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Introduction

Functional Skills are a set of qualifications covering English, Mathematics and Information and Communication Technology (ICT). They were developed as a response to the demands of employers, who identified these particular skills gaps when trying to recruit staff.

This suite of qualifications was developed for piloting during 2007-2010, with national implementation of the qualifications planned for September 2010.   
Functional Skills were initially a mandatory component of 14-19 Diplomas: applied qualifications combining academic and practical learning designed to meet the needs of employers and Higher Education, and introduced in September 2008.
In developing Functional Skills, it was expected that, subject to the outcomes of the pilot, they would replace both Key Skills qualifications and Skills for Life qualifications. It was further expected that these qualifications, when developed for accreditation, would align with the criteria constructed for the Qualification Credit Framework (QCF), introduced in 2010. Although Functional Skills are currently available within the QCF as component parts of broader programmes, such as Foundation Learning, they have so far failed to meet the criteria to be uploaded onto the QCF as stand-alone qualifications.

It was initially proposed that achievement of GCSE English, mathematics or ICT at A*-C would require achievement of the related Functional Skills at Level 2; this requirement has since been removed. The revised GCSE frameworks for these subjects, introduced in September 2010, however, do include up to 40% coverage of the Functional Skills standards and assess these skills through a problem-solving scenario-based approach.
Key Skills (Communication, Application of Number and ICT) were withdrawn on 1 September 2010 in all programmes other than Apprenticeships and replaced by Functional Skills.  Functional Skills were included as an alternative to Key Skills in new Apprenticeship frameworks introduced on 1 April 2011 but will become a requirement in all Apprenticeship programmes from September 2012 when Key Skills will be withdrawn. 

The aims of Functional Skills qualifications are to:

· Provide accreditation of achievements of a range skills in real-life settings so that learners can use English, maths and ICT skills in a functional way throughout life

· Provide a progression route through to higher achievement.
· Provide a flexible assessment structure that can be adapted to meet the needs of individual learners

What are the key challenges, as regards adult literacy, language and numeracy?

The key challenges for adult literacy, language and numeracy regarding Functional Skills include:

Fitness for Purpose and Appropriateness

These qualifications were designed as a mainstream qualification to support learners undertaking a broader set of qualifications within a wide range of education and training programmes. These included Diploma qualifications, Apprenticeship qualifications and, initially, GCSE qualifications. The target age group undertaking these qualifications was primarily 14-19. Therefore, there may be questions to be asked around to appropriateness of theses qualifications for adults.
Assessment Methodology
The assessment methodology introduced to assess ‘functionality’ of the learner requires a minimum of 75% of the assessment to be task-based, with no more than 25% being assessed using fixed response questions. This model demands a high level of literacy across all the subjects, and at all levels. Although the qualification criteria requires Awarding Organisations to pitch the level of literacy demand at a level below that of the functional mathematics or ICT being assessed, this is challenging to achieve.
Equality and Diversity 

Functional Skills excludes any consideration of English Speakers of Other Languages (incorporated into Skills for Life qualifications). This exclusion has the potential to exclude a large number of adult learners who wish to develop their literacy capability and capacity.
Testing Opportunities

The Awarding Organisations who are offering Functional Skills qualifications are currently working hard to provide these qualifications in a ‘demand led’ way.  Qualifications were offered within an ‘assessment window’ during the piloting of Functional Skills. Awarding Organisations are currently developing ‘on-demand’ broader assessment opportunities. Additionally, because the task-based open response element of the assessment requires human marking, qualification outcomes are not available immediately. This presents a change for adults moving from Skills for Life qualification based testing regimes, who have been able to access immediate assessments with immediate outcomes. 
Mastery and Spiky Profile

The notion of ‘mastery’ is the model on which these qualifications have been developed. Each of the three Functional Skills is a separately accredited qualification and each can be achieved at different levels to reflect a learner’s spiky profile.  Within Functional English, each of the component skills - speaking, listening and communication; reading; and writing – can be awarded separately and therefore may be accredited at different levels. However, the overall accreditation will be awarded at the lowest level achieved of these separate components.
Success

The Functional Skills assessment methodology is more challenging for learners.  Very few Skills for Life practitioners would argue against the validity and value of the Functional Skills assessment methodology. However, it is recognised that achievement of a Functional Skills qualification at any level is significantly harder (anecdotally, half a level to a full level higher in demand) than achieving a Skills for Life qualification. Therefore, it seems inevitable that success rates for adults undertaking this type of learning will decrease. This could potentially affect an adult’s confidence, self-esteem and motivation to persist and continue with their programme of learning.
Persistence

Persistence is a key component in encouraging learners to continue to learn, particularly in areas such as literacy, language and numeracy.  Persistence is often achieved through small steps, demonstrated through success and achievement of qualifications. The opportunity to celebrate ‘bite-sized’ chunks of learning, whilst available in Functional English, and at entry levels across the Functional Skills suite of qualifications is more limited through the Functional Skills qualification assessment framework. 
Location and Duration of learning

The location in which learning takes place for adults is extremely broad and varied.   Learning can take place in work places, across community environments and in prison institutions. The range of learning environments will require practitioners to be able to adapt their pedagogic practices in order to meet the demands of Functional Skills assessment outcomes.

Additionally, the amount of contact time required to support adults to develop the independent problem solving skills, required for functionality is likely to be greater than that needed for Skills for Life programmes  

Models of Learning
A significant majority of adult learners are part-time, and many are seeking to learn particularly literacy or numeracy skills. The Functional Skills qualifications have been developed to ‘fit-into’ a broad, full qualification. As such, adults may struggle to source a literacy qualification, for example, that sits discretely outside any other learning requirements. Whilst Functional Skills are context-free, and so would fit readily into community-based, life skills or pre-employment programmes, they do require a significant time commitment from a learner.
Qualification Credit Framework

Currently, Functional Skills qualifications do not meet the criteria to enable them to be uploaded as discrete learning qualifications onto the Qualification Credit Framework. This may create challenges going forward for learners in both obtaining funding for, and access to, such programmes. 
Terminology

There is anecdotal evidence that adults are likely to welcome the language that is used to describe Functional Skills, i.e. English, Mathematics and ICT. There is further anecdotal evidence to suggest that adults do not understand or want to engage in literacy programmes, or numeracy programmes. Practitioners have, over the last decade, necessarily become very creative in giving titles to their literacy programmes that do not explicitly promote these classes as literacy classes   However, adults would much rather attend an English class.
English Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
English Speakers of Other Languages have had, over the last decade, access to qualifications that enable them to achieve success, that reflects their achievements across the elements of literacy – reading and writing, speaking and listening – and to reflect a spiky achievement. For example, a learner can achieve success in reading and writing at Entry 1 level, but speaking and listening at Entry 3 level. Though as yet Functional Skills are not replacing ESOL qualifications, experience of the pilot suggests that ESOL learners respond positively and successfully to Functional Skills. 
Pedagogy, Contextualisation and Embedding ‘Functional Skills’

A move from Key Skills to Functional Skills, and from collection of evidence through development of a portfolio, to testing through task-based assessment models, requires the practitioner responsible for the delivery of Functional Skills to have a range of pedagogical skills and expertise. For many practitioners being asked to deliver Functional Skills, there is some anecdotal evidence that they find this falls outside of their current levels of expertise. There is a need for a wide range of workforce development support, and continuing professional development to ensure those responsible for the delivery of Functional Skills are appropriately qualified and supported. Qualifications for Functional Skills practitioners are a key concern, especially amongst Skills for Life practitioners who recognise the value of their current qualifications, not only for themselves but also for the status of the qualification itself, and more importantly for the successful outcomes of their learners.
Initial Assessment

There are currently limited tools or support at present to enable practitioners to assess effectively a learner’s current capability or ‘functionality’ against the criteria of a Functional Skills qualification. Whilst existing tools for initial assessment of English, Mathematics and ICT are still of value, they will require revision against the Functional Skills standards. Some commercial organisations have revised their assessment tools to support initial assessment for Functional Skills. However, additional aspects of functionality still need to be incorporated into the initial assessment process; i.e. problem solving skills: process skills, and perhaps an assessment against their current ability to unpack a task and recognise the skills they need to complete it. 

What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years?
There is much to support Functional Skills qualifications.  
The assessment methodology used does provide an opportunity for the candidate to demonstrate they have the capability associated with the expected knowledge, skills and understanding of the topic in that skill area and at the identified level.

However, there are actions that would benefit the further development and integration of Functional Skills qualifications for adults.

· Research should be undertaken to understand how the qualification could be offered in ‘bite-sized chunks’ to enable adults to experience success, and persist with their learning toward achievement of a full qualification over time.  This would offer a more relaxed framework for adults to engage with the qualifications. Within the current framework, there would be limited opportunity for this, particularly for Maths and ICT, as the process skills are difficult to separate.
· Government should work with the sector to develop appropriate continuing professional development opportunities for practitioners supporting or delivering functional skills programmes.
· Government should review, in light of the development of functional skills qualifications, the place of Skills for Life qualifications. There is a danger that the Skills for Life qualifications will become discredited qualifications because of their narrow assessment model. This could result in the qualification having less ‘value’ in the employment market. There is currently no direction being given regarding the role and place of either Functional Skills or Skills for Life as qualifications for either young people, 14-19 or adults, post-19.
· Awarding Organisations should seek to develop mechanisms that will enable candidates to undertake assessments in a more flexible manner, and across all environments, paying particular attention to closed environments, such as prisons.

· Research should be undertaken to develop appropriate and effective tools to support practitioners to assess a candidate’s current level of capability or ‘functionality’ across the suite of functional skills curricula areas.
Evidence Base
There is very little rigorous evidence that exists to identify what does or doesn’t work in relation to Functional Skills, other than from evaluation of piloting activity. The comments in this report are drawn from the authors’ experiences of working with the learning and skills sector as they have engaged with the development, piloting and delivery of Functional Skills qualifications.
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