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Abstract

As part of the Skills for Life strategy, the UK has invested substantially in the development of literacy, numeracy and ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) provision in the workplace.. Drawing on the findings of the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project (a longitudinal, mixed methods study of the impact of Skills for Life provision on employees and organisations sponsored by the UK Economic and Social Research Council), we argue that policy imperatives underpinning the Skills for Life national strategy have led to insufficient recognition of the complex constitution of employee skills and competencies in differing organisational contexts as well as the significance of learning outside formal educational channels. In keeping with this approach, we define ‘workplace learning’ broadly in terms of ‘that learning which derives its purpose from the context of employment … learning in, through and for the workplace’ (Evans et al. 2006: 9) rather than merely in terms of learning that takes place in formal provision in the workplace. If employees attend literacy courses while continuing to engage in day-to-day tasks which have little or no literacy content, then their jobs are unlikely to sustain, let alone increase, any gains in literacy skills. For employers and employees, our research underlines the need for follow-up support, not just the ‘magic bullet’ of a short workplace course.
1
Introduction

Since the launch of the ‘Skills for Life’ national strategy in 2001, the UK government has invested heavily in the development of literacy, numeracy and ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) provision among adults. This strategy has entailed the allocation of over £5 billion towards ring-fenced funding for free literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision; the development of core curricula, learning materials and national qualifications based on new standards; new qualifications for initial teacher training and professional development for teachers; and the setting of challenging national targets for the achievement of qualifications. As part of this overall strategy, the UK has invested in the funding of literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision in the workplace in the form of discrete literacy, numeracy and ESOL courses in the workplace, literacy embedded in IT courses, literacy embedded in vocational and job-specific training as well as learndirect Skills for Life courses undertaken in online learning centres in the workplace. The Leitch Review of Skills (2006) and the subsequent Train to Gain national initiative have further underlined the importance of providing literacy and numeracy provision in the workplace and have set challenging new targets for improving the attainment of literacy and numeracy skills by 2020. 

The drive to improve Skills for Life provision has been underpinned by a perceived ‘skills crisis’ among the UK population. The findings of the OECD-conducted International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), which claimed that 7 million adults (one in five of the UK population) had poor literacy and numeracy skills (at or below the age of an 11-year-old child) provided an important justification and catalyst for the establishment of the Skills for Life national strategy.
 The regular employment of such statistics implicitly assumes an ‘autonomous’ (Street 1993) model of skills in which literacy and numeracy are treated as a discrete set of technical skills that individuals either possess or lack and which exists independently from context. Such an approach contrasts with a burgeoning research tradition in the UK – labelled the ‘New Literacy Studies’ – which views literacy in terms of ‘social practices’ (e.g. Street 1993; Barton 1994; Barton and Hamilton 1998; Gee 1996; Papen 2005), highlighting the widely variant use of literacy practices in differing social and institutional contexts and the key role of power relations in shaping and validating such practices. 

In their review of contemporary Nordic research on workplace learning, Elkjaer et al. (2007) espouse the importance of taking account of the wider policy context and power relations in both shaping, selecting and legitimising differing versions of workplace learning: 
This would imply a research agenda that not only focuses on the relations between individuals and workplaces but also opens out towards analysing how economic and political agendas and discourses co-constitute individuals, workplaces and the learning that can/cannot or does/does not take place in these key sites of social action.  
(Elkjaer et al. 2007: 37)
Drawing on the findings of the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project (a longitudinal, mixed methods study of the impact of Skills for Life provision on employees and organisations in England), we adopt a similar approach in order to assess the impact of Skills for Life strategies in shaping the specific modalities of literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision in the UK. We argue that policy imperatives underpinning Skills for Life national strategy, which have sought to highlight  a ‘skills crisis’ based on narrowly circumscribed perceptions of literacy and numeracy have led to insufficient recognition of the complex constitution of employee skills and competencies in differing organisational contexts as well as the significance of learning outside formal educational channels. In keeping with this approach, we define ‘workplace learning’ broadly in terms of ‘that learning which derives its purpose from the context of employment … learning in, through and for the workplace’ (Evans et al 2006: 9) rather than merely in terms of learning that takes place in formal provision in the workplace. 
2
Skills for Life and the UK economy

UK Skills for Life national strategies are underpinned by assumptions about the negative impact of large-scale literacy and numeracy skills deficiencies on the UK economy. In particular, the increasing encroachment of the so-called ‘knowledge economy’ is frequently cited as an important justification for developing literacy and numeracy skills among lower-level employees. For example, in his Foreword to the Skills for Life policy document, David Blunkett, who was Secretary of State for Education and Employment at that time, states: 

We live, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, in a society of challenge and opportunity. The growth of the knowledge economy and the spread of information technology are having a more profound and more rapid effect on our work and home lives than any other social change since the Industrial Revolution.  
Department for Education and Skills (2001: 9)
The employment of the phrase ‘knowledge economy’ in policy discourse underpinning Skills for Life and lifelong learning in general tends to follow a process of ‘nominalisation’ (Fairclough 2003: 44–5) whereby complex processes are depicted as a self-governing ‘thing’ or entity. The objectification of the ‘knowledge economy’ means that it is depicted as an inevitable feature of contemporary life. The precise impact of the ‘knowledge economy’ on literacy and numeracy practices among lower-level employees (the target of Skills for Life provision) is never specified in policy documents. Instead policy statements (as illustrated by the example above) tend to be based more on a ‘logic of appearances’ (Fairclough 2003: 94–5) than on empirical evidence. Efforts to estimate the cost of poor literacy and numeracy skills on the UK economy have also been bedevilled by the same lack of robust evidence. Skills for Life promotional literature has relied heavily on a consultancy report by Ernst & Young carried out in the early 1990s in order to argue that ‘if you are a company employing 51–100 employees, poor literacy and numeracy skills could be costing you £86,000 per year’.
 Based on such estimates, the Skills for Life report (and accompanying promotional literature) estimates that the ‘cost to the country as a whole could be as high as £10 billion a year’. Aside from various methodological problems surrounding the original research on which these claims were based, such estimates are based on a line of reasoning which assumes that large-scale skills deficiencies (defined in ‘autonomous’ terms) are distributed with some consistency across the UK economy. This approach ignores the widely diverging uses of literacy and numeracy across different sectors and occupational strata as well as the significance of organisational contexts in shaping literacy and numeracy practices. 

Analysis of the UK’s 2006 Skills Survey suggests than an over-supply rather than deficit of skills may be evident in large swathes of the UK economy; there may be as many as 6.9 million jobs in the British economy that require no qualifications to obtain the post, but just 2.23 million adults with no qualifications (Felstead et al. 2007: 80). A growing literature has contested policy assumptions about the increasing encroachment of knowledge and skills in all sectors of the economy and has highlighted the persistence of large areas of the economy that continue to entail routine or menial work (e.g. Keep 1999; Keep and Mayhew 1999; Thompson 2004). Such a literature has important potential ramifications in challenging some of the assumptions that underpin Skills for Life national strategies. If it is the case that employees in large areas of the UK (and other western economies) are still engaged in relatively routine, menial work then this has important implications in potentially limiting the need for higher-level literacy and numeracy skills in these occupations. 

3
Findings from the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project

The team of researchers (from the Institute of Education
 and King’s College,
 both colleges of the University of London) has investigated the impact of such courses, tracking both learners and their workplaces over four years. The project, supported by a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council and by the National Research and Development Centre, was a longitudinal exploration of the impact on both learners and their organisations of government-funded workplace programmes designed to increase the literacy skills of employees. A total of 567 learners were involved, and over 53 workplaces. We tested the reading and writing skills of participants at the start of their courses, and then a year, and two years, later. We also gathered in-depth information on all three occasions about their jobs, learning experiences, education, attitudes to work, and aspirations, acknowledging the complex interplay between the motivations and behaviour of active adult learners, the environment in which they learn, and the nature of their programme; and correspondingly looked at a variety of outcomes At the same time, we interviewed managers and training managers, and course tutors. Sub-sets of ten sites and 64 employees were studied and interviewed in greater depth, also with follow-up over a four-year period. The courses we studied typically offered 30 hours of tuition, after which learners had no further free workplace entitlement. We examined whether this very brief period had the hoped-for impact on skills, and whether it changed participants’ ‘learning trajectories’. Did they, in the following years, show a greater tendency to undertake further learning than comparable employees across the country (as recorded by the Labour Force Survey)? The key findings are summarised in Table 1 below:
Table 1: Motivations for engagement in Skills for Life workplace provision – findings from the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project
	KEY FINDINGS
	MAJOR IMPLICATIONS

	Workplace courses successfully reach adults who do not participate in other formal learning, but when delivered through outside initiatives, they fail to create any lasting infrastructure. 
	Support for workplace learning should encourage and complement enterprises’ own efforts. Learning programmes initiated by and within workplaces are the ones that survive in the long term. 

	Both participants in workplace literacy courses and their organisational sponsors are motivated by a far wider range of factors than the wish to improve performance at work.
	The most marked benefits for individuals and organisations are in personal and/or work satisfaction.

	Adults who participate in workplace courses are somewhat more likely than their peers to continue with formal learning in later years.
	Workplace learning has the potential to change individuals’ ‘learning trajectories’ and encourage them to re-think their ambitions and capabilities.

	Workplace literacy courses produce very small average gains in performance, but participants’ average performance does continue to improve over a two-year post-instruction period.
	Current policies are inefficient, as courses are too short to have much impact. They may nonetheless stimulate learners to use their skills more, and so continue improving.

	Adults who are confident about their ability to learn are also much more confident that they will gain from workplace courses. 
	People with low confidence in their own ability to learn will need extra encouragement or incentives, but, once involved in formal learning, appear to progress as fast as other learners.

	Adults who actively use literacy in their day-to-day lives in the workplace and beyond it are the ones who will continue to improve. 

 
	Whether the job itself facilitates the learning and use of literacy skills in the workplace appears to influence whether people increase their proficiency or lose ground. 




Quantitative and qualitative data from the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project indicate that employees are motivated to engage in workplace Skills for Life provision by a far wider range of factors than merely the wish to improve performance at work. Such findings raise important questions in relation to the supposed prevalence of large-scale skills deficiencies. 
Figure 1 provides data on the two most important outcomes that learners wanted or expected from their course from the first phase of structured interviews (conducted at the beginning of the course). This is then compared with the two most important outcomes that learners actually felt they achieved from the course, based on data from follow-up structured interviews (undertaken after the course had been completed). It is noticeable that the generic motivation of ‘learning new skills’ was most commonly cited (by 51% learners), and the outcome of the course surpassed such expectations. Some 35% of learners cited the improvement of work performance as a factor and rather less listed this as an actual outcome. This is consistent with findings from the in-depth studies which have highlighted a whole range of factors for engagement in such courses: from ‘curiosity’ to wanting to make up for missed earlier educational opportunities; from wanting specific help with job-relevant skills to wider career aims; from a desire to help children with school work to wanting self-improvement and personal development (Evans et al. 2009). Also noteworthy is the ranking of ‘increase chances for promotion’ and ‘increase chances for better job’ as 18% and 23% respectively, all of which suggests that for the majority of learners the motivations for learning are not tied narrowly to an aspirational career trajectory.

Figure 1: Most important expected and actual benefits from the course
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Table 2, which provides data on the outcome of the course on an item by item basis, reveals the significance of attitudinal outcomes and the development of generic new skills. For many learners, participation in workplace Skills for Life courses has yielded a range of positive outcomes in terms of increased confidence, greater willingness to engage in further learning, enhanced awareness and appreciation of the English language, increased capacity to help children with their homework and increased motivation to pursue a range of hobbies and educational interests. During the course of in-depth interviews, many learners linked low levels of confidence to previously negative educational experiences at school and elsewhere. As argued in other publications (e.g. Wolf and Waite 2007), Skills for Life workplace provision has been effective in attracting learners who have not successfully engaged with other forms of provision as a result of its accessibility, convenience and its relative distance from intimidating associations. 
Table 2: Outcomes of course (item by item basis)

	Increased confidence at work 
	66%

	Developed new skills 
	61%

	Increased confidence outside work 
	59%

	Met new people 
	58%

	Affected how current job is done* 
	45%

	Helped with use of computers outside work 
	33%

	Helped with use of computers at work 
	27%

	Made work more interesting 
	25%

	Increased chances for promotion 
	11%

	Increased chances of a better job 
	10%

	Helped earn more money 
	2%


* 40% elaborated: all reported positive impact

Whether or not a course increased confidence at work was highly (and positively) related to whether a learner also thought it had helped them to do their current job better/had affected how they did the job.

Personnel managers frequently explained their organisations’ motivations for running these courses on the basis of factors such as the desire to boost staff morale, develop a positive company ethos and foster the personal development of employees; the need to develop literacy and numeracy skills in order to enhance job performance was far from being the primary motivation. The main impulse was to strengthen the psychological contract between employer and employee and they reported very few examples of direct impact in narrowly economic terms. 

4
Individual uses of literacy and numeracy skills

Findings from the project’s use of in-depth interviews, which allow for more detailed and contextualised understandings of literacy practices in differing workplaces, cast light on some of the factors underlying the increased significance of generic, rather than job-specific, motivations for learning. During the course of in-depth interviews with a sub-sample of 64 employees from ten sites, the majority of learners self-reported that they coped adequately with their existing literacy and numeracy skills in the workplace. Some 20 learners mentioned that they struggled with aspects of literacy or numeracy in general (whether at work or home), of whom only 11 learners revealed that poor literacy or numeracy skills had either adversely affected their work or prevented them from fulfilling career plans. These included three caretakers at a local authority who had encountered increasing use of report-writing in order to document instances of damage to property and two residential care-workers at an old people’s home who had similarly encountered increasing documentation in the workplace (mainly in the form of ‘care plans’ for the residents of the home). Tracy Beaumont, a ‘quality assessor’ at Coopers (a food manufacturing company), admitted to poor spelling but felt that poor literacy skills were only exposed on training days when she would dread the experience of being asked to read material out loud. Similar anxieties beset Bennie Thomas, a ticket machine operator at Southern Transport Systems (STS) , who struggled severely with reading and writing (and admitted that this had curbed his opportunities for promotion) but managed on a day-to-day basis and only felt ‘caught out’ on training days. ESOL learners, for understandable reasons, tended to see a more direct link between participation in workplace learning and job-specific considerations but only two learners (an operative at Brightland Bakeries and an administrative officer at STS) reported that their existing levels of English adversely affected their current job responsibilities. Harry Jackson, an instructor at STS, felt that his career prospects had been impeded by severe dyslexia but had become adept at employing various ‘avoidance strategies’ in order to cope with his existing job. 

Many learners accounted for their capacity to cope with their existing literacy and numeracy strategies on the basis of relatively light exposure to literacy in the workplace (e.g. bus drivers who only occasionally had to fill in an incident report form). In this respect it is important to take account of widely differing organisational contexts; whereas some jobs have been affected by such processes as increasing report-writing in response to auditing demands and increasing health and safety regulations as well as the ‘levelling out’ of management structures in some companies, there are also many occupations that entail negligible use of literacy practices. Data from qualitative interviews suggest that the introduction of new technologies (which is frequently cited in Skills for Life literature as necessitating higher-level literacy and numeracy skills) can often pre-empt or allow for the circumventing of literacy and numeracy skills; as in the case of a worker at Coopers (a food manufacturing company) who told us she no longer used maths at work because ‘the computer does it all for me’. It is equally important to take account of the wide range of individual and social strategies for both coping with and developing existing literacy and numeracy skills: from relying on colleagues and supervisors for support with form-filling, to taking forms home so that family members can lend assistance. 

5
The significance of ‘informal’ learning

The above findings conflict with prevailing policy assumptions about the existence of large-scale literacy and numeracy skills deficiencies in the workplace. Such findings are also indicative of the capacity of individuals to ‘make do’ with their existing skills and competencies and develop these in response to the exigencies of the workplace, frequently taking advantage of ‘informal’ learning opportunities. 
In the case of HLN Manufacturing (a large engineering company in the West Midlands), the majority of learners engaged on a literacy and numeracy course had developed a reasonably advanced level of maths through informal learning. Trevor Stephens (a Union Learning Representative) described the significance of what he termed ‘hands on learning’ in which employees were shown how to use new technology and develop their skills while working: 

 I think a lot of people though, probably a lot of people on the shop floor, they’ve been there for years and years, probably are very good mathematically although they haven’t done it at school, but by using, through engineering and one thing and another they probably are quite good. We’re sort of more advanced maths than sort of basic, sort of equations and working out surface areas and stuff like that but probably having to put it down on paper that’s where they could struggle. 
Although employees had to cope with an increasing volume of paperwork as a result of more stringent company surveillance procedures and production quotas, they reported that this was largely of the ‘tick box’ variety and did not challenge their existing literacy skills. It is noticeable that two of the learners who were interviewed in depth made a point of expressing their appreciation of the course as a means of practising skills which they would otherwise not have the opportunity of developing during the course of their working lives. Tim Roberts explained his situation as follows:

 
When I was at school we did essays and constant work. Since I’ve left school I’m just manual, I’m just making stuff you know, there’s nothing really lengthy that I have to write anymore, and I like to write but I just don’t get the chance to. 
Other examples of the significance of ‘informal’ learning include a caretaker who made a point of teaching himself and practising the specific words he needed for reports at work, a care worker who relied on her children to develop her reading and writing skills in response to a training course, and a bus driver who relied on his wife to help him improve his reading. 
Results of this study have provided evidence on the nature and scope of formal and informal training activities for workers at the lower end of the earnings distribution. The findings also begin to trace the learning paths of such workers in small, medium and large companies and how participating in the more formal workplace programmes, courses and workshops can ignite the desire to direct one’s learning and to do things differently back on the shop floor. A comparison with Canadian provision (Taylor et al 2007, Taylor  and Evans2009) shows that the range of formal programmes now being offered by such companies and the types of informal learning activities that happen in the work lives of these employees shed some light on how work-related training is structured and the kinds of decision that such employees make as they take charge of their own learning (see also Livingstone 2001). Workplace informal learning was not limited to a simplistic understanding of self-directed learning such as independent mastery of work procedures, but encompassed the relationships among employees, context and opportunities. For example, informal learning can also result from coaching as well as participating in focused workplace discussions or committees. This type of work-related learning is a complex process that involves the interplay of employee agency, workplace relationships and interdependencies and the affordances of the wider environment. These variables, in some instances, promote rich informal learning, where ‘doors are opened’ to opportunities to expand and share knowledge and skills in supportive work groups. In other cases, workplace discussions and the mentoring of another worker can have unintended negative influences on learning, for example where the interdependencies of the workplace are undermined by feelings of lack of trust. Sociocultural understandings of ways in which knowledge and learning are constructed from social interactions in the workplace (Billett 2006; Evans et al. 2006; Evans et al. 2009) problematise simplistic versions of self-directed learning and point to reconceptualisations that can embrace the interdependencies inherent in workplace practices.

6
‘Use it or lose it’: the significance of employing literacy skills in the workplace

The longitudinal dimension of the Adult Basic Skills and Workplace Learning project, which has entailed undertaking literacy assessments at three intervals, has allowed us to trace both the longer-term impact of the courses and the impact of shifting organisational structures on the uses of literacy and numeracy at work. It is clear that those learners whose literacy assessment scores have increased since engagement in the course have continued to use their literacy and numeracy skills whether at work or at home. 

Those learners we interviewed in depth who had made most literacy gains between the first and second literacy assessment (appearing in the first quartile of learners who had made most improvement between Time 1 and Time 2 literacy assessments) had generally continued to develop their literacy skills in the workplace and beyond. For example, in the case of a weapons manufacturing company, the learner whose level of literacy had improved most substantially in that organisation had been promoted after the course and now actively used a wider range of literacy skills as part of a broader organisational shift towards the delegation of responsibility to lower-level employees. Whereas during the Time 1 in-depth interview he attached little significance to the literacy component of the course, at the Time 2 in-depth interview he retrospectively valued his participation in the course in the light of his recent promotion: 

 
I realise that it [the literacy component of the course] was quite an important part … before I wasn’t really writing too much, and now obviously I use it a lot more, do more handwriting as well as on the computer. 
Other learners we interviewed in this organisation who had not benefited from these structural changes within the organisation and had not been promoted and continued to engage in the same working routines (which entailed minimal use of literacy) made either no progress or negligible gains in their literacy scores. For example, Roger Taylor, who was doing the same type of job but continued to have minimal exposure to literacy practices and whose literacy score declined between Time 1 and Time 2 literary assessments, reported the following:  
 
I’ve never been particularly good at the English side of things.. I feel like I’d like to improve it but I don’t find it necessary in what I do. I don’t do an awful lot of writing … 
This underlines the fact that ultimately the development of such skills rests on their employment in practical work settings. In our overall sample, learners have made modest literacy gains as a result of engaging in literacy courses. This finding is understandable in view of their relatively light exposure to employment of literacy and numeracy skills in the workplace. Those learners for whom English was not their first language (ESOL) made larger, significant gains in their measured literacy. This too is consistent with the ‘use it or lose it’ principle, since these employees are on a rather different ‘learning curve’ from native English speakers. They experience challenge and opportunity in practising their developing English language skills in everyday activities in rather different ways.
7
Conclusion 

There is a major disjunction between policy assumptions about large-scale literacy and numeracy deficiencies in the UK and employees’ capacity to cope with their existing skills and competencies. Such a disjunction has emerged as a result of the adoption of a narrowly defined skills agenda together with vague assumptions about the increased significance of literacy and numeracy skills in a post-industrial, ‘knowledge economy’ era. Our research does confirm the appetite for learning among many adults who have not found it possible to attend conventional classes. It also underlines the importance of a far wider range of factors than the wish to improve job performance: for example, boosting confidence, helping children with their homework, and pursuing interests outside work. 

Managers, meanwhile, were also motivated largely by factors other than the desire to ‘plug’ skill gaps or improve productivity. The main impulse was to strengthen the psychological contract between employer and employee. They believed the courses improved staff confidence and morale, but reported very few examples of direct impact in narrowly economic terms. Employers’ general unwillingness to continue further literacy training, at full cost, after the expiry of their free entitlement tends to confirm that government policy-makers were mistaken in expecting immediate and major effects on productivity. 

The adoption of a ‘deficiency model’ of literacy skills in the UK fails to take account of individuals’ capacity to make do with their existing skills and competencies and tailor them to the actual demands of the workplace. Furthermore, positioning adults as deficient in skills does not provide appropriate encouragement to them to expand their capacities in ways that can benefit their workplaces, although many do take opportunities to learn in a variety of ways that are important to them and their families, both in and outside work. Companies that aim to expand and enrich job content in jobs at all levels are likely to find employees working to expand their capacities accordingly. However, those who send employees on ‘basic skills’ courses only to return them to a job and work environment that provides no opportunities for their use are likely to see the benefits of their investment eroded over time. A major implication of our findings is that policy-makers should be more realistic about the motivations and benefits involved. It makes far more sense to see workplace provision as citizens’ entitlements which may have multiple benefits, over a long period of time, than as an immediate productivity-enhancing intervention. The need for a longer timescale is underlined by the reality of the modern workplace. Our follow-up visits highlighted how often and how fast enterprises close, relocate and reorganise; and the difficulties faced by small and medium enterprises in releasing employees. In that environment, highly prescriptive programmes are neither cost-effective nor sustainable. Even more striking is the fact that only those organisations that had moved to supporting workplace learning, of their own accord, before Skills for Life funding arrived were still actively engaged two years after that funding ended. Catapulting provision into companies using outside providers funded on places and qualifications delivered is no way to establish long-term learning opportunities and cultures. It is also clear that if employees attend literacy courses while continuing to engage in day-to-day tasks that have little or no literacy content, then their jobs are unlikely to sustain, let alone increase, any gains in literacy skills. For employers and employees, our research underlines the need for follow-up support, not just the ‘magic bullet‘ of a short workplace course.
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