymes they know when they start school (Goswami & East, 2000). Parental involvement is evidenced as the critical factor in improving children’s achievement above all other issues (Desforges, 2003).
Family learning is targeted at families with the lowest skills levels, who don’t usually engage with learning and who have often had bad experiences of learning from their own schooling. It is learning that involves parents (and other adult carers) learning together with their children (Skills Funding Agency, 2010). It encourages parents and other adult family members to be actively involved in their children’s learning (Brooks et al., 2002). Family literacy, language and numeracy (FLLN) programmes help adults to improve their basic skills while helping their children to learn theirs. Courses in ‘keeping up with the children’ enable parents to understand how their children are learning at school so that they can help them in their learning. A wide range of wider family learning courses, such as healthy eating, law and order, arts and crafts, and gardening, facilitate parenting skills, improve communication and relationships in the family, and have embedded literacy, language and numeracy learning. Family learning takes place in a diverse range of settings and with a variety of partners, including voluntary and community groups, museums, libraries and archives, children’s centres and schools.
What are the key challenges for family literacy?
Aligning adults’ and children’s learning
· The children’s literacy curriculum has fairly narrow, school-focused targets. The tendency is for adults’ learning to be seen merely as a way of supporting that, rather than as a way of enhancing it and enabling a culture of literacy and learning in the home. Adult family members can be a powerful resource, where family literacy is built on home culture and practice.

· There is concern that the new government is not recognising the importance of learning that takes place outside the school environment.

· There can be a tension between schools and family literacy providers due to differing priorities. For schools, the priority is to contribute to the progress of pupils who might otherwise fall behind and fail to meet targets set by the school. For family literacy teachers, the motivation is to use parents’ keenness to help their children as a springboard to develop adult skills and to develop a culture of learning at home. Family literacy programmes are for both adults and children. Their power is in the intergenerational approach, with clear outcomes for both. The adult dimension can sometimes be lost in a focus on children’s learning only. 
Recognising the wider outcomes
· Family learning contributes to a wide variety of policy agendas, not only those related to learning or to the particular subject studied. This is often not recognised by senior managers and policymakers, which is a particular concern in the new strategic commissioning environment.
· There is an increasing emphasis on the need for robust and quantitative evidence of impact which can lead to a focus on short-term benefits. The benefits of family learning tend to be longer-term, more holistic and difficult to quantify.

· Family literacy will need to meet the demands of a changing workforce, demographic and economic situation. Families will need the resilience to cope with changing economic circumstances, the skills to join an increasingly competitive workforce. Providers will need to adapt to the changing demographics.

Maintaining quality of provision
· There is concern that with the current cutbacks, without a ringfenced element of the safeguard for family learning, and with an emphasis on commissioning rather than delivering in local authorities,  the quality, focus and expertise of local authority family learning services will be lost.

· Much work has been carried out over the past few years in developing the skills and quality of the family learning workforce. For family literacy, a combination of literacy teaching, working with hard-to-reach adults and with children is required, and a flexible approach to teaching and learning. It is important that the quality of the workforce is not lost through outsourcing.
Recruitment, retention and assessment of learners
· Building family literacy requires focusing not only on the learner’s literacy needs, but the skills and attributes that underpin literacy acquisition.
· Family literacy learners need FLLN-specific initial assessments that include not only their literacy levels, but what else they bring to their learning that can be built on.  
· Crèche facilities are often vital to enable learners to attend family literacy classes.

The curriculum
· Learners from families most in need engage best with a participatory approach to learning, including enrichment activities and opportunities to try out learning outside the classroom. Funding allocations for family literacy need to ensure adequate funds for such activities.

· Developing literacy in families is substantially more successful where activities are consolidated at home.

· There is a need to raise the profile of family language as an essential element of literacy. Family language is not only about ESOL, but about skills such as speaking and listening, all of which underpin literacy.
· There can be an emphasis in family literacy on reading. There is a need to ensure that writing has an equally high profile in qualifications.

What works? What evidence is there?

· Involving learners in planning the courses results in the development of literacy and other skills that really meet learners’ needs (NIACE/Isle of Wight, 2009).

· Provision targeted at specific groups, e.g., young parents, fathers and carers, results in more effective recruitment and retention, as well as programmes that meet learner needs (Thomas, 2009). 

· Flexible and innovative approaches that attract and directly meet the needs of families who have had negative experiences of learning (Thomas & Meade, 2009).
· Focusing not only on literacy acquisition itself, but on developing the skills and qualities that underpin literacy acquisition, such as building confidence (Swain et al., 2009).

· Ensuring that provision and services are accessible to parents/carers and families, for example by providing crèche facilities (Ofsted, 2009).
· Embedding family literacy in a school’s core offer of family and adult learning to parents, with strong support at a senior level in the local authority and within the school (Swain et al., 2009).
Findings from Ofsted reports on family learning show that: 

· Successful family literacy provision ensures that learners are encouraged to take accredited courses at the point it is appropriate for them, and that the benefits of accreditation are promoted. The move to accreditation should be seamless and easy for the learner, with immediate access to tests, including online testing and practice papers.
· Working in partnership with organisations such as schools, prisons, women’s centres, voluntary organisations and children’s centres, helps to target particular groups of learners.
· Good co-ordination between FLLN and wider family learning provision, together with effective assessment, are key to ensuring that learners with literacy needs and possible dyslexia are identified and encouraged to move towards appropriate literacy courses and accreditation.
· Successful family literacy sessions include a wide variety of interactive fun activities that reflect learners’ home cultures.

What does not work? What evidence is there?

· A rigid approach that does not address the wider needs of target families (Thomas & Meade, 2009).
· A deficit model which doesn’t recognise the importance of home culture and practice.

· Lack of adequate and appropriate space (Swain et al., 2009).
· Having long courses only that don’t offer the opportunity to engage parents who might be daunted by the commitment required (Swain et al., 2009).
· Family literacy is a very successful model where the adult attains national literacy qualifications. However, learners at lower levels often need more than one short or intensive course to move from one level to another. When funding requirements limit guided learning hours, there is a tendency that qualifications only accredit prior learning, as there has been insufficient time to move the learner up a level in literacy (Swain et al., 2009).
What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years for developing literacy within family learning?

· Recognising the importance of developing underpinning qualities through flexible approaches that meet the needs of families which need it most.

· Developing programmes that are relevant to families’ lives, that help them develop the literacy skills needed for life and work, with a focus on work and resilience.

· Ensuring that training of staff involved in family learning is maintained, recognising the equal importance of literacy teaching skills, adult teaching and children’s teaching.
· Recognising the importance of technology skills in literacy, and further developing e-learning approaches to teaching literacy.
· Developing family literacy-specific assessments.
· Developing a robust evidence-base for family literacy.
· Recognition by schools and other children’s services of the importance of the “learning family” – a holistic culture of learning in the family – as a vital environment for nurturing both adults’ and children’s potential (see www.niace.org.uk/centre-for-the-learning-family). 
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