Developing Literacy Skills for people in work
Evidence submitted on behalf of UNISON and unionlearn
There are often multiple barriers attached to enabling people in work accessing literacy learning.  Many of the challenges are about engineering possibilities for busy adults with competing priorities and responsibilities.  Many adults have to juggle plates such as shift work, isolated /outreach working arrangements, caring responsibilities and rural living.   Arguably however, psychological barriers pose the greatest challenge of all and often run alongside those practical issues outlined.  Many adults who need to develop literacy skills will have had a poor experience of compulsory education for a range of reasons and have a strong fear of failure.  They need to be reassured that this learning experience will not be a repeat of what has failed them previously. 
The current workplace climate is competitive and insecure. Stepping forward to say that you need to improve literacy skills can feel exposing.  It is extremely important that learners and potential learners feel secure enough to take the important first step.
There has been an exponential increase in the delivery of literacy learning to workplace learners in the last decade.  This was given impetus by the Government’s Skills for Life Strategy following the Moser Report in 1999.  The Union Learning Fund has provided a strong framework for unions and employers to work together on literacy.  Supportive frameworks to encourage literacy learning are essential with employers and good partnerships with providers and other learning organisations make a key difference.    There are almost 700 learning agreements   between trade unions and their employers and almost all provide at least some paid time off for literacy learning.   Support and encouragement from employers is highly valued by learners and evidenced through case studies and learner feedback.

The union model with trained ULRs to encourage and support literacy learners who have a fear of failure is a success and endorsed by Ofsted.   The Ofsted inspection of  unionlearn’s U-Net provision in 2009 found that “union learning reps (ULRs) provided 'outstanding peer support' as mentors, advocates, negotiators, role models and advisors.' The report praised ULRs as 'highly effective, whose input learners value highly and 'cite as one of the most important elements in their learning.'  A high proportion of the learning inspected by Ofsted was Skills for Life – around 60% literacy learners who had been supported from lower entry levels to Level 2 and beyond. 
Workplace learning centres/ learning spaces minimise physical and psychological barriers.  Learners feel that they are on their own territory.  They provide “an oasis”
  and in unionised workplaces learners are supported by ULRs who provide a welcoming and secure environment.  Learning centres have a dual benefit in increasing access through proximity to the working environment and providing a trusted learning space.  Unionlearn have mapped over 400 such learning centres and ULRs identify them a s a prime location for promoting literacy learning 
To reach an increasingly mobile and fragmented workforce, providers need to work closely with employers and ULRs where the workplace is unionised.  Flexibility of delivery models including use of technology reaches learners that traditional classroom based delivery could not. Many adults who need to improve their literacy welcome new ways to learn which don’t replicate previous negative experiences. 
A range of initial engagement tools are often the best way to reach workplace learners and stimulate literacy learning.  Informal and Adult Community Learning is a powerful way to engage new learners in the workplace.  Learning at Work Day and the unionlearn sponsored Celebration of Learning week in Autumn have been a success in providing the stimulation that leads to learners returning to literacy.
Literacy has been given a positive profile through Quick Reads and the Six Book Challenge and such initiatives have been welcomed by workplace learners.  Workplace learning centres have reading spaces and book swap facilities which didn’t exist ten or even five years ago.  They are well used and strongly championed by ULRs.  Unions such as Unite and unionlearn regions such as Yorkshire and the Humber have published short stories and poems by ULRs and literacy learners which provide a strong articulation of literacy learner voices. 
Good practice in workplace literacy has been evidenced through Ofsted, unionlearn’s evaluations and publications together with a strong body of case studies and workshops.
 Much has been learned about what works well, as outlined above.  Similarly, much has been learned about what doesn’t work well for learners.

Provision geared to the end test and not addressing wider learning needs, especially the untested curriculum areas does not provide the bedrock of skills adults need for the modern workplace and society.  Too many learners are not getting access to those skills essential for surviving and progressing at work, namely writing and speaking and listening. These are the literacy skills employers say they most need and where adults say that they are least confident. 
Simply signposting learners to providers does not work. ULRs have been successful agents for change because they act as the bridge builders between the learners, providers and employers.  They are the trusted peers of the learners who have typically addressed their own literacy needs and can speak with authority and confidence about the benefits of their learning.   They are able to put persuasive arguments to employers about giving some time off and a space to learn and, just as importantly, to work with providers about what, where and how the learners want to learn.  Customisation of literacy learning in terms of delivery, content and location  significantly reduces the multiple barriers that learners have always encountered. 
There is much to build on to continue to widen access to literacy learning for workplace learners, yet there is much still to be done. Priorities would include further strengthening and developing the role of intermediaries and providing support and CPD for them.  The role of ULRs has been essential in changing the face of literacy learning where learners have had access to them.  It is essential that the ULR role continues to receive strong support.  This peer role is being developed in community and non unionised contexts through the NIACE-supported  Community Learning Champions and now Learning Advocates/ Supporters in non unionised settings.  Unionlearn,  NIACE, Campaign for Learning, Business in the Community, Workbase and the Johnson Partnership are developing a consortium approach to further build and support networks of peer learning intermediaries. 
Employer support remains critically important and includes the sustainability of Learning Centres and Learning Spaces. 

Ensuring that the importance of literacy is understood by UKCES and SSCs is crucial as they are the bodies responsible for the creation of national occupational standards and vocational qualifications. If literacy is not embedded in those standards and qualifications it will represent a major missed opportunity and barrier.
Providing access to relevant, valued and accessible qualifications for workplace literacy learners will be a key challenge and priority following the Government review and reform  of adult literacy and numeracy.   Adults at work have welcomed access to national qualifications and this boosts confidence.  The retention of the flexibility of the Skills for Life Literacy certification would be welcome, but allied to clear opportunities for learners to develop the broader platform of literacy skills and achieve accreditation for those skills. 
UNISON and unionlearn feel strongly that there needs to be a mechanism for strengthening the learner voice.
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