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Evidence to the Literacy Inquiry

Developing literacy skills for people in work
Literacy is more than just reading and writing, it also encompasses speaking and listening.  As such, it is easy to see why literacy skills are important in the workplace.  A YouGov survey
 of 2105 adults reported that 92% of the British public consider literacy to be vital to the economy and essential for getting a job.   
In truth, there are few people in England who could be considered truly illiterate.  The goal is functional literacy, i.e. the literacy skills required to get by in life and at work.  The Skills for Life Survey: A national needs and impact survey of literacy, numeracy and ICT skills
, shows that in England, 5.2 million adults aged 16 to 65 have literacy levels below Level 1 – the level of skills required to achieve a GCSE at grades D to G.  
This level of skill “inhibits” the development of the individual and the country in which they live; it is what makes it an economic imperative that these skills are addressed by government, employers and individuals.  
Challenges for those in work
How do those in work develop their literacy skills?  Over the past ten years government has invested around £9 billion, or almost £1 billion per year, on “Skills for Life” learning.  “Skills for Life” learning covers literacy, language, numeracy and ICT and, whilst £1 billion per year is an impressive amount, it is relatively small considering there are some 5 million adults with below Level 1 literacy. Setting aside the conundrum of how people identify themselves or are identified as needing some help with their English, there are a number of other challenges facing those wanting to improve their literacy.  

Accessing literacy learning, even where it exists, is not straightforward.  The potential learner is likely to be in low-skilled work where overtime is an economic necessity or maybe even holds down more than one job.  How then do they find time to attend classes and do the extra study required?  If they are lucky, they could work for an enlightened employer who allows study release from work.  However, the time required for the inevitable ‘homework’ still needs to be factored in.  Hence, motivation and drive are other factors that come into play with adult learners.  Embarrassment about owning up to poor English or fear of failure can hold back a learner.  Some may think their school years are well behind them and learning is not for them.
Unfortunately, the modern world of work is a fast changing one.  Often, in times of recession, it is the low-skilled workers who face unemployment and their out-dated or sector-specific skills may ill equip them to secure alternative employment.

In essence, the challenges boil down to time, accessibility, motivation and, in some cases, funding support. 
What works?

Essentially, what works is what addresses the challenges of time, accessibility, motivation and funding identified above.  
Flexible learning programmes can go a long way to supporting the improvement of workplace literacy skills.  Online learning and distance learning can get around accessibility to “classroom” based sessions and also overcome some potential issues about losing face in front of colleagues.  
For example, McDonald’s learning programme
, “Our Lounge” supports its 67,000 staff to improve their English and maths skills via an online learning suite with access to tutor support.

Learning has to be relevant to the learner and to work if employers are releasing the learners to access the courses.  Courses need to be bite-sized so learners are not over-faced by being asked to commit to a one-year programme.  The teaching needs to be very different from school.  It needs to engage, retain and inspire the learner to succeed.  Modern life is a demanding and such programmes of learning are potentially in competition with earning money, caring for a family, having a social life or simply watching X-Factor on television.
What doesn’t work?

A one-size-fits-all approach to literacy learning does not work, rather the learning needs to be tailored to suit the needs of the learner and the employer where appropriate, which can be costly.  
A rigid approach from providers is not helpful, and, where programmes are delivered in the workplace with the support of employers, it is essential that the learning is bespoke and reflects the workplace.  Using paperwork from the workplace such as forms, notices, policies, etc will help to keep the learning experience “real” and relevant.

Location and timing also need to meet the needs of the learner and the employer.  Work-based learning is usually best and delivery at times that fit with shift patterns, etc helps to reduce the potential for learners to skip classes. 
Priority areas

Literacy learning for those in the workplace is complex and identifying priority areas is difficult, especially in times of funding constraints.  However, the two main areas of focus for the future should be on embedded learning and bite-sized chunks of learning.

An embedded approach is one solution to improving literacy skills
, whereby literacy learning is addressed through vocational classes, although this is dependent on vocational learning being available.  Work on this area should be continued and strengthened with Sector Skills Councils and Awarding Organisations being encouraged to work together to ensure that literacy is seen as an essential vocational skill.
Bite-sized learning programmes
, focused on a specific aspect of literacy, which can be lead towards an accredited qualification would be one way of keeping learners engaged and offering recognition for achievement.

In a recent report, the UK Commissions for Skills and Employment
, highlighted the need for good oral and written communication skills and referred to so-called, ‘T-shaped’ skillsets, where technical aspects to jobs, requiring detailed knowledge and skills, are supplemented with more generic skills, which enable individuals to work more effectively with their colleagues and/or customers and apply their technical expertise in practice.  

The impact of poor literacy needs to be understood, mistakes in the workplace may be put down to laziness or stupidity but in many cases the cause could be due to literacy problems that could be resolved by some focused literacy learning.

So, ultimately, awareness raising still remains an issue.  It is important that individuals, employers and government policy-makers understand that the full range of literacy skills are essential for a successful and productive working life in the modern economy and so cannot afford to be ignored.  
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