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Introduction

I begin this paper with the context of workplace literacy provision in New Zealand and the increasing drive for economic and productivity benefits from workforce literacy skill development.  One of the challenges in obtaining and measuring the benefits of workplace literacy programmes is managing for the different benefits sought by the key stakeholders (employers, employees and the Government).  
Achieving literacy gains involves thinking as an educator, and for tutors that most commonly means using social-cultural concepts of literacy.   On the other hand, achieving business benefits including productivity requires thinking as a business performance consultant and operating within functional concepts of literacy.  Given the different outcomes sought from workplace programmes by the different stakeholders, Workbase needs to design and deliver programmes to achieve a range of benefits.  This means multiple ways to measure outcomes.  In this paper, I particularly consider what is needed to achieve and then describe productivity benefits for employers through workplace literacy programmes.  I also consider the positions Mike Rose describes in The Mind at Work – Valuing the Intelligence of the American Worker.
I want to promote discussion, first about the desirability of productivity benefits for businesses as an important outcome from workplace literacy programmes, and second about what is required to target, achieve and describe productivity benefits. 
Terminology:  In this paper the terms literacy and literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) are used for a wide range of skills including reading, writing, speaking, listening, numeracy, the use of information technology and critical thinking.  The terms business productivity or business benefits are used to mean positive improvements for business profitability.  

About New Zealand and the context for government investment in workforce literacy

New Zealand is a small island nation with a geographically dispersed population of 4.3 million people.  New Zealand participated in the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) in 1996 and in the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALLS) in 2006, with results similar to Canada’s.

43% of the workforce – people in or near work in 2006 - had literacy levels below level three. This means today that approximately 1.1 million New Zealand adults (aged 16 – 65 years) have literacy and numeracy skills below those considered to be needed to participate fully in a knowledge society. 

	ALLS document literacy results: 


	ALLS numeracy results: 



	Level one: 14% of the workforce (approximately 300,000 adults)


	Level one: 20% of the workforce



	Level two: 29% of the workforce (approximately 800,000 adults)


	Level two: 31% of the workforce




The vast majority of people with low literacy and numeracy levels, as assessed by ALLS, are employed.  In New Zealand, this is mostly in small enterprises.  Over half (58%) of New Zealand’s workforce are employed in enterprises with fewer than 50 employees.  Only 29% are employed in enterprises that employ more than 100 people.  Like other OECD countries, we have an aging workforce – the majority of whom will still be working in 20 years time.  Approximately one quarter of our population was not born in New Zealand and around 12% speak a language other than English at home.  We also currently rank 22nd out of 30 OECD countries for productivity.  

Low productivity is an issue for New Zealand

Low productivity has been a concern for New Zealand since the 1970s.  Most of our recent economic growth has been driven by increases in participation in the workforce.  New Zealand has a low unemployment rate and although it has recently risen, it remains around 5%.  The productivity shortfall is considered to be one of the biggest challenges facing New Zealand. The need to improve productivity is at the heart of our future economic growth and prosperity.

Skills are only one of a number of drivers of productivity.  Skills alone, including literacy, language and numeracy, are not enough to improve business productivity but for many businesses they are essential for productivity improvement.  

From the New Zealand Government’s perspective, improving adult literacy and numeracy is linked to economic transformation and improving productivity.  In 2008, as part of the previous Labour Government’s
 strategy to upskill the workforce, the organisation that administers tertiary education spending - the Tertiary Education Commission - launched a Literacy and Numeracy Action Plan.  
The Action Plan states:
Improving literacy and numeracy skills will support the ongoing transformation of workplaces into ones which have high levels of productivity and provide higher value work for their employees.  These skills not only support people to cope with rapidly changing workplace demands, but also enable the workforce to develop higher level technical skills and undertake further study.  If New Zealand is to build a high-skill, high-wage economy and an inclusive society where everyone can participate, it needs a population with high level literacy and numeracy skills.
  

There has been subsidy funding for workplace literacy programmes since 2001. The criteria for the Workplace Literacy Fund subsidy for workplace programmes include:

· completion of an initial needs analysis

· assessment of participants’ literacy and numeracy needs and progress

· preferably on-site tuition in work time

· weekly sessions running over a minimum of 24 hours over 24 weeks

· individual learning plans for participants.
There were modest increases in funding to subsidise Workplace literacy programmes in the 2006 and 2008 Government budgets.  However, these increases in funding need to be put into context.  Despite the literacy strategies and the ALLS statistics, only 1.8% of the total tertiary education budget is allocated to programmes which target adult literacy.  In the 2008/09 year the Workplace Literacy Fund was $11 million.  This funding for workplace literacy programmes only accounts for 0.04% of the total tertiary budget.    

Workbase literacy programmes – balancing concepts of literacy and skill
Workbase is located in Auckland where around 32% of New Zealand’s population live.  It is the fastest growing and most cosmopolitan city with 37% of Aucklanders born overseas.  The mission of Workbase is a literate workforce for New Zealand’s economic, cultural and social success.  
To deliver on this mission we provide workplace literacy programmes as well as sector, organisational and professional development services for tutors, providers and industry training organisations to help develop high quality adult literacy provision and practice in New Zealand.  

We have worked in over 100 companies in our workplace programme delivery.  For Workbase, workplace literacy is more than just teaching literacy situated in a workplace.  Our approach to providing workplace literacy programmes seeks to achieve a combination of business, literacy and individual employee goals and benefits. This is done on site, in work time, using authentic workplace texts and in ways that support the transfer to and use of the literacy skills in other situations.   

Workbase promotes the business benefits for employers of investing in workplace literacy and numeracy programmes.  This is because business benefits from workplace literacy programmes are the strongest motivator to get more employers to make significant and ongoing investments in their employees’ literacy at work.  

Workbase would agree with Mike Rose’s position in The Mind at Work - there are no unskilled jobs.  In every workplace, the cognitive dimensions of work appear absolutely critical.  Productivity improvement depends less on manual strength and working harder than on working smarter.  The knowing and judging about what should be done, prioritising tasks, identifying and solving problems and communicating with colleagues are what reduce errors and wastage and improve quality and customer service.  These are the areas commonly associated with productivity benefits. 
In workplace programmes the cognitive skills of employees, and particularly their high technical literacy, is very evident to experienced literacy tutors.  Literacy tutors enter diverse workplaces ranging from plastics, pharmaceuticals or aluminium manufacturing, to warehousing, logistics and call centres.  The employees (their learners) bring their technical and workplace knowledge and experience and know much more than the tutors about the production processes, the machinery or the techniques to operate in their part of the workplace.  
Successful tutors build collaborative learning relationships to recognise the knowledge and expertise of employees and to build on and extend that knowledge (activating prior knowledge) to develop new levels of comprehension. 

We are also very conscious that people with low levels of literacy and/or numeracy skills participate actively in their communities, including as leaders, and have critical political, social and cultural perspectives. 

Functional and skills-based concepts of literacy are implicit in the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey and flow into the New Zealand Skills Strategy and the Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan which has both social inclusion and economic transformation starting points.  In recent years, the need to address skill shortages and productivity issues has come to the fore, and the functional and skill-based concepts of literacy have gained prominence.  The ALLS survey results and framing of literacy and numeracy skills along a one to five scale has been helpful in increasing politicians’ and business awareness of the scale of literacy issues and the need to take action. 
We use different concepts of literacy for different purposes and audiences.  For example we use functional or skills based concepts to raise employers’ awareness of the need to invest in literacy programmes. 

“Just under half of working New Zealand adults do not have the literacy, language and numeracy skills needed to improve work practices, take up new technology and be more productive.” (Workbase, An Economic Imperative 2007)  

At the same time, Workbase tutors use social practice concepts in their teaching practice with learners (employees).  For example, tutors, by reaching agreement with individual learners about goals that reflect the context where learners will use literacy skills, (such as at work and in their home lives), support learners’ meaningful purposes. 

The different views about skills and concepts of literacy have implications for what content is covered, what results are sought and measured, and the relationships between the learner and tutor.  By considering the multiple goals of the stakeholders in workplace programmes, we are seeking to achieve the different outcomes for stakeholders.
All the key stakeholders influence the goals, content and outcomes sought: 

	Stakeholder
	Influences the goals and content to be covered 


	Benefits and outcomes sought 

	Employer
	Through the contracting process and the agreement of programme goals.
	Seeks business benefits through employee skill development and improved job performance.

	Employee (learner)
	Through the Individual Learning Plan agreed with the tutor.
	Seeks personal benefits through gaining transferable skills that support work, family and community roles, and the achievement of qualifications.

	Government
	Through the measurement and reporting requirements associated with funding.


	Seeks measured literacy skill gain.


Achieving literacy gains for individuals is a fundamental benefit for all stakeholders.  However, this final section does not consider ways to achieve gains for learners as a lot has been written about how to achieve literacy and numeracy gains.  Nor does it cover ways to measure or report literacy gains for the Government stakeholder.  In New Zealand the ways that providers will measure and report on literacy and numeracy progress for individuals (including assessment tools and a literacy progressions framework for adults) is currently being developed by the Tertiary Education Commission.  The remainder of this think piece focuses on what is required to get business benefits, including productivity benefits.
Achieving productivity benefits for business

It takes a deliberate effort to get and show links between workforce literacy training and productivity.
A fundamental starting point is the understanding that literacy training is not what is ultimately important to business – it is performance that matters.  So, when talking with employers, rather than thinking as educators, Workbase tries to think as a business performance consultant.  
Conversations with employers

This starts with the initial conversations with and questions asked of company managers.  Talking with managers about their business needs and the reasons they are interested to invest in a workplace literacy programme involves listening carefully to their goals, strategies and performance issues.   
Employers are seldom able to describe the literacy components of business issues in detail.  Instead, they often talk about their needs in one of two ways.  The most common is describing problems and business issues; for example, they may describe poor communication, people not understanding instructions, limited participation in team meetings or poor compliance with health and safety processes.  They may also be concerned about error rates or wastage, and forms not being completed correctly.  
Sometimes managers may also describe their business goals and strategies and how they want to invest in skill development to support achieving their goals.  This might be a strategy of continuous improvement to meet quality targets, introducing new technology and new processes or increasing innovation or team work.   
Identifying how literacy is impacting on business performance

In order to fully understand the performance environment and be able to connect business benefits with literacy outcomes, an analysis of company and literacy needs is completed.  
To understand the literacy skills needed for performance and productivity in each organization, a needs analysis identifies what employees have to know and be able to do in their jobs.  This involves observing employees doing job tasks, reviewing the critical and frequently used texts, analysing workplace documentation and communication, and asking employees about the decisions they are making as they do their work.  A comprehensive analysis will also identify organisational barriers to employees being able to use their literacy skills, such as poorly written documentation, or systems or processes that haven't been properly explained.`
As well as the needs and goals identified by managers, the analysis looks for the critical points in the production process or value chain and seeks to determine the critical and most frequent literacy tasks and skills involved in the work of the people who will be in the programme.  

The analysis seeks to identify the particular opportunities for that business to make a difference through literacy.  Assessments tasks are developed based on the essential literacy tasks and skills for the work and the workplace to determine how the current literacy, language and numeracy skills of a sample of employees match the required skills in that workplace.

It is also crucial to identify the interventions that are big enough to make a material difference to individual and business performance.  It would be easy in many workplace programmes to spend the entire time developing, for example, vocabulary, grammar and punctuation.  But this will seldom make any difference to performance or productivity.  
From the results of the needs analysis programme, goals are developed and agreed with the company.  Programme goals start with the issues initially described by the company and are refined by the results of the needs analysis.  It helps to make programme goals as specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time bound (SMART) as possible.  Programme goals describe the difference that will be achieved by the end of the programme in terms that are relevant for the company as well as provide the framework for tutors to develop individual learning plans, curriculum and lesson plans. 
Identifying and describing productivity benefits 
In our experience, the most tangible productivity benefits come through reducing costs (errors or wastage); or reducing labour costs (through improving accuracy, reducing lost time injuries or improving attendance); or improving quality or service (reducing complaints, queries or returned products).  Quantitative measurement of changes in these areas requires the business to have systems to collect the relevant data and to either analyse it themselves or to allow access to the data.  
The next most evident business performance benefits from literacy programmes are through improving the firm’s ability to succeed with their other business improvement initiatives (for example new processes, introducing quality systems, team work, new technology, lean manufacturing, or multi skilling).  By developing the particular literacy, language or numeracy skills employees need to participate in the improvement initiatives, literacy programmes enable business benefits. 

A further group of less quantifiable benefits also occur frequently.  These include things such as improved morale and loyalty, employees reporting spin-offs in their personal lives, and continuing with further training.  While these can be more subjective and the links to performance may be less direct, managers appreciate these benefits just as much as the more quantifiable.  
In all areas of business performance improvement, it is virtually impossible to isolate which of the many changes that are constantly occurring had the most impact.  Managers make their own observations and determinations about the extent to which the literacy programme contributed to the improvements they are experiencing in their business.  
We periodically interview company managers, production managers, supervisors and employees about what changes they are experiencing and observing and we record their answers.  We use this information to write case studies which include quotes from the business about the benefits that they have experienced.  Where possible, we include company data about the extent of the improvements and benefits.  The attached case study illustrates.     
We will discuss the case study further at the Institute. 

� The elections in November 2008 saw a change in Government from the centre left Labour Government of the last nine years to the centre right National Government.


� Page 6, Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan 2008 – 2012, Tertiary Education Commission,  2008
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