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Over the last thirty years there have been interesting shifts in policy and developments in workplace literacy, language and numeracy literacy (WLLN) in the United Kingdom which I would like to explore chronologically. I also want to reflect on a number of interventions in the UK that chime with The Mind at Work by Mike Rose.

From 1980 to 1997 during Conservative party rule there was no specific policy on literacy (LLN) let alone Workplace LLN. There was no funding, interest and understanding of literacy in the workplace or its political and societal implications. LLN was not seen as a factor in productivity and performance in the workforce. The government funded the Basic Skills Agency, then known as the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU), to carry out some special development programmes and be the flagship for Adult Literacy in general.

This gap became the impetus for the development of Workbase which was first started in the UK and the first organisation to develop WLLN.  Its aim was to empower employees and create opportunities for workers to contribute fully at work, based on improved literacy and numeracy and the emerging confidence, engagement and participation they could bring to the workplace. 

Workbase was also a response to the then ‘equal opportunities’ initiatives. It was initially an idea of a public services union – the National Union of Public Employees – to bring literacy and numeracy into the equal opportunities debate and highlight literacy as an ‘equality’ issue.  Workbase developed a comprehensive workplace programme based on this concept.

Employers who used Workbase paid for learning and instruction for their workforce because they recognised the benefits of improved skills and abilities. Employers bought into ideas of outcomes and value for money in return for their investment in money, time and resources.  There was no government support.  Stakeholders were employees, local union representatives and management. In depth learning needs analysis aligned to individual and organisational goals were instrumental. Literacy interventions had the same status as other forms of training and learning; they secured employers commitment and ownership and became sustainable. This work took place in every size and type of organisation across the UK and assisted over 200,000 employees. 

Most workers were prepared to sign up for literacy, language and numeracy if it was presented in a non-threatening and supportive way, designed to help workers keep their jobs.  The principles at the heart of the Workbase ethos and strategies were:
· Valuing and respecting people for the work they do

· Acknowledging the multiple skills and brain power required by different manual jobs 

· Working with workers in a non patronising way to expand their understanding of the workplace through literacy and increased personal confidence

· Making skills acquisition part of a workplace agenda through consultative processes on many levels.

Workbase tutors/consultants were able, through its learning methodologies, to align aspiration, skill and confidence, intellectual ability and personal and organisational barriers. Courses were delivered in numerous settings and included groups, supported by IT and drop in centres to suit shift patterns. Groups were never greater than 10 to maximise a personalised approach to meet each learner’s needs.
One illustration of how Workbase helped employers achieve their objectives and align this to employees’ needs was when ‘cashless pay’ was introduced.  A sea change in custom and practise for workers took place when workers had to adjust from receiving weekly pay packets to monthly direct bank deposits.  For many this was a challenge and demanded a new and different way of managing money on a monthly basis instead of through weekly pay packets – a real example of a cultural intervention.  Understanding the banking system and ability to manage one’s own finances required literacy and numeracy skills and knowledge.

Workbase believed that diversity and equality in the workplace would only come about through sustainable long term interventions in the workplace. One such means was Investors in People (IIP). Created in 1991 by the then-ruling Conservative party it is a business/organisation improvement tool that aligns employees’ development to business objectives. However, despite the forward-looking vision of the government in creating Investors in People, it initially had no direct policy on LLN or WLLN. Workbase still worked directly with employers. 

Today, thirty percent of employers in the UK have the Investors in People quality mark, an award that has to be renewed every three years.  IIP covers approximately 30,000 employers of all sizes (minimum of at least 2 employees) in the public, private and third sector (NGOs and voluntary organisations).  

Workbase used the Investors in People framework to create sustainability for WLLN in the workplace. This framework offers the potential to recognise the hybrid of cognitive expertise and knowledge - a dominant theme in the literature of Mike Rose. 

Implicit in Investors in People is a knowledge, skills and behaviours approach which gives a platform for the combination of intellectual ability and manual work. It requires the engagement of all employees within an organisation irrespective of status, whether full or part time, paid or volunteer. IIP requires an organisation to have a mission and vision and an inclusive Learning and Development strategy.  This allows all employees the opportunity to learn, grow, explore and follow a succession route and employers to demonstrate open and fair access to Learning and Development. It puts learning into action in the workplace. WLLN fits into this cycle in a sustainable framework.

The levels of engagement with Investors in People vary in the UK as there are still employers and managers who see work in hierarchical way in terms of role and ability. The emphasis on an inclusive and empowering workplace for Investors in People organisations helps balance this more traditional view. 

In 1997 the newly-elected Labour Party brought a different vision of society into play. A ground-breaking report on basic skills by a working group chaired by Sir Claus Moser's was published in February 1999.  This reflected the results of the International Adult Literacy Survey which showed the UK as 23 out of 30 in major world countries in terms of levels of literacy and numeracy. Six million adults had literacy difficulties which translated into 30% of the manual or blue collar workforce.
A report called A Fresh Start laid the blueprint for Skills for Life, the national strategy for improving adult literacy and numeracy in England, launched in 2001. By March 2006, the government had invested £1.6 billion with the target of helping 1.5 million adults improve their skills by 2007. To achieve these ambitions the Skills for Life Strategy Unit, initially part of the Department of Employment and Skills, was set up. It oversaw strategies and activities to:

· Set national target for improving basic skills and increase participation

· Create a new national curriculum and teaching standards which set out levels, requirements which were then tested in national tests in Maths and English.

· Provide support for those for whom English is an additional language

· Develop intensive training programme for basic skills teachers - literacy, numeracy and ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages)

· Establish a new system of inspection like other educational sectors and establishments

· Encourage teachers/instructors of LLN to think about entering the profession. Awarding bodies and higher education institutions developed new teaching qualifications to meet the need for better trained teachers so they could provide more learning opportunities for adults to improve their skills.

· Establish a research programme to support the strategy by setting up the National Research Development Centre (part of the University of London).  The Centre carries out longitudinal studies, researching complexities and benefits in workplace learning and the impact of curriculum.

· Invest in workplace skills in various ways including pilots in deprived areas, work with sectors to ‘sectorise’ WLLN and engage with business partners. The Skills for Life Strategy Unit worked with a range of partners, including other Government departments, to ensure maximum impact of the strategy.

Three examples clearly demonstrate employer engagement:

Business in the Community (BiTC) Funding was made available by the then Department of Education and Skills to promote WLLN to large employers. It also added a Skills for Life award to the range of BiTC awards in social, community and environmental fields. 

Investors in People UK. The secondment of a person to Investors in People UK to support Skills for Life through the Investors in People standard was a new approach.  Based on the Workbase model and the government agenda, Investors in People UK, the head office of Investors in People, began to prioritise WLLN and develop programmes through which employers and Investors in People personnel could appreciate the benefits of WLLN. Many employers have recognised the Return on Investment and the value that improved WLLN brings the individual and company.

Trades Union Congress and affiliated trade unions. Trade unions became active partners as they began to recognise its value and invest in WLLN. The union philosophy and ethos in learning and development supported the recognition that manual work is intellectually demanding and challenging.  Trade unions and staff associations always call for dignity and respect for work. The Trades Union Congress and its Union Learning Representatives (ULRs) have an enormous impact in workplaces. Workers felt supported by the 20,000 ULRs in England and liberated to identify their learning needs and make huge progress. The union model has been very successful in engaging workers and helping them overcome barriers and fears. However, the unions only organise in 30% of the UK workforce. 

There has been a change in the UK in blue collar or manual workers status in the workplace particularly in the public sector. Unions pushed for the move to change work organisation by harmonising conditions of service and roles so that jobs are evaluated according to role, content and responsibilities. There is no longer a distinction between manual and clerical grades rather a sliding scale which is categorised according to the content of the job. As a result the former ’manual or ‘blue collar’ worker no longer exists as a group in the workplace in the public sector. 

The changes brought about since the Moser report gave a shape and strategy to LLN and WLLN. The value of LLN was recognised through policies, and a curriculum for literacy and numeracy was developed for the first time in England. There were a plethora of pilot projects and interventions and advertising of LLN which underlined the commitment from government. Tests in literacy and numeracy were a means to evaluate the strategy and to monitor how targets in English and Maths were being met. Targets were part of the government interventions in all departments.

The Leitch report in 2006 put forward a compelling vision for the UK to become a world leader in skills by 2020, benchmarked against the upper quartile of the OECD.   This marked the explicit linking of WLLN with productivity and performance with a focus on economically valuable skills which had to provide real returns for individuals, employers and society. It was recommended that wherever possible skills should be portable to allow mobility in the labour market for individuals and employers. The report’s recommendations stretched the WLLN targets and agenda even further.

Stretching targets for 2020 include:
-
· 95 % of adults to achieve the basic skills of functional literacy and numeracy, an increase from levels of 85 % literacy and 79 % numeracy in 2005;

· 90 % + of adults qualified to at least Level 2, an increase from 69 % in 2005. 

As part of the Leitch Review the policy of government was to widen participation to increase the talent and skills base of the UK  to help achieve the ambitious targets for 2020 and to change the culture of aspiration. The UK used to pride itself that only 10 % of the population attended institutions of higher learning and university as Higher Education was the domain of the upper and middle class. Now a target for at least 50 % of people to acquire a higher education is an attempt to redress this imbalance. This has also helped perceptions of learning and personal ambition.
Making all workers and communities feel the importance of taking responsibility for their learning and wellbeing has been an underlying theme in a range of policies in education, training and health and wellbeing. 

UK Commission of Employment and Skills  (UKCES)

The UK is made up of four devolved countries, England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland each with its own skills strategy. In April 2008 the government created the UK Commission of Employment and Skills, a strategic body whose purpose is to resolve policy between the four countries and to ensure that the UK achieves its ambitions in 2020.  UKCES will align the skills and employment frameworks to achieve the targets for 2020. UKCES will report to the newly-formed Department of Business, Innovation and Skills announced in early June 2009. This department is taking over responsibility for WLLN.

There are a number of crucial questions to consider in thinking ahead 
Devolved structures 

England and Wales fund free literacy and numeracy for all to achieve a minimum standard.  Scotland and Northern Ireland have different policies and funding.

Whilst each county is independent, there are UK wide employers whose total business strategy will require different regional approaches which impacts on WLLN. 

Balancing skills, performance and targets

The UK’s productivity has improved in recent years. Despite this, it still lags behind nations to which it is compared: the average French worker produces 20 % more per hour than the average UK worker, the average German worker 13 % more and the average US worker 18 % more.  This suggests that both skills provision and management competence and ability are important elements in increasing productivity. 

Pedagogy

There is a conflict amongst some instructors/educationalists who fear that the skills agenda is too closely aligned to the achievement of tests.  They are concerned about the breadth of the learning process and the wider implications for individuals. The challenge for the adult teaching profession is to balance the skills and tests with the essential value of the learning process and experience. The move towards functional skills brought awareness of the value of WLLN but began the trend towards functionality and does not always develop the person and the learning process. 

The offer of free funding of WLLN to employers in England is an incentive which needs a sustainable framework. Hopefully, it will encourage employer engagement and ownership of WLLN. The question in future years will be to determine the value and sustainability of this approach. More people will have passed tests but does this achievement actually lead to greater participation in work?

This paper has mapped out change and development of policy over the last 30 years.

As the current political climate in the UK is volatile there might be changes ahead. There is cross party commitment to the existing education and skills policy. Only time and in depth research will determine if the policy and strategies of the present Labour government has worked and can be sustained.

 It is hoped by many that future models will take a less reductionist view of work and workers and give the literacy and skills debate a more meaningful platform. 
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