BRIEFING PAPER 5

5 THE IMPACT OF BASIC SKILLS LEARNING ON INDIVIDUAL WELL-BEING AND SOCIAL AND WIDER LIFE

5.1 Key Findings
· A wide range of evidence shows that participating in adult basic skills learning leads to improved confidence and enhanced self-esteem. Over half of Army basic skills learners report that their course increased their confidence. Benefits for the confidence and self-esteem of learners are also widely recognised by line managers;

· Participating in adult learning in general is associated with a number of positive effects on psychological and physical health. Moreover, individuals with good basic skills enjoy some improved health outcomes compared to those with low basic skills;
· Participating in adult learning has positive effects on some aspects of social capital, including social engagement and tolerance. Individuals with higher basic skills are also more likely to report tolerant attitudes and show higher levels of political engagement;


· Research indicates that there is a process of intergenerational transfer of skills from parents to children. Therefore, basic skills improvements among Service personnel may have positive effects on the cognitive outcomes of their children;
· Basic skills learning in the Armed Services benefits wider society by preparing Service personnel to engage more successfully with the employment market on their transition to civilian life;

· There may be important differences between group teaching of basic skills and more solitary e-learning, in terms of their effects on social life and the well-being of service personnel. Further comparative research is needed in this area;

· Research suggests that different types of adult learning programmes have differing individual and societal benefits. Further work is required to understand the extent to which evidence about the wider benefits of adult learning in general applies to the specific case of basic skills learning in the Armed Services;

5.2 Background

This paper reviews evidence about the benefits of basic skills learning for the individual well-being of service personnel and for social and wider life. Well-being is broadly defined, to refer to confidence, self-esteem and multiple dimensions of psychological and physical health. Social and wider life is understood to incorporate the effects on the immediate families and communities of service personnel, as well as the benefits to wider society when service personnel make the transition to civilian life. Thus, the paper is concerned with the ‘wider benefits’ of basic skills learning in the Armed Services in two senses (Schuller, Preston et al. 2004):
· Non-economic benefits;
· Benefits beyond the individual i.e. benefits to families, communities and wider society.

The evidence discussed in this review shows how ‘learning and its benefits are dynamic in the sense that benefits gained in one domain such as education impact on functioning in other domains, such as family and community’ (Tett, Hall et al. 2006). Thus adult basic skills learning can be understood as a ‘fertile functioning’ (Wolff and de-Shalit 2007): it has the potential to make people better off in many respects other than the skills they possess.
When interpreting the findings reported in this review it is important to be sensitive to the fact that, with the exception of the Army Basic Skills Survey (GfK NOP 2006), the research is not based on basic skills learners in the Armed Services. The evidence is derived from different types of learning programme, in different learning environments, involving learners with different characteristics.
 The review also draws on evidence about the differences in well-being between individuals with poor skills and those with adequate basic skills. As discussed in Chapter 2, we should be cautious when using this type of evidence to draw inferences about the impact of programmes that help individuals to improve their basic skills in adulthood.
The paper begins by reviewing evidence about the positive effects of basic skills learning on the confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy of learners. It considers how far confidence derived from participation in learning transfers to increased confidence in other aspects of the working and personal lives of service personnel. Secondly, the paper discusses the effects of basic skills learning on individual health. Thirdly, it discusses the impact of basic skill learning on social and wider life in three key areas: family life; social capital and the transition to civilian life. Fourthly, it explores evidence about wider benefits of different types of learning programme and considers where Armed Services basic skills learning fits within this picture. Finally, the paper suggests some questions for further research.
5.3 Personal development

5.3.1 Confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy
Definitions and measurement
The ‘softer’ non-cognitive outcomes of learning have described in multiple ways, for example, in terms of self-esteem, emotional intelligence, confidence, self-awareness and self-control. There is no consensus within the literature about the meanings of these terms and the interrelationships between them. This paper uses the concepts of confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy to describe the key outcomes of learning that relate to personal development. Self-esteem is understood in terms of learners’ self-images, or perceptions of themselves: it is a feeling of being worthy and having a right to be successful and happy. Self-efficacy is about confidence in our ability to think and cope with the basic challenges of life (James and Nightingale 2005). Clearly self-esteem and self-efficacy, are closely related, and are also connected to the idea of confidence. However, research suggests that self-esteem and self-efficacy are distinct outcomes of learning, and may have different effects:

‘Quantitative analyses reveal that esteem and efficacy are perceived as separate benefits of FE, and our qualitative findings suggest that esteem and efficacy bring about different classes of wider benefits. For example, esteem may lead to improved psychological health, whereas efficacy often leads to an increased propensity to participate in the community’ (Preston and Hammond 2002).
Confidence can usefully be distinguished from self-efficacy if confidence is understood in a situational way, as ‘an individual’s beliefs about their abilities and attributes with regard to specific aspects of themselves or in specific situations’ (James and Nightingale 2005). Crucially, confidence can vary at different times and in different situations.

Complex concepts such as confidence and self-esteem are clearly difficult to capture in research instruments. However, some specific tools have recently been developed to try to measure the impact of adult learning on confidence (Eldred, Ward et al. 2006). There are also some more general psychological instruments, such as the Rosenberg self-esteem scale.
Evidence
Qualitative research and surveys of learners and teachers consistently identify increased confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy as among the most significant outcomes of adult learning (for example, Eldred et al., 2006; Tett et al., 2006
; Preston and Hammond, 2002; Schuller et al., 2002). Enhanced abilities to ‘speak out’ are identified by learners as a particularly important feature of the confidence derived from learning (Eldred, Ward et al. 2006).
The only direct evidence about the impact of Armed Services basic skills provision on the confidence of learners identified in this review comes from the Army Basic Skills Survey. Half of Army learners reported that their course had given them confidence. Just one in nine disagreed that basic skills learning had a positive effect on their confidence.
 The proportion of Army learners reporting positive effects on confidence is similar to the findings of a general survey of learndirect learners (learndirect 2002)
. This suggests that Army learners’ perceptions of the effects of basic skills courses on their confidence are broadly in line with the attitudes of learners on other similar courses. 56% of Army line managers said that basic skills training was very or fairly effective in improving the confidence and self-esteem of the soldiers they manage.
More robust evidence about the benefits of adult learning for confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy can be derived from longitudinal research that measures the association between participation in learning and changes in well-being. For example, Hammond and Feinstein (2006) used the National Child Development Study to explore changes in wellbeing among adults who participated in education in their thirties. They find that ‘those who participate in adult learning have positive transformations in well-being, optimism, efficacy (perceived control over important factors) and self-rated health’ (Hammond and Feinstein 2006). The relationship between adult learning and well-being is not as strong or wide ranging as the relationship between flourishing at school and later wellbeing. However, the positive associations are found even after adjusting for social and family background, childhood health and attainment, socio-economic circumstances, qualifications, health and well-being in adulthood (see Hammond, 2004 for similar findings).
Confidence to do what, where and when?

One of the key questions for the Armed Services basic skills programmes is how far any gains in confidence about basic skills or about learning translate into increased confidence in other aspects of learners’ working and personal lives. It is not possible to determine this from learners’ responses to the question on the Army Basic Skills Survey: ‘Do you agree or disagree that: Basic skills training has given me confidence?’ It is not clear on what situations and contexts learners based their responses to this general question. However, the fact that line managers recognise benefits of basic skills learning for confidence and self-esteem suggests that positive effects do, to some extent, extend beyond the classroom. Furthermore, seven in ten learners agreed that basic skills learning encouraged them to take another course (GfK NOP 2006). This suggests that basic skills learning may enhance the confidence of service personnel to engage with further learning opportunities.
An evaluation of the Scottish Adult Literacy and Numeracy Strategy distinguished between confidence to learn, confidence in learning, and confidence from learning (Tett, Hall et al. 2006). The research measured confidence from learning by drawing on different scenarios learners face in their everyday lives, such as attending appointments or making telephone calls (Tett, Hall et al. 2006). The Catching Confidence research also attempted to capture the impact of learning on confidence across different domains (Eldred, Ward et al. 2006). A grid was developed which learners could use to rate their confidence across ten different situations, in four environments: at a learning centre, at home, socially/with friends and at work/out and about. Applying a similar approach within the Armed Services could help to identify how far the confidence raising effects of basic skills learning extend beyond the immediate learning environment.

5.3.2 Health

There are two forms of evidence which suggest that basic skills learning may potentially have positive effects for the physical and psychological health of service personnel. Firstly, research into the wider benefits of adult learning shows positive results for some health-related outcomes. For example, participating in adult learning is associated with an increase in the probability of an individual giving up smoking and increasing their levels of exercise (Feinstein and Hammond 2004). Secondly, higher basic skills are associated with more positive outcomes on some health indicators, even when controlling for the effects of family background and qualifications. For example, research based on longitudinal data from the National Child Development Study found that ‘Women with higher literacy scores and men with high numeracy scores were less likely to exhibit Malaise than were those with low scores. This points to a possible protective role of acquisition of these basic skills in relation to psychological health; people without them are more likely to be depressed. Poor general health was also associated with poor numeracy, but only among men’ (Bynner, McIntosh et al. 2001). The same study found that smoking was more common among men with poor numeracy and among women with poor literacy. Looking specifically at differences between individuals with skills at or above level 1, compared to those with skills below level 1, McIntosh and Vignoles (2001) find that having higher numeracy skills reduces the probability of having a long term health problem by 6-9 percentage points, even allowing for variables such as education level and family background (McIntosh and Vignoles 2001).
The relationship between basic skills learning and health suggests the importance of considering the sustaining as well as the transforming effects of learning (Schuller, Preston et al. 2004); we should not only look for changes brought about by basic skills learning, we should also consider the role of learning in maintaining individuals’ existing levels of well-being.
The relevance for the Armed Services context of general evidence about the positive relationship between basic skills learning and health is unclear. Service personnel face distinctive physical and psychological challenges at work, but also have access to work-based healthcare and support services with potentially equalising effects.

The Armed Services are currently conducting a major longitudinal study of the health and well-being of current and former Service personnel. The first phase of the research has found high overall levels of self-reported health and no evidence of a health effect of deploying to Iraq (King's Centre for Military Health Research 2007). However, education is not a major focus of the research, and its potential to increase our understanding of the role of basic skills learning in relation to the health and well-being of Service personnel is therefore likely to be limited.

5.4 Social and wider life

5.4.1 Family life
As discussed in Chapter 5, the impact on family life is one of the most important reasons given by personnel for their decision to leave the Services. Given the pressures that military life can place on families, any benefits of basic skills learning for family life may be particularly important for basic skills learners in the Armed Services.
There is a significant body of research showing positive relationships between parental education and children’s attainment (Brassett-Grundy 2004). Based on analysis of findings from a large scale qualitative study, Brasset-Grundy identified five dimensions to the relationship between parents’ learning and children’s’ learning:

· Valuing – as a result of their own participation in learning, parents came to give more value to their children’s educational achievement;


· Supporting – parents were more able to offer support to their children, directly in their studies or indirectly by involvement in their school;


· Role-modelling – parents became model learners for their children;


· Reciprocating – children helped their parents, giving them motivation for or support in their learning;


· Enjoying – children and parents learnt together as a highly enjoyable joint activity (Brassett-Grundy 2004).
There is some direct evidence of some of these positive mechanisms operating in relation to basic skills learning. Scottish basic skills learners reported positive impacts of their courses on family relationships, in particular enhanced confidence and skills in helping their children with homework (Tett, Hall et al. 2006). Forthcoming research from the National Research and Development Centre for adult literacy and numeracy shows significant positive effects of parents’ basic skills on their children’s performance in cognitive tests, for both pre-school and school age children (Coulon, Meschi et al. forthcoming).
 This result is robust to the inclusion of a wide range of controls, including parents’ qualifications and parental IQ. Significantly for the Armed Services context, the research finds no significant differences in the transfer of skills to children between mothers and fathers. This suggests that enabling service personnel to improve their basic skills has potential wider benefits in relation to the cognitive outcomes of their children. However, the research suggests that developing literacy skills is likely to have a greater impact than improving numeracy skills (Coulon, Meschi et al. forthcoming).
5.4.2 Social Capital
Social capital is a contested concept, which has been defined and measured in multiple ways. However, it is ‘most generally taken to refer to the networks and norms which enable people to contribute effectively to common goals’ (Schuller, Preston et al. 2004). Social capital is often operationalised in terms of expressed trust and participation in civic and social activities.
A study of basic skills learners in Scotland found both qualitative and quantitative evidence of positive relationships between learning and some forms of social capital: ‘the quantitative elements of the research has shown an associated statistically significant increase in their social capital between the two rounds, specifically in relation to learners’ levels of social activity and contact with others, and this is confirmed by the testimonies of the learners in the qualitative sections’ (Tett, Hall et al. 2006). The Army Basic Skills Survey shows that many learners go on to encourage colleagues to get involved in learning (GfK NOP, 2006). This suggests that basic skills learning can tap into strong existing social networks within the Armed Services, although further work is needed to determine how far basic skills learning helps to reinforce these networks. There is some qualitative evidence to suggest that personnel with low basic skills find it more difficult to engage with colleagues, perhaps due to poor communication skills. The Review of Soldier Career Training and Education (RoSCTE) reports that ‘many commanders stated that those with poor BS did not engage with other members of the unit and could not express themselves confidently if there was something wrong’ (Directorate of Individual Training ( Army) 2007). Basic skills learning may help to reduce some of these barriers to social engagement and effective communication.
As well as social activities and networks, social capital is concerned with participation in civic activities, such as volunteering and participating in meetings, and levels of political engagement. The Army has linked basic skills to volunteering opportunities, through the creation of the Basic Skills Mentor role. The Scottish evaluation study did not find any overall positive effects of basic skills learning on the civic dimensions of social capital. However, other research has found positive relationships between basic skills levels
 and political engagement: ‘for political participation and interest, there were positive relationships with literacy or numeracy but again, only in NCDS
. Men with the lowest literacy scores and women with the lowest numeracy scores were least likely to vote in general elections. Both women and men in NCDS with the highest literacy scores were also the most likely to express strong interest in politics’ (Bynner, McIntosh et al. 2001).
It is increasingly recognised that social capital can have negative as well as positive effects. Social capital can reinforce repressive or limiting social relationships
 and isolation from other social groups. A distinction has been drawn between bonding social capital (networks and trust within a social group) and bridging social capital (networks and trust between groups). Research suggests that participation in adult learning does not just strengthen bonding social capital, it may help to foster tolerant attitudes that underpin bridging social capital: ‘Adult education acts to increase socially cohesive attitudes generally and enhance those attitudes that facilitate tolerance towards others’ (Preston and Feinstein 2004). More specifically, Preston and Feinstein report that ‘there are positive effects of academic adult learning in reducing both racism and cynicism. For men, vocational adult education also reduces racism, whereas work and leisure related adult education is effective in reducing the racism of women. There are effects of leisure related adult education in reducing the political cynicism of women’ (Preston and Feinstein 2004).

There is also some more specific evidence of a positive association between basic skills levels and tolerance. For example, racist attitudes have been found to be more common among male NCDS cohort members with poor literacy skills (Bynner, McIntosh et al. 2001).

5.4.4 Transitions to civilian life
Armed Services basic skills provision aims to equip personnel with the skills they need to fulfil their job roles effectively and to progress in their military careers (Training and Education Policy Group 2006). However, basic skills learning is also part of an approach which sees preparing Service personnel for the transition to civilian life as taking place throughout the military career. A study of elective learning in the Army suggested that the achievement of Level 2 basic skills should be considered as a target for all Service leavers, to prepare them for civilian employment (Hanlan, Jolleys et al. 2005).
Research into the impact of basic skills on employability suggests that basic skills learning within the Armed Services benefits wider society, as well as individual learners, by preparing Service personnel to engage more effectively with the civilian employment market. Research shows that individuals with higher basic skills are more likely both to be employed and to command higher wages
 (Bynner, McIntosh et al. 2001; Machin, McIntosh et al. 2001; Coulon, Marcenaro-Gutierrez et al. 2007). These effects persist even after controlling for other important influences on earnings: ‘even in models that control for an individual’s ability and family background, an additional standard deviation in literacy results in approximately 14 per cent higher earnings, whilst an additional standard deviation in numeracy results in 12 per cent higher earnings. Just under 10 per cent of the variation in earnings for this cohort can be explained by differences in literacy and numeracy skills’ (Coulon, Marcenaro-Gutierrez et al. 2007). Thus preparing Service personnel to contribute to the civilian economy is one sense in which Armed Services basic skills provision delivers wider societal benefits.
5.5 The wider benefits of learning: types of programme and approaches
There is some evidence to suggest that different forms of adult learning have a differential impact on personal development and social life. A survey of practitioners in further education found basic skills courses to be among those most likely to be identified as generating wider social and personal benefits (Preston and Hammond 2002). Other research has shown that academic accredited courses are associated with more significant and consistent changes in social and political attitudes than other types of courses (Feinstein and Hammond 2004). Feinstein and Hammond found few wider benefits from vocational courses (but see Preston and Feinstein, 2004, for evidence that vocational education reduces racism among male learners). Employer-provided training had a wider range of positive effects compared to other courses, including increased life satisfaction, decreases in racist and authoritarian attitudes and increased memberships of civic organisations (Feinstein and Hammond 2004).
This evidence is crucial because it suggests that the effects of basic skills learning in the Armed Services may differ from the wider benefits reported in studies of adult learning more generally. The fact that employer-provided training seems to have a particularly wide range of positive effects is encouraging for Armed Services programmes. The finding that accredited academic courses have the most significant positive effects on social and political attitudes is also encouraging in terms of the prospective benefits of basic skills learning. However, it is not clear whether basic skills courses were prevalent among the programmes on which this evidence is based, and it is possible that the effects of basic skills courses might differ from higher level academic courses.
Further research is needed to identify why academic, vocational and employer-provided courses seem to have different effects, and where basic skills learning in the Armed Services fits within this picture. It is unclear to what extent the differences are a direct result of subject content, and how far they relate to other factors such as pedagogy, learning environments or types of learner groups.
Hammond (2004) reports findings from a large scale qualitative study, involving in-depth interviews with 145 adults about the meaning of learning throughout their lives, as well as group discussions with teachers. This study suggests many positive effects of learning on personal development, including an enhanced ability to cope with difficulties. The possibility that basic skills learning may increase resilience is a potentially important benefit for the Armed Services. However, the way in which learning is described within this study raises some questions about whether the type of basic skills learning typically available in the Armed Services will realise the same benefits. Learning is framed in terms of engagement, creativity, breaking out of routines and questioning and extending personal and intellectual boundaries (Hammond 2004). It is important to consider whether very structured, often short-term, basic skills courses will have the transformative effects that have been attributed to adult learning more generally.

It seems likely that the wider benefits of different forms of basic skills learning within the Armed Services may vary. In particular, we should consider how the effects of tutor-led group provision and more solitary e-learning through pre-prepared packages might differ. There is a lack of direct comparative research on the wider benefits of e-learning compared to traditional group learning and teaching models. However, research into the impact of learning on personal development suggests that social interaction and discussion are crucial features. The role of the teacher in relation to confidence building has also been emphasised: 
‘Engaging in the common pursuit of learning under the direction of an experienced teacher, committed to developing co-operation and open discussion in a supportive environment, appears to have all the ingredients for confidence building and raising social awareness’ (Feinstein and Hammond 2004).
Similarly:

‘The role of the tutor emerged as vital in developing confidence…Most of the learners were able to identify teaching and learning approaches that helped them to gain confidence…Learners cited doing drama, talking, having time to answer question, repeating things in case they were not understood, sharing ideas, doing things, especially problem-solving, with others and volunteering. The role of talking was particularly significant’ (Eldred, Ward et al. 2006).
However, research by learndirect has found significant benefits of e-learning for learners’ confidence. 60% of respondents in a survey of 2,000 learndirect learners reported that their self-confidence improved as a result of their learning, whilst only 21% originally undertook learning in order to develop their confidence (learndirect 2002). E-learning should not be assumed to be completely solitary or self-directed, as Learning Centre Managers play an important role in supporting and mentoring  learners (BSA 2007). In addition, opportunities for informal collaborative learning within the Army Learning Centres have been noted (BSA 2007). Further research is needed to investigate the extent to which the Armed Services’ e-learning provision facilitates the personal development of service personnel compared to tutor-led group learning.
Alongside the role of the type of programme, another question concerns the impact of the level of participation in learning. How extensive does engagement in adult learning need to be to deliver the wider benefits identified in this review? Research involving members of the NCDS cohort who participated in learning between the ages of 33 and 42 found that the effects on personal wellbeing and social cohesion were greatest for those who undertook between three and ten courses. However, the benefits were still significant for those who took one or two courses, and for most outcomes there are diminishing returns to increased participation. This is encouraging for basic skills provision in the Armed Services, because it suggests that even fairly low level engagement with adult learning can result in significant personal and social benefits.

5.5 Further research questions
This paper has identified a number of further questions that could usefully be addressed by future studies in this area:

· To what extent can the wider benefits of adult learning in general be adduced as evidence of the benefits of basic skills learning within the Armed Services?

· To what extent does increased confidence about basic skills learning translate into increased confidence in other areas of life and work for basic skills learners in the Armed Services?

· How do the wider benefits of e-learning compare to the wider benefits of basic skills learning based on a group teaching and learning model?
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� Evidence about the differential effects of different types of learning programme for personal development and social and wider life is discussed in section 5.5 below.


� However, Tett et al. report that the most consistent effects on confidence were for women and for older learners. This differs significantly from the profile of basic skills learners in the Armed Services.


� Findings from the learners’ section of the survey should be treated with caution due to very small base sizes (<60).


� Some respondents to this survey will have been taking courses other than basic skills.


� The Army is currently running a Skilled for Health pilot project with personnel and families in Bulford Garrison. This is part of a national partnership project between DIUS and DH, looking at the effectiveness of combining learning about heath improvement with LLN learning.


� The research is being carried out on an anonymous basis and permission has not been sought to link responses to educational records. There are no direct questions about learning or education within the Armed Services, although respondents are asked if they participate in further education activities outside of work (King’s Centre for Medical and Health Research, 2007).


� This evidence is wholly related to the cognitive outcomes of basic skills provision. In contrast, much of the other evidence discussed in this paper concerns benefits derived from the experience of participating in learning. For Army basic skills provision to realise the potential benefit of improving cognitive outcomes for the children of service personnel, it will have to be effective in producing genuine long-term improvements in skills.


� As opposed to participating in basic skills courses.


� Positive associations between basic skills levels and political engagement were found in data from the National Child Development Study of adults born in 1958, but not in data from the British Cohort Study of adults born in 1970.


� An evaluation of the Scottish Adult Literacy and Numeracy Strategy found that learners initially had high levels of social capital. However, some learners belonged to communities where formal learning opportunities were not highly valued and it seems that ‘bonding social capital’ may have restricted engagement with learning (Tett et al., 2006).


� Although, as discussed in Chapter 2, there is less direct evidence about the prospects for individuals who improve their basic skills in adulthood.


� Chapter 8 discusses some advantages of approaches that embed basic skills within wider learning and training programmes, compared to discrete basic skills courses.
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