Work, Society and Lifelong Literacy: Report of the inquiry into adult literacy in England, September 2011

What do other countries do in adult literacy work which might inform development in England?
Summary from: A Literature Review of International Adult Literacy Policies, 2011, prepared for NALA (the National Adult Literacy Agency, Eire) by National Research and Development Centre for Adult literacy and numeracy, Institute of Education, London.  Additional reference has been made to: Adult Basic Skills, Mcleod, S and Straw, S (2010), Findings from the CfBT Education Trust International Review undertaken to inform continuous improvements in the teaching and learning of adult basic skills.  
	Australia

	Was at the leading edge until the 1990s but now has no strong coherent policy. Strong focus on workplace literacy and on jobseekers, to the neglect of other constituents. Close links with VET and economic development to the detriment of other policies. Danger that policy stagnation has led to loss of development. 

	Canada

	Strong leadership on research but this has not led to coherent policies or policy integration.
Continues to be dominated by volunteer tutors due to lack of federal and provincial / territorial policies and funding. No national agreement on training of teachers which might affect quality at provincial level.  Provision remains piecemeal. 

	Finland

	Typical of Nordic countries, Finland sees literacy as part of broad adult education provision rather than a discreet policy area / activity. Has developed programmes and participation targets amongst disadvantaged groups. Increases in qualifications are also seen as important – but awaiting long-term studies to assess impact.

	New Zealand

	One of the most active countries re policy: focus on quality of workforce, quality of provision and increase in range and number of opportunities. Workforce development is a strong feature as well as building infrastructure. Strong focus on workplace learning with increasing employer demand over the last decade. Evaluation of the Upskilling Partnership project (2006 -10) suggested little quantitative evidence of improved literacy skills, but positive outcomes of confidence, communication skills, job satisfaction and job attitude were recorded. New Zealand tends to borrow research and policy - currently drawing on England’s Skills for Life. (This can be an effective strategy for a small country but policy makers should remember cultural and political differences between countries.)

	Scotland
	The Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland policy document (2001) gave local authorities the ability to develop their own Community Learning Strategies with emphasis on quality improvement. Emphasis on participation including mental and physical well-being and civic engagement with conceptualisation of literacy as social practice. Policy has also encouraged employer take-up. An holistic approach to developing skills for the economy as well as develop individual capacities in broad ways. The Curriculum Framework supports a community-embedded approach to literacy. In 2010 a refreshed strategy was issued with emphasis on literacy across the life course and throughout all sectors as well as on deprived communities. Final strategy due in spring 2011.

	Sweden
	Adult education is central to Swedish culture and is well funded and supported, built upon 19th century development of study circles to address inequity and civic education. Education is integrated across the life-course more than any other system so adult education is seen as part of the same continuum as compulsory education.  Education and Skills system described as ‘deep model’ embracing citizenship as well as skills. Literacy and numeracy provision is seen as developing human capital but benefitting families, communities and society.  The Knowledge Lift initiative was a response to high unemployment in the 1990s; focus on increasing general levels of education, including literacy and numeracy.  Adult Education is seen as both education and employment policy, contributing to general employability. Impact particularly notable amongst young men. 

	United States of America
	Federal policies developed including family literacy and employment; learning for citizenship and personal development embraced too. No national curriculum. State obligation to make literacy provision. Long history of professionalisation of the workforce but many are volunteers and 90% are part-time employees. Massachusetts is seen as exemplary; community organisations provide adult education to a framework of teacher-learner ratios; tuition duration and intensity; levels of staff development and tutor salaries. High levels of learners gaining at least one grade improvement and 30% gaining two grades – this is attributed to an average of 120 hours tuition per year. Analysis of the success of the Massachusetts approach: long term leadership and advocacy; quality before quantity; staff development; wide range of education providers used, working to a common set of standards; strong networks of local service and institutions to meet learners’ needs; change needs time.

	General analysis
	

	Engagement and participation
	· Participation seems to be a primary measure of policy success
· Challenges are similar in different countries

· Media campaigns have been successful but Sweden’s model has focused on flexing its well-established adult education infrastructure and long term approach
· Nordic countries see adult education as a public investment

· Persistence seems key – this is different from retention – moving in and out of provision, as fits demands on adult life; in the UK Learner ID could help track this

	Human and social Capital
	· Focus on skills for the economy only is seen as limited

· Human capital cannot be treated like physical capital

· Social capital is often seen as the first function of adult literacy provision for disadvantaged people to help address multiple barriers
· Scotland has a greater emphasis on social capital.  England focuses on human capital

	Employability
	· Many employers see reading and writing as key to changing work practices; however many jobs don’t demand much literacy
· Computers feature more and more in the workplace; literacy demands are associated
· A New Zealand study of 17 organisations suggested that 75% of managers rated literacy as very important
· Of 1000 employers in the UK (LSN 2009), 79% said good literacy skills are vital
· Literacy must be context dependent

· Employer engagement is necessary

	Workplace literacy
	· New Zealand and Australia have particularly developed policies
· There is a danger of literacy being seen only as an economic tool

· Provision is good at reaching new learners
· In the UK we see small gains in performance following participation, probably due to the short duration of learning and early assessment of impact

	Course length
	· US studies (Comings) suggest 129 hours supports moving up one grade
· UK studies (Carpentieri and Vorhaus) suggest 150-200 hours are required to move up one level
· Embedding in 1 and 2 year vocational education and training programmes has been shown to be effective but needs more investigation

	NB: Policy borrowing
	Learning from other countries is helpful and useful but each country must consider its own cultural and political context and adapt policies before adopting them. 



