The impact of basic skills improvements in the Armed Services: a review of evidence

This report describes the findings of a review of current research relating to the impact of basic skills improvements in the Armed Services. The review will inform the design of a longitudinal mixed methods study of the impact of basic skills learning in the Armed Services to be conducted between September 2008 and June 2011.

The review includes academic research, research conducted for government departments and agencies, popular articles, briefings and policy documents. It has identified a small body of direct research into the impact of basic skills learning in the Army and into equivalent courses in the U.S. military. Given the limited amount of specific evidence about basic skills learning within the military context, the review also spans a number of wider fields of enquiry, including workplace basic skills learning and adult learning more generally. However, the distinctive features of the learning contexts, learner groups and wider environment of the Armed Services create significant challenges in drawing firm conclusions from research conducted in other contexts. Thus the review suggests a clear need for further direct research in this area. In particular, there is a need for research that extends across all three Services, whilst taking account of their distinctive needs and approaches.
1 AIMS OF THE STUDY
The primary objective of this review is to describe current research evidence about the operational benefits of basic skills improvements in the Armed Services. Secondly, the review explores evidence about the wider benefits of the Armed Services’ investment in basic skills learning, for Service personnel, their families and for wider society.
 Thirdly, the review provides an overview of research into embedded models of basic skills provision and the impact of learning and organisational culture on basic skills learning.
The report addresses the following research questions:
(1) What is the impact of basic skills improvements on retention in the Armed Services?

(2) What is the impact of basic skills improvements on the performance and trainability of Service personnel?

(3) What is the impact of basic skills improvements on the individual well-being of Service personnel and on social and wider life?

(4) What is the impact of embedded basic skills provision on learning and achievement?


(5) How does learning and organisational culture influence basic skills learning?

The research questions fall into two distinct groups:


· Briefing Papers 1, 2 and 5 pose the question: if the Armed Services achieve basic skills improvements, what kinds of payoffs should we expect? Therefore the first part of the review does not address in detail the issue of which types of basic skills provision are most likely to deliver significant long-term improvements in basic skills.


· Briefing Papers 3 and 4 address the issue of effective basic skills learning and teaching, with specific reference to learning and organisational culture and embedded models of basic skills provision. Therefore, the second part of the review provides some evidence about the types of learning approaches and environments that are most likely to deliver the potential benefits of investing in basic skills provision identified in part one.

1.1 Outline of the review

The review is structured as follows:


· Chapter Two discusses the challenges involved in researching the impact of basic skills improvements and the key issues that need to be taken into account when interpreting the research evidence in this area. This chapter describes the limitations to the current evidence base on the impact of improvements in adult basic skills, within civilian as well as military contexts.


· Chapter Three explains the scope of this study and describes the different bodies of literature which have been drawn together to inform the review.


· Chapter Four discusses the policy background and the context for basic skills learning in the Armed Services.

· Five separate briefing papers are concerned with:

· The question of the impact of basic skills improvements. Paper 1 describes the evidence about the impact of basic skills improvements on retention. Paper 2 discusses performance and trainability. Paper 5 analyses the evidence in relation to individual well-being, social and wider life.


· Features of effective basic skills learning and teaching. Paper 3 discusses embedded models of basic skills provision and Paper 4 considers the role of learning and organisational culture.

2 RESEARCHING THE IMPACT OF BASIC SKILLS IMPROVEMENTS

2.1 The definition of basic skills

It has been suggested that the term ‘basic skills’ has negative connotations and, when used to describe courses, might deter learners from accessing provision. Although, for this reason, ‘basic skills’ is no longer used in some contexts, its usage has been explicitly endorsed within the Armed Services (BSA 2007). In referring to basic skills, rather than Skills for Life, this report is consistent with the Armed Services usage.

This review also seeks to be consistent with Armed Forces usage in its view of the scope of basic skills. The Armed Forces Basic Skills Policy cites the Basic Skills Agency’s definition of basic skills as ‘the ability to read, write and speak in English and use mathematics at a level necessary to function and progress at work and society in general.’ (Training and Education Policy Group 2006). The Armed Forces Policy goes on explicitly to exclude ICT from the remit of basic skills. The status of ESOL is less clear. Although there is some interest within the Armed Services in the role of ESOL provision for overseas recruits, ESOL has not been a major focus of the basic skills policy or development work to this point.
 The evidence base on the extent of ESOL need within the Armed Services is also unclear. In relation to the Army, it has been argued that ‘There are also about 9,500 foreign nationals serving in the British Army, including significant numbers from Nepal and Fiji. Most have ESOL needs; very many join with English speaking and listening skills at Entry Level 2 and below’ (BSA 2007). Further research is needed to determine the nature and extent of ESOL needs within the Armed Services. Given the lack of clear evidence in this area, and the uncertain status of ESOL within the Armed Forces Basic Skills policy, this review defines basic skills according to the core understanding within the Armed Services context: literacy and numeracy up to Level 2. 

Although critical debates about the scope of basic skills are largely outside the remit of this study, it is important to acknowledge that there are remaining questions ‘as to whether definitions of basic skills which include only literacy and numeracy are adequate to deal with the complex demands of the modern workplace’ (Payne 2002).  Regardless of the formal definition of ‘basic skills’ adopted, literacy and numeracy needs within the Armed Services cannot be considered in isolation from wider issues around communication and ICT. For example, it has been argued that improvements in literacy and numeracy skills are needed to support the successful implementation of the Joint Personnel Administration system (JPA), in which service personnel will take responsibility for the electronic management of their own administrative issues, pay and benefits (Hanlan, Magee et al. 2004).

2.2 How do we measure the impact of improvements in adult basic skills?

This section discusses the challenges involved in determining the impact of improvements in adult basic skills. It suggests that the limited amount of robust evidence about the impact of basic skills improvements within the Armed Services is not unique; it reflects a more general weakness in the evidence base for Skills for Life. This section is important background for interpreting the findings of Briefing Papers 1, 2 and 5.
Evidence from longitudinal research provides a rich picture of the differential wellbeing of adults with low basic skills and those with higher basic skills, across a wide range of economic, social and health dimensions. For example, individuals with entry level skills are more likely to live in disadvantaged housing conditions, less likely to access work-based training and their children are less likely to read for enjoyment (Parsons and Bynner 2007).
 There is a tendency within some Skills for Life research and policy documents to move seamlessly from evidence about the correlation between low basic skills and poor life chances, to claims about the negative impact of low basic skills and the role of adult basic skills provision in closing the gap. For example, the foreword to Skills for life: The national strategy for improving adult literacy and numeracy skills claims that ‘the cost to people’s personal lives [of low basic skills] is incalculable. People with low basic skills earn an average £50,000 less over their working lives, are more likely to have health problems or to turn to crime’ (DfEE 2001).

This kind of elision is unhelpful, since it masks the challenges involved in establishing the individual and societal impact of improving basic skills as an adult. Taking the example of the positive relationship between basic skills and health, there are at least three possible explanations of this association:


1) Basic skills have a positive effect on health outcomes;

2) Background variables affect both basic skills levels and health outcomes (confounding bias). For example, socioeconomic status has a positive impact both on basic skills attainment and on health;


3) Health affects basic skills attainment (reverse causality). For example, individuals with poor health may miss out on educational opportunities and therefore have fewer chances to develop their basic skills.

Only by establishing the extent to which the positive relationship between basic skills and health reflects the causal impact of basic skills on health (explanation one), can we gauge the potential for adult basic skills courses to contribute to better health outcomes.

There are a range of approaches to investigating the impact of basic skills improvements, which differ in their ability to address the problem of causality. Outlined below are the strengths and weaknesses of the main types of research evidence utilised in this review.
2.2.1 Cross-sectional quantitative research
Perhaps the most common type of study identified by this review involves a cross-sectional research design. This approach involves comparing, at a single point in time, the situations of individuals with different levels of basic skills.
 However, there are likely to be other systematic differences between individuals with high and low basic skills, which may also affect the outcome of interest. This issue can be partially addressed in cross-sectional studies by controlling for observable factors that are related to basic skills levels and are likely to impact the outcome of interest, for example social class or qualifications level.

Research shows that some of the differential outcomes between adults with low basic skills and those with adequate basic skills remain, even after factors such as social class and qualifications are taken into account. For example, Bynner and Parsons (2007) find that that ‘even when the impact of further education and qualifications were minimised by restricting comparisons between skills groups to those who had left full-time education at age 16’, those with low basic skills still have more disadvantaged occupational profiles. Similarly, a review of evidence into basic skills learning in the workplace found ‘evidence that low basic skills levels, as adults, have effects over and above those created by, for example, leaving school early without formal certificates’ (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2004). This suggests that the tendency for those with higher basic skills to enjoy better life chances is not merely an artifact of the close relationship between basic skills and social class or basic skills and qualifications; basic skills have an important independent impact on life chances.

However, there are some remaining limitations to what the cross-sectional research evidence can tell us about the impact of improving basic skills. Firstly, the question of which observable characteristics we should control for is not straightforward. In particular, controlling for differences in educational level risks underestimating the effect of basic skills, since basic skills will have an impact partly by affecting educational attainment.

Secondly, and most importantly, there are likely to be systematic differences between individuals with high and low basic skills that are not accounted for. For example, there may be overall differences in innate ability between groups with high and low basic skills, which cannot be measured. In the case of studies that compare participants in basic skills courses with non-participants, it is often not possible to control adequately for factors that affect the propensity to enrol on courses. For example, this review considers research into the impact of Functional Academic Skills Training (FAST) – basic skills courses in the US military. These studies tend not to control for characteristics, such as motivation or ambition, which are likely to affect both the decision to enrol on a course and the outcomes of interest such as job performance and retention.

Thirdly, there is question, which has not yet been adequately addressed in the basic skills literature, about the relative impact of achieving skills improvements at different stages in the lifecourse. Research into the impact of education more generally suggests that benefits will be greater if education is experienced earlier, with flourishing at school having a greater impact on well-being than participation in adult learning (Hammond and Feinstein 2006). Therefore, we should be sensitive to ‘the danger of extrapolating to adults from information on returns to qualifications and skills obtained by young people’ (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2004).

Finally, we should be sensitive to the fact that education and skills are partly positional goods; part of the value to an individual of having good basic skills depends on others not enjoying the same level of skills. If we succeed, through adult education, in increasing the supply of individuals with good basic skills, some of the payoffs to basic skills, particularly the economic and labour market advantages, might fall. Therefore evidence about current gaps in outcomes between individuals with high and low basic skills may not accurately reflect future benefits to individuals who improve their basic skills. However, recent research suggests that this effect might be counterbalanced by an increase in the labour market demand for individuals with higher level skills. In particular, the wage premium from having level 1 numeracy skills increased between 1991 and 2004 (Coulon, Marcenaro-Gutierrez et al. 2007).
2.2.2 Longitudinal quantitative research
Longitudinal research enables us to study the effect of changes in basic skills levels within an individual, rather than comparing differences between individuals. Looking directly at how life chances change for individuals who improve their skills alleviates some of the problems of selection bias discussed above. Unfortunately, only a small amount of longitudinal research has been conducted into the impact of basic skills learning. As a review of literature on workplace basic skills learning concluded, this is ‘simply because we have, to date, very few cases, in the major data sets, of people who have actually undertaken basic skills classes as adults’ (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2004). However, longitudinal research has begun to provide some insights into the effects of moving up the skill distribution in adulthood, and, importantly, how these effects might differ for literacy and numeracy and for different initial skills levels. Machin et al. (2001) use data from the National Child Development Study to begin to distinguish the wage effects of changes in adult literacy and numeracy skills for different groups:

‘for adults with very low basic skills, improving their numeracy to at least Level 1 will have a greater effect on earnings than improving their literacy, but…adults already with a good grounding in basic skills will see the greatest wage gains from further increasing their literacy rather than their numeracy skills. Thus, for numeracy the key seems to be to get skills to an acceptable level, while for literacy, the gains will go on rising as skills continue to improve (at least for males)’ (Machin, McIntosh et al. 2001)
	The 1958 and 1970 British birth cohort studies

The 1958 National Child Development Study (NCDS) and the 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS) are among the best sources of data we have about the impact of adult basic skills learning (Parsons and Bynner 2007). By following the same group of people from birth through to adulthood, these studies allow us to track developments in basic skills and try to relate these changes to the wide range of individual economic, social and health outcomes that are also captured in the datasets. Basic skills tests have been included in two waves of the BCS70 data. A 10% subsample of the BCS70 cohort (n=1,623) completed a basic skills assessment in 1991, aged 21. A basic skills assessment was administered to the whole BCS sample (n=9,665) in 2004, aged 34. A 10% subsample of the NCDS cohort (n=1,700) completed basic skills assessments in 1995, aged 37. Most of the research evidence about the wage and employment effects of basic skills is based on data from these cohort studies.




Longitudinal studies, such as those employing the British birth cohort studies, have considerable advantages over cross-sectional studies as an approach to researching the impact of basic skills improvements. However, a time variant version of the problem of selection bias can recur in longitudinal studies; there may be changes in individual circumstances that tend both to stimulate basic skills learning and to affect the outcomes of interest. For example, research into the wider benefits of learning has found that changes in levels of civic participation predict engagement with adult learning (Feinstein and Hammond 2004). Therefore, we should be cautious about interpreting the association between participation in adult learning and civic participation (identified, for example, in (Bynner, McIntosh et al. 2001) as a causal relationship.

2.2.3 Experimental research designs

Experimental research designs deal with the problem of selection bias by randomly allocating individuals to intervention and control groups and assessing whether individuals who receive the intervention perform better than those in the control group. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the time, cost, ethical and methodological challenges involved, no intervention studies have been identified by this review.

2.2.4 Qualitative research

Qualitative research can be a powerful way of investigating the pathways through which basic skills learning affects individual and societal outcomes. Qualitative methods also enable us to place basic skills learning in the context of the other factors that shape learners’ lives. As well as providing valuable findings in its own right, qualitative research can help to interpret the findings of quantitative research. Qualitative insights into the impact of basic skills learning are particularly useful when, as is often the case, the quantitative research is insufficiently robust to infer causality. For example, in relation to the ‘softer’ learning outcomes discussed in Briefing Paper 5, there is a significant amount of qualitative research showing the benefits of adult learning for confidence and self-esteem.

2.2.5 Participant and manager surveys
Rather than measuring differences in the performance or well-being of individuals before and after participating in basic skills learning, then trying to determine how far these changes are caused by improvements in their basic skills, some studies ask learners for their own impressions of the impact of basic skills learning. For example, the Army Basic Skills Provision Survey provides evidence about the extent to which learners feel basic skills courses improve their skills levels and confidence (GfK NOP 2006). This study also asked line managers about the impact of basic skills on the day-to-day performance of members of their team.

Learners’ and managers’ perceptions of basic skills provision are important in their own right, and provide crucial evidence about which aspects of provision are working and where courses are not meeting needs. However, by itself, a learner survey is unlikely to provide sufficient evidence of the impact of improvements in basic skills. Individuals may be the best judges of some issues, for example, whether basic skills learning has affected their confidence and self-esteem. However, it may be difficult for individuals to answer the hypothetical question of how they would have performed in their role if they had not engaged with basic skills learning. Quantitative surveys using closed ended questions also miss out on the context and detail of participants’ learning histories which can be explored through qualitative interviews. Therefore, learner and manager surveys are most valuable when they form part of a wider evidence base, which also includes in-depth qualitative work and quantitative research that attempts to measure the impact of basic skills learning more directly.

2.2.6 Skills, course participation and qualifications: how do we measure basic skills improvements?
To assess the impact of basic skills improvements, as well as addressing the issue of causality, we need a valid and reliable way of measuring changes in basic skills levels. Up to this point, this review has used the term ‘basic skills learning’ broadly, to encompass both participation in basic skills courses and the achievement of skills improvements. From a policy point of view, it may not always be important to distinguish positive effects of course participation from those of skills improvements. However, understanding the extent to which the benefits of basic skills improvements are captured by measuring qualifications obtained will have important policy implications. Therefore it is important not to conflate participating in a course or obtaining a qualification with improving basic skills.

Research suggests that findings about the impact of basic skills improvements may differ, depending on which measure is used. Machin et al. (2001) employed four different measures of skill improvement: whether respondents had taken a basic skills course; whether individuals with no qualifications (or NVQ1) achieved a qualification as an adult; whether respondents believed their basic skills had improved and whether there were any changes in respondents’ literacy and numeracy test scores between the ages of sixteen and 37. They found that respondents who believed that their skills had improved tended to earn more than respondents who did not perceive an improvement in their skills. Most other measures of skill improvement were not significant. For male respondents, improvement in literacy test scores was associated with higher subsequent earnings and improvement in numeracy scores was associated with an increased likelihood of being employed. The wider significance of perceived skills improvements, compared to measured skills improvements, qualifications obtained or course participation suggests that self-confidence and self-efficacy play a key role.

Research into the wider benefits of learning has identified several mechanisms through which learning exerts positive effects: cognitive development; qualifications; psychosocial development; peer group memberships and networks; status (Hammond and Feinstein 2006). Among these mechanisms, only cognitive development is directly related to skills improvements. Other mechanisms concerned the psychological effects and social experiences involved in learning. Distinguishing these mechanisms is a useful way of understanding why the impact of course participation, qualifications, perceived skills improvements and measured skills improvements might diverge.
This review is primarily concerned with the impact of basic skills improvements. However much of the research evidence that is considered relates mainly to the effect of taking part in basic skills courses. Within this literature it is often difficult to isolate the impact of basic skills improvements from the effect of course participation and qualifications obtained. It is nevertheless important to recognise that course participation or obtaining a qualification are proxies for, not direct measures of, skills improvements. Participating in a course, or obtaining qualification, does not necessarily indicate a genuine (particularly long term) improvement in skills. On the other hand, participating in a basic skills course or achieving a qualification may have benefits that are independent from any skills improvements. 
2.2.7 The impact of basic skills improvements: how much do we know?

Evidence of the relationship between higher basic skills and better life chances can be understood to represent an upper bound to the payoff to improving basic skills as an adult. As discussed in this chapter, determining the extent to which this payoff will be realised raises a difficult set of research problems, which are yet to be fully addressed in the basic skills literature. On the one hand, the evidence suggests that basic skills do make a difference, even once early educational attainment and socioeconomic status are taken into account. On the other hand, quantitative evidence of the benefits to improving basic skills as an adult is weak:

On the whole, the evidence suggests that better numeracy and literacy skills have a strong positive effect on individuals’ earnings and employment stability, even when other relevant factors, such as qualifications levels, are taken into account…However, the literature also suggests that improvement of basic skills levels in adults has very small or even no positive effects on wages and employment probability (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2004)
This chapter has explored a number of explanations for this apparent tension in the existing evidence base, including the problem of selection bias in cross-sectional research, the limited amount of evidence about adult learning in the longitudinal datasets, and the fact that the impact of basic skills improvements may differ across the lifecycle.

One clear positive message from the research is that the relationship between low basic skills on entering adulthood and poor life chances is not deterministic. Although the skills you leave school with play a key role, ‘poor literacy and numeracy acquisition in childhood is not an irreversible contributor to problems in adulthood.’ (Parsons and Bynner 2007). Therefore, there is potential for basic skills provision, such as the Armed Services programme, to have significant positive effects on individual, social and organisational outcomes.

3 METHOD AND SCOPE OF THE REVIEW

This chapter outlines the scope of the review, highlighting the diverse bodies of literature which have been considered. In some areas, in particular in relation to retention, there is a substantial distinctive body of military research. In other cases, the evidence is, by necessity, almost wholly drawn from civilian research. Therefore, a major challenge of this review is to evaluate the relevance of evidence from civilian contexts to the experiences of basic skills learners in the Armed Services. Furthermore, although it is growing, the body of research specifically focused on basic skills learning is still limited in some domains. Therefore, the review also considers evidence about the impact of workplace learning and adult learning more generally.
3.1 Method
The review includes academic research, research conducted for government departments and agencies, popular articles, for example in adultslearning, briefings and policy documents. Evidence for the review was gathered through:

· searches of the major educational evidence databases, including Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC), UK Educational Evidence Portal (EEP), the Evidence Library of the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre); Institute of Education catalogue;

· general internet searches;

· unpublished sources from the British Armed Services provided by the project team and obtained through further contacts;

· a review of the publications records of academic research centres whose remit concerns the impact of learning, including the Centre for the Economics of Education in the London School of Economics and the Centre for the Study of the Wider Benefits of Learning at the Institute of Education;

· a review of key Ministry of Defence policy and strategy documents, personnel and training and exercises publications;

· searches of the websites of national and international military research organisations, including the International Military Testing Association (IMTA), the US Army Research Institute, National Defense Research Institute (United States) and the Defence Analytical Services Agency (United Kingdom);

· a search of bibliographies to identify further sources that were missed in the initial search.

3.2 Strengths and weaknesses of the review

The review is wide-ranging in the evidence it has considered, spanning academic and non-academic sources, and a number of different fields of enquiry. This approach was essential, given the limited body of direct evidence about the impact of basic skills learning within the Armed Services.
 However, the broad scope of the evidence to be considered meant that it was not possible to conduct a systematic or fully comprehensive review within the timescale. The findings of this review about the extent of evidence available are consistent with other literature reviews in closely related areas (see for example, (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2004)); however there may be further evidence in some areas which has not been uncovered.

3.3 Scope of the review
The need to consider a wide range of potential sources and fields of inquiry meant that strict inclusion and exclusion criteria were not defined at the outset of the review; the relevance of different types of evidence was evaluated as the review progressed. English language studies with the following focus were included in the final review:


· the impact of basic skills learning;

· the impact of basic skills learning within the Armed Services;

· the impact of non-basic skills education programmes within the Armed Services;

· the impact of workplace learning;

· the impact of adult learning on job retention

· the impact of adult learning on job performance and trainability

· the impact of adult learning on personal development and social and wider life;

· the impact of learning and organisational culture on adult learning and workplace learning;

· embedded models of basic skills provision

The chart below illustrates the overlapping bodies of literature included in this review:
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Thus, in attempting to draw out implications for the impact of basic skills improvements in the Armed Services, the review draws on evidence derived from other learning contexts, other types of programme and other groups of learners. This involves a continual process of identifying contextual similarities and differences and making judgments about relevance. For example, basic skills education in the Armed Services can be conceptualised as one particular form of work-based basic skills learning, and we can draw on existing evidence about the organisational and personal impact of basic skills learning at work. However, there are a number of distinctive features of the Armed Services context and of basic skills learners in the Armed Forces, which should be considered when evaluating the relevance of the wider literature on workplace basic skills learning. The extent to which basic skills improvements have been integrated into the career progression route, particularly within the Army, makes basic skills learning in the Armed Services distinctive from many other workplace schemes, which are less closely tied to promotion. Recent research suggests that workplace basic skills courses succeed in attracting older, male learners, who tend to be under-represented in other forms of provision (Waite, 2006). It is important to consider the much younger profile of basic skills learners in the Armed Services when assessing the implications of the wider evidence about workplace basic skills learning.

The distinctive features of the Armed Services context, and implications for the weight that we can place on findings derived from other contexts and types of learner, are discussed in relation to each research question. However, there are a number of overarching issues which are worth highlighting here:


· Members of the Armed Services receive extensive training and other elective education opportunities apart from basic skills courses and support. Therefore evidence of the benefits of workplace learning in general is not sufficient. We need to consider what extra value is derived from basic skills learning, in a context in which a wide range of other training and learning activities are already taking place;


· The high mobility of the Service population and short-notice commitments create particular challenges for the organisation and continuity of basic skills provision;

· The demographic profile of basic skills learners in the Armed Services is distinctive: learners are younger and more likely to be male compared to all adult learners. As discussed already, there is reason to suppose that the impact of basic skills improvements will differ depending on the stage of the lifecycle at which they are achieved. Research also suggests that the development of literacy and numeracy skills has different effects for male and female learners (Parsons and Bynner 2005);

· Although basic skills is classified as elective learning within the Armed Services, the integration of basic skills targets into the career progression structure means that those who enter the services with low basic skills are in effect required to raise their skills. For this, and other reasons, the motivations and goals of basic skills learners in the Armed Services may differ from those of basic skills learners more generally.

4 BACKGROUND AND POLICY CONTEXT

4.1 National policy context

Recent developments in basic skills policies and provision within the Armed Services are partly a response to the national skills agenda, and the drive to encourage employers to recognise their role in helping to raise basic skills levels. The importance of workplace learning was recognised in the report of the Moser Committee (Moser, 1999), which recommended setting up a Workplace Basic Skills Development Fund. Low skilled people in work are among the priority groups identified in the Skills for Life strategy (DfEE 2001) and there has been increasing funding for workplace basic skills learning, particularly through Train to Gain.
 The Armed Forces Basic Skills policy (Training and Education Policy Group 2006) recognises the responsibility of the Armed Services, as a major employer, to contribute to the PSA targets for Education and Skills. The Services signed the Skills Pledge in June 2007, reflecting an increasing commitment to basic skills improvement as part of workforce development.
4.2 Basic skills levels within the Armed Services
The incidence of poor basic skills differs significantly between the services (BSA 2007). Basic skills needs are most acute within the Army, with up to 50% of recruits joining the Service with literacy or numeracy skills at Entry Level 3 or below. This is broadly in line with the overall skills levels of the general population as measured by the 2003 Skills for Life Survey, which found that 47% of adults aged 16-65 years have skills below Level 1 in at least one of literacy or numeracy (DfES 2003). About 9-10% of Army recruits are at Entry Level 2 are below in either literacy or numeracy
 (BSA 2007). The level of basic skills among recruits remained fairly stable between 2003 and 2007 (briefing from Army basic skills development staff). In contrast to the pattern among the general population, Army recruits display broadly similar levels of skills in literacy and numeracy.
 (BSA 2007). Further research would be required to establish the reasons for this difference, although it is partly explained by the high proportion of males among Army recruits and the tendency for men to have higher numeracy skills than women.

Although overall basic skills levels within the Army are lower than within the other Services, there are significant differences between different Army trades. Basic skills levels among technical trades, for example the Royal Signals, tend to be high.
 Skills among recruits to the less technical trades and those that do not apply educational entry requirements, for example the Infantry and Royal Artillery, tend to be low. The chart below illustrates the variation in literacy levels for recruits to the different Phase 1 units for the eighteen month period to October 2005
 (briefing from Army basic skills development staff). The relatively low level of skills among recruits to Catterick reflects the fact that Catterick is the home of all Phase 1 Infantry Training (except for junior soldiers destined for the Infantry who continue to receive Phase 1 training at Bassingbourn and at the Army Foundation College in Harrogate).
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The proportion of new recruits entering the RN and RAF with Entry level skills is much smaller than in the Army and, given the relative size of the three Services, the absolute scale of basic skills need is also significantly less.
 Within the RAF, basic skills problems are concentrated mainly within the RAF regiment. Outside of the regiment, basic skills difficulties are seen primarily as an issue of skills fade.

As discussed below, formal basic skills requirements were introduced into the Armed Services selection processes in 2004. However, it is widely recognised that the Armed Services, and the Army in particular, cannot reduce their basic skills liabilities through selection alone. In a challenging recruitment environment, it is likely that the Army will continue to enlist a significant proportion of personnel with existing low levels of basic skills.

4.3 Basic skills policy and provision within the Armed Services
There is a long history of basic skills education within the Armed Services. For example, the School of Preliminary Education provided a twelve week pre-training educational programme for Army recruits, until it was disbanded in a buoyant recruitment environment in the early eighties. Until 2001, basic skills support continued on an ad hoc basis, without formal policy direction and delivered by military education officers without formal basic skills training.

Although there are historical precedents for the current development of basic skills provision within the Armed Services, recent policies include some key innovations. Over the last four years, the Armed Services have developed formal basic skills policies, which have introduced basic skills standards and targets for the first time. The MOD  issued a Basic Skills Overarching Policy in 2002, with a revised cross-services policy agreed in 2006. This requires each service to ensure that new recruits without a Level 2 qualification in literacy or numeracy have their skills assessed and that all personnel in permanent locations have access to basic skills provision. All basic skills support should be directed towards the achievement of a nationally recognised qualification (Training and Education Policy Group 2006).

The policy sets progressive targets over the key phases of the training and employment system:

· Phase 1: Foundation military skills training

· Phase 2: Specialist trade training

· Phase 3: Advanced specialist training following posting to appointments

· Education for promotion/manager programmes

No recruits should start Phase 1 training without evidencing reading and writing and numeracy skills at Entry Level 2, and speaking and listening skills at Level 1. Service wide attainment targets for new entrants from April 2006 are as follows:

· All must achieve an operating level of at least Entry Level 3 in both literacy and numeracy by the start of Phase 2 training

· All without proxy qualifications are to gain a Level 1 qualification in both literacy and numeracy within 3 years of entry

· All without proxy qualifications are to gain a Level 2 qualification in both literacy and numeracy within 8 years of entry or on promotion to substantive SNCO rank. (Single Services to determine the preferred option for their Service).

As discussed below, the interpretation and implementation of this policy differs significantly between the services.

4.3.1 Army
A partnership was formed between the Army and the Basic Skills Agency in 2000, which gave rise to the National Support Project, and the secondment of a BSA development officer to assist with Army basic skills policy development and implementation.
 The Army formulated its own basic skills policy in 2004, which is currently under revision.
Since April 2006, all potential soldier recruits to the Army have had their basic skills levels assessed at recruiting offices prior to selection. The assessment is undertaken irrespective of formal qualifications held. For some of these recruits, this assessment will be the first time that their basic skills difficulties have been recognised.

As required by the overarching Armed Services policy, entry requirements have been set at Entry Level 2 for reading and writing and numeracy
 and Level 1 for English speaking and listening. Potential recruits with skills below the required levels are referred to local further education provision to improve their skills. The Army is currently working with the FE sector to provide educational and vocational preparation programmes for potential Army recruits, supported by an Army Bursary Scheme. The ‘Army Preparation Courses’ are being trialled by seventeen colleges in the North West and London, with the objective of enabling recruits to join with improved basic skills, higher level educational qualifications and skills that prepare them better for initial training.
Central to the development of the Army’s basic skills programme has been a drive to transfer ownership of basic skills issues to the chain of command and to line managers. This transfer of responsibility is being facilitated by the integration of basic skills targets into career progression routes. Recruits are required to develop their skills to Entry level 3 by the end of Phase 1 training (14 weeks), and to Level 1 to achieve promotion to Corporal. By 2012, Army personnel will be required to evidence basic skills at level 2 in order to achieve promotion to Sergeant.
Within the Army, basic skills provision is organised primarily through 34 regional Army Education Centres, including two in operational theatres (Iraq and Afghanistan). Provision is also delivered in the six Phase 1 training units to recruits joining with skills below level 1. The network of AECs and Phase 1 units incorporates 110 e-learning centres  (BSA 2007) and 51 specialist Basic Skills Development Managers. Basic Skills Development Managers deliver programmes in house, but now spend a significant proportion of their time liaising with external providers and funding bodies. The scale of basic skills need within the Army is too great to be met from in-house capability alone, thus the Service is dependent on the use of publicly funded external basic skills provision. Basic Skills Development Managers must organize this external provision to meet local needs.
Since 2005, military education officers have also delivered discrete basic skills programmes to troops deployed in operations. Volunteer mentors, drawn from Army units and suitably trained, are also an important part of the infrastructure supporting basic skills learning.

ICT-based learning has an important role in the Army’s basic skills provision. Between 2003 and 2006, 12,000 soldiers took 24,000 learndirect basic skills programmes, with a completion rate of 84%. Around 65% of personnel are on formal apprenticeship programmes during Phase 2 training, which include key skills requirements in Communication Skills, Application of Number and ICT. However, apprenticeship qualifications are less widely available within the Infantry, where basic skills needs are greatest.

4.3.2 Royal Navy
As in the Army, basic skills improvements are formally linked to career progression in the Royal Navy. Level 1 skills are required for promotion to Leading Hand or on completion of 3 years service, whichever is sooner. Naval personnel are required to evidence Level 2 skills for promotion to Petty Officer/Sergeant or on completion of eight years service.
Key skills provision, as part of Apprenticeship programmes, is central to the Royal Navy’s approach to addressing literacy and numeracy needs. Key skills courses are undertaken by the majority of personnel during Phase 2 training, and are delivered mainly by external partners. Basic skills learning opportunities for personnel who are not registered on Apprenticeship programmes are available through a network of learning centres. Personnel are supported to obtain Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy by a network of basic skills tutors and through learndirect programmes.
The Royal Navy provided the project team with the following statement of their approach to basic skills:

	RN approach to basic skills

The aim of the Armed Forces Basic Skills Policy
 is to ensure that the Basic Skills needs of Armed Forces personnel are addressed at the earliest opportunity in order to enhance their trainability, operational effectiveness and potential for personal and career development.

Within the naval Service the delivery of Basic Skills
 is achieved under a framework known as LANTERN (Literacy and Numeracy Testing and Education in the RN) which also details the literacy and numeracy levels required for promotion, Branch transfers (BT) and specialist qualifications (SQ).  

Opportunities to achieve the relative level of Basic Skills certification are available through accredited training wherever possible (ie Apprenticeship Schemes associated with Phase 2 training and the Advanced Apprenticeship Schemes associated with career courses).  These packages allow the achievement of Basic Skills Level 1 and 2 qualifications through the completion of the Key Skills (KS) external tests in Application of Number (AoN) and Communication (Comms) which are accepted as a proxy for the relative level of Basic Skills tests.  

Personnel registered on the Apprenticeship and Advanced Apprenticeship Schemes who successfully complete the KS AoN and Comms external test at Level 1 and Level 2 will qualify educationally for respective promotion, BT and SQ selection criteria.  All new entrants (Aug 02 onwards) achieve at least Level 1 qualification in both numeracy and literacy as a consequence of completing the Apprenticeships which form part of Phase 1/2 training.

Where personnel are not registered on the Apprenticeship or Advanced Apprenticeship Scheme, opportunities to achieve Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy exist through the network of RN and RM Learning Centres and Waterfront Learning Centres (WLCs), collectively known as the NETS organisation (Naval Education and Training Service).  Access to courses and preparatory tests is available on-line via Learndirect and additional specialised support is delivered via a Basic Skills Tutors (BSTs) network distributed across the 3 Base Port Learning Centres and the Phase 1 and Phase 2 training establishments. 

Other personnel serving in Fleet and RM Units receive support from nominated Unit Education and Resettlement Officers (EROs) and their provision is enhanced by routine visits from specialist NETS Officers (NETSOs), Basic Skills Tutors and Corps Tutors (RM NETSO equivalent).  Details of BS assessments and qualifications are recorded on a Joint Services Database (JPA).

The following details the LANTERN standards that personnel are expected to achieve:

New Entry personnel from 1 Apr 06

· All personnel without a Level 1 proxy qualification are to achieve Level 1 Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy within 3 years of joining the Royal Navy / Royal Marines before or on promotion to substantive LH/Cpl whichever is earlier.

· Personnel who do not hold GCSE Grade A*- C (Level 2) qualifications in Mathematics and English Language will be required to conduct an Initial Assessment to establish their current operating level in literacy and numeracy.

· All personnel without Level 2 proxy qualifications are to achieve Level 2 Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy within 8 years of joining the Royal Navy/Royal Marines before or on promotion to substantive PO/Sgt whichever is earlier.

Legacy personnel who joined the Royal Navy before 1 Apr 06.

· NAMET
 scores of 5:5 and above will remain extant for the purposes of promotion to LH / Cpl and for BT and SQ selection. However, it is stressed that NAMET scores are not transferable to a nationally recognised qualification.

· Personnel without Level 1 or 2 proxy qualifications will have the opportunity to achieve the Level 1 and 2 Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy in order to achieve a recognised certificate on the NQF.

· Personnel with NAMET below 5:5 or without a recognised Level 1 proxy qualification will have to achieve the Level 1 Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy before or on promotion to substantive LH / Cpl.

· With effect from 1 Apr 2012 personnel without proxy qualifications will have to achieve Level 2 Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy before or on promotion to substantive PO / Sgt.




4.3.3 RAF

The RAF policy requires those without equivalent qualifications to obtain a level 2 qualification in both literacy and numeracy within eight years of joining the service. Unlike in the Army and Royal Navy, attainment of Level 2 qualifications is not formally linked to promotion. However, in practice, personnel are required to develop their literacy and numeracy skills in order successfully to complete leadership and management training courses.

Speaking and listening skills are assessed at the recruitment stage, against a Level 1 requirement. Literacy and numeracy skills are assessed during acquaint courses, prior to starting Phase 1 training, and the assessment information passed to Phase 2 training establishments. As in the Royal Navy, key skills provision within Apprenticeships is a central part of the infrastructure supporting the development of literacy and numeracy skills. 96% of RAF personnel undertake Apprenticeships incorporating key skills during Phase 2 training.
 However, unlike in the RN, provision is delivered almost entirely in-house. RAF personnel are also supported to develop their skills through the Station Education Centres. Recruits identified with specific learning difficulties receive additional support.
The RAF provided the project team with the following statement of their approach to basic skills:
	RAF approach to basic skills

The RAF is committed to pursuing improvements to the Basic Skills of our personnel in line with the Armed Forces Basic Skills Policy¹ and in conjunction with the Government’s Skills Strategy. This strategy is reflected in the 2005 ‘Skills’ and ’14-19’ White papers and Public Sector Agreement Targets for Education and Skills. The benefits of this strategy for the service and personnel are reflected in increased operational effectiveness and enhanced personal and career development as well as increased personnel retention.

Since 01 Apr 06 recruits entering Phase 1 of RAF service training with literacy and/or numeracy qualifications at Level 1² or below are required to complete an initial assessment using the DfES Initial Assessment Tool or Basic Key Skills Builder. Those recruits identified by the initial assessments as having an educational deficit are immediately enrolled on an individually tailored instructional programme designed to ensure that on completion they have achieved a national recognised qualification in literacy and/or numeracy to a minimum standard of Entry Level 3; without this minimum standard no recruit will progress to Phase 2 training.

As part of the diagnostic assessment each recruit has an Individual Learning Plan (ILP) developed to enable them to attain the qualifications and access the training required to progress with their chosen career path. The ILP details the support and actions required by both the student and educational staff to enable the continuous development of their skills. On leaving training the ILP travels with the individual. 

In line with the requirements of the Basic Skills policy all staff (either MOD or non MOD) employed to deliver Basic Skills Assessments and instruction are appropriately qualified. 

Recruits and serving personnel identified with Specific Learning Difficulties are referred to specialist practitioners in accordance with the terms and conditions laid out in the Defence Policy for Specific Learning Difficulties³.

All RAF service personnel, including legacy personnel (those serving prior to 01 Apr 06) are offered continual opportunities to progress their basic skills and personnel education through a network of Station Education Centres. These centres are staffed with Station Training Development Officers, Training Development Advisors and Personnel Learning Advisers, who are trained to provide advice and support to service personnel enhancing their professional and academic qualifications.




4.3.4 The context of basic skills learning in the Armed Services
As discussed above, although the Armed Services’ Basic Skills Policy sets a single overarching framework, the approaches to basic skills and the nature of provision differ significantly between the Services. There are many distinctive organisational features and contextual differences that must be taken into account in order to understand the role and nature of basic skills provision across the Services. These include factors such as the nature of the recruit intakes and the progression pathways. Nevertheless, there are some common features of military life that affect basic skills policy provision across all three services.

Firstly, all Service personnel move on posting,
 which can create significant challenges in relation to continuity of learning and in maintaining accurate records of participation and achievement.
 Personnel movements can also make it more difficult to maintain consistent commitment to basic skills learning among middle managers and higher level stakeholders. There is increased turbulence affecting all three Services, due to operational commitments within the posting cycle.  However, policy commits the Services to delivering basic skills wherever required, where this is practicable.
Secondly, all three Services share a culture of advancement and promotion, enabled by training opportunities, experience and skills improvements. Linking basic skills requirements to this culture of progression, most obviously by including basic skills targets in promotion criteria, may play a significant role in basic skills development.
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� This broad perspective on the potential benefits of basic skills learning is consistent with the Army’s Whole Life Development model, in which current job performance, career development and personal development are seen as overlapping objectives.


� The revised Army Basic Skills Policy, currently under development, will include an enhanced focus on ESOL.


� There is also clear evidence about the types of social, economic and family backgrounds that are most likely to result in poor basic skills in adulthood.


� The impact of basic skills on health is likely to be mediated by other factors. For example, research suggests that basic skills learning increases confidence. Increased confidence might in turn improve access to healthcare and generally equip individuals to deal better with health related issues.


� Depending on the focus of the research, comparisons may be made between participants and non-participants in basic skills programmes.


� Although the labour market effects of basic skills are not a major focus of this review, wage and employment effects are of interest from the point of view of preparing service personnel for the transition to civilian life. 


� Research and strategy reviews concerned with personnel development within the Armed Services have tended to focus on training, rather than education. There is little or no acknowledgement of basic skills education within most of the literature on training. For example, there is no explicit mention of basic skills in the report of the Defence Training Review (MOD, 2001). Exceptions to the relatively low profile of basic skills as a subject of enquiry are the Value Added Studies of elective learning within the Army, which are discussed in more detail later in this report. Evidence about basic skills learning within the Armed Services tends to be concerned primarily with the Army, rather than relating to all three services.


� Of course, the extent to which basic skills learning can help to support successful engagement with other forms of training is a key research question. This issue is considered in Briefing Paper 2.


� MOD personnel do not have access to Train to Gain funding.


� Before the introduction of the Entry Level 2 recruit entry standard, discussed below, around 1% were at Entry Level 1.


� According to the national Skills for Life Survey (DfES, 2003) 46% of the population have numeracy skills below level 1, compared to only 16% with literacy skills below level 1.


� Officer selection standards require degree or A-level qualifications, together with higher level GCSEs in English and Maths. Although some officers may have basic skills needs, the numbers are very small.


� The data is drawn from the following Phase 1 training centres: Army Training Regiment Bassingbourn; Army Training Regiment Lichfield; Army Training Regiment Pirbright; Army Training Regiment Winchester; Army Foundation College Harrogate; Infantry Training Centre Catterick.


� As of January 2008, the full-time trained strength of the Royal Navy was 35,200, compared to 98,510 for the Army and 41,210 for the RAF. � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Defence Analytical Services Agency</Author><Year>2008</Year><RecNum>117</RecNum><record><rec-number>117</rec-number><ref-type name="Generic">13</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Defence Analytical Services Agency,</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>UK Armed Forces Quarterly Manning Report at 1 January 2008</title></titles><dates><year>2008</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Defence Analytical Services Agency (2008). UK Armed Forces Quarterly Manning Report at 1 January 2008.


	�


� This point was made during a meeting with RAF stakeholders.


� BSA merged with NIACE in July 2005. The partnership arrangements with the Army have continued since the merger.


� Research indicates that half of those who went on to have Entry level 2 literacy in adulthood were thought to have average or above-average reading and writing skills by their teacher at age 16 (Parsons and Bynner, 2007)


� The Entry requirement was reduced to E1 for the Infantry in 2007 � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Kingston</Author><Year>2008</Year><RecNum>118</RecNum><record><rec-number>118</rec-number><ref-type name="Newspaper Article">23</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Peter Kingston </author></authors></contributors><titles><title>On target</title><secondary-title>Education Guardian weekly</secondary-title></titles><dates><year>2008</year><pub-dates><date>February 5</date></pub-dates></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(Kingston, 2008)�


� AFBS policy 2007DIN06-043


� Assuming that an individual joins without BS L2 (or equivalent) in Numeracy and Literacy. 


� NAMET (Naval Maths and English Test) – the forerunner to Lantern


� The majority of those not undertaking apprenticeships are working towards foundation degrees.


� Length of posting varies greatly, however Service personnel typically move on posting between a minimum of every 18 months and a maximum of every 5 years.


� It is expected that data management will improve with the recording of information relating to basic skills on the Joint Personnel Administration System.
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