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Executive Summary

The issue of Adult Basic Skills has never been higher on the national agenda.  With this in mind, in autumn 2001, SLIM launched a learning theme on Adult Basic Skills in the Workplace, recognising that half of those with basic skills problems are in work. 

This report is the outcome of the learning theme process, which has engaged a wide range of stakeholders from the South West region in a debate about how to deliver the Government’s strategy for adult basic skills, Skills for Life, within the region.

This debate comes at an important time. The publication of the Government’s Strategy last year has been backed by a commitment of funding for LSCs and a requirement to produce basic skills action plans to deliver the Government’s ambitious targets. This commitment on the part of Government recognises the strong link between skills and productivity, and, as the demand for jobs requiring higher levels of basic skills increases, so does the challenge of improving the basic skills of the current and potential workforce.

Yet, whilst things may be moving in the right direction, there is widespread recognition that we have a long way to go in developing provision to meet the needs of the large numbers of adults with basic skills problems. 

Throughout the learning theme three issues emerged as critical:

· How do we raise the quality of provision, particularly from a service which has been historically seen as a cinderella service, characterised by low pay, few career opportunities and lack of funding?

· Whilst many examples of effective partnership with employers exist, how do we meet the challenge of working with the region's employers and particularly the many smaller companies?

· How do agencies work effectively to better co-ordinate and deploy available resources?

The wide ranging issues presented in this report illustrate how the South West region is responding to the Government’s strategy, how partners are beginning to address these fundamental questions but crucially what more needs to be done. The report also highlights a range of qualitative and quantitative evidence, case studies, interviews with key players and debates and discussions between regional stakeholders.

The recommendations contained within this report will be promoted to agencies in the region responsible for delivering the basic skills agenda.  

The nature of the problem

The nature of the problem is multi-layered and complex, drawing in challenges for strategic agencies, employers large and small, providers and practitioners, brokers and advice and guidance specialists, and of course the learners themselves with basic skills needs – whether presently employed or likely to return to work in future. 

In the South West, around 22.5% of the adult population has basic skills problems.  In terms of most categories of adults with basic skills problems, the South West has below national average proportions of adults with literacy problems.  Yet these figures mask some severe localised problems where rates measured at ward level can reach as high as 35.5% of adults with literacy problems. Bristol, Plymouth and Penwith have particularly high proportions of adults with literacy needs. And the picture for numeracy is no better. Whilst the incidence of people with numeracy problems is broadly the same as for literacy there are far greater numbers with very low levels of numeracy in the region. 

The costs of failing to deal with the problem of basic skills is significant - for the economy, individuals and for employers.

Combining the effect of lower incomes, reduced productivity, poorer health and the cost of consequential benefits and welfare services, some have estimated the cost to the country of poor literacy and numeracy skills to be as high as £10 billion a year.
  On the other hand the wage and employment returns, both to qualifications and to literacy and numeracy skills, are substantial.

Research undertaken in support of the Skills Task Force shows that people with inadequate literacy skills could earn up to 11% less than others, while people with inadequate numeracy skills earn on average 6% to 7% less, even after all other factors have been taken into account.
 This could mean as much as £50,000 worse off over a persons working life if they have poor literacy and numeracy skills.  They also spend an average of three fewer years in full-time employment by the time they are 37, compared with those whose skills are better.
 Research also shows that people with Level 1 or better numeracy skills earn on average 26% more than those without
. 

People lacking basic skills are also up to five times more likely to be unemployed or outside the labour market
 and so it goes on.  For individuals and the economy, lack of basic skills is a waste of potential, a financial burden and a check on future growth.  

For employers the economic case for getting involved is also clear. As many as one in five employers report a significant gap in their workers’ skills. Industry loses an estimated £4.8 billion a year because of poor literacy and numeracy skills.
  And over a third of those companies with a literacy and numeracy skills gap say that they have lost business or orders to competitors because of it. In the South West, where skills shortage vacancies are amongst the highest in the country when compared to employment levels, the problem is significant. 

Key issues and recommendations

Within the South West, policy changes in the wake of Skills for Life are already making their presence felt as strategies devolve into and tailor themselves to the delivery needs of the region. 

The South West Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit is driving forward change and providing a much-needed focus for more co-ordinated activities. We now await the formation of extended basic skills partnerships amongst the many other agencies throughout the region, who will be able to effect and provide further co-ordination at sub-regional level. 

From the learning theme process emerged a number for issues and recommendations for further action which we hope will inform this process in the South West.

Funding

Whilst new funding is becoming available there remains confusion about how this will be deployed, how to access it and how to manage it.  Historic low levels of investment in basic skills provision has impacted on staff recruitment and retention, staff development and the design of provision.

Development funding for basic skills provision is required which will allow time for effective needs analysis, programme design and delivery, piloting and evaluation.  Funders need to give urgent attention to how they will raise the capacity and capability of the service, particularly in the context of workplace provision.

Quality 

Effective progression routes are important whether focused on ICT, basic skills or other routes. The transition into vocational/academic provision is key to building on enthusiasm and sustainability of learning.

Accreditation of basic skills learning should be enhanced to provide a stimulus to basic skills learners. In the initial stages this might take the form of individual learning plans developed between employee and employer, but progression towards qualifications is an important secondary motivator.

The skills sets of existing and potential basic skills tutors needs to be enhanced. Co-ordination and implementation of a uniform framework of continuous professional development, which responds to the needs of individual practitioners, needs immediate action.  This needs to extend to preparing tutors to use information and communications technologies in delivery of basic skills.

The potential of information and communications technologies should be further investigated to act as a hook for learners with basic skills needs, in both workplace and family settings. 

The distinctive contexts of adult and community learning, family learning and workplace learning should be supported.

Raising awareness

There is a general need for awareness raising within the region as to the added value of enhancing the basic skills for the workforce. Contributions of regional pathfinders and other successful pilots should be highlighted.

Targeted promotion and marketing of basic skills initiatives should be carried out by relevant regional agencies to employers large and small. Sectoral and geographical approaches could be considered.

Attention should be given to incentivising employers, particularly SMEs, to develop a more proactive role in recognising and enhancing workforce basic skills.

Partnership and co-ordination

Partnerships are key to ensuring involvement of the widest possible range of sectors and individuals, which need to be well balanced and sustainable between funding initiatives.

Co-ordination is desperately needed by all stakeholders to avoid duplication, to achieve a better match of provision and to complement related basic skills initiatives within the region. A regional framework should be established to include a sub-regional focus for basic skills, to link together cross-agency initiatives in the South West and co-ordinate efforts to secure continuous professional development for practitioners. Collaboration between the South West Regional Development Agencies and the local LSCs should be explored.

The current raft of initiatives needs to be significantly simplified and made more accessible to the many stakeholders seeking information and guidance on learning opportunities.

Longer time horizons are generally needed, to open up time to secure and grow balanced partnerships, develop joined-up strategies, evaluate the long-term impact of programmes and build sustainable approaches.

A variety of brokering initiatives should be promoted in different workplace contexts, to build on successful experience of union learning representatives, stimulate partnerships and extend the approach to SMEs.

Further research could usefully be carried out on the potential of geographic, sectoral and business life cycle approaches to basic skills programmes. These should include investigations into what basic skills are actually used for in these contexts and capture other government agencies’ initiatives to target basic skills at regional level (eg SBS, DTI, DTLR).

1. Introduction

This report completes the SLIM learning theme on Adult Basic Skills in the Workplace. The learning theme, which commenced in the autumn of 2001, encompassed a virtual discussion, briefings, case studies and interviews with key players and experts, both within the region and nationally. The process culminated in a workshop attended by 70 participants from across the region which drew together basic skills practitioners, policy makers, funders and researchers. The report discusses national and regional issues affecting all stakeholders in basic skills, presents supporting evidence and good practice gathered from discussions and experience, and makes detailed recommendations towards improving basic skills delivery and practice throughout the South West.

The learning theme focused on three major issues:

· How to motivate individuals to take up basic skills education;

· How to engage employers in basic skills provision in the workplace;

· How to improve provision in the region

The rationale for selection of the themes is further discussed below.

1.1. Context

The publication of Skills for Life
 in spring 2001, the Government’s strategy for adult basic skills, heralded a new emphasis on improving adult literacy and numeracy skills targeting those with greatest need. With funding of £1.5 billion over the next three years, around 20% of the national Learning and Skills Council (LSC) budget, the strategy presents a major opportunity and a real challenge in terms of delivering change.

Skills for Life, published in response to the Moser report
, identified as many as seven million adults with more or less severe problems with basic skills. Numbers of individuals with basic skills difficulties comprise about 24% of the UK’s adult population of whom around half will be in employment, generally in low skilled, low paid and insecure employment. Of particular concern are what is generally called ‘functional literacy’ and ‘functional numeracy’: 

the ability to read, write and speak in English and to use mathematics at a level necessary to function at work and in society in general.

The report sets out how the government plan to tackle this problem. The priority is to improve the skills of those groups where literacy and numeracy needs are greatest and where they can make most impact, particularly:

· unemployed people and  benefit claimants; and

· prisoners and those supervised in the community;

· public sector employees;

· low-skilled people in employment; and 

· other groups at risk of exclusion.

The UK Government’s initial aim is that 750,000 adults will improve their literacy and numeracy by 2004, but in the longer term they want to make sure that England has one of the best adult literacy and numeracy rates in the world – and eventually eliminate the problem altogether. The inclusion of employees as targets recognises the importance of basic skills in the workplace. To tackle this issue it proposes that employers and industry representatives, unions, the Learning and Skills Council, the Small Business Service, National Training Organisations, and of course large and small businesses themselves, produce literacy and numeracy policies that address business needs as well as those of the learners.  

1.2. Key issues in adult basic skills

Low basic skills are not confined to the United Kingdom, but have been recognised across Europe. In the last ten years across Europe the gap between the earnings of high skilled and low skilled workers has widened. In many countries the unemployment rate for people without qualifications is four times higher than for university graduates. There has also been a sharp decline in the supply of low-skilled workers to the European labour market but an even further drop in demand for low-skilled labour, which now tends to concentrate in contracting employment sectors. Demand has declined as a result of technical change, which requires more advanced skills. Employers also confirm a requirement for better communication and social skills than are generally present in low-skilled workers.

Throughout Europe there are insufficient incentives for low skilled workers to participate in workplace training.  This is also replicated in the UK nationally as well as regionally, for instance:

· Poorly qualified individuals receive less training than the more highly qualified;

· Older individuals receive less training than the young;

· Low-skilled individuals are more reluctant to participate in employer-provided training than higher skilled individuals; and

· Innovative incentives and support are needed to encourage those already in the labour market to develop their skills to a minimum level.

The problem starts, of course, with the failure  of early years education which lead to poor take-up of further learning by adults, both at home and in the workplace.  Schools in all European countries continue to produce some young people inadequately equipped or unprepared to take advantage of further education and training. In some European countries at least a third of young people are inadequately prepared. Worryingly, a proportion of those have developed an aversion to further education and training because of their experiences at school. The adult education system fails because it replicates the school system. This has meant that relatively few mature adults have improved their qualifications.

Recommendations to emerge from the report “Low Skills: a problem for Europe”
 include the introduction of a ‘minimum learning platform’. Under this proposal, nations would set an agreed level of knowledge, skills and personal qualities that all individuals would be entitled to and expect to acquire. This entitlement should ensure access to education at any age and in any situation and be open to all, not selectively based on performance. 

The envisaged learning platform should draw on a new balance to be established between formalised knowledge and personal/social skills, to take account of changing requirements in skills over time. The research calls for a new social partnership to involve the workplace more in staff development and use of workplace resources to deliver learning. It also cautions, however, that funding for redistribution of educational resources needs to be addressed, as costs for the minority who have difficulty with basic skills will be high.

But what are the costs if we don’t tackle basic skills?

Social exclusion - people with poor literacy, numeracy and language skills tend to be on lower incomes or unemployed, and they are more prone to ill health and social exclusion. We know that people lacking basic skills are up to five times more likely to be unemployed or outside the labour market. 

Costs to the workforce - up to half of the 7 million people nationally with basic skills problems are in jobs. Many are in low-skilled or short-term employment. People with inadequate literacy skills could earn up to 11% less than others, while people with inadequate numeracy skills earn on average 6% to 7% less
, even after all other factors have been taken into account. This means that you could be £50,000 worse off over your working life if you have poor literacy and numeracy skills. 

Costs to the economy - combining the effect of lower incomes, reduced productivity, poorer health and the cost of consequential benefits and welfare services, some have estimated the cost to the country of poor literacy and numeracy skills to be as high as £10 billion a year. 

Costs to employers - one in five employers reports a significant gap in their workers’ skills. And over a third of those companies with a literacy and numeracy skills gap say that they have lost business or orders to competitors because of it. Industry loses an estimated £4.8 billion a year because of poor literacy and numeracy skills. In the South West, where skills shortage vacancies are amongst the highest in the country when compared to our employment levels this is an important issue. Productivity per hour worked is 20% lower in Britain than in Germany, and it is estimated that our poorer literacy and numeracy skills account for a third of that shortfall. In the distribution and consumer services sector, for example, where one in four adults work, 25% of employers report needs in literacy and numeracy. And in construction, where 6% of adults work, over 40% of employers report evidence of poor skills. 

Costs to future growth - a recent report showed that the changing occupational structure is likely to intensify the demand for many generic skills including literacy and numeracy skills. Changing skills needs in the economy reinforce these conclusions. No longer can business compete solely on the basis of low cost and low added value. To face the challenges of a global, knowledge-based economy, businesses must increasingly invest in their employees’ skills to produce higher added-value services for new markets. 

The National Adult Learning Survey
 was carried out in early 2001 by the National Centre for Social Research and interviewed face to face nearly 6500 respondents aged over 16. The survey achieved a 63% response rate, updating and expanding the baseline study of participation in learning activities conducted in 1997. The new study sought to investigate issues relating to ICT-based learning at home and in the workplace as well as link learning with other measures of social capital. Although the findings did not explicitly focus on adult basic skills, a number addressed problems arising from low attainment levels in early education and highlighted positive outcomes and benefits for individuals who had recently participated in learning. Links to lower participation levels were established amongst those leaving full-time education with no qualifications and in the lowest household income brackets. Many learners surveyed experienced concern about going back to the classroom, lacking necessary foundation qualifications, being able to keep up, and perceived inadequacies in reading and writing, English and numeracy. The likelihood of participating in future learning was strongly linked to past involvement.

On the positive side, the report detected an unmet need for learning amongst a variety of ages and households. Adult learning policies and initiatives can better reach groups of potential learners by building on their diversity, what they want to learn and its impact on their lives. For those in learning, wider motivators and benefits include increased confidence, self-esteem and better social life, especially for older people and those not in paid employment. Funding and advice were most cited as incentives for learning, and by a significant proportion of lone parents. The most usual sources of information, advice and guidance were employers and educational institutions, implying a disadvantage for those not in contact with these. Some of the most interesting findings reported were strong links between participation in learning and ICT use, for which further research is recommended.

1.3. Key policy issues for the South West

On the face of it the South West fares no worse than other regions in terms of the scale of the problem, with overall learning participation levels the third highest in the UK at 79%.

Literacy

Here in the South West, around 22.5% of the adult population has basic skills problems.  In terms of most categories of adults with basic skills problems, the South West has below national average proportions of adults with literacy problems. However, although the figures for the total scale of need and for those with greatest problems are below the national averages, the figures of those estimated to be 'borderline' cases are actually relatively high - at 15.2%.  Yet these figures mask some severe localised problems where rates, measured at ward level, can reach as high as 35.5% of adults with literacy problems.

Numeracy

Whilst the incidence of people with numeracy problems is broadly the same there are far greater numbers with very low levels of numeracy.

That the problem is acute is not in question.  Solving the problem of adult basic skills makes sense for individuals, for business and the economy.  There is a strong economic case for investing in basic skills in the workforce and strong evidence that to fail to do so will lead to problems not only now but in the future as the children of today become the adults of tomorrow.

At the core of the government strategy for adult basic skills is the recognition that a multiagency approach is required to tackle the problem, with employers and support agencies at the fore. Just how this will be achieved within the region is a key issue.

1.4. What are the challenges in the South West?

The learners

The first challenge is the individuals themselves who will face a range of barriers in accessing the support they need. We know that only around 5% of those adults with basic skills needs are in basic skills provision and many of those succeed in their learning. 

· So the first challenge is how to motivate adults with basic skills problems to seek help and to overcome the barriers that they may face in accessing support

· What strategies have been effective in motivating adults? 

· How do we inform adults of the possible range of provision available to them and how to access it? 

· How do we ensure that provision meets their needs? 

Employers

The second issue is how to engage employers in the quest to improve basic skills. One survey
 found that around 94% of companies in the North West said that reading and writing skills were important in manual tasks, yet only 61% of them saw a need to train their workers in these skills. Larger firms may have the resources at their disposal to support training but what about smaller firms. How realistic is it to expect them to train their workforce? 

· What strategies have been most effective in engaging employers in delivering or supporting basic skills training, particularly SMEs? 

· What support may be available to smaller companies? 

· What advice/resources are available to companies seeking to develop training? 

· What can trade unions do to help promote training and a supportive environment? What examples do we have from the Union Learning Fund? 

· Are there any innovative examples of partnerships between employers and training providers and what are the key success factors? 

Basic skills provision

The third issue is provision. The strategy has included the development of a regional pathfinder to test how the new learning infrastructure can best increase retention and achievement rates. The South West Pathfinder is lead by Gloucestershire LEA. A range of commitments, some backed by money, should help to improve the infrastructure but what are the issues specific to the region? 

· What needs to be done to improve the range and quality of provision in the South West? 

· Where are the current gaps in provision? 

· Where is the effective practice? 

· How can agencies working in the field better co-ordinate their activities? 

· What are the implications for funding agencies? 

Research

Knowing the scale of the problem is also important in developing solutions. An overarching issue, given that this problem is often hidden, is having accurate and up to date information about the scale and nature of the problem so that resources can be effectively targeted. A new literacy and numeracy skills centre of research will commission more analysis, including a baseline survey of need across the country but we need more qualitative research on attitudes and the effectiveness of provision within the region. We know that three of the LSCs in the region are planning research on basic skills in the future so that is a start. We need to ask: 

· How can researchers work together to build a more effective local, sub regional and regional picture of need? 

An exploration of these issues formed the bedrock of this learning theme. The remainder of this report considers the findings and recommendations arising from the exchange of ideas and good practice that took place.

The evidence

Here we present the qualitative and quantitative evidence for doing more to support basic skills provision in the South West. It comprises key issues from recent policy and research papers looking at policy and practice in the developing basic skills agenda, together with a detailed examination of data from around the South West region. In summary this evidence draws us to the conclusion that lack of basic skills remains a serious problem, and one that requires a number of different approaches in order to best target areas and individuals for further training. (All references highlighted below can be accessed from the SLIM Website at http://www.swslim.org.uk, from where live links to associated data are also available.)

1.5. Qualitative evidence

1.5.1. Generic issues

Policy context

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have long acknowledged the contribution of adult literacy and numeracy to economic prosperity in their International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). Since 1994 up to 20 contributing nations have participated in  three survey cycles, which have involved international organisations, national governments and statistical offices, and educational assessment and research institutions amongst others. The results confirm the importance of skills for the effective functioning of labour markets and for the economic success and social advancement of individuals and societies
.

The IALS has developed three definitions of literacy which it allocates into five levels of proficiency, according to the following knowledge and skills needed: prose – ability to understand and use information from texts; document – ability to locate and use information in various formats; quantitative – ability to apply arithmetical operations. In addition, it identifies the following effects of literacy in the global workforce:

· Higher levels of literacy skills are associated with knowledge jobs in the economy;

· Literacy improves the chances of being employed and reduces those of being unemployed;

· Increased probability of being employed in white collar occupations;

· Higher benefits for workers with tertiary education; and

· Substantial effect on earnings

Skills and competencies not only affect the performance of an individual in the labour force but also contributes to shape the structure of the labour force of a country, through higher participation rates, lower unemployment probabilities or higher skilled employment. Further trends emerge:

· Labour force participation, and especially occupational status, is associated with literacy outcomes; 

· Differences in the use of literacy skills in the workplace, related to underlying differences in industrial and occupational structures and the organisation of work, serve to undermine or support literacy acquisition;

· Differing rates of participation in formal adult education and training seem to contribute to processes of skills acquisition, maintenance and loss in adulthood;

· Differences in the social demand for the use of literacy skills at home serve either to detract from or support literacy acquisition and maintenance

Literacy proficiency is measured via twelve predictor variables, in sequence: gender; age; non native language status; parents’ education; respondents’ own educational status; labour force participation; industry sector; occupational status; frequency of reading at work; participation in adult education and training; frequency of reading books at home; participation in voluntary or community based activities.

In the UK, the top predictors are in sequence: respondents’ education, native vs foreign language, occupational category and labour force participation. Here as in other countries, unemployment is twice as likely amongst individuals with low literacy skills as with medium to high skills. Those with low skills are out of work more often even if they do find employment during the year. Low skilled workers are less likely to find work when looking for it and less likely to gain regular employment. They miss out on the informal learning that takes place at work and the continuing opportunities it provides to maintain and enhance existing skills. Workers in the UK with literacy skills are six to eight times more likely to receive training at work than those who use workplace literacy skills the least. 

The ground-breaking Moser report, proposing a new UK National Strategy for Adult Basic Skills, cited large scale ‘functional illiteracy and innumeracy’ problems amongst one-fifth of UK adults (7 million). Amongst its many wide ranging recommendations for national targets, the report called for improvements in entitlement, guidance and assessment, better opportunities, quality and qualifications, curriculum, staff development, inspection, new technology, planning and delivery. For basic skills learning in the workplace, according to the Moser group, the most radical changes are needed:

· Basic skills education at the workplace should be publicly funded on the same basis as colleges, including UfI/learndirect provision;

· A new Workplace Basic Skills Development fund to provide startup funding for employers’ basic skills programmes, including free advice on organising workplace courses;

· Investors in People awards to employers should include effective arrangements for diagnosing and managing basic skills problems;

· Introduction of a ‘pledge’ scheme for companies to support the new National Strategy; and

· The involvement of union representatives in basic skills issues.

Strategy development

The Moser report generated a number of responses from key agencies involved in basic skills strategy development and delivery. The Department for Education and Employment acknowledged the need for longer term action
 to build capacity and drive participation, earmarking £3 million for innovative partnership development with the Basic Skills Agency, further education sector, NIACE,  Workplace Basic Skills Network, NTOs, the Union Learning Fund and UfI. The Government’s formal response to the Moser report, Skills for Life, sets out their strategy to tackle basic skills by:

· raising standards;

· raising learner achievement;

· boosting demand;

· boosting capacity 

for priority groups with greatest needs:

· Unemployed people and benefit claimants;

· Prisoners and those supervised in the community;

· Public sector employees;

· Low-skilled people in employment;

· Other groups at risk of exclusion.

The strategy  aims to meet the basic skills needs of 750,000 new learners with £1.5 billion allocated up to 2004, widening screening, assessment and quality procedures and incorporating pilot training schemes targeted to the priority groups. The Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit has been set up to monitor complementarity of central, regional and local government initiatives: increasing employer participation in basic skills training is seen as a primary goal for local LSCs and the Connexions Service. The voluntary sector is also included through local learning partnerships and the Adult and Community Learning Fund.


The Basic Skills Agency (BSA) has been monitoring and collecting evidence for effective basic skills practice and research through its own projects and predecessor bodies for 25 years
. These include:

· Evaluations of major basic skills action research projects;

· Evidence from consultancy and advisory services; and

· Specific research into aspects of basic skills

Following the Moser report the BSA, with input from UfI, commissioned a survey from MORI to investigate adults’ attitudes to their own literacy and numeracy improvement. The findings
 provided interesting insights into learners’ attitudes  to upgrading their basic skills.  33% of respondents felt some improvement was necessary, citing a more positive self-image as well as qualifications as reasons.  Enthusiasm to undertake computer-based training in the home was widespread. 

A further study for the BSA by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) 
, reinforced Moser recommendations for better training and career development for basic skills tutors and more use of intensive provision. Increased involvement of skilled tutors over extended time scales was found to be an important determinant of successful progress. A further  research review by the NFER for DfEE
 confirmed that a significant proportion of the UK population want to  improve literacy and numeracy, citing  fear of stigma as a barrier to upskilling. 


The DfEE Research Centre on the Wider Benefits of Learning estimated the economic effects of Moser recommendations to boost the level of basic skills in employment
. Separate modelling was done for numeracy and literacy; although larger gains for the Exchequer were projected for achieving numeracy targets, literacy was viewed as a prerequisite for making these improvements. Savings estimated included reductions in benefit claims commensurate with increased employment, but a range of non-economic gains are also anticipated in individuals’ early education, health and well being, as well as social cohesion and inclusion.

Implementation and delivery

The Workplace Basic Skills Network (WBSN) was set up at Lancaster University in 1995 originally to share practice amongst member training providers. Its successful mix of advocacy, research and practice in basic skills delivery in the workplace is articulated as follows:

The Network is committed to promoting a positive view of workplace basic skills in relation to the changing workplace in which transferable integrated basic skills are valued and promoted within company training strategies.

With its contribution acknowledged by the Government in Skills for Life, the Network formulated its own response to the strategy
. Based on evidence from practitioners, WBSN cautioned against an overemphasis on grades and targets, pointing out that uneven levels of proficiencies in the workplace are best addressed by context specific strategies. Successful workplace basic skills programmes have benefited organisations as well as individuals, as noted by employers:

· Improved motivation and confidence in the workforce;

· Greater commitment from employees;

· Increased take-up of vocational training and promotion opportunities;

· Improved public relations with customers, other organisations in the supply chain, and recruits; and

· Provision of evidence towards quality initiatives such as IiP

WBSN report that financial contributions from employers can ensure greater commitment to the learning process and to long-term sustainability, experience that is verified by other recent case studies. They recommend that a combination of employer and Government funding be allocated to a complete cycle of programme development to include: planning, marketing, consultancy, promotional materials, training needs assessment, design, materials development, employee replacement costs and evaluation.

Trades unions can also confirm the importance of employer involvement in workplace learning, and their contributions to basic skills initiatives were also cited for mention in the Moser report. There are over 30 Union Learning Fund projects involving basic skills throughout the UK. In the South West region, TUC Learning Services South West is actively involved in partnerships with employers and providers to widen participation in tailor-made learning programmes
.


1.5.2. Issues for providers

Background

The time is right to scrutinise with a fresh eye the nature and practice of basic skills provision in the workplace, raise awareness and improve its contribution to enhanced quality of life and prosperity in the South West. Recent analyses
 have shown that, despite a generally well qualified population, the region still suffers from ‘hotspots’ of lower than average educational attainment and has the lowest share of jobs requiring no qualifications in the UK. This level is expected to decline at a faster rate than other regions between now and 2010, confirming reports nationally of a decreasing relative demand for occupations that require little or no basic skills
. 

Although of apparently limited concern to employers, there are worrying implications that low use of basic skills at work may be evidence of a ‘low skills equilibrium’ where productivity is driven down over time. A cycle is set up: as workers perceive little benefit in upskilling, employers perceive a low supply of skilled workers; they opt for product strategies and market positioning that require low skills, which in turn produces low demand for skilled workers
. 

For employers in the South West and elsewhere, a patchwork of provision has made it difficult to judge the quality and the effectiveness of workplace training. Basic skills delivery has traditionally been under-represented within most providers’ portfolios, whether private sector trainers, further education colleges or local authorities. Inspection reports have often shown discrepancies between providers’ own self assessments and inspectors’ scores, with no clear view by providers nor inspectors of where basic skills fits into wider training options. The ‘Cinderella’ status of basic skills tutors themselves has undermined their own development and progression opportunities, yielding low pay, poor infrastructure and limited access to capacity building.

New priorities

The publication of the Moser and Skills for Life reports articulated the Government’s strategy to improve basic skills provision for adults in Britain in the workplace, at home and in the community. A range of common themes emerged that have been given a regional dimension by the establishment in April 2001 of the then-DfEE Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit (ABSSU) network in the nine UK regions. The ABSSU is tasked to build on successful existing practice, advise and help to coordinate and support complementary initiatives by regional partners in adult basic skills delivery. It will operate in conjunction with a range of national and regional agencies, created or revamped to improve joined up provision: local Learning and Skills Councils, the Employment Service (soon to be Jobcentre Plus), National Training Organisations (shortly Sector Skills Councils), the Adult Learning Inspectorate, Regional Development Agencies, Local Learning Partnerships, trades unions and others.

In her wide-ranging Basic Skills Framework for Action
, the ABSSU Regional Co-ordinator for the South West identifies organisations in touch with people with low literacy and numeracy skills who will have an important role, to include amongst others chambers of commerce and enterprise agencies, prisons and the Probation Service, Connexions, voluntary bodies, parents and pre-/school groups, Age Concern, community centres and housing associations, libraries and museums. 

Skills for Life called for widespread reform of basic skills education, to be achieved through focusing on clear national standards and curriculum, diagnostic assessment generating individual learning plans, new national qualifications and tests. The pressing need for tutor professional development is given a high priority, underpinned by a new Basic Skills Research and Development Centre. Initiatives highlight tutor training, to be financed from the Standards Fund, and supporting teaching and learning materials linked to curriculum development. New occupational standards derived by the Further Education National Training Organisation (FENTO) have been agreed specifically for the needs of basic skills tutors. An emerging infrastructure needs to remedy issues of status for tutors, to open up tutor supply and build capacity in the profession.

By autumn 2001 steady progress in the basic skills agenda has been made. In the South West planning is underway for the new infrastructure to be implemented, including national literacy and numeracy, ESOL and Pre-Entry curricula, associated tutor training and introducing the new qualifications and national tests. Existing provision is being mapped and future targets agreed for present and projected local needs. In Phase 2 effective provision will be evaluated and developed, tutors recruited and trained, and integration promoted with related initiatives. Linkages are anticipated with projects in community action and ICT in urban and rural settings to reach a diversity of learners.

Under the new approach to basic skills provision, there are key issues of common concern to the various providers of adult basic skills education in the workplace and the community. The themes are highlighted in the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) Adult Literacy and Numeracy Delivery Plan
:

· Funding

· Tutor training

· Quality

· Partnerships

· Planning and performance monitoring

· Building capacity

· Promotion.

We explore a range of implications to providers in the sections below.

Funding

To drive up demand to the envisaged two million new learners over the next three years, local LSCs will work in partnership with the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit regional coordinators, Basic Skills Agency, Employment Service, local authorities, RDAs, learning partnerships, unions, voluntary and private sector providers
. As the agency that will provide funding for major growth in literacy and numeracy provision, the LSC must motivate providers to expand offerings and ease learners’ access to them. From 2001 tuition will be free to basic skills learners and their employers; successful achievement of learning goals will receive achievement funding. Flexible learning, quality assurance and monitoring effectiveness are also within the LSC remit.

To further widen participation, a general guide to funding basic skills has been published by DfES
. A new round of the Adult and Community Learning Fund for basic skills projects  is managed jointly by NIACE and the Basic Skills Agency (BSA)
. Potential providers are encouraged to focus on complementing existing local provision, learners’ needs, marketing, monitoring and evaluation. Basic skills provision for voluntary and community groups, coordinated by Lifelong Learning Partnerships, have also been targeted in the DfEE’s Basic Skills Community Fund. In the Freedom to Learn report
, specific funding recommendations were made for those with learning difficulties or disabilities. These included funding methodologies to ensure equality of opportunity and access as well as improving technology-based resources and equipment. 

For workplace provision, the Workplace Basic Skills Network (WBSN) at Lancaster University pointed out that although basic skills would be free at the point of delivery there was long term development funding needed for workplace basic skills programmes
. Employer support should be sought to contribute to development costs, which would in addition indicate their commitment. The WBSN recommend that local LSCs make discretionary funding available so that providers are able to draw down additional development resources. 

In the college context, promoting accreditation, progression and alignment between basic and key skills agendas was jointly explored by the BSA and Learning and Skills Development Agency
. Elsewhere, the BSA evaluated its own major basic skills research projects to draw together evidence on recruitment, quality of teaching, materials, assessment and staff
.


Tutor training

The WBSN was charged by DfES with managing the Building Basic Skills in the Workplace Initiative. Its aim was to:

· Build capacity among workplace basic skills providers;

· Improve quality of provision;

· Expand access to learning opportunities;

· Increase demand both from individual learners and from their employers;

· Increase participation in workplace basic skills activity

The WBSN managed a range of development and extension projects throughout the UK regions up to Spring 2001, with a particular aim to create or develop regional and local strategies for marketing, professional development, and delivery of workplace basic skills. Evidence gathered in projects pointed up the specific role of consultant-practitioners to promote, negotiate and deliver basic skills training. 


Emerging models and initiatives

The contribution of the consultant-practitioner, broker/facilitator, or workplace learning representative is rapidly defining itself as a model capable of enhancing basic skills provision in the workplace. Learning facilitators are one of the key success criteria of Union Learning Fund projects of 16 different unions. Union experience fed into joint pilot projects exploring TUC broker models managed by the BSA and the TUC. Positive results led on to the Basic Skills Brokerage Scheme, aiming to set up a network of trained brokers from business advisory and development backgrounds to facilitate workplace basic skills provision. 

BSA accredited brokers and providers scope employers’ needs, identify an appropriate action plan and provide advice on training, accreditation and implementation of a support infrastructure. Widespread success has led to the model’s introduction as a national development programme, supported by the LSC, BSA and Small Business Service for integration into local level workforce development strategies. The BSA are also embedding basic skills provision into the Investors in People kitemark as an additional indicator of company-wide commitment to learning and staff development.

The profile of workplace basic skills provision is rising rapidly amongst National Training Organisations, soon to be relaunched as Sector Skills Councils. Sectoral workforce development plans increasingly highlight basic skills needs amongst their staff as a growing priority to be addressed. The BSA are collaborating with selected NTOs to map new basic skills standards to sectoral occupational standards, then used to develop customised materials and training programmes. Specific work with the Employment NTO derived a particular set of competencies for human resource and training managers tackling basic skills provision in the workplace that are not currently addressed by existing occupational standards, and would benefit from further development
. 

The Employment Service Welfare to Work Division is currently piloting approaches to screen, identify and remedy basic skills shortfalls amongst jobseekers joining a range of New Deal programmes. Schemes range from the Short Intensive Basic Skills programme lasting four weeks to the Basic Employability Training initiative, delivered over 26 weeks and aiming to get the long-term unemployed back into work. Concerns however remain about those who ‘slip through the net’, are faced with the prospect of low-paid insecure employment – perhaps in SMEs - or, crucially, are lost to progression once they re-enter the job market.

1.5.3. Issues for employers

Context

Amongst the main difficulties with basic skills provision in the workplace are:

· to link delivery to the ‘bottom line’ concerns of businesses;

· to raise employers’ awareness that a problem may exist amongst their staff; 

· to convince employers of their responsibility to address skills shortfalls that may be regarded as failures of the compulsory education system.

Issues affecting employers’ willingness to invest in the skills of their workforce are of course not limited to basic skills provision. Particular problems, however, arise in the case of basic skills as these are not perceived by employers as job-related. 

The European Union is in no doubt as to where responsibilities lie.  They include employers amongst other social partners as having ‘the main responsibility to provide for developing the competences of their workforce’
. Stimulating demand for learning should take in basic skills as well as the needs of employers in general, especially SMEs, whose motivation to train is important. Future survey work is planned on learning in SMEs and scoping basic skills needs in Europe, alongside a Skills and Mobility Action Plan due in spring 2002.

UK initiatives

The need to motivate employers is at the heart of the UK Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit’s (ABSSU)  strategy
.Within their role as national and regional coordinators for basic skills initiatives, the ABSSU defines two key tasks:

· Convincing employers that they have a role to play in the facilitation of basic skills learning; and

· Ensuring that learning institutions have the capacity and expertise to meet newly generated demand for basic skills training.

Pilot initiatives to build capacity include widening the Basic Skills Agency brokerage scheme to include private providers, parallel extension of the role of union learning representatives, training of workplace tutors, and development of employer and employee learning champions. Also underway is a toolkit designed to raise awareness among employers of basic skills issues in the workplace, and advice and guidance on arranging assessment and provision for employees. Successful models for stimulating demand in larger enterprises will be trialed alongside other approaches in SMEs.

The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and Trades Union Congress (TUC) are key partners of the ABSSU in driving up demand for improving performance and raising skills levels amongst the UK workforce. Following on from the recommendations of the Moser report and the National Skills Task Force, the CBI and TUC jointly reported to the Chancellor of the Exchequer
 on the needs of employees not yet qualified to level 2 and of SMEs with less than fifty employees. They state that training and development is a shared responsibility:

· employers are responsible for training employees to meet business needs, and where possible should assist long term development ;

· employees are responsible for their own development and employability beyond the needs of their current employment;

· the Government is responsible for young people’s education, training and employability. It should address institutional market failure and improve capacity, opportunity and delivery

The CBI and TUC themselves propose joint support of a new Basic Skills Champions Group, working with members to promote benefits of training, and dissemination of good practice with other representative bodies to ensure consistency of approach. As incentives, the CBI/TUC favour the use of tax credits for employers involved in basic skills provision up to level 2 and for SMEs to obtain the Investors in People standard, as well as incentives for individuals to engage in training. They see the achievement of level 2 as of particular importance to the UK workforce, as

· this is where gaps with international competitors are widest;

· beyond this level, rates of returns for training are greater for the individual than for the state.


The critical importance of developing demand led workforce development for the UK is addressed in a ground-breaking report by the Cabinet Office Performance and Innovation Unit
. The report highlights the need for all Government departments involved (Work and Pensions, Education and Skills, DTI and Treasury) to share a common policy vision for a flexible system to meet the needs of different local labour markets. Generic needs are identified in adaptability, ICT, communication and customer care as well as basic skills, whose acquisition is seen as driving engagement in further learning. The report confirms a long term aim to ensure that all adults may achieve a level 2 qualification, with clear responsibilities set out for Government, employers and individuals. Better advice and guidance, incentives for SMEs, use of employer networks, partnerships and expansion of successful initiatives like Investors in People are all explored as potential models to stimulate demand for learning. 


Following the PIU report, the Treasury issued its Pre-Budget report
 in which it considers funding measures to drive demand for workplace learning, including such options as tax credits for employers. Financial incentives would have to ensure that training support is effectively targeted to those who would not otherwise be offered the opportunity by their employers, deal with market failures and support individuals and employers to increase skills levels. Level 2 skills are seen as a progression point for lower skilled workers training in basic literacy, numeracy and ICT. Proposals include:

· financial support and incentives for firms whose staff take time off to train;

· an entitlement to paid time off for learners;

· free learning provision and accreditation for employees with approved providers;

· extended information, advice and guidance support.

Pilot initiatives will be launched in April 2002 to trial a range of options for basic skills provision up to level 2. Elements to be tested will include levels of compensation for employers, entitlements to time off, rewards for successful course completion, and levels of subsidy for course and accreditation.

In a recent paper, the Industrial Society points up the disparity in skills provision in the UK workplace
, where training is concentrated amongst managers and professionals who already have higher level qualifications. Levels of exclusion from workplace learning by the lower paid also echo perceived inequalities between academic and vocational provision, and are linked with a shortage of intermediate skills. The Industrial Society endorses the responsibility of government, rather than employers, to finance basic and key skills, together with entitlement to such study which contains triggers for continuing development. Other initiatives for further development include tax credits, network membership, rationalised qualification frameworks, learning accounts, Investors in People, union learning representatives, business support, and advice and guidance.

The 2001 National Adult Learning Survey confirmed the impact of workplace learning as an important motivator for adults
. Most respondents started learning for job related reasons.

Benefits were reported ranging from increased job competence to greater job satisfaction. Factors associated with maintaining and enhancing employability were rated highly. When surveyed for ICT use, employees were much more likely than those not in paid employment to have used computers.

Regional experience

The Regional Co-ordinator South West, Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit helpfully clarifies that LSC funding for basic skills provision is allocated for externally accredited and non-accredited courses. Work is presently underway to adapt the ‘Progress File’ to recognise non-accredited achievement. Learning opportunities in literacy, numeracy and English language continue free to individuals; for bespoke workplace provision, additional costs in needs analysis, course development and reporting may be negotiated with employers.


1.6. Quantitative evidence

This section of the report highlights the sources of statistical information on the regional, sub regional and local situation. The online version of this section, on the SLIM Website at http://www.swslim.org.uk/documents/themes/Basicskills_data.doc, contains live links to supplementary data as highlighted below.  One of the major problems with assessing basic skills needs is that often the data is not adequate.  Here we comment on the adequacy of the various sources of data that are available.

1.6.1. General basic skills research

Research implies that people with Level 1 or better numeracy skills earn on average 26% more than those without and similar levels of return are offered on academic and vocational qualifications. Furthermore, people lacking basic skills are up to five times more likely to be unemployed or outside the labour market and it is calculated that basic skills improvements outlined in the Moser Report would save the taxpayer £2.54 billion for numeracy improvements and £0.44 billion for literacy. Additional research demonstrates wider benefits of skills and training on company growth and survival and even on health and well-being. 

1.6.2. Basic Skills Agency research

Throughout 1996 and 1997 the Opinion Research Business (ORB) undertook a series of surveys on behalf of the Basic Skills Agency (BSA) to estimate the level of basic literacy and numeracy skills in selected local authority areas in England.

A total of 17 surveys were conducted throughout England comprising over 8000 interviews. The results of this research have been used to predict the level of need for improvements in basic skills in each of the 364 Unitary Authorities (UAs) in England and all UAs have been classified according to the percent of the population who are likely to have problems with literacy or numeracy.

A regional comparison shows 22.4% of the adult working age population in the South West to have poor literacy skills and 22.7% to have poor numeracy. Sub-regional analysis of the literacy figures indicate that the worst affected areas overall are West Somerset, North Cornwall and Torridge. This is not to say, however, that there are not pockets of more severe difficulty within other regions. In Bristol, for example the overall mean was 24.6%, but some individual wards showed much higher prevalence (Knowle, 33.7%; Southmead, 32.7%; Whitchurch Park, 31.9%, etc.). The same was true of Swindon (Whitworth, 35.5%; Gorse Hill, 30.3%) and is likely to be reflected throughout the rest of the region.

Further exploration of the data at ward level, however, highlights the difficulties of using BSA data at such a local level. There has been some debate about the size of the sample used in the research overall, and Torridge District highlighted above illustrates how the population figures within each ward can skew the results. Torridge does appear to have serious problems with basic literacy skills amongst its adult population. Of the 27 wards in the district only 3 have a population with poor literacy skills lower than the national average.  Of the remaining 24 wards, 12 experience figures greater than 30%. However, the most seriously affected wards often have very much smaller populations – well under 1000 persons aged 16-60 – and it seems probable that the way the figures have been calculated is unreliable at this level.

This is not to say, however, that that information should be ignored, just used with extreme caution and alongside other indicators available to ward level, such as the Indices of Deprivation and unemployment statistics, which may well confirm those wards with real difficulties.  

Work undertaken to put together statistical report available on the SLIM website already indicates the areas within the region that, according to the BSA data, should be the focus of initiatives to meet the basic skills needs of the local population. It is clear from the analysis completed that each local authority area in the region can legitimately claim a basic skills ‘hotspot’, should the criteria be fixed at those wards with percentages above the national average.

Further details of BSA data for the South West are available in an online format on the SLIM website.

1.6.3. Indices of Local Deprivation 2000

The Indices of local deprivation (ILD) are a number of ward-level dimensions used to calculate the Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (formerly DETR) measure of multiple deprivation. They comprise six main dimensions (Income, Employment, Health Deprivation and Disability, Education, Skills and Training, Housing, and Geographical Access to Services) and are combined to given an overall ranking of deprivation (Index of Multiple Deprivation).

When comparing the ILD2000 figures in the education domain with the percentages in the BSA research, there is a general correlation between the data, in that those wards identified as educationally deprived are also those that experience high percentages of the population with literacy and numeracy skills. There are certain wards, however, identified as having a high percentage of the population with basic skills needs according to BSA which do not figure in the ILD figures. With the unreliability inherent in both sets of data, but most particularly the BSA work, it is useful to support one set of data with the other.

Of note, however, is that 12 of the 25 most education deprived wards in the South West Region are situated within the City of Bristol, and the top 5 most deprived are all within that local authority (LA) area.

Further details of ILD education figures and comparison with those from the BSA are available in the online version, with links to a map showing the distribution of educational deprivation in the South West and to the Neighbourhood Statistics site for IMD figures.

1.6.4. Employers Skill Survey 1999/2001

The Employers Skill Survey (ESS) was commissioned by the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) in order to provide information on the extent, causes and implications of skill deficiencies throughout England. 

The survey was initially performed in 1999 and comprised a total of 26,952 interviews of which 23,070 were conducted by telephone and 3,882 through face-to-face interviews. The questionnaires were designed such that the telephone questionnaire formed a sub-set of the face-to-face version. Both surveys were establishment based and interviews were undertaken with the senior person responsible for human resource or personnel issues. 

In terms of coverage, the survey encompassed all business sectors (public and private), with the exception of Agriculture, Hunting and Forestry and Private Households with Employed Persons. 

Regional analysis of the 1999 data for the South West indicated the following points:

· Wiltshire and Swindon LSC area is the most seriously affected by skills shortages amongst current employees. The IER in their analysis of the ESS include Wiltshire in a 'Western Crescent' with Berkshire, West London South London, Surrey and Oxford MK and Bucks. Avon appears to be the least affected by these skills deficiencies.

· Avon is much more seriously affected by vacancies in the work force due to skills shortage (affecting recruitment) than it is by skills gaps within the current employee base.

· There are no LSC areas within the SW region with a higher than average density of skills shortage vacancies given the local unemployment rate. This indicates there is no serious mismatch of skills available and required within the regional workforce.

· When looking at vacancies as a percentage of employment by occupation, level 1 occupations generally have the lowest densities of skill-shortages.  However, Avon has one of the 3 highest values on the density measure (1.1%) along with Sussex (1.3%) and South London (1.1%).

At a national level, inadequate levels of literacy and numeracy were reported mainly in relation to admin/secretarial/sales/customer service occupations. Numeracy was also seen as a problem in relation to personal service and managers/senior officials.

Available via the online version are regional data from the 1999 ESS, 1999 and 2001 ESS national statistical reports, and the Institute of Employment Research report “Employers Skill Survey: Skills, Local Areas and Unemployment” based on the 1999 ESS data.

1.6.5. Qualifications and occupations 

Data from Labour Force Survey (LFS) indicates that the population in the South West is the third highest qualified region, behind only London and the South East in terms of the number of people of working age with a degree or equivalent. The figure is below the national average, but that has been raised by the significantly higher percentages in the two top regions. The South West has the second lowest percentage of the population with no qualifications - at 12.6% it is well below the UK average of 16.4%. 

Work undertaken by the Institute for Employment Research (IER) suggests that in comparison to the UK as a whole, the South West has a slightly larger than average proportion of jobs at NVQ levels 1-3. However, the region has the lowest share of any region for jobs requiring ‘no qualifications.’

It is forecast that over the period to 2010 there will be a fall of 73,000 in the number of jobs in the SW economy requiring no qualifications, this is at a faster rate than the UK overall.  There will be an above average rise in the number of jobs requiring NVQ levels 1-3.

From the online version can be downloaded LFS regional comparisons of qualifications, IER projections for qualifications in the South West, the full IER national report “Projections of Occupations and Qualifications, 2000/2001” and the IER report of regional results.

1.6.6. South West TECs Individuals Survey 2000

In 2000 the South West TECs (now LSCs) performed a number surveys across the region to measure “Perspectives on Individuals Learning and Employment”. 

A whole range of issues were covered, including respondents’ self-assessment of their abilities in basic skills. Analysis of the basic skill and I.T. findings indicates the following key issues:

· The main cause for concern in the areas of literacy and numeracy is the age range 16-19. As respondents get older they have a higher opinion of their own abilities in these areas.

· As could be predicted, the opposite is true in respect of IT skills, with the younger age groups significantly more confident in this area.

· This data is interesting as a comparison to the Basic Skills Agency data, which seems to suggest that there are greater difficulties with literacy levels in the SW.  Figures in this survey suggest people have much less confidence in their number skills or they are more willing to admit to numeracy limitations

· Respondents across all areas of the SW are relatively confident in all but one of the nine key skills area - IT.

· Those with the lowest confidence in IT are resident in Cornwall, where the mean rating dropped to 2.97

· The unemployed have much less confidence in their abilities in the main basic skills categories than those in employment - particularly those employed full-time.

Available via the online version are the South West basic skills measures and downloadable reports from the South West TECs research site.

1.6.7. Work-based training for young people and adults

Figures from the Department for Education and Skills (formerly DfEE) on work-based training (WBT) for young people and adults indicate the following:

· The percentage of young people in WBT in the South West considering themselves in need of support in literacy and numeracy has been consistently below the national average;

· In line with the rest of England and Wales, a steep increase in the percentage was experienced between 1999-2000;

· As with figures for young people, the percentage of those adults in WBT in the South West considering themselves to need help with literacy and numeracy is below the national average, second lowest of all regions;

· There is very little demand for basic skills support amongst speakers of other languages in the South West, according to this data.

Online figures are available from June 2001 for work-based training for young people and adults in June 2001.

1.6.8. Key Stage 3 – Literacy and numeracy at age 14

DfES figures on the achievements of 14 year olds at Key Stage 3 indicate the following for literacy and numeracy scores:

· For the South West as a whole, the percentage of pupils achieving level 5 at Key Stage 3 (age 14) is consistently above the national average. 

· Figures in Bristol, however, are up to 18 percentage points lower than the national average. Figures for Plymouth are also below national averages. 

· It appears that one of the key problems identified by these figures is the disparity between the boys' and girls' results in English - boys are lower achievers in this subject right across the region, with boys in Bristol again experiencing the greatest difficulty with the subject.

· The percentage of pupils achieving level 6 at Key Stage 3 (age 14) is above the national average.  

· There is however, a substantial difference in the experience of individual LEA's. Results in Bristol and Plymouth are below the national average, with Bristol experiencing the most acute differences in achievement levels

Key Stage 3 achievements for the South West are available in the online version of this paper.

1.6.9. Summary

In summary, there are a variety of data sources relevant to the field of adult basic skills in the workplace, each of which has its own strengths and weaknesses. The Basic Skills Agency data tends to be the most widely used in relation to basic skills provision but, as discussed, has a number of shortfalls, particularly in relation to ward-level analyses. The combination of data from different sources paints a complex picture indicating pockets of severe deprivation throughout the region, but an overall regional situation superior to that in much of England. What the figures do indicate, however, is that lack of basic skills remains a serious problem and one that requires a number of different approaches in order to best target areas and individuals for further training.

2. Basic skills workshop

2.1. Workshop themes

The learning theme culminated in a regional workshop which attracted some 70 participants from a wide range of stakeholder organisations (see Annex A for participants list). The aim of the workshop was to provide a platform for sharing ideas and to develop recommendations for the improvement of policy and practice in the South West region.

The themes explored by delegates were selected from a range of key issues highlighted by practitioners in the preceding online debate on the SLIM Website (accessible under ‘Learning Theme’ at http://www.swslim.org.uk ). Recommendations arising from the discussions appear below (section 4). These also echo those highlighted in the Learning and Skills Council’s Adult Numeracy and Literacy Delivery Plan, particularly as regards:

· Funding

· Quality

· Partnerships

· Promotion and awareness

The two key questions underpinning all the discussions were:

· how to improve provision within the region and 

· how to improve links with employers in developing adult basic skills in the workplace 

A further list of key questions addressed by delegates is set out in Annex C.

In the sections below we set out some of the key issues emerging from the workshop discussions.  This is interspersed with comment, case studies and interviews collected through the virtual discussion that preceded the work
shop.

2.1.1. Improving quality

The need to improve the quality of basic skills provision has been at the forefront of recent and current government initiatives promoting basic skills. Prior to the publication of the Skills for Life strategy and the inception of the Learning and Skills Councils, the Further Education Funding Council set in motion a quality initiative to improve shortfalls identified in college providers’ inspection reports. The new measures aimed to improve:

· standards and quality of basic skills 

· experience for learners 

· volumes of learners participating in basic skills 

· providers’ retention and achievement rates in basic skills 

· people’s capacity to work and progress in education and employment

Production of a set of staff and organisational development materials followed, whose goal was to help providers recognise the processes and issues needed to raise the quality and capacity of their basic skills provision. These were distributed to college and LEA providers during the transition period around the launch of LSCs, supported by a workshop programme to train and develop staff with responsibilities for basic skills.  Trained facilitators were allocated to providers. This BSQI Initiative is now being extended to work based learning providers through Local LSCs. 

Since Skills for Life a more focused strategy has been launched which significantly shifts efforts towards a major reform of basic skills education. This will be effected by concentrating on a new infrastructure of national standards, and curricula, diagnostic assessment leading to individual learning plans, new qualifications and national tests. In the Government’s Pathfinder areas national tests have been piloted and well received by learners, two-thirds of whom passed and almost all of whom gave positive feedback to the more structured approach. 

Diagnostic materials have been commissioned by the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit, working together with the Basic Skills Agency, Be Consultancy and the National Foundation for Educational Research. All tools produced will be matched to the national standards, the Adult Core Curricula for Literacy and Numeracy, the Pre-entry Curriculum and the ESOL curriculum. Inclusive resources will map ranges of competency from pre-entry to Level Two and include materials to assess literacy and numeracy, those for use with ESOL learners, and learners who are dyslexic.

In parallel with new measures for learners are the emerging Further Education National Training Organisation (FENTO) standards, agreed by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, to endorse FE-based initial teacher training provided by all awarding institutions in England. For basic skills and ESOL practitioners, these will act to develop competencies in literacy and numeracy skills, understanding and knowledge where basic skills are subject specifications. These standards will work together with the generic FENTO teaching standards to form a framework for qualifications for basic skills and ESOL teachers. The new Research and Development Centre in Basic Skills is expected to take a leading role in raising the profile and status of basic skills tutors and build a culture of continuing professional development, into which ongoing diagnosis, testing and training will feed. For work-based practitioners, new Learning and Development national occupational standards have just been issued by the Employment National Training Organisation which include new units on supporting basic skills and mentoring in the workplace.

At the workshop, feedback from practitioners concentrated on how to identify strengths and weaknesses of local providers. Issues included:

· Currently, brokers simply avoid using providers who give poor service without a facility to ensure that support is offered to help them improve. 

· Two way feedback is needed to disseminate good practice and encourage cultures of improvement: a co-ordinating role for local Learning and Skills Councils may be indicated here. 

· Potential involvement by the Regional Development Agency could be useful to follow up a current study by the Association of Colleges on factors affecting provider performance. 

· Target setting, with explicit percentages of workplace learners, could be one way of identifying strong and weak providers, although wide take-up of union-based learning initiatives might also skew figures away from mainstream provision.

· Funding and basic skills brokerage initiatives were each seen as significant factors in quality provision. 

· Lack of accessible long term funding is a substantial barrier to providers who are not able, over time, to retain skilled staff and sustain training programmes with continuity. 

· Sufficient capacity is needed for tutor staff so that they can be released to pursue further training and attend networking events; at present much tutor development takes place in their own time, and overtime is not always a practical solution. 

· For brokerage schemes to work properly, co-ordination and liaison is needed to avoid duplication of effort, and specialist sales training to promote basic skills education and target employers with sensitivity. 

On this last point, Fiona Frank made the following comment:

“….the benefits of basic skills programmes to employers, the ‘short term tangible gains’ and the ‘potential empowerment effect’ are both important: and it really doesn’t have to be an ‘either-or’ job – employers will be interested in both. What I think is unhelpful, is tying benefits to a deficit approach – going in and saying ‘one in five of your workforce has a problem’ isn’t helpful, but tying it in to ‘your workplace has changed and there may be specific tasks which your workforce could do with doing better’ … is much more helpful and leads to less of a ‘blame’ culture.

Sue Jeffery, basic skills tutor at Royal Forest of Dean College, offered her experience online:

I try to ensure when I negotiate a basic skills course within a company that the manager agrees to a more holistic course rather than basic skills for work exclusively. Most managers do not automatically have a problem to solve within the workplace that can be answered by Basic Skills.  Usually as long as some of the work is directly related to the job … there is room for the rounded self development side of the learning to run alongside this. I have never yet run a course in which I have not been able to include both parts of the learning.

2.1.2. Plugging the gaps in provision

Discussions at the workshop identified three critical gaps in provision:

· Lack of training and continuing professional development for workplace learning representatives, tutors, brokers and champions 

· The SME sector, a difficult audience where clear gaps exist

· Lack of an adequate referral system.

Tutor progression and continuing professional development were seen as particularly essential for tutors and learning champions. There was recognition that provision for tutors needed to be flexible to take account of regional and industrial variations and attitudes. Sectoral difficulties could be particularly acute: catering and tourism, for instance, had significant problems with basic skills / ESOL needs amongst as many as 40-50% of workers, with major shortages for skilled staff, such as chefs.

Delegates agreed that many gaps in provision are due to well documented historical reasons, such as a tradition of in-house training in some sectors and availability of trained staff. Businesses were often reluctant to undertake training due to cost implications and the perceived increased risk of losing staff. The dispersed geography and rurality of the South West region have also prevented a widespread take-up of training, where travelling distances to train often acts as a further disincentive. Provision of training for learning representatives is only just beginning to become significant as the model establishes itself within the region.

Priorities in plugging the gaps should usefully be linked to the priority sectors identified for strategic development by the Regional Development Agency: advanced engineering, food and drink, ICT, marine, tourism, printing and packaging, customer and financial services, automotive, biotechnology and environmental technology. When approaching SMEs, more needs to be done to achieve a co-ordinated approach whereby financial services managers would all recognise the benefits of obtaining core skills and would know how to promote this. Skills training needs to be acknowledged as a business service like many others and not dealt with as an entirely separate entity.

As to the changes needed and responsibilities for plugging the gaps, these should be shared between the local Learning and Skills Councils and partner agencies such as the new Sector Skills Councils, Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit, Small Business Service, the Regional Development Agency and other key stakeholders. Shared investment in a regional infrastructure should be explored. Incentives are needed to encourage response: tax credits could be used, or Investors in People promotion for contract holders by public sector bodies. Employer strategy groups should be formed to raise awareness and gain management commitment to improving provision. In the workplace more brokers, learning champions and tutors are needed, to be targeted for continuing professional development and recognition for their achievements. Educators and trainers also need to develop negotiating and marketing skills to deliver the learning message.

Kris Ventris-Field, of the Gloucester Pathfinder programme, made the following comment in the SLIM online discussion:

It is crucial to have a knowledgeable sales person who can demonstrate good practice and offer local examples of where it’s made a difference. The most notable difference for many learners in the workplace, is one of confidence and an ability to cope with change - therefore affecting retention, not necessarily of proven improved productivity.

Mark Davis of Richard Huish College continued the debate:

Being an old salesman..…. it is fundamental to the success of any selling activity that the purchaser/learner has the confidence in the sales person and can relate to that person at a human level - selling should be about need satisfaction and should be seen as a service that offers a unique opportunity to both involved. Therefore, to be able to quote local good practice and success affords this human level … So it would be great to point to success to boost someone's confidence and demonstrate how learning can improve your employability and all the other elements you quote.

2.1.3. Mainstreaming basic skills

Mainstreaming basic skills programmes was considered by delegates to be a fruitful approach to providing basic skills training within the context of other programmes, for instance where its boundaries may overlap with lower level vocational skills. Partnerships should be formed where efforts would not normally be co-ordinated: a shared understanding of basic skills amongst providers is important, as this will enable additional flexibility in selecting areas for delivery that best match the needs of the learners. Keeping the profile low often works best for successful delivery, and establishes a progression route for learners once their confidence has been won. Marketing and promotion for courses like these should likewise remain low key so as to avoid perceived stigma by those with basic skills needs. In the workplace, delivering basic skills training may be sensitively embedded within such generic provision as health and safety courses in a supportive environment.

There are, however, potential challenges around mainstreaming.  This lies in the balance achieved between vocational and basic skills provision, in that the vocational area delivered may itself limit the type or quality of basic skills that may be delivered. Appropriate embedding of ‘underpinning’ skills can be used to provide a broader thrust to the learning than a course structured around a single goal. Work Based Learning for Young People and full time vocational training offer potential avenues for LSCs to explore. Within the specific context of the workplace, embedding can increase relevance, motivation and commitment of learners. In other settings such as family learning, integration of basic skills within other areas has also been proven to work effectively.

According to Sue Jeffrey, in online discussion:

In my experience I have found that most employers and employees want a rounded course that encompasses life skills as well as work related tasks. It is often the case that the life skills automatically help to address any work related task problems.

Short courses can be delivered to focus purely on work related tasks but will mean that if the whole area of need, from the student's point of view, is not addressed they will be unable to be a flexible worker and will find it difficult to adapt easily to the next change at work. If employers really want multi-skilled workers they need to understand that a task related course will not deliver this. It is only when the needs of the students, rather than the needs for the task, are addressed that real confidence to grow and take on new ideas is really embedded.

To which Nigel Carter, of Swindon Chamber of Commerce, added the observation:

The student’s needs tend to be longer term, the employer's shorter. If we can bridge that perception, linking it to a greater deal of staff loyalty and improved retention, so much the better.

Tutors are key to the success of mainstreaming adult literacy and numeracy provision. Double staffing with dedicated tutors may be used to target basic skills learners effectively, or vocational tutors given additional training to recognise and respond to basic skills needs. Future development strategies for building tutor capacity and qualifications at entry level could focus on those with prior experience at NVQ Levels 1 and 2. The advent of the FENTO standards could well highlight the value of further development for tutors.

Current barriers were identified in diagnostic assessment procedures and in tutor training. Awareness raising, possibly through the media, is needed for the general public as potential learners as well as for tutors specifically, so that they are able to evaluate the range of approaches available to them. 

A growing tutor awareness of ICT and learndirect courses would also complement present delivery strategies and add flexibility for mainstreaming approaches: more can be done to promote learndirect amongst management, tutors and learners. 

A multilayered approach works best to engage all stakeholders and build open partnerships. ICT has been successfully used to engage potential learners, many of whom complete and acquire certification; vocational skills are also effective motivators towards qualifications. Simplicity, however, should be used to deconstruct overly complex funding arrangements that work against effective co-operation. Many funding streams carry overly restrictive requirements that are not readily transferable into mainstream provision at present.


2.1.4. ICT and basic skills

Delegates to the SLIM workshop considered that ICT is potentially a very useful marketing tool for further learning, particularly basic skills. There is noticeably less stigma attached to learning ICT skills than to literacy and numeracy; it is considered ‘cool’ by younger learners and a leveller to the learning field by all age groups. It is important to recognise however, that human support is also needed to supplement computer based learning.

Use of ICT is now mainstream to many employment requirements across companies and sectors. ICT doesn’t remove the need for the ‘business case’ to be put to employers but it does provide additional encouragement as very few companies today, even SMEs, operate without ICT. Combining basic skills training and ICT training could also be sold as a retention tool to employers, particularly in the current climate of high employment. ICT also has been found to help with development of other ‘soft’ skills, such as physical coordination, confidence and information retention.

ICT allows the design of software programmes which can combine the learning of computer skills with basic skills. Some of these run with the user being unaware that they are also being taught basic literacy and/or numeracy alongside the ICT training. Hardware is readily available, but software development and content should be enhanced in order to deliver basic skills training effectively within and beyond the workplace. The new national curriculum and a greater focus on the needs of workplace learners can be used to drive up the quality, range of provision and flexibility available in basic skills software packages.  

At present attention in the South West is focusing on development of a regional standard for hardware provision: industry expectations have been driven up. In parallel, a regional pilot could be set up to encourage the South West’s software companies to set a national standard for learning software development. 

ICT opens up opportunities for improving accessibility. By helping to extend provision in the workplace, those with basic skills needs can be encouraged by their peers. Provision outside the ‘normal’ surroundings of a FE college or workplace tends to result in an increase in demand. Worthwhile to monitor are the UKonline projects in the South West, worth around £10m and in non-traditional locations. It is as yet too early to judge their success, but their potential to attract learners in community settings will develop over time.

Basic skills networks are well placed to lead the field in ICT usage for basic skills; learndirect initiatives can feed into a partnership approach. Colleges need to set basic skills at the heart of their business, and ICT is implicit in the future sustainability of further education particularly in responding to the needs of new workplace programmes. Tutors are able to drive demand for software use in basic skills delivery: they need urgently to be brought up to speed, and regularly updated in the use of ICT for all course provision. However, it is important to remember that ICT is not a solution in itself, but merely part of the solution.

The following key points were made by delegates:

· Despite all the current interest in the issue, there is not much known about what works: sharing examples of good practice case studies should be extended and improved.

· Incentives are important: support to make basic skills training attractive to employers, such as by using direct funding from national government, tax credits or training vouchers, should be increased.

· Simplicity is key: programmes must be simple to operate and funding criteria should be as free from complications as possible. No organisation, particularly small and/or community based, will want to undertake a project that requires them to employ another member of staff just to deal with the associated bureaucracy; time should be spent providing, not administering.

· Co-operation between organisations and companies should be encouraged, so that resources may be pooled and economies of scale achieved. For small businesses, often based in small units on out-of-town trading estates, mobile ICT provision could enable interim training centres to be set up on the estate to build demand for learning

2.1.5. Building effective partnerships

There was much direct experience of partnership building evidenced by participants at the workshop.  Participants agreed that partnerships between various stakeholders such as employers, employees, training providers, and policymakers are vital to improve adult basic skills.

One strong theme to emerge was the need for time to be available to build effective partnerships, enabling partners to:

· develop common terms of reference and a shared understanding of basic skills; 

· agree roles and responsibilities, financial frameworks and liabilities; 

· overcome sectoral divides and other cultural differences; 

· accommodate others’ needs and assimilate their strengths.

Government initiatives often have unrealistically expectations and want ever ambitious outcomes to be delivered from a standing start. Often potential partners need to demonstrate compliance with different sets of funding and other requirements before initiatives can properly commence. The obstructive capacity of individual cultures and values to hinder partnership development should not be underestimated, with central government departments needing to lead the way in reducing the ‘silo’ mentality. The advent of the Regional Development Agencies was seen by delegates as helping to promote partnerships, particularly with a targeted Skills Development Fund available to get projects up and running. Local Learning and Skills Councils could make a positive contribution to sub-regional partnerships, opening up basic skills provision and stimulating its take-up across sectors. Clear co-ordination would help to achieve communication, continuity and long term sustainability.

Within regional and local partnerships, an imbalance in size of organisations can act as a barrier to effective co-operation. Too often larger organisations tend to dominate partnerships, especially where they are able to benefit from targeted funding streams where costs – and mistrust! - can be passed on to smaller partners. Independent or voluntary sector organisations are not necessarily set up to be fundholders. When funds become available for proposal submission, it is helpful for partnerships to be able to agree a strategy that will accommodate all needs with enough lead time to develop a coherent application. In the initial stages of initiatives, development resources are needed to cover such aspects as outreach, anti-social hours, and small groups often without qualification-based funding support. Existing collaborative frameworks will pave the way for sustainable future partnerships. 

There is currently a lack of clear or effective incentives for employers, employees and training providers, particularly within SMEs. Providers need to build capacity, which require specialists trained in delivery to be able to take the message to the workplace; too often however limited funding and other resources are available for development work. 

Sue Jeffery made the following contribution in online debate:

What motivates employers?  The fact that staff with good basic skills will be able to:

· Write memos more clearly saving time

· Understand instructions more quickly and easily and make fewer errors in the workplace

· Be more prepared to change work practices as they have the skills to cope

· Be able to be multi-skilled, moving between tasks easily

· Be confident with dealing with new technology

· Be confident at speaking to and with other people enabling them to
contribute to time saving or money saving ideas at work. Team meetings and team working all depend on good oral skills.

· Be more likely to stay with the company as they see an investment in
themselves as individuals.

This will all motivate the employer but we also will ensure that the employee also gains other skills that he needs. Most employers are happy that we will incorporate other skills into our courses. It is a difficult balancing act but we really can please all the people..... we just need to negotiate it well at the beginning.

Interview: College recruitment support and basic skills training to businesses

(extracted from SLIM Website, at http://www.swslim.org.uk)

Our involvement has tended to focus on recruitment. A lot of companies now ask people to take tests as part of their recruitment procedures, and sometimes these just don’t relate to the jobs that people actually on the ground. If you have a test that demands basic skills at Level 3 in order to get a job that only requires basic skills at level 1, you've effectively got an equal opportunities issue on your hands. You're excluding a whole cohort of people on a really flimsy basis. It's even worse if you consider the difficulties people who have English as a second language might have. 

You also get the scenario of employers developing testing procedures in the hope of finding people who are, if you like, the finished product - able to do the job from day one. This again excludes a lot of people with potential …but most employers also want people who are going to stay with them for a while. The experience of a lot of the companies that we've worked with is that people with really good skills, the ones who sail through the test, tend to disappear after six months. The retention isn't there. A lot of companies, informally, will now say that the people they want are the ones who can just do the job, who find it challenging and rewarding and who can develop through doing it. This is where we come in.

Generally we work with companies on their selection procedures. To give you an example, we're working with one large company that are recruiting pretty much all the time. The employer lets us know when they need a new cohort and we then advertise a ten-week programme which is directly linked to a job opportunity with the company. People apply and there's an initial assessment, to ensure we don't build the hopes of those who aren't likely to succeed - they're referred to longer programmes. The course is ten weeks long and consists support with applications, interview practice, intensive literacy and numeracy skills development. They also get help with exam techniques - practice with things like multiple choice, which can new to quite a lot of people, and group interview techniques. They also get a one-on-one interview with the employer's interviewer and feedback before the real interview. 

For me, the perfect model would be that the college goes in and works with an employer on their recruitment procedures. We test it, revamp it, make it relevant and implement it.  Implicit in this is diagnosis of basic skills needs. The college then provides both pre-recruitment courses to help brush up and get in and post-recruitment development in the workplace. Another thing that's looking promising is work with some of the large public sector employers. They're nibbling at the idea of taking on people whose basic skills are almost up to the job and then action planning. This would effectively involve saying you've got a six month probationary period in which to raise your level of ability, which would be delivered by the college in the workplace. 

Clearly when an employer has a recruitment crisis, they're not going to care so much about the results of a test. If they've got 100 people coming through the door they can be as tight as they like with testing and discriminate against people on basis of their basic skills. But the point is to form a relationship with an employer that's going to last over the longer term, whether it's a tight or slack labour market. Once you've got their trust you can start suggesting things, taking it that step further. But you have to be completely transparent. If when you knock on their door you sound like some academic who's saying you can do their job better than them, you can forget it. They also have to be confident that you're not going to give them inappropriate people or start charging all of a sudden. It's a slow process and needs investment. You can't do it as well as teaching.

Training and skills development for practitioners in basic skills underpin partnership success. Although there is resident expertise amongst external consultants, they also need to fit with sensitivity into individual workplace cultures. Some private providers of NVQ training have demonstrated credibility in this area, and NVQ assessors can also play strong roles in partnerships. Union experience confirms the effectiveness of building capacity by training up workplace mentors from amongst existing staff, where employers themselves can take on a partnership role. Information, advice and guidance functions of learning champions are also key to stimulating demand.

Delegates acknowledged current initiatives underway by such bodies as National Training Organisations to map basic skills to a range of different occupational standards. To date colleges have been engaged by NTOs in their National Basic Skills Brokerage Scheme but employers have yet to participate fully; hopes are that the new Sector Skills Councils will facilitate greater ownership of training by businesses. At present those employers participating in the scheme are likely to have already identified basic skills needs amongst their employees. NVQs to Level 3 offer much scope for basic skills training, where individual needs can be identified as part of assessment procedures. Further development work is needed to apply the sectoral context – and appropriate language - to materials that are so vital for their perceived relevance by employers. A balance should be struck between the use of context and generic training, which can be applied more flexibly across different workplace settings.

Interview: Dawn Walker, MBE, National Manager - Basic Skills Brokerage Scheme

(extracted from SLIM Website, at http://www.swslim.org.uk)

The concept was introduced by the Basic Skills Agency and its first pilot was in West London, which was set up in partnership with the LSC, TUC and CBI. It was then spun out to the North East of England, where the project has been going since April 2000. The full evaluation of this pilot will be out in January 2002. There was also a third pilot in Berkshire that was looking to reach SMEs (Small and Medium Sized Enterprises). The idea of doing a few pilots was to get a baseline comparison between different areas. 

The programme (funded by DfES) has involved finding brokers with business backgrounds, raising their awareness of basic skill issues and training them to encourage employers to address the basic skills needs of their workforce. The brokers do a two-day programme. Once trained and approved they develop links with employers, generate interest and facilitate the delivery customised programmes to those employers, which is provided by a network of approved providers. The providers receive training in how to design and deliver bespoke programmes for the workplace. The brokers make the leads, but they have to be absolutely confident about the ability of partners to deliver if they are going to be comfortable making the referrals. It’s their contacts and reputations that are on the line.

The scheme is primarily about capacity building, quality and developing the delivery infrastructure in a way that’s going to be sustainable. The introduction of the national curriculum and standards are causing immense changes, so the thrust of the programme has to be both about generating demand and ensuring staff have the resources to deliver. Brokers are primarily from LSCs and the Small Business Service, though they can also be workforce development teams. The programme is about developing a baseline of experienced practitioners, enhancing their existing skills base and adding to the portfolio they can offer employers. The focus of their work with employers will depend on the employers' needs. Basic Skills has been the main thrust of discussions with some employers, but that’s simply because basic skills has been these employers primary concern. 

More often the discussions will be focused on issues like induction and appraisal, which often leads on to an examination of the basic skills needs of staff in the organisation. Brokers provide a lot of real, live examples highlighting the ways in which basic skills are used in work, the sort of things that can go wrong if they're missing and ways in which companies have benefited from programmes they've introduced. It's also about developing the brokers understanding about how basic skills fits in with their own current roles. Once you're alert to the issue of basic skills, you find it comes up all the time in a huge number of different ways.

Brokers engage the employers, conduct the initial visits, explore the employers needs and than pass this on to one of the approved providers. The provider meets with the employer and broker, together or independently, and then it's up to the provider to work out how best to respond to the needs, to design the course and come up with the costings. The brokers don't just vanish at this point though. They usually have extremely strong links with the employers and will be involved in monitoring and evaluating delivery all the time. LSCs are central to the programme, so it depends on what funding streams they and the providers have been able to access. It's usually easier for employers to release staff for internal training, rather than external where is likely to be travelling time. 

The plan is for the Brokerage Scheme to be introduced in the South West next year, from March 2002 to March 2003. There will be a Regional Programme Manager, supported by the National Manager and the Basic Skills Agency's Regional Development Officers, who will deliver the broker and provider training. They'll be working with the LSCs to cascade the training down through the region by ensuring that someone is able to take it forwards in each LSC area. This builds sustainability into the programme. They'll also be working to make sure that the programme is integrated with other initiatives in the region and helping to set up regular working together events for providers and brokers in each LSC area. 

According to workshop delegates, some key stakeholders are missing in basic skills partnerships: the Small Business Service, Enterprise Agency, Business Links and financial advisors have yet to make their presence felt. There appear to be underlying assumptions by these agencies that basic skills are already in place in businesses, although management skills need development. There is interest by central government in greater involvement by financial advisors to small businesses in skills development; at present the SBS has only successfully engaged 4% of SMEs.

Nigel Carter confirmed the need for greater partnership between agencies:

I think that there is possibly some requirement for the involvement of Chambers of Commerce and the Federation of Small Businesses. There is a difficulty here: the suspicion that a broker may be attempting to sell something that businesses might not want. On the other hand, it's trying to provide a service that businesses want when they want it and knowing that it is 'on call'. I have no feel at all for the success, so far, of the Small Business Service. In principle, however, I feel that this element of service should be part of their portfolio, if we are to encourage and promote it (which, oh dear, we don't seem to be doing very well).


The following recommendations were made by delegates:

· A longer lead time is needed to build effective partnerships;

· Targeted funding would be useful for partnership development;

· Greater co-ordination is required between funding units;

· Careful design and selection of inclusive partnerships would better reach SMEs;

· Basic skills providers need to be more involved at early stages of business development; and

· Small business advisors should be much more involved in enterprise training, which can be integrated into business plans and financial procedures. Public and private sector advisors however have different agendas, and clients may feel impartiality is at risk.


2.1.6. Breaking down the barriers to working with employers and building effective partnerships with employers

Discussions by delegates began by identifying common problems inherent in working with employers across a range of training activities including basic skills, and then went on to consider how these could be addressed. At present, there is nothing within business skills training that highlights learning and training needs, and how these are likely to grow and change at different stages in their business cycle. Managers are reluctant to acknowledge their own needs let alone those of their staff, and link training negatively to poaching or pay rises. Even where senior management is supportive, attitudes of line managers towards time off for training can make the difference between success and failure of initiatives. Often companies are not interested in growth and are unable to articulate their training needs. For these to make the greatest impact they must be linked to business needs and show short-term returns on investment in training and development, rather than hidden costs. This is where the largest gap in evidence exists, although it is now acknowledged that organisations that train are better at retaining staff. However, training budgets are usually unequally allocated: where there are cost implications opportunities tend to go to the most gifted staff. 

Simplicity is important: under current funding methodologies there are never enough resources to cover all training issues. Employers need to have activities carried out for them and are not looking for partnerships. They want results, and liaise best with one or two key contacts who can advise on what works in particular circumstances. Once a personal relationship is built up with an employer there is often further recourse over time; conversely, undelivered promises by a provider will hinder future business. Basic skills take longer to set up than other training, although funding is available once requirements have been agreed.

As Sue Jeffery noted on the SLIM Website:

In my experience employers actually value training that is expensive (you get what you are paying for syndrome). They are used to paying for good training and are very wary of it being free.

Will the new funding from the LSC really cover all the research and development costs? Assessment can be managed by claiming for three hour chunks, but what about customising the package, carrying out a needs analysis, writing the report etc.?

The recent publication of HM Treasury’s Pre-Budget report heralded a raft of new proposals and pilot projects to stimulate workplace ‘time to learn’ for those not yet qualified to Level 2. In SLIM online discussion, the report’s potential implications were explored by Ben Neild:

This is radical and impressive stuff, but it also raises a lot of questions:

· How might the fact that employees have a statutory right to basic skills development affect brokers, basic skills specialists and others who are visiting employers with a view to introducing skills development programmes? Might this not make employers more wary of those making approaches?

· Who are the people acting along the lines of Union Learning Representatives going to be? Employees/external skills negotiators/brokers?

· Should the provision only be free if it involves working towards recognised qualifications? What's happened to all the emphasis on the importance of informal/ non-accredited learning?

· What about bespoke provision? At what point should provision stop being free?
· What else should we be exploring in these pilots?
Janet Anderson, South West Co-ordinator of the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit, responded:

The Government, and the Strategy Unit, are very keen on meeting the targets set in Skills for Life that relate to externally accredited learning, but not at the expense of appropriate learning programmes that meet the needs of all learners. There is a clear recognition of the need for non-externally accredited courses that meet individual needs. That is why they continue to be funded, and work is going on at the moment into developing auditable evidence models for non-accredited achievement. 

Learning opportunities in language, literacy and numeracy must be free to the learner - that is a clear commitment. Charging for the costs of customising courses for specific workplace situations, with the needs analysis, development work and reporting that entails, can be negotiated with the employer.


Skills gaps exist in large as well as small companies. The public sector is especially badly off in terms of incentives, where there are huge issues of costs and public funding. More funding and less bureaucracy, streamlined and joined-up procedures, and longer time horizons are all needed, to improve incentives for trainers and stimulate culture change towards basic skills training. Monies can be secured that are known to be available and simple to access. Learners can themselves become more involved.  

A strategic agency is needed to co-ordinate and provide an overarching marketing focus at a regional or sub-regional level. It would take responsibility on behalf of a group of providers, of whom too many are operating independently at present. Duplication and inefficient partnerships lead to confusion when separate agendas are taken forward. Trust must be built to overcome a historic ‘competition culture’ and provide more effective delivery networks. Currently providers in the region are not themselves convinced of the value of partnerships, which for employers would permit them to pool their requirements and share facilities and support for staff.

Delegates at the SLIM workshop recommended a multi-stage strategy to building effective partnerships with employers:

· Cultivate a two sided approach, taking into account providers’ as well as employers’ considerations. Each party must develop an understanding of the practical issues and problems facing the other. Mutual benefits need to be demonstrated, such as financial savings and higher staff retention rates. Recognition of issues can be wider than just basic skills, and incorporate continuing professional development for the delivery agents.

· Spread the benefits through third parties, such as Chambers of Commerce, Small Business Service, financial advisors and solicitors. ‘Region wide’ strategies are not necessarily appropriate nor effective at local level where interpretations may vary.

· Define partnerships, and whether they are likely to be short- or long-term. Relationships may require a degree of flexibility over time.

· Send a coherent message, by raising awareness and making available information on providers. Be credible and supportive.

2.1.7. Working with SMEs

SLIM workshop participants agreed that small to medium sized enterprises (SMEs),  making up as they do the huge majority of businesses in the South West, present particular challenges for providers:

· Finding the right contact person is not always easy;

· The dispersed geography of a large rural region adds travel time and costs when marketing and delivering learning;

· SMEs are often ‘too busy’ with their core business; training is not a key focus;

· Cost to providers of marketing to and training small numbers, as compared with economies of scale to groups of learners in larger companies;

· Networking in groups with competitors was not well regarded;

· Perceptions that staff would be lost if trained ;

· A negative attitude to training: bad experiences during compulsory education or from subsequent training programmes;

· Some had received subsidised training and expected it to stay free;

· Lack of in-house facilities and lack of proximity to good facilities; and

· Lack of flexibility/course availability by established providers (eg term time only), but mobile outreach alternatives are not welcomed.

A co-ordinated approach to brokerage has been found to work with small firms, as long as a sufficient number of brokers is available who can draw on an up to date knowledge of local provision. Networks need to be established for brokers and tutors in regions and areas. In depth awareness of local businesses is useful for brokers and tutors alike, to have an overview of firms’ operating environments and be able to provide access to courses to best match local business needs. Another alternative is for larger firms to be prepared to offer facilities to host workshops for smaller firms, as either existing or potential members of their supply chain.

Strategic agencies such as the Small Business Service, local Learning and Skills Councils, Chambers of Commerce, Federation of Small Businesses, Trades Union Congress, Learning Partnerships, Connexions, development agencies, trade associations and brokerage providers need to set a good example for their SME members and clients. They need to recognise the imperative and to incorporate training into their own work, drawing on their own experience where applicable when visiting firms. New legislation, for example, can give a reason for visiting a firm to promote and recognise where skills are needed; firms are then able to appreciate benefits to training and further basic skills issues can follow. Incentives to employers link time invested in training with business development. Agencies are able to raise awareness; help clients to access funding, resources and materials; and provide case study examples of good practice, which can exert positive peer pressure.

Interview: Peter Russian, Director of Development, Investors in People UK

(extracted from SLIM Website, at http://www.swslim.org.uk)

One of our recent projects has been working with the Basic Skills Agency to publish a leaflet called 'Investors in People and Basic Skills'. This draws out the links between IIP and basic skills and helps organisations understand the type of basic skills issues that they need to be thinking about if they are working towards Investors in People recognition.

Investors in People helps organisations understand and address skills development issues for all their people and can definitely help in encouraging employers to consider the basic skills needs of their employees. Organisations need to remember that basic skills are often a prerequisite, needed to ensure that all employees can access development opportunities. 

Research we've just done on productivity shows that 29% of employers agreed that literacy and numeracy problems among new recruits were damaging their company's productivity. For Investors in People to be effective in promoting basic skills the employer needs to understand the direct link between lack of basic skills and business performance. If there is no issue, and the employer’s view is that the lack of basic skills does not effect the performance of the business, it's not our role to intervene. The golden rule of Investors in People has always been that all development activity must be linked to business objectives.

Understanding of basic skills issues among the IiP Advisor network is already pretty strong. It's also important that IiP remains a signpost and tool for provoking employers to think about the full range of their development needs, including basic skills. We're trying to persuade employers of the benefits of training and development per se. Convincing employers that they have a responsibility for developing the literacy and numeracy skills of their staff is even harder.

The question about where employers' responsibilities start and end is a difficult one. Many will simply say that ensuring that their employees have basic skills just isn't their job, if it's not impacting on their business. And the workplace is only one area where the issue of basic skills can be addressed. Until there is a conclusive case as to why employers should take more responsibility for developing the basic skills of their people this activity will remain in the domain of large or altruistic employers.

The main determinant of whether employers pick up on basic skills or not, is always going to be the role that basic skills have in the jobs that their employees do. However for those employers that are committed to developing their workforce, once they have IiP and have addressed the immediate skills issues, there does tend to be a question of 'what next… where do we go from here'. Basic skills often comes onto the agenda at this point as well. 

The main problems with developing training opportunities in small businesses focus round money and time. SMEs suffer from a smaller volume of staff, funds and other resources than larger employers, thereby leaving them with less flexibility in freeing up staffing resources for learning. Survival is the main objective of many SMEs and they operate in a competitive culture, yet few make the link between basic skills training and an improvement in business performance.

There appears to be a general lack of understanding in the sector that basic skills matter and are of importance, not just to the individual but also to the business. Entrepreneurs themselves are often lacking in basic skills but having ‘made it’, they don’t see the benefits of addressing a shortfall in basic skills or believe that it can be addressed. Entrepreneurs don’t need entrepreneurs working for them – they need skilled staff.

There is an assumption that staff should come ‘ready skilled’ rather than the SME having to take responsibility for their training. Yet staff turnover is high in SMEs – they often have the initial staffing capacity but their resistance to training leads staff unable to progress and so they leave. SMEs are rarely unionised, removing one of the, apparently, most successful methods of engaging employers in basic skills training at the moment – the union learning programmes and union learning reps. 

Performance indicators for government departments and agencies are often contradictory which serves to exacerbate the problem. Colleges are not always able to provide what employers have said they want as their funding is based on the qualifications offered. Many SMEs don’t need their employees to gain qualifications, just knowledge and skills, nor are they prepared to wait until September each year to commence training their staff.  This is not the case for basic skills provision, which funds personal learning goals.

Petra Davies, Best Practice SW, gave her views in the SLIM online debate:

I am sorry that you have come up against the 'old chestnut' that employers in SMEs have a barrier to training in case they lose their workforce. Having come from an industry background (as we all have in our organisation) we find it very easy to sell BSAW training by promoting the positive effect it has on the employers, in terms of the retention and motivation of staff (labour turnover plays a major impact on bottom line!) In this day and age, employers need to be working harder, and offering more incentives to ensure their workforce stays with them than ever before!
Issues of size are important. Medium sized enterprises may share some features in common with larger companies, where the individual cultures of self contained units take precedence over whole company communication and messages may be lost. Businesses of this size, often with human resources departments, are often easier to engage through this point of contact. Very small businesses however are most unlikely to maintain dedicated training units, and here line managers may act as gatekeepers for staff development programmes.

For practice to be effective, it must be linked to identified needs of businesses and employers as well as those of employees. Small businesses may be reluctant to change for the sake of their own development but be prepared to comply with external requirements. Providers’ understanding of business needs is essential to a successful approach. 

Sue Jeffery shared her experience online:

I am currently working with an SME where the commitment is for 36 weeks. I have never as yet run a short course in industry. The value of the longer approach is that: 

· The workers can be more flexible - the tutor understands that the employee may be unable to come every single week due to production commitments.

· The course can allow for roll-on roll-off provision allowing more employees to access training when it is convenient for both them and the company. 

· Individuals can come in for a short term aim within the long course. 

· Word of mouth brings in workers who were hesitant at the beginning so the course is seen as being more successful. 

· Over the long term workers have a real opportunity to gain accreditation. 

I have been able to "sell" this to employers in the past for full cost, so it should be easier now that we can offer basic skills provision to industry free.

Once I have started these long courses I have almost always found that they are extended into another year and another as the work becomes embedded as part of the company training.


Where trade union representation is active in SME sectors, conditions are favourable for them to promote training amongst non-unionised workplaces. Local cultures may be developed where tutors are embedded into the workforce. Professional development training for line managers can aim to build confidence for them to support delivery of learning programmes. Replacement worker schemes are being piloted to train workers to provide cover for colleagues on courses.

2.2. Workshop delegates made the following recommendations:

· To encourage SMEs to undertake basic skills training for their employees, the person promoting it to them must have a thorough understanding of their business – research and building up relationships is key.

· Face-to-face contact is needed – no amount of Government documents and toolkits will work with SMEs.

· Strategic agencies should make information gathering and dissemination of best practice across sectors a priority. Local examples are particularly important: the RDA and LLSCs should take this on, as well as trying to ensure that basic skills improvement is built into project planning as a matter of course.

· Training of staff should also be mainstreamed in funding such as the Single Regeneration Budget and Rural Development Fund, similarly to the way equal opportunities is now.

· The Employment Service is a key agency in this area, however it tends to see its end aim as getting people into jobs – there is very little support once this is achieved. With the development of the new agency, Jobcentre Plus, now is the time to incorporate a different emphasis into the aims and objectives.

3. Key recommendations

From the learning theme process a range of issues and recommendations have emerged.  Many of these relate to changes in practice and we hope that the discussion, debate and case studies provide enough food for thought there.  However, participants in the learning theme recognised that there was a need for agencies in the region to make changes to their policies and practice.  These recommendations are set out below, indicating the agencies that may need to take the lead:

3.1. Funding

1. Development funding for basic skills provision is required to permit time for effective needs analysis, programme design and delivery, piloting and evaluation.  

Action for:
LSCs, other funders

3.2. Quality 

2. Effective progression routes are important to build on successful completion of initial learning opportunities, whether focused on ICT, basic skills or other routes. The transition into vocational/academic provision is key to building on enthusiasm and sustainability of learning.

Action for: Learning providers, LSCs, employers

3. Accreditation of basic skills learning should be enhanced to provide a stimulus to basic skills learners. In the initial stages these might take the form of individual learning plans developed between employee and employer, but progression towards qualifications is an important secondary motivator.

Action for:
QCA, NTOs (SSCs), learning providers

4. Continuous basic skills tutor training should be undertaken as a matter of urgency, to help implement and co-ordinate a uniform framework of continuous professional development to respond to the needs of individual practitioners, both new and experienced.

Action for:
LSCs, learning providers, tutors

5. The potential of information and communications technologies should be further investigated to act as a hook for learners with basic skills needs, in both workplace and family settings. Basic skills practitioners will require additional training to support this.

Action for:
LSCs, learning providers, tutors

6. The distinctive contexts of adult and community learning, family learning and workplace learning should be supported.

Action for:
LSCs, learning providers, employers

3.3. Raising awareness

7. There is a general need for awareness raising within the region as to the added value of enhancing the basic skills for the workforce. Contributions of regional pathfinders and other successful pilots should be highlighted.

Action for:  ABSSU, South West Regional Development Agency, Employment Service

8. Targeted promotion and marketing of basic skills initiatives should be carried out by relevant regional agencies to employers large and small. Sectoral and geographical approaches could be considered.

Action for : ABSSU, South West Regional Development Agency, Employment Service, LSCs and NTOs (SSCs)

9. Attention should be given to incentivising, particularly employers in small firms to develop, a more proactive role in recognising and enhancing workforce basic skills.

Action for: LSCs, learning providers, other funders

3.4. Partnership and co-ordination

10. Partnerships are key to ensuring involvement of the widest possible range of sectors and individuals, which need to be well balanced and sustainable between funding initiatives.

Action for: All stakeholders

11. Co-ordination is desperately needed by all stakeholders to avoid duplication, to achieve a better match of provision and to complement related basic skills initiatives within the region. A regional framework should be established to include a sub-regional focus for basic skills, to link together cross-agency initiatives in the South West and coordinate efforts to secure continuous professional development for practitioners. Collaboration between SWRDA and the local LSCs should be explored.

Action for: South West Regional Development Agency

12. The current raft of initiatives needs to be significantly simplified to be made more accessible to the many stakeholders seeking information and guidance on learning opportunities.

Action for:
Government, South West Regional Development Agency, LSCs

13. Longer time horizons are generally needed, to open up time to secure and grow balanced partnerships, develop joined-up strategies, evaluate the long-term impact of programmes and build sustainable approaches.

Action for:
Government, South West Regional Development Agency, LSCs

14. A variety of brokering initiatives should be promoted in different workplace contexts, to build on successful experience of union learning representatives, stimulate partnerships and extend the approach to SMEs.

Action for:  ABSSU, South West Regional Development Agency, LSCs, trade unions

15. Further research could usefully be carried out in the potential of geographic, sectoral and business life cycle approaches to basic skills programmes. These should include investigations into what basic skills are actually used for in these contexts and capture other Government agencies’ initiatives to target basic skills at regional level (eg SBS, DTI, DTLR).

Action for:  All stakeholders

4. Conclusions

The wide ranging issues presented in this report illustrate how the South West region is responding to the Government’s strategy to improve literacy and numeracy amongst the 3.5 million with basic skills needs currently working in the UK. Although the South West is amongst the top regions in the UK in numbers of adults learning, the decline in availability of jobs requiring little or no skills highlights a regional need to upskill the workforce to ensure continuing employability.

The nature of the problem is multi-layered and complex, drawing in challenges for strategic agencies, employers large and small, providers and practitioners, brokers and advice and guidance specialists, and of course the learners themselves with basic skills needs – whether presently employed or likely to return to work in future. We were fortunate at the SLIM workshop to attract representation from most of the key stakeholders, who were able to offer diverse points of view and much helpful discussion feedback essential for the full context here presented.

On the SLIM Website we were also delighted to welcome those many contributors who kindly shared their views online, and were not too shy to enter a sometimes spirited debate. The online forum was a most useful tool in feeding breaking national developments into a regional audience of practitioners, who were able to filter policy guidelines through their own perspectives and experience of the South West. We also gratefully acknowledge the time and input of those high-profile specialists who are leading national and regional approaches to basic skills in the workplace, and were happy to share their vision online.

There are many important national initiatives now underway that look set to transform the UK learning landscape as reflected in its basic skills provision. The new National Research Centre for Basic Skills will pull together many strands of a previously fragmented research base, and ensure that findings are soundly based on experience drawn from case studies and evidence based practice. The new National Curricula for literacy, numeracy, ESOL and Pre-Entry will formalise and structure progression of learners up to Level 2, whilst the higher profile of basic skills within FENTO standards will ensure that this once-Cinderella discipline is acknowledged and mainstreamed within post-16 provision. The wide range of pilot projects underway testing aspects of basic skills delivery in the workplace, from entitlement of time off for learning to basic skills brokerage schemes to Pathfinder projects, are all raising awareness of the need to improve attainment for adults across many workplace contexts. The current Cabinet Office Performance and Innovation Unit policy developments in workplace learning will set in motion many positive - and overdue – changes, which will fundamentally alter the roles and responsibilities of those involved in learning at work.

Within the South West, policy changes in the wake of Skills for Life are already making their presence felt as strategies devolve into and tailor themselves to the delivery needs of the region. The South West Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit is driving forward change and providing a much-needed focus for more co-ordinated activities. We now await formation of extended basic skills partnerships amongst the many other agencies throughout the region, who will be able to effect and provide further co-ordination at sub-regional level. We look with anticipation especially to the local Learning and Skills Councils and to the South West Regional Development Agency, who as funders for our own Skills and Learning Intelligence Module and many other Skills Development Fund projects have already done much for learning and skills in our region.
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Workshop Presentations

Delegates at the SLIM workshop on basic skills were updated on UK policy developments in workplace adult literacy and numeracy provision as presented by a leading policymaker and practitioner within the national scene: Eoin McLennan Murray, head of employer initiatives at the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit (ABSSU), and Fiona Frank, executive director of the Workplace Basic Skills Network (WBSN) at Lancaster University. Their presentations were well complemented by those of regional South West practitioners engaged in innovative programmes for workforce basic skills development: Christine Francis, training manager at Xerox Ltd, and Dee Rogers and Helen Cole from the South West Trades Union Congress. 

Taken together, the sessions provided a well-rounded picture of current activity at national and regional level and stimulated much thoughtful discussion and feedback amongst participants, which is covered in more detail below. Fiona’s morning presentation opened the workshop programme by describing the work of the WBSN, funded by the Department for Education and Skills to provide continuing professional development for basic skills practitioners. Eoin’s afternoon session gave an overview of forthcoming initiatives spearheaded by his agency, and charted the recent shifts in Government policies for adult learning which enabled them. The South West case studies presented an employer’s and union’s views on their respective responsibilities in delivering basic skills education in the workplace, as exemplified by successful initiatives underway.

Fiona Frank, executive director of the Workplace Basic Skills Network at the University of Lancaster, charted the progress of her network since its inception in 1993. The WBSN provides a national focus for capacity building, networking and support for UK practitioners in workplace basic skills alongside research partnerships and a developing portfolio of CPD activities. The ‘Breaking Down Barriers’ certificate course in workplace language, literacy and numeracy training is well established and is about to be augmented by an online advanced certificate and a postgraduate diploma module, both due to begin in spring 2002. From summer 2000 the WBSN managed the ‘Building Basic Skills in the Workplace’ initiative for the then-DfEE to test delivery models for basic skills training programmes in the workplace. 

The WBSN is also involved with a UK national survey under the European Union funded SOCRATES SEP (Social Exclusion Project), with partners in Germany and Italy, to develop international guidelines for improving communication competencies amongst workers at risk of social exclusion. The project has involved charting the extent of workplace basic skills development in the regions of the UK, identifying barriers to providers, employers and employees and making recommendations to overcome these. Key early findings from the survey highlighted significant generic barriers in the workplace in ongoing organisational support, inadequate communications channels and insufficient time for course development. South West regional responses to the SEP included 30 current providers (with an additional nine interested in future provision) and over 600 learners from over 50 companies, matching the UK response rate of 30%. Responses show a substantial increase in SW regional provision since January 2000 in literacy, numeracy and ICT; demand for ESOL is not as large as elsewhere in the UK, although some growth in this area also has been monitored. 

In parallel with the SEP survey and ongoing professional development activities and in response to expressed regional need, the WBSN has set up a Regional Workplace Basic Skills Forum in the North West and continues to work with the South East of England Development Agency and the emerging London Development Agency. Regional level coordination of basic skills provision permits:

· linkages to be made into national, regional and local initiatives; 

· information to be shared on quality, good practice and resources, professional development and research opportunities; and

· development of a regional marketing strategy, to target initiatives carefully to sectors most in need.

Key public and private sector stakeholders can be brought together at regional level whose participation is essential to ensuring a coordinated approach, and can build effectively on existing workplace basic skills initiatives: employers, sectoral bodies (such as Sector Skills Councils), unions, practitioners and providers, the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit and other agencies, and the learners themselves. Such coordination can usefully include professional development, specialist resource centres including ICT; employer support via dedicated information, advice and guidance; a provider directory; ICT-based networks; and trade union activity. At the SLIM workshop, delegates from all sectors warmly endorsed these recommendations towards greater regional coordination in the South West (see discussion feedback below), which is now being addressed by the South West Regional Development Agency.


In his afternoon presentation at the SLIM workshop for the Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit, Eoin McLennan Murray described the overall scale of the challenges facing the ABSSU. Those in employment needing support in basic skills are thought to comprise half of those 7 million with low achievement in literacy and numeracy; of these, one million are public sector employees, 1.2 million work for larger organisations employing more than 250 staff and 1.3 million in smaller companies, of which microbusinesses and the self employed form a substantial part. Altogether the cost to the UK economy is estimated at around £10 billion, with the social cost as yet unquantified. The main priority for Eoin’s section is to develop a strategy that will boost engagement with employers large and small in the public and private sectors, most of whom as yet remain unconvinced of the value of basic skills training to their employees.

Several complementary approaches to driving employer engagement are currently underway within the Unit. Capacity building is considered essential, and to this end National Training Organisations, about to become Sector Skills Councils, are key partners to influence their employer members to take on basic skills programmes. Sectoral and employer needs analyses are underway which will focus on case studies, making business cases in companies of diverse size and sectors. An important aspect of this programme is to demonstrate to employers clear linkages with bottom line benefits, acknowledging that although soft benefits can emerge almost immediately it takes longer for these to appear on a company’s balance sheet.

Another important strand of the work involves sustained awareness raising and promotional activities. Here, several employer toolkits are in preparation that will target the needs according to size of company, with separate versions planned for large employers, SMEs and sole traders. Employer champions will be developed to contribute to campaigns for smaller businesses. The first toolkit, geared for larger organisations and expected in spring 2002, is conceived to include the following elements:

· Overview – with introductions and endorsements from key organisations with a high profile amongst employers (Investors in People, the Confederation of British Industry, Trades Union Congress, Learning and Skills Council)

· ‘Power pack’ – for the chief executive/managing director. To include background information and high level overview to promote advocacy, key points for the community and high profile case studies. 

· Training tools – an awareness raising training pack with case studies; screening, assessment and training needs analysis tools for the organisation and individual; delivery models such as learndirect, external and in-house provision; evaluation instruments

· Resource tools – a variety of related publications.

A targeted strategy has been developed for public sector employers, who carry a particular responsibility to set an example for others. Within the sector a standing government commitment exists to give all staff the ability to develop their literacy and numeracy needs up to Level 2, and that acquisition of basic skills is in future incorporated into all training and development plans. A human resource training model has been established which includes information and awareness raising, referral (induction and screening), diagnostic assessment leading to individual learning plans, provision and national tests), tutoring and support, and progression. Action plans have been put into place for central government departments and other public bodies, with regional events being proposed for local authorities.

Eoin emphasised the importance of dialogue and open channels with practitioners around the country, aiming to identify other successful approaches for small businesses, incentives and motivators and good practice.


Delegates at the SLIM workshop were addressed in the afternoon by Helen Cole and Dee Rogers of South West Trades Union Congress Learning Services. TUC Learning Services has been a powerful voice in innovative partnerships in workforce development since the first Bargaining for Skills projects in 1994, raising trade union awareness of training issues and to promote joint action with employers. Regional projects with Training and Enterprise Councils have attracted European structural funding, while a major £2.7 million project has built on TUC and other union contributions under ADAPT to provide a delivery framework for basic skills programmes, individual learning accounts, union learning representative training, online learning and learndirect in unionised workplaces. Over £12.5 million of DfEE funding has been available since 1998 via the Union Learning Fund to 30 union-led projects in basic skills, together with other support from the TUC’s own Education Service for ongoing training for 3500 learning representatives. Basic skills needs of their members are of particular concern for trades unions:

· Members need good skills to get jobs and remain employable

· Employers need a skilled workforce to maintain the prosperity of their enterprise

· Equality of opportunity demands inclusive access to learning by low-paid and other vulnerable workers.

The Moser report recognised the central role unions play in raising the standards of basic skills in the workforce, and that trained learning representatives are ideally placed to support and advise learners and work with employers on development of basic skills provision in the workplace. Learning representatives achieve this by: helping identify members’ learning needs, providing front line advice and guidance, working with employers to set up learning agreements and partnerships and negotiating deals with providers.

At the SLIM workshop Helen Cole and Dee Rogers presented their role in developing the South West regional approach to workforce development under the Union Learning Services project. The main aim of the initiative is to widen participation in training and learning including basic skills through partnerships in the workplace, with support by the TUC, DfES, Learning and Skills Councils and the European Social Fund. A TUC regional team of eleven project workers aims to reach 300 learning representatives amongst 450,000 members in the South West. Unions see advocacy of learning as part of their wider role to benefit and protect their members, helping them gain skills, stay in work, improve their prospects on the job market and avoid redundancy. With unions’ direct access to the workplace and to non-traditional learners, independent peer support is available through learning representatives and other trusted intermediaries for ‘safe, credible and relevant’ learning opportunities.

Dee gave further insights into union learning experience in the SLIM online discussion:

Yvonne asks if there is evidence that new learners progress after they have taken their first course. My anecdotal experience is that 80-90% of them do. We have found one of the most popular ways to bring in new learners is through basic IT courses. Members who join a free or low-cost basic IT course tend to progress to CLAIT, ECDL or IBT2/3 and may then consider a wider option of courses. The difficulty we have is in tracking these outcomes. We can track the members who take part in the first courses we arrange, but once this leads on to more individual learning or increased support for learning from the employer, it is much more problematic. We hope that on-site union learning representatives can help with this, but their time and
access to facilities is limited.

I would add that the withdrawal of ILAs will have a major impact on progression. Our successes have been built around arranging free or low-cost provision at times and places to suit members, and whilst free provision is available for basic skills, the low cost option for progression on IT and other vocational courses is not now available.

Because IT is often the most popular choice, it can be a good way to introduce learning, and can then be followed by offering a wider range of courses which include basic skills. But, although IT can be used as a hook to engage some basic skills learners, it can also be very intimidating for others. One of our most successful projects offered a choice of basic IT, literacy or numeracy, so that basic skills learners did not feel singled out or pressurised into using computers. Despite being terrified of computers, all the basic skills learners were using them by the end of their course, and most signed up for the IT courses afterwards.

Basic skills are mainstreamed as part of the union offer and are sensitively embedded within other workplace learning programmes. Learning surveys launched by unions identify and support each worker’s needs, while learning representatives broker customised courses with providers to ensure training is flexibly tuned to the attainments, working patterns and lifestyle of individual learners, including many who learn at home in the South West. The TUC also provides representatives with support services and resources, who in addition have just been awarded statutory right to time off to negotiate workplace learning for union members. Such legitimising of their role, together with growing enthusiasm for ICT training amongst the workforce, is likely to secure the future of union learning representatives.


Annex C
Workshop discussion questions

Enhancing provision

Improving quality

· Where are the key areas of provision where quality needs to be improved?

· What are the main barriers to improving quality at present?

· What changes are needed to policy and practice to achieve these improvements?

· How can the RDA and other agencies in the region support this effort?

Plugging the gaps in provision

· Where are the critical gaps in provision and what is their impact?

· Why do these gaps exist?

· What are the priorities in terms of plugging gaps?

· What changes are needed to plug these gaps and who should be responsible?

Mainstreaming basic skills

· Is mainstreaming basic skills provision within other more vocational paths a way of improving participation in basic skills training?

· To what extent is it happening now and what evidence is there of its success?

· How can this be achieved and what are the main barriers?

· What needs to happen to make this change?

ICT and basic skills

· To what extent can ICT help deliver basic skills provision?

· To what extent is this happening at present and what evidence is there of its success?

· Under what circumstances is such provision most successful?

· How can this be extended?

Building effective partnership

· How important is partnership to effective delivery of adult basic skills provision in the workplace?

· What are the main barriers to success?

· What can be done to improve partnership development?

Linking with employers

Breaking down the barriers to working with employers and building effective partnerships with employers

· What are the main barriers to working with employers, both practical and cultural?

· What strategies have been successful and how might these be replicated region wide?

· What are employers looking for in partnerships? What can providers do to become better partners?

· What can strategic agencies do to help break down the barriers?

Working with SMEs

· What are the main problems in engaging with SMEs?

· Where is the effective practice and how can it be replicated?

· How can strategic agencies help support provision in SMEs?

· What is needed to ensure more effective penetration of the workforce within SMEs?

The role of trade unions

· How can trade unions help to support adult basic skills provision within the workforce?

· How applicable are these practices to currently non unionised workplaces?

· What support is needed for trade unions to support workers and employers?

Promoting the benefits

· What do we know about the benefits? Is there enough research?

· Do we know enough about the impact of better basic skills on the bottom line?

· How can the benefits of better basic skills be promoted to employers and employees?

Case study: Gloucestershire Pathfinder


Gloucestershire is one of nine Pathfinder pilot regions throughout the UK, with a remit to trial and evaluate aspects of the Skills for Life National Strategy. Partnership agencies include Gloucester County Council Adult and Community Education Division, the Gloucestershire Federation of Colleges and local learning partnership. The Pathfinder has been undertaking training and development work to embed the new literacy and numeracy National Curriculum and has piloted the new National Tests at Levels 1 & 2. For its current Phase 3 to March 2002, the partnership will be extending its working with other agencies, piloting fixed rate staff replacement costs with employers for day release schemes and setting up residential programmes.





Case study: the Somerset Project


TUC Learning Services led an innovative partnership including the local TEC and FE colleges. Project aims were to: build a network of workplace basic skills tutors to recruit and support workplace learners, disseminate successes to union representatives and offer a range of union-led basic skills courses. The WBSN delivered successful basic skills training to workplace tutors using jointly developed TUC/BSA resources. 








Case study: Developing basic skills workplace programmes in small firms


A transferable model for workplace learning is being piloted in Berkshire by the Basic Skills Agency, building on brokering approaches tested by the UfI and the Small Business Service. The project aims to create a sustainable local infrastructure for basic skills improvement that will inform the LSC and partner organisations (FE colleges, Federation of Small Businesses, regional agencies) for future collaboration. Innovative elements include tutor and broker training, developing and customising training materials and continuing consultation with SME employers. 








Case study: Workskills 4 U!


Somerset College of Arts & Technology were funded by WBSN to run the above project, whose aims were to:


raise awareness of the benefits of workplace basic skills training with local training agencies;


provide professional development in workplace basic skills provision for basic skills staff;


develop new workplace basic skills delivery with three local employers.


Employers were approached to raise awareness of the opportunities available to them. Short diagnostic assessment courses were offered in conjunction with an IT taster. Following this, employers were encouraged to market basic skills courses in-house. Three courses in total were delivered.








Case study: SWIFT


The Suffolk Workplace Initiative for Training (SWIFT) drew together a college, university and private sector training provider to raise standards of basic skills in the hospitality and care sectors. Basic skills were integrated with vocational skills to demonstrate competence in context. Specialist tutors from each field worked together to share and develop understanding of each others’ approach, leading to eventual accreditation. Retention rates and employer/employee satisfaction were high amongst participating companies, while fear of stigma was reduced for learners.








Case study: The Army


The role of the Government as a major public sector employer is seen in its basic skills provision for employees. The Army is establishing local networks that integrate a range of learning options for personnel, including traditional college courses, online provision via learndirect centres, family and community learning. Specialist basic skills tutors and mentors will be available in adult education and recruit training centres; advice and information will come through the workplace, libraries and community outlets in garrisons. Links with local external services will provide progression opportunities. Early assessment and long term tracking are other features of an initiative in receipt of the Basic Skills Agency’s Quality Mark. Activities are currently underway in the South West and other regions throughout the UK.





Case study: Union Learning Services Cornwall


The South West TUC and unions in Cornwall are working together to help over 1000 people into education and training via an innovative ESF Objective One project, including partners from the Employment Service, Cornwall College, and the LSC. The project aims to work with at least twenty local trade unions up to 2004 to:


increase training opportunities for trade union members


develop a Cornish network of trained union learning representatives (ULRs)


promote a learning culture across Cornwall


help tackle basic skills needs


raise awareness of new learning opportunities.


Sixty trained ULRs will augment the 250 already active within the South West to provide advice, guidance and support to union members to get them back into learning. Surveys involve employers to act on identified workplace training needs, to boost the skills of the workforce and develop workplace learning in Cornwall. 








Case study: Basic Skills Brokerage Scheme


The Basic Skills Agency brokerage scheme aims to build capacity, quality and develop the delivery infrastructure for basic skills training in a sustainable way. The scheme involves finding potential ‘brokers’ with business backgrounds (primarily from LSCs and the SBS), raising their awareness of basic skills issues and training them to encourage employers to address basic skills needs in the workplace. Once trained they develop links with employers, generate interest and facilitate the delivery of customised programmes provided by a network of approved providers. Providers themselves receive training in how to design and deliver bespoke programmes for the workplace. Programmes are mapped to the new national standards and draw on the national curriculum and on site delivery is preferred; brokers maintain links with employers to monitor and evaluate training. 





The scheme will be introduced in the South West from spring 2002 and be led by a Regional Programme Manager, who will deliver broker and provider training and work with partner agencies to reinforce other regional initiatives.








�                                                                                     �





Skills and Learning Intelligence Module


Marchmont Observatory, University of Exeter, St Luke’s Campus


Heavitree Road, Exeter EX1 2LU. Tel 01392 264850. Fax 01392 264966


Email: � HYPERLINK mailto:swslim@exeter.ac.uk ��swslim@exeter.ac.uk�      Web: � HYPERLINK http://www.swslim.org.uk ��www.swslim.org.uk�


The Skills and Learning Intelligence Module will be part of Regional Observatory South West, a wider regional intelligence function, currently supported by DoH, DfES, Government Office South West, South West Regional Development agency and the Environment Agency





Selected case studies: South West initiatives


The Plymouth Learning and Skills Partnership has set up a Basic Skills Action Group responsible for an overview of all basic skills provision in Plymouth (all LLPs have basic skills sub groups doing similar planning and development work). Learning, progression and assessment opportunities will be clearly signposted, and basic skills providers work together to guarantee equality of access and quality of learning experience across the city. Diverse opportunities include dedicated basic skills support in colleges, workplace provision, and the unemployed, with further programmes for trade unions, young people, the community and others. Strong basic skills staff development to supplement national training and promotion of the Basic Skills Quality Initiative underpin coherence.





The Bournemouth, Dorset and Poole Lifelong Learning Partnership includes a Basic Skills Subgroup that works with the Basic Skills Agency, Workplace Basic Skills Network and a wide range of regional partners. Pilot initiatives included training of volunteer tutors and trials of ICT for mixed mode basic skills training. 





The Devon and Torbay Learning Partnership is also developing the role of a Basic Skills Strategy Group to deliver and monitor provision.








Case study: Probation Service Partnership Model for Basic Skills


The following model was developed by the Devon and Cornwall Probation area, Link into Learning, Cornwall Adult Education’s basic skills service and the Regional Co-ordinator South West, Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit to guide partnership activities with the Probation Service in basic skills.





Position statement: It is vital that the important of basic skills is embraced by all staff, so that understanding the issues becomes a requirement. Expectations regarding basic skills identification and support must be put at the centre of practice, not seen as an additional project. Basic skills activity should be included in performance targets for the service.





Key elements:


Capacity building: 


awareness raising of basic skills and specific learning difficulties with all staff by an experienced basic skills tutor, including developing shared understandings and common terms of reference amongst key workers


simplification of communications systems


research into basic skills and learning difficulties


identification and support of learning champions





Screening in basic skills should be automatic for all clients, which assessment staff should be trained to carry out, together with evaluation towards diagnostic assessment referral





Diagnostic assessment should be carried out by experienced basic skills professional and be ‘motivational’ for the client, enabling ‘reframing’ of learning potential rather than focusing on deficits. It should identify literacy, language and numeracy levels mapped to the National Standards. Findings should be fed back to client and key workers and generate an individual learning plan mapped to the National Curriculum





Provision should be tutored by a skilled basic skills practitioner initially with a view to referral to community provision, the preferred learning venue for social inclusion and mainstream funding. Procedures must be agreed for referral, attendance feedback and progress





Mentoring by volunteers trained in basic skills support should be included, providing linking opportunities with other local projects





Transition from one service to the other must be seamless to the client and according to agreed protocols by the different organisations involved





Evaluation criteria must be cost effective and reflect the realities of working with a socially excluded group











Case study: Employability Skills Project, Devon Lifelong Learning Partnership


The Employability Skills Project is funded by the Devon and Torbay Lifelong Learning Partnership, the Regional Development Agency and the European Social Fund. Partner organisations include North Devon and South Devon Colleges, private sector providers and local employers. The project aims to work with the self-employed, low skilled employees via employers, and staff in voluntary sector organisations. Other sector groups are also involved from hospitality, tourism and the voluntary sectors. 





Skill needs tackled are not only basic, but also low level vocational skills. ESF funding requirements restrict support to those who have not yet got a Level 2 qualification and can be difficult administratively to distinguish from other learners. Such blurring of boundaries is often preferred by learners however, for whom ‘primary learning goals’, identified in conjunction with the employer, are more appropriate targets than literacy per se. The European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) and other ‘bite sized’ learning opportunities have been well received.





Key to the project has been the Training Advisory Group, accredited providers of information, advice and guidance who are able to lead marketing and outreach initiatives: ‘cold calling’, leaflet drops, distribution of promotional materials, mini-presentations and one-to-one visits to companies. Successful course brokering is followed with a training needs analysis and referral to appropriate providers.








Case study: Investors in People and Highlands & Islands SMEs


The Investors in People (IiP) initiative has taken off in the Highlands and Islands, focusing exclusively on small businesses as large companies cater for their own training needs. IiP used a practical approach, simplifying complexities, highlighting the distinctiveness of the area and emphasising SMEs’ importance to the local economy. They put local advisors in place with some SME experience and gave them personal targets. In the past three years a substantial contribution to the local economy has been made, including support from the local authority which has phased in IiP-accredited only supply contractors. 





Motivation and peer support are important. IiP also trained a small number of SME 'stars' (or learning champions) who were paid by IiP to promote the message to others. Local SMEs cascaded the message on to colleagues and ensured it came from the right people. This approach also worked because of the rural nature of the area.








Case study: Blackfriars Settlement


From November 2000 to May 2001, the Building Better Skills in the Workplace initiative funded a pilot project to deliver workplace basic skills training in the SE1 postal code, with match funding provided by Southwark Adult Learning Services. Training was provided through Blackfriars Settlement, a local charity set up to meet SE1 residents’ educational, employment and recreational needs, which operates education and training programmes for basic skills including flexible workshops at an open learning centre.





The project aimed to:


Develop and improve workers (unskilled/semi skilled/manual) with poor basic skills, including literacy, numeracy, ESOL, interpersonal/communication, customer care, IT


Support employers and individuals in developing sustainable employment


Mainstream equal opportunities by working with employers to explore the potential of workers with basic skills needs


Promote progression in employment and career development for employees


Provide individually tailored training within occupational context





Over 30 local companies were contacted, out of which training needs analyses were undertaken in five different workplaces. Individual staff appraisals resulted in a range of courses being delivered across the range of areas of need above, and a Blackfriars certificate of attendance issued to all learners who had completed five or more training sessions. Flexible timetabling and development time for planning and contracting were key to success. Continuing demand by employees for progression opportunities have led on to further qualifications being taken in different job contexts and at more advanced levels, including moving towards further and higher education.











Workshop presentation: Xerox Ltd





Christine Francis, training manager at Xerox Mitcheldean, Gloucester, described basic skills training initiatives underway at Xerox’s own learning centre since 1994. Originally dubbed the ‘Skills for Life’ programme, the centre is a partnership between the company and Royal Forest of Dean College, Enterprise Training Services, the New Opportunities Fund, learndirect, UKonline, a local skills partnership, Connexions and other local agencies. 





The centre provides distributed learning via 40 PCs including laptops, which are used for community outreach. Local SMEs are also now using the centre to access training. Initial provision is mainly non-accredited ICT courses such as ECDL and CLAIT, which are able to lead on to accredited training. Basic skills courses such as Word and Number Power are available and are principally follow-ons from initial ICT. Originally set up to cope with staff re-skilling needs during company restructuring, the initiative gained support from top management and line managers through publicity in staff public areas and mailshots with payslips. The centre is seen as a valuable adjunct to the company training team, and not in competition with it.





After initial sessions, marketing takes place via tutor facilitators. At present three offer 28 hours of training per week in two hour sessions, with 12 to 15 staff per group. Learners are regularly interviewed from the outset of their programme to ensure personally designed learning plans are kept on track and can be flexibly changed according to individual needs and lifestyle preferences. Productivity has improved through enhanced staff motivation; courses fit in around shift patterns, and family members are also welcome to use the centre. 





At present 800 staff have completed learning events and a further 200 are in training. Sadly company restructuring remains as an incentive for staff to learn, but reskilling is used in conjunction with outplacement to smooth the passage to alternative employment.








Case study: Dorset learning representative network





A group of learning reps in Dorset set up a local network for exchange of experience and information on learning, training and funding amongst the TUC, local trades unions, training providers and advisors and the local Learning and Skills Council. The LSC set up the network and ran a series of half-day workshops for information and awareness raising. Consultation with potential members led to sessions on local providers on information, advice and guidance, increasing skills, and coaching for delegates on motivation of adult learners, confidence building and members’ support. The local LSC will continue to fund workshops into 2002 and will also publish information for the network, union members and a directory of SW learning reps.
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