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Introduction
A decade after the introduction of the Skills for Life Strategy, which aimed to improve the literacy, language and numeracy skills of 2.25 million adults by 2010, the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) launched an independent inquiry into the state of adult literacy in England.  We appointed a group of twelve commissioners, chaired by Lord Boswell of Aynho, to guide the work.  We wanted to discover how to respond to the current challenges faced by adults with under-developed literacy skills as well as seek ways of preventing the need for adult literacy initiatives and campaigns in future.
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Where are we now?
Following the Moser Report of 1999,
 there has been an unprecedented focus on investment in addressing the challenges of low literacy skills in England. In his report, Lord Moser was keen to point out that the estimated 7 million people, thought to have low levels of literacy, represented a spectrum of need.  In essence this meant that significant numbers of adults don’t have the confidence, knowledge and skills to deal competently with an increasingly demanding range of reading and writing tasks needed in everyday life. 
1.1 The Skills for Life Strategy

In setting out his strategy to address this problem, Moser suggested there was no quick fix and that a long term strategy was needed. He set a target to reduce the numbers of people who were ‘functionally illiterate’ by a half by 2010, and outlined the need to address issues of demand and supply.

In 2001, the government established the Skills for Life strategy
.  The scale of investment has been considerable. The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee estimated that by 2011 investment in Post-16 literacy, language and numeracy will reach £9 billion
.  The strategy has led to considerable achievements, raised the status of this area of learning, been welcomed by the field, and is viewed with envy in other parts of the world. The strategy has overseen the development of a National Literacy Curriculum, and supported the development of initial and diagnostic assessment tools. It has set standards and qualifications for Skills for Life teachers, thereby professionalising practice, supported a substantial teacher CPD programme and established a National Research and Development Centre (NRDC) to provide for the first time systematic and robust evidence  for literacy, language and numeracy. 
As a result of investment through the Skills for Life strategy, by 2009 5.7 million adults had taken up over 12 million learning opportunities, and over 2.8 million adults had gained a first qualification
.  
The target to improve the literacy, language and numeracy skills of 2.25 million was met in June 2008. 
Moser’s estimates of need were subsequently revised, following the Skills for Life Survey (2003)
 which identified that 1 in 6 (16% / 5.2 million) of 16-65 year olds did not have the skills to enable them to function effectively in modern society.

1.2 UK Skills

According to the UKCES (2009)
, the UK is now 17th on ‘low’ level skills; 18th on ‘intermediate’ level skills; and 12th on ‘high’ level skills, in international rankings.  They argue that while the UK skills profile is improving over time, too many people are still in danger of being left behind: one in eight of adults of working age still have no qualifications; more than a quarter are not qualified to level 2; and just under half are not qualified above level 2.  Moreover, as other countries seem to be improving their skills faster than the UK, we are actually falling further behind.

Trying to obtain accurate comparative statistics listing literacy rates from around the world is difficult.  One data set is the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), an OECD comparison of students’ performance at 15 years in reading, maths and science.  PISA data has been collected every 3 years since 2000, although some conclusions claim that the data for the UK in 2000 and 2003 is unrepresentative and unreliable.  This is significant as PISA is sometimes quoted as evidence that the UK is ‘falling down the league table’.  The OECD suggests that performance of the UK over the decade is probably ‘flat’, and has suggested that any statistical model “…is always an approximation of reality.” 

1.3 Remaining Challenges

However, in spite of huge progress and achievements, there are a number of remaining challenges:

· a high proportion of the qualifications achieved include GCSE English passes achieved by 16-year-olds; this age group is not the prime target for adult literacy learning;
· the percentage of adults who participate is still relatively small
;  

· as the system does not require providers to report learners’ levels at the beginning of their courses, many of the qualifications achieved at Levels 1 and 2 did not represent progress but accreditation of where learners already were
;
· the balance of provision is skewed towards those at or above functional levels of literacy. An analysis of BIS/Skills funding agency participation and achievement figures for England
 reveals that of the 950,700 literacy learners participating in 2009/10:

Entry level learners=   
149,800    
(16%)

Level 1 learners =    
418,300     
(44%)

Level 2 learners =     
435,600  
(46%)

A new Skills for Life Survey is about to report, 8 years on from the 2003 survey. Since it has been established
 that literacy and numeracy skills begin to decline for adults who are or become unemployed, and unemployment has been rising, we may expect that there is little change in the statistics of adult literacy.
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What do we know about the problem?
2.1 How are literacy levels distributed across the population?

The government’s Skills for Life Survey (2003) remains the key source of statistical information about the nature of the problem in England.  The Department of Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) will report, in the autumn of 2011, on a new survey with almost identical questions.  Whilst statistics may indicate improvements overall, history and experience tell us that it is unlikely that the new survey will find much difference in how literacy is distributed across broad demographic variables.  Research reveals strong links between low literacy, poverty and disadvantage.

The 2003 survey found people with Entry 3 or lower level skills were just as likely to be men as women. However it did find differences.
2.1a Age 
Respondents with Entry 3 or lower level literacy were older than average. One quarter (24%) of those with Entry 3 or lower level literacy were aged between 55 and 65 compared with just 18% of those at Level 1 and 15% of those at Level 2 or above. 

There were large differences in educational achievement between the various age groups. Younger respondents were much more likely to hold qualifications than older respondents.

2.1b Regions

All regions had significant numbers of people at Entry Level 3 and below. But the North East, London, Yorkshire and Humberside, and the West Midlands had proportionately more people at E3 and below than L1. 

2.1c Ethnicity and Language

If those respondents whose first language was not English are excluded, the difference in performance between the White British and the combined other ethnic groups largely disappears. Ethnic origin per se had little impact on literacy test performance. However, there is one exception.  All of the Afro-Caribbean respondents spoke English as a first language so their relatively poor performance on the literacy test cannot be simply explained in this way.

2.1d Urban / Rural

Overall, those in rural areas were slightly more likely to be classified at Level 2 or above for both literacy and numeracy than urban respondents. However, this is mostly due to the fact that people whose first language is not English are found predominantly in urban areas. If only those people with English as a first language are included in the analysis, then there were no significant differences in literacy.
2.1e Areas of multiple deprivation

Respondents with Entry 3 or lower level literacy skills were much more likely than others to live in areas of general (‘multiple’) deprivation. Four in ten respondents (39%) with Entry 2 or lower level literacy skills lived in the most deprived fifth of the country.

2.1f Jobs

The majority of working respondents with E2 or lower level literacy skills were engaged in routine or semi routine work. Manufacturing, construction and wholesale/retail industries accounted for half of all those with very low skills. People working in semi routine and routine occupations had noticeably lower levels of skills than those in higher managerial or professional occupations.

It was notable that even amongst those with higher managerial or professional occupations one third did not reach level 2 or above in the literacy test.  This data connects with concerns about the levels of managerial competence in the UK, when compared with some other countries.
2.1g Self perception or self deception?
Very few people regard their reading and writing skills as below average even amongst those with the lowest ability. Over half (54%) of those with E1 or lower level literacy said their everyday reading ability was very or fairly good.
2.2 The impact of low literacy skills
2.2a How does lack of confidence in literacy affect people’s lives?

We know from research
 with adult literacy learners that many report:

· Feelings of being ‘outside the norm’ in terms of life circumstances that lead to difficulties with participating in mainstream learning;
· Poor experiences of traditional educational system/settings, with some history of trauma that can impact on learning e.g. bullying/ ill health;
· Aspirations that are common to most people: good health, settled life, good relationships, good working life, wanting children to thrive.
2.2b What about dyslexia?

Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty that primarily affects the skills involved in accurate and fluent word reading and spelling.  It occurs across a range of abilities and is best thought of as a continuum, not a distinct category. There is some evidence that a high risk of dyslexia is strongly concentrated at Entry level 2 literacy skills, suggesting that learning difficulties of the dyslexia kind are a significant component of Entry level status. 
 
2.2c How does low literacy impact on life chances?

Longitudinal research studies
 show that those with limited basic skills face increasing problems as they get older. They are more likely than those with good or average skills to be unemployed or in jobs with low income and poor prospects of promotion. They are more likely to be in poor health of suffer from depression. On a range of measures they appear to be socially excluded.

Similar studies
 show that individuals with literacy skills at or below Entry 2 experience substantially worse life chances, quality of life and social inclusion. Children of parents with poor skills are also more likely to have poor skills.

Although there is evidence that having literacy and numeracy skills has a positive impact on earnings, employment, health and well-being, there is less evidence on the economic returns to attaining basic skills in adulthood.
2.2d What are the literacy demands for individuals, organisations, workplaces, communities and families in a period of economic challenge?

This is a neglected topic, with little robust information. Just asking ‘experts’ (including employers) what they think the demands are is prone to error and needs the reality check of going out to find what they actually are.

This year, the PIAAC (Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies) survey includes questions around the literacy (and numeracy) demands adults face in the workplace (but not in other settings) – but the results will not be available until late 2012. 

There is growing evidence of the need for a more complex combination of skills, such as evaluation and problem solving, than in the past.  New skills include multimodal communication, especially using digital technology, collaborative writing, online networking, use of mobile phones etc.

Employers frequently cite the need for (improved) reading, writing and maths skills in the workplace
, and report a significant gap between the skills levels of employees and skills needs in the workplace. There remains a need to establish the costs and benefits to workplaces of lower and higher levels of literacy.
2.3 What can we learn from other countries?

2.3a What do other countries do to stay at the top of education league tables, especially in relation to literacy?
Drawn from a brief analysis, there are some indicators which provide insight as to why countries at the top of school education league tables seem to perform particularly well.  Evidence suggests it is very difficult to compare international data, largely due to the unreliability of comparing the challenges of literacy between one language and another.  For example, Finland has a phonically regular language, whereas English is far less so.  However, the diverse countries of Singapore, Finland and South Korea reveal strong investments in initial education; highly trained, respected and rewarded teachers; cultures of lifelong learning which begin in schools; support from families and high levels of autonomy for teachers re how their pedagogies respond to their pupils.  They also have strong education policies, realising that education is the key to their economic survival.
2.3b What do other countries do which might inform development in England?
England seems to have led the world in investment in adult literacy policy and practice development; however different challenges demand diverse responses.  In examining evidence from seven countries, as well as PISA, the following key messages emerged:

· a highly qualified teaching and learning workforce and high standards of provision are a priority;
· forming networks and partnerships, of stakeholders, including employers as well as a diversity of providers is vital to working across policy domains and opening up access and reaching new and different learners;
· establishing measures of participation are felt to be very helpful in encouraging recruitment of more literacy learners;
· developing social as well as human capital is important;
· initial assessment can offer the basis for measuring skills improvement and progress, not just qualifications;
· persistence with learning is a key to individual success; this is not the same as retention.  It means continuing but not necessarily continuous engagement.  However, ways of tracking multiple learning episodes and the summation of their outcomes must be developed.
The Inquiry has learned from other educationally and economically successful countries.
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The Inquiry – what we did
Our inquiry could not have proceeded without the interest, goodwill and co-operation from ‘the field’.  We were clear from the outset that an investigation into lifelong literacy would need to incorporate the views of key players from a range of perspectives: literacy tutors, managers, Union Learning Representatives, employers, other stakeholders, and of course, learners. It is important to us that our inquiry was grounded in reality, and reflected the authentic voices of those learning and working in this area. We have been constantly impressed by the willingness of people to contribute their time, energy and effort.

We carried out a study of the research evidence. But alongside our literature review, we have sought to involve stakeholders in a range of ways:

· we checked, via the web, that we were asking the right questions, at the beginning of our Inquiry; 

· we invited stakeholders to contribute papers on key questions and themes;
· we held six practitioner focus groups, and ;
· we held five expert seminars
. 

The process has been overseen by our Commissioners
 who reflected a diverse range of interests. Commissioners met three times: at the outset of the Inquiry to frame questions and validate our approach; midway to review progress; and at the end of the period of evidence gathering to reflect on the analysis and help to frame the recommendations. 

We agreed a working definition of what we mean by literacy at the outset; we reviewed this at each of the Commissioners’ meetings.  We finally agreed that:

Literacy is ‘the ability to read and write, to express ideas and opinions, to make decisions and solve problems, to use information and digital technologies, as individual family members, workers and citizens.
The purposes of literacy are broad and dynamic, contributing not only to individual fulfilment but also to social coherence, social mobility and economic prosperity.  In the twenty first century, as a vital part of learning through life, it must also embrace a fast-moving, multi-modal communications environment, to equip us to engage critically in ‘Reading the word and the world’ (Freire, P)

The term ‘literacy’ can be problematic; for some it suggests ‘illiteracy’ as well as an association with primary school.  We use the term professionally, recognising that many teachers and providers of adult learning use diverse terms to describe the lifelong development of reading and writing.

We received 24 papers in response to specific invitations and an additional 25 previously published papers and reports were sent to us.  The papers were analysed in relation to what works or does not work, key challenges, future priorities and gaps in knowledge and understanding.
Our evidence about what works and what needs to improve, is therefore based on a mass of rich data.
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Responses from the field – and our analysis
4.1 What works for adult literacy learners?

 “You need a long term plan but short-term success.” (Focus group, Alfreton)

“We must recognise that literacy is broad [multi-layered] and includes activities related to work and home life as well as such things as creative writing and the joy of reading.” (Focus group, Newcastle)

“Confidence is key. Confidence is both the benefit and the foundation of successful literacy learning.” (Focus group, Alfreton)

We were encouraged by the volume of interest, the range of contributors and the enthusiasm to address the on-going challenges surrounding the development of adults’ literacy knowledge and skills.  It was clear that respondents understood the complexities of adults’ lives, often compounded by individual disadvantage and competing pressures.  They reported how systems, processes and programmes could support effective learning but did not always accommodate or respond to individual circumstances and learning needs.

Most responses recognised how the past decade of Skills for Life resulted in an unprecedented level of achievement and the development of the literacy work force, curricula, programme design, resources and accreditation.  Diverse indicators of ‘what works’ included: 

· adaptable, flexible, individualised approaches within small groups;
· informal, fun, small steps;
· contextualised, relevant materials and curricula;
· accessible, friendly locations; 
· embracing ICTs;
· using multiple teaching and learning strategies which include confidence-building, developing motivation and raising aspiration;
· trained, skilled, enthusiastic teachers;
· using intermediaries, collaboration and partnerships to support and encourage potential, new and existing learners;
· and using different ways of recognising learning, not just through a final test.

The reported positive outcomes of learning related to the impact on individual lives as well as gaining a certificate.  When asked, ‘What is the best thing you have gained from literacy learning?’ learners said:

“Confidence; qualifications; improvement in skills, knowledge, talking to people, meeting people and socialising and learning in a group.”

Equally, respondents were clear about what is not working.  

They suggested: 

· learning driven by qualifications rather than the learners; 

· funding changes which have led to large groups which make personalised approaches very difficult;
· staff who are not trained or talented; 

· the FE sector is not an attractive career choice for some teachers; 

· some learners are excluded because they take a long time to learn; 

· other learners are excluded because they are not at the ‘right’ level of learning (i.e. within easy access of gaining a level 1 or 2 qualification);
· gaps between levels of achievement are too great for many learners meaning they can’t progress within the timescale and funding available to providers;
· eLearning is not used enough or appropriately; 

· gaining qualifications does not always mean gains in literacy ability; 

· writing, speaking and listening can be neglected; 

· workplace delivery for SMEs in particular, is very difficult to organise and fund.

Several reports suggested that a lack of co-operation between providers can lead to non-viable groups of learners, with organisations ‘fishing for learners in the same pool’.  Similarly, some reports indicated that job-search and referral agencies, who should work together in the interests of learners and potential learners, moved them from provider to provider and did not always recognise the expertise which lay in their geographical area.  This suggests that partnerships do not work as effectively as they should.  There were clear messages for areas of improvement and development to reach more and different learners.

“We need recognition for personal achievements, not just skills; some learners overcome enormous barriers.  Unitised delivery is one solution.  But we don’t want to go back to wishy, washy delivery around wholly personalised goals.”

This indicates that respondents want to bring the best from the past and combine it with the best of the present systems and processes to meet the on-going needs of large numbers of adults.  
4.2 Challenges

Contributors identified a wide range of current challenges.  Participants in focus groups suggested that some groups of people do not appear in provision; they included adults with learning difficulties; those with mental health difficulties and adults involved in drugs and alcohol addiction, including homeless people.  Similar concerns were reported in relation to young adults, suggesting that chaotic lifestyles and the interests of many young adults are not accommodated in provision.  Submissions from local authority provision, reported how people at some of the lowest entry levels of achievement are not participating in learning, but that equally, people in workplaces often find it difficult to access provision.  Reports relating to offenders indicate the huge challenge faced in the light of 48% of learners having literacy skills at or below level 1.  Time for outreach was identified as a challenge as well as a need for information, advice and guidance alongside well informed intermediaries.  Reference was made to the challenges of addressing the needs of older people, especially those who are likely to be in work for much longer than in the past. Marrying the demands of workplaces and the needs of individuals were also felt to be challenging.  Reports from family learning perspectives indicated the huge challenge presented by inter-generational literacy difficulties and associated cycles of disadvantage.  Submissions from the army pointed out the great advantages of functional skills whilst recognising they might not be appropriate for all adult learners. Digital literacy and eLearning challenges were mentioned in both specialist and generic contributions.  Only 52% of UK adults with no qualifications have internet access at home compared with 78% of those with basic GCSE grades suggesting that many of those with literacy difficulties are also unlikely to have digital access.  However, another challenge associated with digital learning relates to the skills and experience of teachers and a lack of ICT equipment.  Speaking and listening have tended to be neglected areas of teaching and learning but they are important aspects of literacy in all forms of social and economic involvement.
‘One size’ of provision, programme and accreditation, does not fit all.

Respondents, particularly in the focus groups and expert seminars, indicated how the funding methodologies do not help providers to address many of the challenges they face.  Most of the funding incentives which were introduced under the Skills for Life strategy have now been removed, resulting in larger teaching groups and difficulties in addressing individual learners’ needs.  They also reported the impact of funding on working with small and medium sized employers, who are generally unable to release sufficient numbers of employees at one time, to form viable groups.  Unintentional outcomes of the funding methods also appeared to result in recruiting learners who had the shortest learning journeys to achieving a qualification and militate against those learners with more complex learning needs.
In summary, the challenges in the post Skills for Life decade involve difficulties in stimulating demand for learning amongst some communities and groups of people as well as the quality and responsiveness of the learning experience, sometimes related to poorly equipped and trained teachers.  Meeting the inter-generational challenge of under-developed literacy skills is great, especially considering the investments made in schools in this area.  Challenges arising from expectations, systems and processes in response to different government policies (e.g. welfare, work programmes and education and training) appear not to serve some learners well.  The funding methodologies create big challenges for providers and employers in reaching and working with particular cohorts of learners.  Difficulties can arise because organisations do not consider the consumers or clients with whom they are working and communicate in professional and over-complicated ways.  Attitudes can prevail which suggest that responsibility for literacy difficulties rests only with individuals rather than with individuals, organisations and society as a whole.  Associated challenges relate to efficiencies and the effectiveness of working in partnership.  

In the light of such demanding challenges there remains much work to be done, building on the clear successes and achievements of the previous decade, to address literacy issues amongst the adult and youth population in England. 

4.3 Training and development for a diverse workforce in multiple sectors

It was clear from the literature search, the contribution of such agencies as NRDC and evidence drawn from the international community, that effective and enthusiastic teachers are a key to successful learning.  Whilst this was a high priority for the Skills for Life Strategy, a substantial number of teachers are not qualified at the appropriate levels
.  The expert seminar on People Out of Work recorded vital aspects of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for all teachers, including ways of using the curricula in creative and flexible ways; understanding and responding to dyslexia, developing effective and appropriate learning of phonics; embedding and integrating literacy into other forms of learning or activities (e.g. finding work; looking for a home); using ICTs and digital learning as well as ways of building the confidence of learners.  They spoke about working more rigorously and systematically with the Institute for Learning in order to continue and increase developments around full professionalism and parity of esteem for teachers of adults with those in schools.

Similarly, the expert seminar on family literacy suggested that adult literacy teachers should be equipped to be responsive and flexible, using approaches and resources specific to this aspect of learning, especially when working with school partners.  Conversely, school teachers must understand the intergenerational challenges and recognise and support the need to work in partnership.  They suggested that CPD should offer opportunities for professionals to meet and share experiences, ideas and approaches.  Such arrangements demand time and resource to make them happen.  Concerns were voiced in the expert seminar on literacy and civil society, suggesting that teachers of adult literacy must be able to see a future in their chosen profession, beyond sessional, peripatetic or agency working.  Some felt that teachers are not trained to inject creativity and a love of reading into their teaching and learning programmes.  A recent Ofsted report
 highlighted the link between excellent English in schools and reading for pleasure; there is a danger in polarising literacy skills for ‘employment’ or ‘pleasure’, when they are part of the same continuum.
The demands of the workplace are not homogenous and teachers need training and CPD in understanding both generic and specific aspects of business, commerce and trade environments.  Digital technologies can be highly developed in such contexts and working alongside trades unions, union-learning representatives as well as employers demands specialist knowledge and skills.

Some contributors suggested that teachers and trainers in the Voluntary and Community Sector and in Work-based learning (expert seminar on Literacy and Civil Society) have received fewer opportunities for both initial and on-going development.  This may be due to funding arrangements, modes of delivery, timing or relevance of opportunities, but as vital parts of the pattern of adult literacy provision, they must be included in workforce development.

However, the workforce associated with adult literacy learning is not confined to teachers but involves volunteers too.  Some contributors reported how they used to work with volunteers but no longer do so, whilst others (e.g. West Sussex County Council adult learning service) work with significant numbers.  In many workplaces, union-learning representatives have established an indispensible role; some community champions have also made strong contributions in encouraging and supporting new learners.  Amongst young people, the positive impact of mentors or buddies is well recorded.  Effective use of volunteers is believed to enhance the learning experience for individuals, assist teachers, contribute to efficiency and provide rewarding experiences for those who volunteer.  They need training and on-going support.  Specialist teachers also need professional development in how best to support and manage other people in their teams of workers, whether they are paid assistant teachers, volunteers, mentors or buddies.
4.4 Addressing cycles of intergenerational literacy difficulties

“There is no one solution to addressing lifelong literacy but family learning can be the ‘central pole’ to deal with the literacy issues in the UK.  Family learning and literacy can be a means of access to education for the poorest and most marginalised in society.  Research shows it raises achievement in schools.  It engages adults through their interest in supporting their children.  It addresses the space between home and school.  It provides fun, relevant learning experiences.” (report on the expert seminar on Family Literacy, March, 2011)

Both specialist and general reports made reference to the importance of family literacy; evidence was also drawn from an expert seminar on this theme.  The major concerns relate to the fact that, in spite of much investment in schools to improve literacy, the problem of some young adults emerging from compulsory education without the necessary levels of literacy perpetuates.  Literature points to the intergenerational transfer of such difficulties (e.g. Bynner and Parsons, 2008; De Coulon et al, 2008).  Working with adults and their children in family literacy programmes has demonstrated success (e.g. Brooks et al, 2002; Desforges, (2003) Ofsted, (2009); Swain et al (2009); Thomas (2009)).  In such approaches, children improve their literacy skills and adults improve not only their literacy skills but also their ability to support and encourage their children’s literacy learning.  This can help to address the intergenerational challenges.  In the light of the on-going challenges of youth and adult literacy, such approaches must continue to be supported and refined in order to optimise their impact.  It is a challenging area of learning; it aims to work with people experiencing multiple disadvantages relating to the quality of early years’ home learning environments; low levels of parental qualifications and competences, and often negative experiences of initial education.

Challenges relate to schools and adult and family literacy services working together on learning in cultures of competing targets, purposes, outcomes and systems.  Some schools and early years or nursery centres do not understand or recognise the contribution of family literacy and see it as an additional luxury rather than vital to success.  Ways forward must communicate clear outcomes for all partners but these can be difficult to quantify short-term, due to their longer-term and holistic nature.  Time is needed to allow partners to develop trust and understanding as well as to train staff involved in delivering such programmes.  

Additionally, time is needed to reach out to families with relevant and attractive opportunities, many of whom are struggling with issues of poverty and feel they don’t have the time or energy for learning.  Intermediaries can help and the expertise of the voluntary sector of working alongside people in marginalised situations can be harnessed.  Nursery and early years staff can be in good positions to work alongside parents and other professionals, in the interests of children’s futures.  There are particular challenges in reaching and relating to men and boys.  Using local learning champions can be productive in convincing people in particular neighbourhoods that learning can be positive and rewarding, although a commitment to this kind of work, over time, is essential for lasting results.

Respondents reported how family literacy programmes can be a wonderful ‘jumping off’ experience for learners but that they need other small, often ‘horizontal’ learning opportunities to open up full routes to lifelong learning.  This means that information, advice and guidance must be available via different intermediaries, including teachers, community activists, local libraries and community centres as well as professional IAG workers.  Diversity of opportunities is a key element in addressing intergenerational challenges.

4.5 Joining up policies, processes and providers

Concerns were expressed in focus groups, the expert seminar on people out of work and reports about a lack of understanding and co-operation between key policy implementers, especially in relation to people who are not in work.  They lamented a lack of knowledge about who might provide what in a particular geographical area, which could help ‘sign-posters’ and referral agencies to guide potential learners to the most appropriate and relevant providers.  In some areas there were several providers and in others only one.  There were reports of learners being moved from one provider to another to fulfil Jobcentre requirements, with little understanding about the appropriateness of that move.  Some reported how sharing provider quality assessment information, from Ofsted for example, did not take place, resulting in one provider not receiving referrals even though it had been awarded one of the highest quality assessments in the country.  Some of the biggest challenges identified were between DWP and SFA funded provision.  Housing, welfare, employment, health and financial support agencies should be part of the network of agencies and organisations, with a keen interest in being informed about adult literacy learning challenges and opportunities.  Alongside a plea for more and better information, advice and guidance, to refer and support new learners, providers and practitioners suggested that they needed the time and resource to work more effectively with other providers and agencies.  Such an investment, they argued, could lead to clearer learning routes and choices for learners; greater efficiency and co-operation between agencies and organisations; the removal of unnecessary duplication and more effective impact.  

Reports suggested that the way in which different partners and agencies receive and organise their funding, can militate against the interests of the learner.  Examples recounted included the referral of unemployed people for literacy learning which counted as an outcome; such learners can join provision for a very limited time and then drop out.  Such cycles are not productive for individuals or the public purse.  Much more ‘joining up’ is required from both policy and practice perspectives.  The challenges of who claims the credit, and the associated funding, for a successful outcome of a referred learner must be resolved in the processes of co-operation rather than competition.  

Not only should services relating to unemployed people consider how literacy is part of their work but other systems and organisations could do too.  Many vocational education and training programmes now embed or integrate literacy learning in them; but this is not a universal approach.  NRDC research 
 suggests that in such programmes, achievement in both the vocational area and literacy are better than when the two disciplines are not linked.  The expert seminar on people out of work suggested that all such programmes should have literacy integrated in them.  Work has been done on examining such approaches and CPD has been offered to many teachers but studies of the impact and effectiveness of such approaches have been limited.  Conducting such studies could help in convincing funders, providers and teachers of the benefits.  

A further approach to integration of systems would be for awarding and examining bodies to link the relevant literacy (and numeracy) to their awards.  This would make sure that all those adults and young people who follow a vocational and technical qualification could also learn the associated literacy.  For some, this would mean an additional qualification.  The result would be improved access to literacy learning, linked to specific vocational purposes and increased relevance for learners.  Yet, ensuring that literacy (and numeracy) forms a central part of vocational qualifications is not sufficient.  Employers also need to consider to what extent they are providing on-going opportunities for their employees to improve, practise and maintain their literacy skills in the workplace.
Ways of reaching different people and ensuring that learning opportunities are offered to them is one of the key challenges identified.  Extending an integrated approach beyond education and training programmes was suggested by the Commissioners.  They feel that examining public procurement processes, to include literacy learning, wherever possible, would raise awareness, increase opportunities to reach different learners and be in the interest of public spending efficiencies.  Examples include the procurement of services for unemployed people; those for people moving from mental health services into wider community provision; contracts offering financial information and guidance as well as services procured by local authorities.  Procurement content could be examined for such opportunities. 

Efficiencies in public spending do not necessarily lead to reductions in services but could offer more joined-up, integrated and effective opportunities for adult learners.  Bridging gaps can help to make the same amount of funding go further.  
4.6 Diverse groups of people and contexts require different responses

The diversity of organisations, representing a wide range of groups of people, which responded to the Inquiry was encouraging.  It reinforced an understanding that literacy difficulties impact upon people’s lives in many different ways and situations, as well as on a large number of public policy areas.  Bridging the gap between the specialist services for homeless people; offenders and ex-offenders; young adults who are not in employment, education or training; older people’s services; those experiencing drug and alcohol abuse or mental ill-health; travellers, those out of work and adult and youth literacy programmes and opportunities is vital.  Organisations closest to those groups, understand them and the sort of learning approaches which suit them best.  Learning activities and content, along with materials are most effective when based upon the interests and needs of the participants.  This means designing programmes in partnership between providers, other organisations and the potential learners.  Such partnerships not only work in the interest of learners but also in organisational effectiveness.

Provision which addresses the needs and interests of older learners must relate to family purposes, citizenship and mental well-being rather than only for employment. New technologies can appeal to those whose initial learning experiences have been difficult; technologies can break down barriers, open up new ways of learning, remove some of the stigma associated with low literacy achievement and motivate further learning.  Reports presenting the perspectives of young adults ; digital literacy; museums, libraries and archives; health organisations; young adults who are NEET; offenders ; young people who are moving from school into further education and training  and trades unions  as well as older people in community settings  all cited the important role of ICTs in literacy learning.  However, the ways in which they are used and the content on which they focus varies from group to group.  The importance is to recognise diversity of purposes and motivations for learning whilst harnessing the powerful digital and e.learning tools.

Focus group reports emphasised the importance of informal teaching and learning approaches; they spoke about ‘wrap around’ provision of informal adult and community learning to attract, engage and motivate new learners.  They used this to help learners to see what they can do and identify areas of development, whilst learning something fun and interesting.  Informal approaches were also advocated in contributions from libraries, community groups and workplaces.  The value of reading groups in encouraging literacy as well as a love of learning to encourage progression to further opportunities was sharply argued.  The creation of Quick Reads has opened up such opportunities for readers who might never have opened a book for pleasure or who aspired to read but found existing publications too challenging.  
Some reports and an expert seminar on workplace learning identified the difficulties of working with some employers.  The challenges concern an understanding of the real needs and requirements of different workplaces and the individuals in them; identifying the most responsive and effective approaches; timing, to accommodate the work patterns of organisations and individuals and releasing employees for tuition in numbers sufficient to organise cost-effective learning programmes.  These difficulties are even greater in small and medium sized enterprises.  The funding incentives, which have been reduced, compound the difficulties of resourcing learning in such organisations.  Some contributors believe that more research is needed to understand what really works for different employers and workplaces.

Particular concerns were recorded about provision for offenders, in the light of 48% of prisoners having literacy skills at or below level 1.  All the issues highlighted around networking, partnerships and teacher development as well as reach, purposes and motivation of potential learners apply to this particular sector.  Digital learning can be motivational and rewarding but evidence suggests that many learners have little or no access to ICTs.  Isolation of staff as well as of offenders is seen as a big challenge.
Time and commitment to understand different contexts, cultures and customs must be available, in order to benefit from such co-operation.  Additional training for specialist staff in understanding the literacy challenges for individuals and organisations can be helpful.

4.7 Relevant and appropriate measures of success

Our emerging evidence suggested that measuring success was one of the key issues; an expert seminar was also held on this topic.  The real challenge for everyone concerned is to find ways of measuring success which everyone acknowledges is far more than gaining a qualification.  However, such ways must be reliable, valid and comparable and therein lies a huge challenge.  All stakeholders must reach agreement (compromise perhaps) about the sort of qualitative data which is acceptable, to provide richness and complement qualifications (quantified data).  

35 learners reported on their reasons for learning literacy and whilst most of them suggested, “…to brush up/improve my English/skills…”  They also offered a long list of other purposes; only one said “To gain a qualification.”  They cited such things as gaining confidence at work; reading things in everyday life; to access further training; to help children with their homework and to make life easier.  All evidence received indicated how literacy involves increases in familial and social capital as well as human (individual) capital.  International work, notably in Canada indicates that other countries are struggling to come to terms with possible solutions which are non-bureaucratic but responsive to learners 
 
Whilst the introduction of Functional Skills was welcomed by some respondents, others felt that too much emphasis on vocational skills and employability did not meet many learners’ motivations and purposes, especially at times of high unemployment.  There was agreement that we should recognise the wider purposes and uses of literacy and recognise that success should be measured in more than public service targets. 
The tensions in identifying ways forward were captured in one focus group:

“What doesn’t work is teaching and learning to the test.  But some learners want the test and are happy for learning to be a short process; and don’t want to do anything which doesn’t support the test.”  
Contributors strongly suggested that the qualification-led funding methodology may have led to unintended incentives by recruiting learners whose learning journeys to a qualification were the shortest and excluding those who might take a long time to achieve.  They highlighted the need for teachers to be highly skilled in all forms of assessment: initial, formative and summative processes.  However, they also indicated how there is a range of initial assessment tools, which have not been standardised, and the detailed results of which do not have to be recorded on the Individual Learning Record (ILR).  This means that ‘distance travelled’ or progress from initial assessment is not measurable and comparable and therefore not counted for purposes of recording achievement.  In recognition of the complex and busy lives of adults unitised approaches to credit accumulation were felt to offer possible routes forward.  Some simple steps could begin to help to address the huge complexities of measuring success.

4.8 Working with many organisations, agencies and the media to increase awareness and motivation
All respondents recognised the importance of intermediaries: front-line services staff; representatives of key partner agencies; Union Learning Representatives and learning champions, in raising awareness of the opportunities associated with under-developed literacy skills.  However, they cited difficulties in convincing some organisations of the role of poor literacy in relation to other issues such as health, offending, homelessness, debt, unemployment, early years’ care and support and family life, as well as their potential contributions to responses.  There are some positive examples of how organisations and individuals can play important roles; they include libraries, museums and galleries; health providers; trades unions and union learning representatives as well as community champions.  Such roles could be better understood by many organisations in not only supporting individuals into learning, helping to reduce stigma attached to learning literacy but also in achieving their own organisations’ purposes.  Volunteers have important roles to play too in acting as supporters, mentors and buddies whilst developing their own knowledge and skills.  The demise in the use of volunteers over recent years could be reviewed, as indicated above (4.2) but involving them must include training and support for both volunteers and those who manage them.  Organisations reminded us of such programmes as Link Up
 which helped in the training of volunteers in supporting adult learners. 

Whilst organisations and champions can have a great impact on encouraging new learners, adults who are experiencing literacy challenges must also understand how learning can be rewarding, fulfilling, motivational and make a difference.  Many learners have learned to believe that learning is not for them because they found initial education so difficult.  So, ways of increasing the demand for literacy learning must be examined.  Drawing on experiences, for example from Ireland, on using TV as well as previous promotional activities in England (On the Move in 1975; Gremlins 2003 onwards) could help in this.  Using mass media has proved successful in raising awareness but in the light of over 10 years’ development, new and different approaches should be considered.  

4.9 Research

Several reports identified questions and possible studies to help inform further developments.  They recognised the contributions of the National Research and Development Centre and associated Higher Education partners in building the body of knowledge and insight related to adult literacy, numeracy and English for Speakers of Other Languages.

Some specific areas of further study included the following:
· there is little data on literacy and older people; what do we know about their needs and possible responses?

· whilst some work has been done to evaluate Functional Skills, we must understand more about their appropriateness for adult literacy learners;
· we recognise the importance of digital learning and literacy but many questions are unanswered about what works best and for whom;
· do we have real understanding of the impact of improved literacy for individuals, families and the workplace, especially economic outcomes?

· what different models, approaches, partnerships and resources work best for different groups of potential learners, especially those who may feel that learning is for other people and are currently under-represented in provision?

· what strategies could we adopt to help join up government policies and practices in the interests of effectiveness and efficiencies?
· how can we best measure success in learning literacy and embrace wider benefits for individuals and society?

· we should examine how funding methodologies impact upon learners and learning. 
Respondents were clear about the necessity to continue researching, examining and revealing these complex areas of learning, if the challenges of under-developed literacy skills are to be addressed now and prevented in future.

Chapter 5 

Conclusions

A belief in the importance of investing in adult literacy learning opportunities was clearly and enthusiastically communicated in all the contributions received by this Inquiry.  There was clear recognition of the huge achievements of the past decade, under the Skills for Life strategy.  Contributors acknowledged the importance of continuing to build upon the gains in knowledge, understanding and effective teaching and learning approaches in adult literacy. 
Respondents reported on their experiences of working in different sectors, with a wide range of people from diverse contexts and life situations.  They reflected academic, organisational, practitioner and importantly, participant views; the voices of learners were recorded.  The officers and Commissioners for the Inquiry concluded that, whilst the challenges facing policy makers, providers and practitioners are different from those when Skills for Life was introduced in 2001, much remains to be done to address the current challenges of adult literacy and learning in England.  These impact upon skills for work, active citizenship, community and personal well-being as well as on families.  The underlying causes of literacy difficulties in adult life are multiple and complex and so the responses must reflect diversity, differentiation and complexity.  The biggest challenge is to not only address the current need for literacy learning but also halt the flow of more adults requiring learning support in future.
Some challenges relate to equipping teachers in timely and relevant ways; others are associated with our inability to join up policies, practices and partnerships across departmental and organisational silos.  Past activities have successfully attracted learners who had few or no qualifications into provision and many achieved accreditation for the first time.  However, the evidence suggests these adults had some of the shortest learning journeys to take, leaving those at the lowest levels of achievement, in the most challenging situations and with the biggest barriers to overcome.  Compelling evidence was presented in relation to the intergenerational impact of literacy difficulties, suggesting family approaches must be supported, advocated and extended.  We cannot rely entirely on investment in schools to remove the challenges of literacy; the complexity of issues is testimony to that.  Fostering a positive attitude to lifelong learning, in order that individuals and organisations are able to tap into literacy learning at any life stage or life context is a more realistic response.  Family learning is a strong plank in such a philosophy.  Older people too can find it difficult to be motivated to engage in learning, often because provision does not appear relevant or convincing.  Approaches to literacy learning must be holistic, recognising the complexities of causation as well as the social and economic benefits of successful learning, rather than mechanistic and driven only by skills.  

Opportunities arise through partnerships, training staff and using new technologies.  They emerge in different locations and organisations, supported by volunteers acting as buddies or mentors, under the guidance of well qualified and passionate teachers.  Challenging schools, employers, trades unions and government agencies as well as voluntary organisations to work together with people facing life and work difficulties can be exciting, demanding but rewarding.

We conclude that we must review and change systems and processes as well as stimulate participation.  We cannot place responsibility on schools alone, to stop future generations under-achieving in literacy development.  We must embed and integrate literacy learning, structurally creating ways of ‘normalising’ such learning into all aspects of lifelong and life-wide learning.  

We must continue to research and discover what works best and for whom and to reveal the evidence of the impact literacy learning makes on individuals, families, their workplaces and society.  Nudging people who are close to attaining required literacy levels, but also scooping deeper to engage those who might be disillusioned, detached and demoralised is vital.  Their problems are inevitably bigger and their roads to success are longer but we must ask what the consequences of inaction and low investment might be.  The chair of the Commissioners concludes that,

“Addressing adult literacy is not only vital for economic success, personal and collective fulfilment but is a moral imperative.”  (Lord Boswell of Aynho)
6 Recommendations

In the light of the evidence gathered, our analysis and conclusions, we recommend the following adult literacy priority development areas:

6.1 The Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) must work with the Department of Work and Pensions, local authorities, higher education and professional bodies to raise standards of teaching and learning.  
They must:

· increase the number of qualified teachers by offering varied and different modes of training;
· offer priority training in those sectors where least teacher development has taken place, particularly amongst Work-based Learning Providers and in the Voluntary and Community Sector;
· provide Continuing Professional Development opportunities for all teachers, including part-time staff, particularly in the use of digital learning and resources, blended approaches, and making the curriculum and accreditation work responsively for learners;
· train volunteers, to act as assistants, buddies and mentors, Community Learning Champions  and Union Learning Representatives, to enhance the learning experience;
· train teachers to manage a range of people in civil society roles, who support learners;
· support, through partnership work, development of different approaches to embedding and integrating literacy in education and training programmes and practice;
6.2 The Department for Education (DfE), working with BIS and local authorities must break down cycles of intergenerational difficulties with literacy through family literacy and learning programmes.  
They must:

· work in partnership with primary schools and children’s centres, to train staff, raise awareness, provide information and demonstrate the impact of adult literacy difficulties on children, to encourage and support commitment to family literacy;
· support and oversee provision of CPD for existing teaching and learning staff to improve the quality of provision and learning experiences;
· challenge every primary school to organise a family literacy learning programme;
· support family literacy teachers, IAG services and intermediaries to provide signposting to local lifelong learning opportunities and to encourage progression from family literacy programmes;
· recognise the important contribution of Family Learning - including Family Literacy, Numeracy and Language – to the development of adult literacy and numeracy skills, through the introduction of a separate and specific funding stream.
6.3 BIS and DfE, working with employers, trades unions and civil society organisations should explore environments, opportunities and pedagogies which reach and respond to those who are currently under-represented in provision.  
They should:

· establish a Challenge Fund to develop innovative, intensive approaches to learning, for different learner cohorts, such as those who are in work, people who are Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET), offenders, older people and Travellers, using for example, cross-sectoral promotion and delivery; blended learning; effective use of volunteers; mixed methods;  
· ensure that some funds are drawn from the existing budgets, together with funds from DWP and other stakeholder government departments, as well as contributions from business, commerce and the 3rd sector;  
· monitor and evaluate the impact of such approaches, including cost efficiencies, and distribute the outcomes widely;
· work with key organisations such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), the Institute of Directors and the Federation of Small Businesses, trades unions and Unionlearn to support actively the development of workplaces as learning organisations, recognising the potential contributions of all employees and supporting them to develop literacy skills to contribute effectively, in a framework of lifelong learning;
· promote policies and practices that encourage providers of public, private and voluntary services (such as health, finance, welfare, housing, energy) working with trades unions and Unionlearn to make information and customer services accessible and responsive, using Plain English and such quality assurance models as the Crystal Mark.
6.4 BIS should lead on optimising effective organisational processes and structures which help to join up policies and provision and ensure adequate resourcing.  
They should:

· support the joining up of policies from BIS, Department of Work and Pension, DfE and Departments of Culture Media and Sport and Communities and Local Government, as well as local delivery networks, to improve reach, effectiveness and efficiency and reduce unnecessary duplication;

· encourage the development of initiatives such as Quick Reads, which bring together the public, private and voluntary sectors to use their particular experiences and expertise to support awareness-raising, engagement of new learners, resourcing and delivery of learning opportunities;  

· work with the Federation of Awarding Bodies to ensure every award and accreditation programme has literacy as an essential, integrated component;
· identify and implement ways of including a literacy imperative in procurement processes in national and local government delivery programmes;
· incentivise providers through the funding mechanisms to deliver and maintain literacy outcomes;
6.5 BIS should support the development of a range of measures to identify and record success including:

· initiating labour force surveys or longitudinal studies (cohort studies) to measure population impacts of literacy- learning;
· updating Skills for Life initial assessment, to develop a standardised suite of tools and processes to be used pre and post learning activities, in order to identify the distance travelled;
· developing processes which ensure that initial assessment results travel with the learner;
· developing participation measures for particular groups, especially those at entry levels, offenders, ex-offenders, those who are NEET, older people.

· actively promoting the use of unitisation of awards to create portfolios of recognition of achievement which travel with the learner.
6.6 BIS must work with the media to raise awareness, demand and motivation to:

· support initiatives which bring together private, public and voluntary agencies to use their particular expertise – Quick Reads and Adult Learners’ Week are excellent examples;

· build upon research about learning champions, national celebrity champions, union learning representatives, libraries and museums staff and intermediaries to recruit, educate and train local Community Learning Champions and mentors/buddies from business and commerce;
· mobilise awareness-raising programmes and processes for ‘front-line’ services eg in health, housing, welfare, libraries, information and advice-giving organisations, voluntary and community organisations with interests in specific groups of people and causes;
· work with radio and TV to develop story-lines as well as campaigns to raise awareness and encourage participation in learning

· use procurement with leading media organisations to include promotional activities related to literacy and learning.
6.7 BIS should work with research and development organisations to carry out more research, such as:

· how we can reach, motivate and teach different groups of learners such as older people, NEETs, offenders, Travellers and gypsies;
· identifying the economic benefits of increasing reading and writing – to the individual and family and the workplace;
· exploring what strategies, processes and practices create effective ways of joining up policies and practices, in the interest of reaching and teaching learners of adult literacy; 

· holding regular (at least quinquennial) reviews of the impact of funding on the delivery of adult literacy learning provision, including outcomes and enhanced ability and performance.

A decade of the Skills for Life strategy has led the way and demonstrated to the world what approaches and practices must be implemented for successful outcomes.  The first range of the adult literacy mountains has been climbed; we must continue the journey to conquer the summit. 

Janine Eldred Senior Research Fellow, NIACE

Specialist Advisor to the Inquiry
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September 2011
� Moser; 1999; A Fresh Start. 


� DfEE, Skills for life, The national strategy for improving adult literacy and numeracy skills, 2001, London, DfEE


� House of Commons Public Accounts Committee; Skills for Life: Progress in improving adult literacy and numeracy;(Third report of session 2008-09 – 29th January 2009)


� House of Commons Public Accounts Committee; 2009; page 10


� DfES (2003), The Skills for Life Survey, 2003, Research Report 490, London, DfES


� UKCES, 2009; Ambition 2020 World Class Skills and Jobs in the UK


� The note re PISA is taken from a Radio 4 programme, More or Less, led by Tim Harford, on April 22nd 2011.


� For example, only one in five offenders with an identified literacy or numeracy need enrol on a course. HOC Public accounts committee.


� Evidence presented to the Inquiry from expert seminar on Measuring Success, 21 March, 2011.


� BIS/SFA, 2010, FE and Skills – Learners’ Skills for Life Paricipation 2005/6 – 2009/10  Table S6.1, Learner volumes, London BIS


� Bynner and Parsons 1998


� Bynner, J and Parsons, S, 2007, Illuminating Disadvantage: Profiling the experiences of adults with entry level literacy or numeracy over the life-course, London, NRDC


� NRDC Relating adults’ lives and learning: participation and engagement in different settings (2006)





� Bynner and Parson 2006, New light on Literacy and Numeracy, London, NRDC


� Bynner, J and Parsons, S, 1995, It Doesn’t Get any Better - the impact of poor basic skills on the lives of 37-year-old, London, The Basic Skills Agency.


�  Parsons, S and Bynner,J. Illuminating disadvantage: profiling the experiences of adults with Entry level literacy or numeracy over the life course (2008) London, NRDC


� The CBI Employment Trends Survey 2008, revealed around 50% of employers were dissatisfied with the literacy and numeracy skills of school-leavers and around one fifth were dissatisfied with the literacy and numeracy skills of graduates.


� The full list of questions, commissioned papers, focus groups and list of seminars is available on the NIACE website. 


� The list of commissioners is available on the NIACE website


�Freire, P and Macedo, D, 1987, Reading the Word and the World, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul


� Questionnaire responses to the Inquiry from learners.


� LLUK, 2010, Recent Trends in the Initial Training of Teachers in Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL for the FE Sector in England; London, LLUK


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk" �www.ofsted.gov.uk� Excellence in English, May 2011 (accessed June 28th 2011)


� NRDC, 2006, You wouldn’t expect a maths teacher to teach plastering…” Embedding literacy, language and numeracy in post-16 vocational programmes – the impact on learning and achievement, London, NRDC


� Measures of Success in Workplace Literacy and Essential Skills: http://www.centrefor literacy.qc.ca/projects/measure-success-workplace-literacy-and-essential-skills    Accessed 15 August 2011


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.education.gov.uk/publications/e.OrderingDownload/RB573" �www.education.gov.uk/publications/e.OrderingDownload/RB573�  





1

