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Adult Basic Skills – Key Data for the South West Region

This document provides an overview of key research and data relating to adult basic skills in the South West region. Where possible, active links have been included to data files, reports and web sites.
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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
. 

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 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.  

The work undertaken to put together this report 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.  There is a great deal of difficulty in the analysis of small area data with the presentation available on the BSA CD-ROM (it is all in Adobe Acrobat i.e. non transferable/copiable .pdf files). Having looked at each LA area in hard copy, and having highlighted wards with figures above the national average, and in addition those with percentages above 30% of the population, it would require a wholesale re-inputting of data in spreadsheet format to undertake a ranking exercise. 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:

· Click here to download the BSA figures for the South West (Excel format)

· Click here to visit the BSA data site to search for figures online (link).

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:

· Click here to download the ILD education domain figures for the South West (Zipped Excel spreadsheet)

· Click here to download a comparison of the ILD education figures and the BSA basic skills figures for the South West (Excel format)

· Click here to view a map of the distribution of educational deprivation in the South West (link)

· Click here to visit the Neighbourhood Statistics site to search for IMD figures online (link).

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.

Further details:

· Click here to download regional data from the 1999 ESS (Excel format)

· Click here to download the IER report “Employers Skill Survey: Skills, Local Areas and Unemployment” based on the 1999 ESS data (pdf format)

· Click here to download the 1999 ESS national statistical report (pdf format)

· Click here to download the 2001 ESS national statistical report (zip format)

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.

Further details:

· Click here to download the LFS regional comparisons of qualifications (Excel format)

· Click here to download the IER projections for qualifications in the South West (Excel format)

· Click here to download the full IER national report “Projections of Occupations and Qualifications, 2000/2001” from the DfEE Skillsbase website (Zip format)

· Click here to download the IER report of regional results (Zip format).

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 respondent's 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.

· 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.

Further details:

· Click here to download the South West basic skills measures (Excel format)

· Click here to visit the South West TECs research site containing downloadable reports (link).

Work-based training for young people and adults

Figures from the Department for Education and Training (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.

Further details:

· Click here to download figures on work-based training for young people and adults in June 2001 (Excel format)

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

Further details:

· Click here to download figures Key Stage 3 achievements for the South West (Excel format)

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.
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