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NIACE Inquiry into Adult and Youth Literacy
Response from the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA)
1. Introduction. 
· The MLA is the government’s agency for museums, libraries and 
archives. Leading strategically we promote best practice to inspire innovative, integrated and sustainable services for all.
· The MLA welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation of 

adult lifelong literacy. Museums, libraries and archives are important partners in engaging individuals and families and improving literacy.  
2. Successful contribution of museums, libraries and archives to adult literacy
· Museums, libraries and archives play a unique role in supporting, enabling and encouraging literacy and reading for pleasure for all ages and backgrounds, throughout life. To be literate enables readers to engage with a range of historical and contemporary cultural activities, improving their skills whilst simultaneously giving readers a sense of achievement, enjoyment and an appetite for more. 
· Museums, libraries and archives provide accessible spaces (with extended opening hours including weekends) in local communities, offering inspiring resources, including access to digital media, supported by trained and knowledgeable staff.
· Programmes of activity are wide-ranging and often free, offering a variety of enjoyable, interactive and personalised learning experiences to help individuals and families
 to develop reading, writing, speaking, listening, numeracy, information literacy and ICT skills.
· Learning environments in museums, libraries and archives are informal, non-traditional and not academically driven and attract groups and individuals who may not engage with more traditional learning environments e.g. disadvantaged or deprived.
· Libraries in particular support literacy as one of their core functions. Reading for pleasure and engaging adult learners and families in creative reading activities increases their confidence and motivation to read more. Libraries are involved in effective local and national reading campaigns such as the National Year of Reading and the Summer Reading Challenge. Libraries instigated the reader development movement that has not only supported individual readers to expand and extend their reading choices, but has kick-started the 50,000 active reading groups in the UK, providing opportunities for people to come together and share their enjoyment and experiences. Libraries have encouraged people who find reading a challenge to start reading for enjoyment through the Vital Link and the Six Book Challenge. 
· Libraries and archives signpost to a whole range of further literacy opportunities and wider information on education, work, health and  finance
· Libraries provide a community internet service and coaching sessions on computer basics that can also lead users into books and reading. 
3. Challenges
· The Coalition Government has identified key challenges to rebuild the
economy, improve social mobility and reduce public expenditure. 
· Proficient literacy skills are increasingly essential to economic well-
being, individual aspirations, family life, health and civic and cultural participation as people’s work and personal lives become more complex. 
· Digital skills are also increasingly important for success in employment

and life, but ‘getting online’ requires a basic functional level of literacy. 

· It is important to recognise that adult learners are individuals with 

different needs and circumstances who require literacy support at transitional life stages such as leaving school/ college, job hunting, starting work, becoming a parent/ carer or grandparent or retiring. 

The National Literacy Trust reports
 that currently: 

· 1 in 6 UK people in the UK have a literacy level below that expected of 
an 11 year old. They do not possess the reading, writing, speaking and listening skills needed to fulfil their potential. 

· Adults with poor literacy are least likely to be in full-time employment 

at the age of thirty and over half of employers report problems with literacy. 

· A quarter of young people do not recognise a link between reading 
and success  
4. Priorities for action
· The MLA supports and contributed to the National Literacy Trust’s 
Manifesto for Literacy published in 2009
 which calls for a focus on: early speaking and listening; family literacy; growing demand and redefining literacy. 
· Family literacy – Museums, libraries and archives have a strong 

tradition of working with families providing positive learning activities.     

· Growing the demand  - need for social marketing campaigns to 

reach the target audiences and ensure they understand the 
importance of literacy. 
· Modernising the definition of literacy encompassing reading, writing, 

speaking and listening.  
MLA believes priorities should include:  
· Focus on those with the lowest level of literacy to narrow the gap 

between the highly literate and the least literate. There is a need to develop appropriate and motivating learning materials for learners with the lowest level of literacy. 
· Ensure young people move from basic to advanced literacy skills. 
· Focus on those least likely to seek help such as dads, the
unemployed, NEETS and older learners. 
Use outreach for hard to reach groups by engaging them in community spaces where they feel comfortable, such as museums, libraries and archives. Community Learning Champions
 and volunteers should be considered. 
· Speaking and listening skills need to be given as much attention as 

reading and writing. Museums, libraries and archives can support this through activities such as storytelling. 

· Use e-learning and technology based material to engage all potential
learners.
· Libraries could help adult learning tutors to develop their ICT skills. 

· Joint CPD training for library staff and adult learning tutors.
· Build on good practice: for example the work by museums, libraries
and archives with NEETS, families and older people. 

· Local Authority literacy strategies should bring together key partners 
including museums, libraries and archives in a joined up approach to improving the literacy of all who need support. In a challenging financial climate partnership working and sharing resources at a local level is important, rather than providers competing for resources.
· Literacy and numeracy awareness training for all frontline staff in local 
services. Partners in Literacy report that frontline workers regularly meet people with literacy needs, but do not feel confident to offer advice or to signpost to support. 
5. Case Studies

Our Community Then and Now

Manchester Adult Education Family Literacy Language and Numeracy Service developed a course for bi-lingual families Our Community, Then and Now, using archive collections. Mums, dads and carers at Entry Level 2/3 attend sessions at Hulme Library, with follow up activities to do with their children back home. Each family produces a personalised book with pictures and captions to capture aspects of the changes in their community or family.
The tutor said: “We haven’t used archive collections before but there is a lot of good pictorial material for learners who have low levels of English to practise oral skills and reading in particular.”
Story of Wakefield Activity Pack

Wakefield Museum produced a pack containing worksheets and activities that have been designed to support visits to Wakefield Museum. It is particularly useful for helping to improve English and Maths for adults and as a resource for Skills for Life Tutors in Literacy & Numeracy.  

http://www.mylearning.org/jpage.asp?jpageid=2066&journeyid=450
Bringing Local Records To Life

In Hertfordshire archives and local studies staff and lifelong learning librarians developed an exciting family learning project including developing literacy skills. The activity centred on Victorian archive records from a local tailor’s shop. The records include pattern and swatch books and records of a royal visit to Bishops Stortford in the 1850s. Families explore literacy and numeracy skills when using the archive patterns. Family Learning activities include using records to design costumes, dress a paper doll and design a frieze with the models along the route of the royal visit. 

6. Further information
· The MLA would be pleased to discuss the points made in this submission further.
Contact

Chris Fardon, Research and Development Adviser, Policy & Sustainability, Museums Libraries & Archives Council
chris.fardon@mla.gov.uk  

T: +44 (0) 207 273 1403
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� See Families, Learning and Culture. MLA / NIACE, 2008. 


� National Literacy Trust. Literacy: State of the Nation. March 2010. 


� National Literacy Trust. Manifesto for Literacy. September 2009. 





� The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills defines a Community Learning Champion as someone who “promotes the value of learning to others – friends, relatives and workmates – and encourages them to get involved. A community learning champion is often someone for whom learning has made a positive change in their own life. Community learning champions may be volunteers who are active in their community, or they may add the role of community learning champion to their work”. 
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