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Centrepoint submission to NIACE Inquiry into adult literacy (November 2010)
Centrepoint is the leading national charity working with homeless young people aged 16 to 25. Established 40 years ago, we provide accommodation and support to help homeless young people get their lives back on track.  We work with around 800 young people a day and have over 30 services across London and the North East. Young people can stay at Centrepoint for up to two years, during which time they receive intensive support to help them develop the skills they need to live independently. All of our work is informed by our distinctive support and development approach, which responds to young people in a holistic way. To meet the broad range of young people’s needs, our accommodation services are supported by specialist in-house learning and health teams.

The young people Centrepoint works with are disproportionately likely to have poor literacy.  One in six (16%) young people at Centrepoint display a lack of basic literacy compared to only one in fifteen (6%) of all young people who left school without a basic level of reading and writing skills
.  
What are the key challenges in supporting homeless people to develop literacy skills?
A wide range of barriers make it difficult to support homeless young people to develop literacy skills.  
A third of the young people we support are refugees, so many of the young people who have trouble reading English primarily struggle due to the language barrier.  This makes it more difficult for them to engage with mainstream services, as they must learn the language as well as to read and write (often in a script different from their own).  Young refugees are supported to access ESOL provision, but many encounter problems with these courses (see ‘what doesn’t work’ section below), and therefore a lack of English remains their primary barrier to literacy.
Young people at Centrepoint suffer from a range of health problems and unsettled backgrounds that can act as barriers to improving their literacy skills.  For example:

· A third of young people at Centrepoint (33%) present with symptoms of a mental health problem.

· Over a quarter (28%) are known or suspected to use illegal drugs.  

· One in five (20%) at young people at Centrepoint have a history of offending
.

Young people facing such crises are unlikely to prioritise their literacy, making it difficult to engage them in learning services.  In addition, many young people do not want to admit they have a problem with literacy meaning that it often goes undiagnosed for long periods.  By the time that young people reach the age group Centrepoint supports, many have become well-practiced at hiding the fact they lack basic literacy skills.  In some cases it takes months of intensive work for young people to let their guard down about these issues.

Many of the UK-born young people at Centrepoint who have poor literacy have had bad experiences at school.  This can make them feel uncomfortable in traditional classroom settings, and avoid such situations.  This therefore makes it more difficult to engage them in a literacy course.  Bad experiences can also leave their confidence severely damaged, which makes it harder for them to believe that they can improve their literacy, which again makes them more likely to disengage.
Homeless young people can also face financial barriers to engaging in literacy programmes.  Most young people are dependent on benefits when they arrive at Centrepoint, and if they have poor literacy they are less likely to be engaged in traditional education.  They are therefore likely to be reliant on Jobseeker’s Allowance.  If Jobcentre Plus is aware that a young person has poor literacy, they will often put them on a literacy course and maintain their benefit while they do this. However, this is dependent on young people revealing these problems to the Jobcentre and the system being sufficiently flexible.  Unfortunately, Centrepoint has seen examples of young people with poor literacy being allocated to inappropriate New Deal courses.  We therefore believe that literacy problems should be taken into account when developing tailored employment support as part of the Work Programme.
What doesn’t work? 
Centrepoint’s experience shows that many young people find it difficult to engage with formal learning settings.  This can be for a number of reasons.  As mentioned above, some have bad experiences at school which leaves them uncomfortable with classroom settings.  For others, however, a lack of confidence can be a big problem.  Among refugees, this can also be linked to cultural barriers.  For example, young people can be uncomfortable with asking for help when they do not understand.  They can attend every ESOL session and listen throughout, but fail to improve because their language level is so poor that they simply do not understand what they are being taught.  Group settings can therefore be unhelpful to many young people, but too often this is the only option available.
What works? 

Given the challenges which many face in group settings, it is important that other learning options are available, including through one-to-one support.  Young people should then be helped to access the learning options which best suit their needs.  Tailored, flexible support is crucial to reduce the chances of young people disengaging.

Informal support can often be as, if not more, helpful than formal teaching.  For example, Centrepoint has recently established a mentoring scheme that helps to match young refugees with poor English up with a mentor who can help them practice their speaking and reading skills in an informal way.  In this way, young people can learn by practising with someone one-on-one and build up their English and literacy skills at their own pace.  The project is in its early stages, but initial feedback suggests that this extra support has been extremely valuable.
What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years? 

There are two key areas which should be prioritised over the next few years: prevention and holistic support.
In order to prevent young people from reaching adulthood without developing literacy skills, it is important that more is done to pick up problems at school.  Centrepoint staff report that they see young people who were excluded from school for problem behaviour, but that this behaviour can be traced back to learning difficulties or personal issues they were facing at the time.  It is crucial that young people’s difficulties are more thoroughly investigated to get to the root of problems, and that they are referred to help, including literacy help where appropriate, as soon as possible.  This will decrease the chances of them building up a resentment of the education system and disengaging.  
It will also be important to work with parents that have poor literacy.  Frontline staff report that many young people with poor literacy come from families where several generations have trouble reading and therefore were not able to help their children develop these skills as they were growing up.  If parents and children were helped to improve their literacy skills together, it would reduce the chances of the children reaching adolescence without developing literacy skills.  For example, it would allow parents to read together with their children and show reading to be something that is valued in the home.
However, it will be impossible to prevent there being any young people reaching adolescence with poor literacy, particularly as many of those with such problems will have been educated overseas.  Appropriate support systems should therefore be put in place to help those who slip through the net.  The key to effective interventions will be holistic support that takes into account the full range of a young person’s needs that might impact on their ability to improve their literacy.  

Centrepoint’s work is based around such a holistic approach.  For example, our health team works with young people to address low self-esteem and depression, and help young people build the confidence they need to improve their situation.  Our support and development workers also work with young people to secure suitable housing options and benefits to make sure that they have a stable footing from which to focus on building their skills.  
Providing holistic support in this way will increase the chances of young people opening up about the issues they are facing.  Making support of this kind available to more young people at risk of poor literacy, such as people who have been excluded from school, young offenders, homeless young people and refugees, could help to pick up problems earlier.  This support could be achieved through youth organisations such as Centrepoint or through mentoring schemes that can offer young people a longer-term source of support and guidance.
� This is based on the proportion of young people leaving school in 2006-7 who did not achieve Level 1 English (GCSE grade D-G).  House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, Skills for Life: Progress in Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy.


� Centrepoint, The changing face of youth homelessness: A Discussion Paper, July 2010





