Basic skills

What are basic skills?

“The ability to read write and speak English
and to use mathematics at a level necessary
to function at work and in society in general.”

Definition from the Basic Skills Agency

This is the forty-fourth in a series of briefing
sheets which aim to provide an introduction
to a variety of lifelong learning issues
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promoting adult learning

Skills for Life, the national adult basic skills
strategy, aims to improve literacy, numeracy or
ESOL skills among people over the age of 16 at
all levels up to and including Level 2, through
discrete taught programmes, through additional
learning support for learners on other
programmes, or as an integral part of another
informal, vocational or academic course. Basic
skills programmes can be full or part-time,
delivered using self-study or ICT. They can be
delivered in colleges, community venues,
neighbourhood learning centres, adult education
centres or the workplace. Basic Skills is more
accurately referred to as literacy, language and
numeracy. Local Learning and Skills Councils
(LLSCs) are responsible for the planning, funding
and delivery of this provision within their areas.

Context

The literacy, language and numeracy skills of
adults are now the subject of greater government
attention, media focus and funding than ever
before. Skills for Life was launched in spring
2001. This is the second time national
government has campaigned in this area. The
first was in the early 1970s when the Adult
Literacy Resource Agency (ALRA) was
established as an agency of NIACE. ALRA
eventually became ALU and ALBSU and is now
known as the Basic Skills Agency (BSA).

In 1999 A Fresh Start, the report from Sir Claus
Moser’s working group on adult basic skills,
estimated that seven million people, or 1 in 5
adults in England, have poor literacy or numeracy
skills, including about half a million or more who
struggle with English because it is not their first
language. People with poor literacy, numeracy or
language skills tend to be on lower incomes or
unemployed and are likely to be more prone to ill
health and social exclusion. It has been estimated
that the cost to industry of poor basic skills
among the workforce is £10bn annually. People
with poor literacy and numeracy skills earn up to
11% less on average than people who are literate
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(have sufficient literacy skills). Skills for Life
targets a series of groups in society prone to
social exclusion for whom low basic skills is a
barrier to employment and civic participation.
Specifically they are: unemployed people and
benefit claimants; prisoners and those supervised
in the community; public sector employees; low-
skilled people in employment; and other groups
at risk of exclusion. About half of those with
poor basic skills are in work, predominantly in
low-skilled or short-term employment. Of the 7
million adults with under-developed literacy,
language and numeracy, about 1 million are
under 25 years old and 2 million are over 55. The
government is setting an example by leading the
way in policies to identify and address any
literacy, language and numeracy development
among public sector employees.

The strategy, led by the Adult Basic Skills
Strategy Unit (ABSSU) at the Department for
Education and Skills, is supported by £1.5 billion
to improve basic skills achievement until 2007. It
has set targets of improving the literacy and
numeracy skills of 750,000 adults by 2004 and
1.5 million by 2007. This is measured by the
number of individuals passing a recognised
qualification. These targets will require both
widening participation to new and different
learners and improving the effectiveness of
learning programmes. For 1.5 million adults to
achieve a qualification at least 4 million must
participate by 2007. The national Learning and
Skills Council is a primary player in ensuring the
targets are met within its 47 local councils.

The National Strategy since 2001

Since 2001, Skills for Life has published national
standards for literacy and numeracy, curriculum
documents for literacy, numeracy and ESOL at
three Entry levels, Level 1 and Level 2, and a
draft Pre-Entry curriculum framework. There
have been national staff development
programmes in the use of these documents.
Regional pathfinder partnerships have been
piloting a range of new approaches to improving
basic skills, and diagnostic assessment and
learning materials have been produced. In 2002,
the National Research and Development Centre
for Literacy and Numeracy was launched. This is
a consortium led by the Institute of Education,
University of London, of which NIACE is a
member. It is conducting research into effective

approaches to widening participation in basic
skills activities, as well as in teaching and
learning.

A new national qualifications and assessment
framework for literacy, numeracy and ESOL has
been established. There are national tests at
levels 1 and 2, and new portfolio-based
qualifications at the three Entry levels. It is
planned that the tests will be available to learners
on a weekly basis, and online. Examples of the
tests for practice are available (see Resources
section).

ABSSU recently commissioned action research
into basic skills teaching and learning embedded
in other programmes of learning and training, and
on effective approaches to workplace basic skills.
In 2002, the FE National Training Organisation,
FENTO, published new specialist standards for
professional literacy, numeracy and ESOL
teachers, classroom assistants, and volunteer
teachers. A national qualifications framework
for teacher training and professional development
is being developed.

NIACE’s Role

NIACE advocates on behalf of all adults who are
under-represented in all forms of adult learning.
Many of these are people whose literacy,
language and numeracy abilities are not at the
levels demanded by living and working in the 21*
Century. NIACE wants to advocate that
development of basic skills empowers people to
participate and contribute to living and working.
Basic skills help people to make sense of the
world as well as the word. NIACE actively
works at national and regional levels to identify
inequalities, campaign for change and promote
and celebrate opportunities. It works with
politicians, policy makers and providers. NIACE
is a research and development organisation
seeking to identify evidence about the
complexities of adult learning and helping to
develop capacity amongst all sectors of provision.
It is active in these fields in relation to literacy,
language and numeracy.

NIACE’s overall strategic priorities
NIACE has an important role in literacy,

language and numeracy development in the UK
to press for the voice of the learner to be heard.
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Through national development funds we can also
seize the opportunity to encourage new providers
so that 'more and different' learners are attracted
to more and different provision. Whilst it's
important we keep an eye on quality, it's essential
we open up the provision offer so that potential
learners have lots of options to choose from. In
order to include more community based work, we
must work with the voluntary and community
sector (VCS) to build capacity. NIACE is
particularly interested in:

e embedded basic skills

e numeracy

e ESOL

e literacy, language and numeracy for people
with disabilities and learning difficulties
writing (not just reading)
valuing the voices of learners
capacity-building especially in the VCS
widening participation

NIACE’s Basic Skills Strategy

The NIACE Basic Skills Strategy Paper can be
downloaded from the NIACE website
www.niace.org.uk/Research/BasicSkills/Basic%?2
0Skills%20Strategy.pdf

NIACE’s recent and ongoing Project
work

Evaluation of national programmes

Step in to Learning Training

The evaluation of the Basic Skills, Step in to
Learning training, started in March 2002 and will
continue until March 2004. This involves
working with staff in Neighbourhood nurseries to
identify what works, or not, in raising awareness
amongst staff as well as reaching parents and
carers.

Family learning

Learning and Skills Council funded family
learning programmes which have been evaluated
recently by NIACE. This included family
literacy, language and numeracy as well as wider
family learning. Part of the work identified
interesting and effective practice as well as
critical success factors. The report is available on
the website www.niace.org.uk/Research/Family

Dyslexic learners

NIACE with the Learning and Skills
Development Agency (LSDA) is carrying out
research into the teaching and learning
approaches used with dyslexic learners in adult
literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision. This
research project, funded by ABSSU, is
developing over a year, starting in April 2003.

National Health Service University (NHSU)
The National Health Service University (NHSU)
will be launched in Autumn 2003. It will be the
largest corporate university in the world and will
provide educational opportunities for all those
working in and for the NHS, some 1.2 million
people. Skills for Life and Health is a key NHSU
portfolio which NIACE coordinates; basic skills
will be an important aspect of this huge initiative
(see NIACE Briefing Sheet No 43 and website
www.nhsu.nhs.uk. (Key contact at NIACE is
Peter Lavender.)

Developing Embedded Basic Skills Project
The Embedded Basic Skills action research
project funded by ABSSU and the LSC ran from
July 2002 to March 2003. The project had two
main aims: the first was to determine the key
success factors which enable quality literacy,
language and numeracy learning to take place
embedded in other courses. The second was to
identify the delivery costs, the learning
infrastructure, staff training and professional
development needed to deliver effective models
of embedded basic skills. More information can
be found on the NIACE website
www.niace.org.uk

Continuing Professional Development

This area of work includes several programmes.
BASIL(Basic Skills for Inclusive Learning) is the
National Training Project for Literacy, Numeracy
and ESOL Teachers and Trainers working with
Adults with Learning Difficulties or Disabilities.
It is delivered by a consortium for the LSC jointly
led by NIACE and LSDA. This work supports
teachers and trainers using the adult pre-entry
curriculum framework and the Access for All
guidance on making the literacy and numeracy
core curricula accessible to all learners. In
addition, ESOL curriculum training was
organised by NIACE during 2001 and 2002 for
ESOL tutors teaching more than six hours per
week. This delivery consortium was led by the
London Language and Literacy Unit. Training
for staff in UK online centres is also planned.
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