INQUIRY INTO ADULT LITERACY October 2010:
‘Lifelong Literacy: In, Out and Beyond work’
The WEA was asked to contribute a brief paper to inform the above enquiry, focusing in particular on the role of literacy in community cohesion, citizenship and civil society. 

WEA response November 2010

The key challenges
Despite the progress made since Moser, there are still too many adults whose low levels of literacy leave them disempowered and disenfranchised in a world where more jobs than ever require sophisticated skills of communication. Equally important, the literacy skills needed to participate in community organisations and community action are a step too far for many community members.

The key challenges therefore are: 

· to engage people in improving their own skills in ways which are relevant, motivating and enhance self-esteem.
· to deliver learning in relevant contexts, close to where learners live and work, using learning and assessment methods which enhance the learners’ self esteem and are immediately applicable to learners’ lives.

· to find ways of funding learning which are flexible and fit the range of contexts in which learners need to learn, recognising that learners’ starting points are not simple (i.e. not all learners start from one level, each learner’s starting points making up a  ‘spiky profile’)

· to build on recent progress in helping learners gain qualifications through flexible and readily available qualifications 
What works?

· Learning in relevant contexts with immediate application to learners’ lives. E.g. classes for parents and support workers held in their child’s primary school. 
· Provision organised in partnership with local community organisations E.g. tenancy groups, community organisations.
· Promoting active citizenship through the literacy curriculum and through the teaching and learning processes. E.g. group work involving learners from several different local communities promotes inter-cultural friendship and understanding.

· Including activities which increase learners’ confident to become involved in local issues. E.g. teaching skills for writing to local MPs, inviting MPS and other local leaders into the classroom for question answer sessions with learning, taking learners outside the classroom to meet local leaders in their offices and community centres. 

· Encouraging learners to learn the literacy skills needed for campaigning.
· Including in courses for workplace learners, skill and knowledge to become involved in trades union activity.
· Qualifications which enable learning to be recognised quickly, without waiting for set ‘exam times’. E.g. which provide possibility of paper-based or n-line assessment; assessment which is on demand and which gives quick and full feedback.
· Qualifications which enable learners to take steps of progression through levels and skills on a series of fairly short courses, building into longer courses.
· Teaching which builds on the learners’ strengths and interests.
· Friendly, local classes in settings where learners feel comfortable and at ease.

· Active learning which takes learners beyond the classroom and involves learners in creative, practical learning.

· Providing crèches for parents of small children.

What doesn’t work? 

· Provision which is very formal and rigid in delivery, timing and approach.

· Teaching which is too theoretical: learners may learn something about the subject of  literacy but do not improve their own literacy skills.
· Forcing potential learners to take off-putting assessments or qualifications before they are ready to do so. 

· Funding regulations which envisage learners as neat packages, easily labelled as being ‘at a particular level’ then limiting the funding to those who can move up a full level on a single SfL course (See 2010-11 SFA funding guidance). Removing from providers the responsibility of meeting learners needs on longer courses or to ‘top up skills’ severely limits the possibility of the provider using funding sensitively to meet the real needs of real learners who invariably present with ‘spiky profiles’ of skills and  who may need ‘top up’ provision to help them gain a first qualification. 
What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years?

· Confirming funding support for free provision which enables learners to progress in small steps through levels and across the full range of literacy skills. 

· Establishing a progression ladder of qualifications which are well-understood and readily available for learners when they are ready to take them. Such a ladder should ensure that units of learning are funded and that learners can move through SfL units into units of other qualifications both sideways and vertically (e.g.  qualifications in ICT, personal development, employability, study skills etc) 
· Encouraging local community groups to make provision for literacy learning through learning centres, including on-line learning. 

· Enabling  learners to understand the wider benefits of learning as individuals and for their families and communities.  Build these benefits/outcomes or personal developments into the learning and assessment processes.   

· Supporting tutors to achieve specialist qualifications in the teaching of literacy.
· Spreading good practice in innovative, creative, engaging teaching of literacy.

Please refer queries to: 

Marilyn Watson, Skills and Qualifications Strategy Manager

