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Background

Like most other Western nations, New Zealand is concerned with its economic performance and aspires to become a high-value knowledge economy that is built on a skilled and high-performing workforce. While the current economic crisis has thrown a completely unexpected curve ball into the debate, there is still broad consensus that long-term economic performance invariably involves skilled workforces. 

One of the key measurements of this goal is national productivity. Although there is debate about which factors lead to greater productivity, most analyses include the upskilling of the workforce at all levels as a key part of any strategy in this area.

Parallel to these economic debates, adult literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) has emerged as a publicly acknowledged issue for us. While practitioners have long known that we have many people whose LLN skills fall well short of what they need as workers, parents, community members and citizens in a modern society, this awareness has not always been as widespread as it should have been. The first national adult literacy survey (IALS) in 1996 brought about a much wider awareness of the challenges we face, while the second national survey (ALL) a decade later has brought a more sophisticated analysis of the issue and its impact on people’s lives.

Over the last few years, the debates around productivity on the one hand and LLN on the other have merged in a growing debate about workplace LLN. ‘Upskilling the workforce’ is now increasingly centred on improving workers’ LLN skills and with this development has come a raft of new challenges – both to the world of LLN and to that of workforce development and training. Central to this development has been the Upskilling project.

The Upskilling Partnerships Programme

As Government has sought to develop workplace LLN provision it has endeavoured to do so in a ‘research-informed’ way. The Department first commissioned a literature review of the research on workplace literacy in 2006 (http://www.dol.govt.nz/publication-view.asp?ID=242 ). This comprehensive review showed that there were very few rigorous studies of the links between LLN and workplace practices, let alone productivity. Most of the studies were based on ‘practitioner wisdom’, limited in terms of their methodologies and sample size or simply poor quality pieces of research. The review also pointed out that one of the prime reasons for the paucity of research was the methodological difficulties in carrying out research in this area.

With these lessons in mind, the Upskilling research programme was devised. In essence, the research aims to answer two broad questions:

· What impact do workplace LLN programmes achieve for the learners and the companies?

· What is the most effective way to organise and run workplace LLN programmes? 

The intention was to implement a study that went beyond “just the usual good news story” that one Treasury official said was available up to that point. The study was to be comprehensive and include both qualitative and quantitative perspectives.

In order to fulfill these requirements, 15 LLN programmes were set up by the Upskilling Programme Office around New Zealand to provide the courses for the evaluation. The programmes were diverse in terms of the industries involved, company size, location, programme formats (eg 1:1, small group), duration and types of learners. As part of the agreements to run these programmes, the companies and programme providers also agreed to be part of the Upskilling research programme designed to provide answers to these questions.

While we have tailored the evaluations around the particular needs of the company and their programme, the evaluation process usually incorporates:

· A series of pre-programme interviews and assessment to provide an overview of the learners, their work and their LLN skills prior to the start of the programme. The visit also includes interviews with management, providers, tutors and any other key personnel

· While the course is running, we stay in touch with the provider and the company and usually sit in on some teaching sessions to get a flavour of the course and its participants

· Follow-up interviews and assessments are undertaken about a month after the courses finish. The purpose of these interviews and assessments is to assess the impact that the programme has had on the participants’ LLN skills and changes in their work practices. A repeat is also made of the interviews with managers, providers, tutors and any other key personnel.

· Where possible, we also do some form of follow-up 6-8 months after the programme has finished. 

With some of the companies, we have also commissioned seven Return-on-Investment (ROI) studies to ascertain the impact of the courses on the companies’ financial performance. These studies are complex, but basically calculate a monetary value for the impact of the programme minus all the costs incurred. The complexity comes in establishing the counterfactual –what would have happened if the participants had not done the course. The ROIs are being carried out by two labour economists contracted to the Department of Labour.

Interim findings

At the time of writing, nine of the fifteen companies’ courses have finished and evaluation reports have been completed for these companies.  When the remaining six courses finish (about August 2009), a final report will detail the results and analyses for all fifteen companies. Although the results are not yet complete and no in-depth statistical analyses have been carried out, an indication of some of the findings that are emerging are given below.

Course participants

· A total of 494 participants were interviewed and assessed before their courses started

· To date, 247 (89% of those starting) participants have been interviewed after the courses finished

· 66% are male, 34% female

· Average age is 39 years

· 23% are Māori, 37% are Pasifika (Pacific Islands), 31% are Pakeha (New Zealand European) and 9% Other

· 34% do not have English as their first language; these people have been in New Zealand an average of 4.9 years; most are able to read and write in their mother tongue

· They have an average of 3.6 years secondary schooling; they rate their schooling experience an average of 3.9 on a 1-6 scale (1 – low, 6 – high) 

· 51% do not have a school qualification; 16% have a qualification at NCEA Level 2 or equivalent (equivalent to high school graduation)

· 42% have not participated in any form of tertiary education

· They have worked for their companies for an average of 5.3 years and been in their current job an average of 3.5 years
· Most have not done much workplace training previously apart from brief inductions and some specific skills training (e.g. health and safety, specialist driving courses)
· Most are currently low-level supervisors or seen as future supervisors
· 41% are at ALL Level 1, 45% are at Level 2
, 14% at Level 3+

· When ALL Level 1 is broken down into the English Entry Levels (graph below), 9% are at Entry Level 1, 8% at Entry Level 2 and 24% at Entry Level 3.
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The courses

The courses are planned on the basis of a learning needs analysis (required to access government funding for the courses) and are therefore contextualised to the company’s issues and the participants’ learning needs.

Of the 11 courses evaluated to date:

· eight have been delivered to small groups of three to six learners

· one was a mixture of one-to-one and small groups

· one on a one-to-one basis

· one has been delivered to two larger groups of about fifteen

· have ranged from 24-100 hours long. 

Ratings of the courses

· Learners rate the courses very positively at an average of 4.9 on a 1-6 scale (1 – low, 6 – high).

· Asked how much they felt their course was related to their jobs, 55% said ‘a lot’, 40% said ‘a bit’ and 5% said ‘not at all’.

· Elements of courses that they rated positively included:

· Teaching content and skills relevant to their work, interests and issues

· Empathetic tutors who treated them as adults, listened carefully and tailored their teaching to their needs

· Courses that challenged them without being daunting

· Flexibility to pursue relevant topics in teaching and the organisation of teaching sessions.

· The greatest criticisms reported about the courses were where:

· learners were promised that they could pursue their individual learning interests (e.g. computers) and were not able to

· learners (especially those with higher level LLN skills IALS/ALL Level 3) felt that the course content was not challenging

· more capable learners in groups became frustrated with being impeded by the demands of learners with higher needs

· some learners were unsure about the purpose of their courses, even well into its duration.

· The course tutors are rated even more highly than the courses by the learners at an average of 5.4. 

Attendance
 

Course attendance has been organised using four approaches: paid, during work-time; paid, partly during work-time and partly outside work-time; unpaid, outside work-time; and paid, outside work-time. There has been considerable variation in the attendance rates across the eight companies to date (56% to 91%). The participants attended an average of 36.5 hours of an average 45 hours offered (attendance average of 75%). 

· Courses which run entirely in work time have higher attendance rates (78.5%) than those run outside of work time or a combination of work and outside work times (63.2%). 

· The most frequent reason for complete withdrawals and low overall attendance has been workers leaving the company, followed by work demands and personal crises. There have been very few withdrawals for educational reasons.

Impact on learners 

· The key impact on individual learners is on their self-confidence, which can be shown in terms of their ratings before and after the course of speaking in different contexts and general job confidence (graph below):
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· When asked if they thought the course had changed the ‘way you think about yourself’, over half (51%) said that it had. They usually expressed these changes in terms of self-confidence:

· I feel like a genius - in my own way! I can do things I couldn't do before

· I feel a little bit better about myself

· It's changed [things at home] and helped me plan things for my family. 

· A surprising result has been the number of participants who have reported that they feel less frustrated or angry as a result of improving their communication skills and increased self-confidence.

Impact on workplaces

· Evidence from interviews with learners, their supervisors and managers consistently show that there have been positive changes in workplace practices in all of the companies following the courses. Many learners say they believe they are now doing their jobs better. These changes (confirmed by their supervisors and managers) include:

· more complete and accurate form-filling (often due to better understanding of their purpose and requirements)

· increased confidence in work roles, meaning they are more likely to take initiative independently

· less frustration with workmates and supervisors due to improved communication skills

· improvements in specific LLN skills such as measuring

· greater self-confidence and speaking in group situations

· small positive improvements in attitudes towards their work, job satisfaction and company

· Supervisor assessments done before and after the courses all showed increases across a range of key workplace practices and attitudes (graph below).
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· Nearly half (49%) said that they thought the course had changed how they think about their jobs. Comments included:

· I'm more interested. I feel better because I can do things better.

· Before, I wasn't sure of a lot of things like barcodes, how to charge, how to deal with customer complaints. 

· Yes – I can explain difficult situations now. I jot down points and then explain to the boss or other employees.

· Over a third (38%) said they thought they were now doing their jobs ‘a lot better’ as a result of the course, 41% said ‘a bit better’ and 21% felt that there had been ‘no change’ in how they are doing their jobs.

Impact on LLN skills

· the average scaled score on the Go! reading assessment tests increased from 34.5 to 45.5 (on a 100 point scale)

· 46% went up one English level, 5% went up two levels 

· 35% went up an IALS/ALL level; two people went up two levels

· effect sizes
 for reading ranged from .4 to 1.3 (average .66)

· average score for writing went from 15.3 to 17.9 (total possible 29)

· effect sizes for writing ranged from .1 to .47 (average of .31)

· Changes in self-assessments show small positive improvements (graph below)
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· Asked if they thought that the course had improved their LLN skills, they reported:

· Reading: 21% ‘a lot’, 34% ‘a bit’ and 45% ‘not at all’

· Writing: 19% ‘a lot’, 36% ‘a bit’ and 45% ‘not at all’

· Spelling: 19% ‘a lot’, 21% ‘a bit’ and 60% ‘not at all’

· Maths: 16% ‘a lot’, 38% ‘a bit’ and 56% ‘not at all’.

· Many are keen to continue their learning, but few are aware of how to go about pursuing their options apart from continuing in their workplace programmes where these are available.

Impact outside the workplace 

· 15% said that the course had changed the way they relate to their family and friends ‘a lot’ and another 17% said it had changed them ‘a bit’. Comments included:

· I’m talking to my brother-in-law - always found him arrogant, but I can talk to him now

· I feel confident and people are listening. We have family meetings once a month now

· I use my skills [learned on the course] with them [family]

· While there has not been substantial change to the family and community lives of learners reported, there is some evidence that this happened for some of them. In particular, they have reported that they now relate better to family, children (e.g., able to talk with children about school and homework) and friends.

· 17% of those with school-age children report they are now helping them with their homework more.

The final report for the full project will be completed later this year.

As with all research, this study has uncovered layers of additional questions that will become the focus of our work beyond this project. There are questions around the degree to which the companies embed LLN into their on-going training. We also need to know in greater detail about the process of participants taking their newly-developed LLN skills back to their jobs and how well the companies encourage the use of these skills. There is scope for looking at alternative models of provision beyond the traditional provider-contracted course. And there is the constant challenge of translating these findings into government policy and practitioner practice. Enough to keep us all busy for some time yet.

� People at levels 1 and 2 are likely to have difficulty with aspects such as reading and understanding written instructions, using training manuals, filling in forms, understanding basic graphs and charts, and reading measurements.


�  While these levels are not identical in all countries, they are broadly comparable.


� Attendance is voluntary in all cases.


� An effect size is the average change in scores attributed to the programme measured in terms of standard deviations; .5 is considered average for an educational programme, .3 is below and .8 above average.
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