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Introduction
The term ‘NEET’ needs to be unpicked in order to understand the diversity of experience within it. ‘NEET’ is a statistical residual category denoting young people not in education, employment or training. Traditionally, it has been used to refer to young people aged 16 to 19. However, it is increasingly used to refer to young people up to 25, to represent fears of a ‘lost generation’ following significant increases in youth unemployment. Critics
 note that it is a blunt instrument, obscuring the experiences, needs and aspirations of individuals, and encouraging a focus on what young people are not doing. 
In a recent government response to the Education Select Committee’s report on young people not in education, employment or training, the Department for Education (DfE) accepted that the term ‘NEET’ is imperfect, but noted it to be ‘a first step in understanding the issues’
.
The most recent DfE statistics released show that between April and June 2010 there were 874,000 young people aged 16 to 24 years old (14.5 per cent of this cohort) who were NEET. 198,000 of these young people were aged 16-18 – the lowest number during this quarter for several years
. These figures demonstrate the increasing numbers of 16 year olds remaining in learning (perhaps fearing a volatile labour market), but rising unemployment at 17 and particularly 18 - 24. Youth unemployment continues to rise in more than half of top tier local authority areas.   
What do we know about the literacy of young people who are NEET?

Data on the literacy levels of young people NEET are not collated – and indeed, would arguably have little meaning collectively given the diversity of young people NEET, and the ongoing ‘churn’ within the NEET cohort. Some 1% of young people remain NEET between 16 and 18, with the vast majority transitioning between NEET, low paid work and training opportunities. Far more meaningful would be exploration of the literacy levels and experiences of the young people who we know to be most disadvantaged and furthest from learning and work, including young carers, young people with disabilities, and young people leaving care. This is an area of major challenge – the lack of robust and illustrative data in this area, and a tendency to conflate young people’s experiences. In both public and policy consciousness, young people NEET are synonymous with educational underachievement and low skill, but little is known about how these young people interact with literacies as part of their everyday lives. 
GCSE results and previous Skills for Life research provide a snapshot of all young people’s performance in assessments: in 2009 the proportion of young people who achieved below a grade C in English was 37.3%, and 35.3% in 2010
 – significant in that government has defined the achievement of a full level 2 as the ‘benchmark’ for employability.  
The Skills for Life survey (2003) included statistics on the literacy levels of 16 – 19 year olds and 20 – 24 year olds
. 

	
	Entry level ½
	Entry level 3
	Level 1
	Level 2

	16 -19 year olds
	4%
	12%
	41%
	43%

	20 – 24 Year olds
	5%
	8%
	45%
	43%


The proportion of young people working below level 2 does not alter between the two age groups, suggesting that there is little shift in young people’s learning and development across these critical transition years. This picture has been pointed to by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation as significant in determining individuals’ experience of poverty
. This is a further area of challenge: a lack of evidence around the differing experiences of young people under and over 19. This is in part caused by the artificial and bureaucratic age cut off at 19, transferring young people to adult services. It is clear that disaffection can become entrenched as young people enter their early twenties, and we know that young people NEET at 19 are unlikely to proactively seek out learning opportunities. However, evidence suggests that young people’s priorities also begin to shift at the same time, further towards work and earning, and supporting a family. We know little about the aspirations of 19-24 year olds for their literacy learning, and consequently how to tailor provision appropriately.

A series
 of research projects undertaken by the National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC) between 2003 and 2010 has been helpful in developing a picture of the literacy ‘lives’ of young people NEET and on the margins of education, training and employment. This evidence suggested that the majority of the cohort were working at entry level 3; for many young people their literacy levels coinciding with the time when they began to withdraw from mainstream or formal education. Entry to Employment (now Foundation Learning) was the major hope for this cohort, but came with punishing targets for providers, who struggled to move young people on a level within an average of 20 weeks. This is an area of significant challenge: funding methodology does not, on the whole, recognise the vital importance of first building relationships with young people disengaged from learning, nor the disruptive influence of other areas in their lives. And the stakes are high: when things go wrong for 16 to 18 year olds in education, employment or training, social exclusion in later life is disproportionately high. Being NEET for six months or longer between 16 and 18 is a major predictor of unemployment at 21 years old and beyond. 2
Why do literacy and numeracy skills matter to young people classed as NEET?

In the body of evidence from NRDC, it was clear that low literacy and numeracy levels amongst young people made day to day life more challenging, and further distanced them from learning and work opportunities. Young people NEET are more likely to be living independently, to be parents earlier, to experience mental ill health and/or disability, and to be experiencing poverty. Poor literacy skills compound these experiences, and serve to isolate young people within their homes and communities. The unprecedented competition for increasingly scarce learning and work opportunities poses further risks. Wider NRDC research has highlighted the impact of low literacy and numeracy skills across the life course, negatively impacting on life chances, access to healthcare, life skills, parenting, opportunities to enter academic or vocational further learning, transition into adulthood and independence, employability, ability to communicate, and improving oracy and listening skills3               
For many young people, literacy is the key to unlocking the next stage of their transition to adulthood and independence. Literacy is implicated in having the confidence and self-expression to seek out and access opportunities. It is also vital in enabling young people to build progression routes into and out of new opportunities. For many young people who have struggled in formal or mainstream education, Apprenticeships represent the chance to get into the workplace, to learn on the job, and to achieve a career. Minimum Levels of Performance in Apprenticeship contracts mean that providers are risk averse in taking young people who struggle with literacy and numeracy
. Developing effective and engaging paths into Apprenticeships (and other learning and work opportunities) in a harsh financial climate is another challenge, but the new policy context perhaps offers new opportunities to push this forwards.

The Coalition Government’s emphasis on creating a ‘big society’, in which citizens are active and engaged, also has implications for young people NEET. They are frequently the most dispossessed and lacking in social capital. A challenge that must be seized is the integration of young people’s learning journeys with opportunities and passion for local democracy and social action. 

What are the key challenges in raising the levels of literacy for young people who are NEET?

Key challenges in increasing literacy levels are rooted in the causes of disengagement. Research has identified these causes to centre on identifiable barriers and structural disengagement. Identifiable barriers include sets of circumstances restricting a young person from entering education, employment or training, such as having a disability, or a caring responsibility. Structural disengagement describes young people who are disconnected from formal service providers who would help and enable them to enter employment, education or training. Structural disengagement may well flow from an identifiable barrier, for which a young person has received little or no support. Similarly, identifiable barriers such as childcare responsibilities may arise as a result of earlier structural disengagement. Research
 has also identified that the majority of young people NEET experience no formal barriers to education, training or employment, and the largest group sees themselves as merely waiting for the right opportunity. 
For many young people, these experiences translate into:

· A distrust of authority 

· A lack of awareness of what is available and limited access to information, advice and guidance 

· Low self-esteem and little hope for the future

· A belief that learning is irrelevant and ‘not for them’

· Perceptions of overwhelming practical barriers to (re)engaging with learning, including caring responsibilities, ill health, lack of money, childcare, transport, and a lack of time  
· Negative memories of school and formal education

What works in helping young people who are NEET build their literacy skills?
NRDC’s research in this area has been summarised
, and suggests the following as being critical in building young people’s literacy levels:

· Acknowledging and appreciating young people’s values and culture, and letting them define provision where appropriate

· Structuring learning programmes around independence and autonomy, differentiated to individual circumstances
· Introducing literacy as relevant, essential and intrinsic to wider learning and life

· Referring to literacy as ‘transferable’ and ‘flexible’ and avoiding terminology associated with formal education

· Ensuring literacy is made relevant to young people’s lives

· Creating an informal atmosphere and approach, so that young people feel relaxed and in control 

· Making learning enjoyable, engaging and about building confidence, whether through the arts, for example, or embedding literacy within vocational learning

· Using ICTs as a motivator 

· Basing learning on the interests of individuals and groups

· Providing regular feedback on progress

· Understanding aspirations around accreditation and qualifications 

· Reflecting on the implications for practitioner training and developing collaborative working

This final point is perhaps the biggest challenge: research has consistently identified relationships as being at the heart of positive outcomes in work with young people, and these relationships rely on highly skilled and well-trained practitioners. The potential to combine professional youth work training with literacy teacher training has not been fully explored. A greater reliance in future on volunteers to provide both youth support services and adult learning provision further increases the importance of ensuring access to relevant training. 

Wider literature and research strongly suggests that an embedded approach is most successful in raising attainment levels amongst young people who have not benefited from formal education. This approach contextualises literacy and numeracy, making links for learners and demonstrating relevance and transferability. 
 It is in this approach that the opportunity to make learning literacy and numeracy skills becomes meaningful and interesting

Success Factors in Informal Learning, NRDC research published in 2005, developed a framework of ‘critical success factors’: recommendations based on practitioners’ experiences of approaches which have proved successful in engaging young people in literacy, language and numeracy learning. These principles included: considering the environment in which young adults are learning; ensuring programmes are accessible and flexible; exploring responsive curricula and accreditation; focusing on relevance of literacy, language and numeracy to young adults’ lives; listening to learners and build trust, and; starting with the development of confidence and self-esteem. 

What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years?

The following key challenges, and consequently priorities for action, have been identified in this response:

· the lack of robust and illustrative data around the literacy levels and experiences of young people NEET, avoiding over-generalisation 
· a lack of evidence around the differing experiences of young people under and over 19
· the development of models of provision which prioritise engagement in a restrictive funding methodology 
· the creation of effective and engaging paths into Apprenticeships (and other learning and work opportunities) for young people who struggle with literacy (and numeracy) 
· the integration of young people’s learning journeys with opportunities and passion for local democracy and social action to enable young people to be a part of ‘the Big Society’ 

· the potential to combine professional youth work training with literacy teacher training, and to extend this to volunteers and new actors within radically different models of public service delivery  
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