ARMY BASIC SKILLS PROVISION: LESSONS LEARNT 
Testimony for the NIACE Literacy Inquiry

1.
  Up to half of the British Army’s soldier recruits enter training with low levels of literacy or numeracy skills, broadly comparable with national Skills for Life (SfL) survey findings. This means that the Army must work not only to train its annual intake of around 12,000 soldier recruits in the skills of soldiering, but also improve their levels of basic education so that they are better placed to take advantage of training and career opportunities in the service. Minimum basic skills (BS) standards have been set for completing initial training (Entry Level 3) and for promotion to the rank of Corporal (Level 1) and to the rank of Sergeant (Level 2). Additionally, all soldiers are required to attain at least Level 1 literacy and numeracy standards within three years of joining. Anchoring BS standards within the Army’s human resources strategy in this way has significantly improved engagement with potential learners and their line managers. 
2.
   Brigadier David Wilson, Director of Educational and Training Services (Army), maintains that the Army must focus on the challenges which are presented by the BS deficiencies amongst some of its soldiers. He is convinced that meeting these challenges is an essential investment for the service: “Facing basic skills difficulties head on and effectively, leads to more confident, responsive and thinking individuals – individuals that are better prepared to meet the many and varied demands of modern-day soldiering”.  

3.
 As part of military training, about 75% of all recruits
 now undertake apprenticeship programmes within their first two years of service. These programmes offer the principal route for soldiers to secure the literacy and numeracy skills they need to progress in their military careers. The introduction of Functional Skills (FS) represents a welcome opportunity for the service. The shift in emphasis from simply learning how to do something to choosing and using skills to solve problems underpins the practical approach embodied in military training and complements well the soldiers’ day-to-day work. In recent years, there have been growing concerns in the Army (as with other employers) that the existing SfL awards do not provide a sufficient guarantee that their staff have the knowledge and skills in English and maths required to function effectively in the workplace; nor that they are able to apply these skills within a range of real-life situations. This is especially the case for literacy awards at Levels 1 and 2 where the very narrow scope of the final assessment has for some time now undermined the credibility of these qualifications amongst employing officers in the Army
. If implemented effectively, FS provision and the new qualification should allay those concerns. Indeed, the introduction of the FS awards and the likely impact that these will have on teaching and learning, the organisation of the curriculum and actual skills development should provide a much needed boost and freshness to the national literacy and numeracy strategy and its associated implementation programmes that, in recent years, seem to have become a little tired and stale. 
4.
A major review of the implementation of the Army’s BS strategy and provision during 2001–06
 and its recent FS Development Project (FSDP) report
 on how best to introduce and sustain the delivery of FS provision across the service identified some consistent themes and useful recommendations.
Ownership


5.
Ownership of the corporate literacy and numeracy issues and the solutions to address them must rest firmly with those stakeholders who hold the formal authority and power to make policy and, critically, have the means and resources to implement that policy. Without authority and resources, ownership loses its teeth in maintaining drive and getting things done. Equally as fundamental is the commitment (ideally, the personal and public commitment) of these stakeholders to help improve the skills of their workforce. It is very clear that within the practical world of balancing competing priorities and securing value for money, no matter how worthwhile the case for improving an individual’s literacy, language and numeracy skills may be, that commitment must ultimately be based on a robust rationale for investing in such improvement. 
6.
The business case for BS improvements has to be developed to address the specific needs and context of the organisation and, subsequently, adjusted to reflect changing priorities and demands. Systemic implementation of BS improvements necessary across and down through the Army organisation requires the on-going support of all sectional interests. For many, this will mean assuming additional responsibilities, making changes to long-standing working arrangements and providing additional resources (possibly from their own budgets) to service that BS support. Securing that level of commitment and engagement requires full consultation from the outset. Army experience has shown that the ensuing debate, whilst helping in the long run to build stronger foundations for the BS initiative, can significantly slow progress. At the same time, efforts must be made to retain strategic ownership of the initiative at the highest levels of the organisation and not allow, over time, its gradual relegation to lower but less influential levels.

7.
Whilst BS champions at senior levels of the organisation are of great value, committed champions should be identified at all key levels. However, the roles and responsibilities of champions need to be clearly defined. Where this is done and carried out with enthusiasm and effectively, it brings substantial benefit in taking forward the BS initiative. Where such a role is perceived as playing only lip service, it actively undermines the initiative’s progress.

Drivers

8.
Setting targets has proved a critical driver for directing effort at operational level. Experience has shown that those targets must be realistic, resourced and readily measurable; otherwise they are no more than aspirations that will be not be pursued with the required vigour. At the same time, targets that actively encourage qualification-chasing and ticking “achievement” boxes without delivering genuine and sustainable skills development are of little discernible value.
9.
Tying specific literacy and numeracy achievements to career advancement and to course entry standards for key professional development training programmes has significantly engaged potential learners and their employing officers. Making line managers responsible for ensuring their own staff achieve the relevant BS targets and reporting that performance through their own chains of command has assisted also. Together, they have acted as powerful drivers for improving learner and organisational buy-in within the Army. 

10.
Bottom-up pressure from the workplace for improving BS standards should not be under-estimated. Support amongst those who witness at first hand, the impact of poor literacy, language and numeracy skills on operational efficiency is now more systematically reported. As a driver for the Army, it has helped to prompt policy adjustment and secure wider commitment amongst senior staff for investing in literacy and numeracy improvement.

Selling the message
11.
When it comes to selling the BS message to encourage soldiers to acknowledge their BS needs and to do something about it, simply making policy announcements is not enough. The policy needs to be sold at all levels using influencers from within the workplace. The most effective influencers are not necessarily those with the highest rank or with formal responsibilities for soldiers’ professional development. Identifying and nurturing junior staff and colleagues who have genuine influence at grassroots level brings significant rewards in this respect. At the same time, for coherence, all marketing and promotional activity needs to be co-ordinated within a strategic framework that is itself aligned to the organisation’s other communication strategies. Obvious, yes, but all too often this internal marketing and promotion is not done as effectively as it should. Its importance and impact are often under-estimated. It needs adequate funding and training for the appropriate staff. Investment in a variety of BS awareness training programmes as part of induction training and CPD for selected appointments is essential in this respect.   

12.
Word of mouth is consistently reported as the most valuable means of promoting BS services. Soldiers telling friends and colleagues of their positive experiences underpins the local success of the Army’s BS initiative. This was especially the case in the early years when the focus was entirely on voluntary personal development and when so many learners were self-referrals. 

13.
Successful, local BS campaigns backed by very supportive commanding officers led to hot spots of activity that in themselves brought challenges in the early days. In some cases, demand for local services outstripped the capacity to deliver and undermined confidence in and support for not just the local service but the corporate BS programme as a whole. Managing learner and commanding officer expectations and building supply before generating demand now seem obvious lessons that should have been anticipated much earlier. The enthusiasm to get the service up and running should have been better managed. 

Getting the right fit
14.
With any large organisation, BS provision must fit around its business operation as well as the commitments and routines of the learners. For the Army, with its high volume of literacy and numeracy needs, it needed an in-house capability (using specialist BS tutors) to deliver and manage a co-ordinated service. However, it was clear from the outset that it could not meet its needs from in-house capacity alone. External provision is an essential component of the delivery mix, and local, regional and national partnering arrangements should be explored to achieve the quality and volume of provision required. Of course, significant reliance on externally funded provision is recognised as a strategic risk and contingency plans must be put in place in case external funding priorities change. Training the relevant in-house staff to engage effectively with these external providers, their funding authorities and other appropriate agencies is important. Ensuring the right provider and the right external tutors are employed for the Army setting was a lesson learnt early in the initiative. Army staff help to select which tutors are used on Army sites and arrange induction training so that they are familiar with the military context and specific workplace setting of the soldiers they will be teaching. Exploiting that setting with the use of contextualised learning materials is considered paramount. Embedding provision within vocational training, where practicable, is supported, though provision of discrete, stand-alone BS programmes have, to date, been used extensively. Unless provision fits around the Army’s business and soldiers’ demanding working lives, that provision will inevitably go underused and learning opportunities wasted/denied.
Tracking and Management Information Systems (MIS)
15.
Given the highly mobile nature of the Army workforce and the scale of the BS need, tracking learner records, monitoring progress and reporting corporate performance were always going to be a challenge. However, without an effective system to do this, it is difficult to prove achievement and progress towards targets and so justify future investment. Ensuring appropriate MIS capability is in place (and operational) is fundamental. Realistic targets without the ability to report against them accurately and in a timely way have limited value. At the same time, much effort and good will amongst line managers and senior stakeholders are then wasted in searching out, collating and re-constituting data that is not already configured to target requirements.

Specific FSDP headline conclusions

16.
The FSDP feasibility and piloting phase identified strong support for the move to FS provision and qualifications from policy staff, military trainers and BS practitioners alike. Learners too preferred the FS approach claiming it is more relevant, practical and leads to a better understanding of the literacy and numeracy techniques. But effective implementation will come at a price. Accommodating the demands of FS provision and assessment within the service’s already over-heated training regimes and around the operational priorities of Army business will be a significant challenge. It will mean changes inside and outside the classroom, at a time when tutors, training organisations, working units and soldiers (the learners!) are already being required to do more with less. The existing infrastructure to deliver BS services will mean the Army is well placed to gear up for high-quality FS provision. However, infrastructure alone is not enough. Securing timely and appropriate access to that FS provision remains the nut to crack, if soldiers are to take full advantage of what will be on offer. 

· FS assessments are more demanding for the learner and the tutor.  

· Effective FS delivery/support demands more time than currently programmed for soldiers.  

· Failure rates on FS programmes are likely to rise substantially in the early stages of FS implementation, especially where insufficient time is made available for tutors to prepare themselves and learners effectively. 

· All tutors (both BS and Key Skills practitioners) will need some FS CPD training ahead of implementation.   

· ESOL learners joining Army apprenticeship programmes will need additional, tailored support to meet the demands of FS (English) and FS (Maths).   

· Smarter teaching and learning approaches are needed to meet the organisational challenges posed by accommodating FS requirements. Widespread embedded provision (co-ordinated across the military training pipelines) and greater use of blended, personalised learning are cornerstones of this approach. 

· Tailoring FS provision to the specific literacy and numeracy skills profile of the tasks and roles soldiers are expected to carry out will bring much benefit for the learner and the Army. Soldiers will be able to improve their skills in bite-sized modules of learning, at a pace and time that meet the needs of the Army and in a profile that best prepares them for future training and their next stage of career. Adopting skills profiles demands tailored funding arrangements and an effective MIS capability.   

· Currently, national FS assessment requirements do not adequately accommodate the Army’s business. Without on-demand registration and assessment supported by short marking turn-round times, the Army is unlikely to service effectively the literacy/numeracy qualification needs of soldiers that are mandated in Army policy and in national apprenticeship frameworks.

17.
For those BS and Key Skills practitioners working with the Army who already put the right emphasis on functionality and practical application of skills in their teaching, the preparation for the FS assessment requires relatively little adjustment to their teaching approaches. However, for many, it will demand much adjustment in their teaching practices; their adopting new models of organising the curriculum; more explicit teaching of some areas of the curriculum that hitherto have been given little attention; development and greater use of contextualised/embedded materials; and a focus on familiarising learners with the FS assessment techniques. The Army pilot showed practitioners are ready to step up to the mark – as long as they are given adequate time to prepare effectively. The opportunity presented by the introduction of FS qualifications should be used to re-focus on genuine understanding, sustainable skills development and their application in learners’ everyday lives.
Martin Rose

NIACE Programme Director (Army Development)

� 	This is set to rise to about 95% during 2011.


� 	Soldiers are required to hold a literacy Level 1 qualification (or its equivalent) in order to attend the final component of their Command Leadership & Management (CLM) course in preparation for promotion to the rank of Corporal. That programme has been specifically tailored to accommodate those with Level 1 literacy skills. Line managers of those soldiers who then fail to achieve the required Level 1 communications skills standards (reading, writing and speaking & listening) during the CLM course are rightly concerned – especially when the soldiers gained their Level 1 Certificate in Adult Literacy a few weeks or months before!


� 	Army Basic Skills Provision - Whole Organisation Approach: Lessons Learnt (2007), Basic Skills Agency 


� 	Functional Skills Development Project: Report (2010), Director  Educational & Training Services (Army)





