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Introduction 
 
While there is any amount of writing about what differentiates between effective workplace literacy, 
language and numeracy (LLN) programmes and their less effective counterparts, only a fraction of this 
writing is based on original research studies (Ananiadou, Jenkins et al. 2003; Ananiadou, Emslie-Henry et 
al. 2004; Gray 2006). Most of the literature (see for example, The Conference Board of Canada 2005) is 
based on surveys of opinions (usually employers’) or simple post-course evaluations. 
 
This article outlines which factors enhance the effectiveness of workplace LLN programmes based on 
detailed evaluation findings from 18 workplace courses run in New Zealand companies. 
 
Background: the Upskilling Partnerships Programme (UPP) 
 
As Government has sought to develop workplace LLN provision it has endeavoured to do so in a 
‘research-informed’ way. The Upskilling research programme aimed to answer two broad questions: 
 

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

 What is the most effective way to organise and run workplace LLN programmes?  
 
In order to answer these questions, 18 LLN programmes were set up in 16 companies by the Upskilling 
Programme Office around New Zealand. Each of the 18 courses was individually evaluated (Benseman 
and Denny 2007; Benseman and Denny 2008; Benseman, Denny et al. 2008; Benseman, Denny et al. 
2008; Benseman, Denny et al. 2008; Benseman and Irving 2008; Wright, Benseman et al. 2008; Alkema 
and Irving 2009; Benseman, Denny et al. 2009; Benseman, Denny et al. 2009; Benseman and Irving 2009; 
Benseman and Irving 2009; Benseman and Wright 2009; Wright 2009; Wright, Benseman et al. 2009; 
Wright, Benseman et al. 2009; Wright, Benseman et al. 2009; Wright, Benseman et al. 2009)and later 
collated into a single report (Department  of Labour 2010).  
 
The 16 companies covered a diverse range of industries, locations, company sizes and organisational 
structures, while the courses covered a range of programme formats (eg 1:1, small group), duration and 
types of learners. While the courses varied in approach and length, all had been tailored to the needs of 
the company. A third of them were block courses and the others were run for one to two hours weekly. 
There was a mix of small group and one-to-one tutoring. The courses used either an embedded LLN 
approach or were contextualised, i.e. used teaching material related to the companies’ operations and 
the participants’ jobs. 
 
Methodology 
 
A comprehensive, multi-method evaluation study was employed over a three-year period and sought a 
wide range of both quantitative and qualitative data to identify outcomes for the course participants, 
their workplace practices, the companies they work for and their lives outside work. 
 



Data sources included: 

 company literacy needs analyses (undertaken by the course provider) 

 course planning documents 

 interviews (pre- and post-course) with course participants, supervisors, managers, provider 
managers, tutors1 

 learner assessments for LLN skills (pre- and post-course) 

 observation of a teaching session in all but one course 

 attendance at a tutor training programme 

 supervisor assessments (pre- and post-course) 

 provider records (e.g. attendance and periodic reports), resources (e.g. course manuals) and 
evaluations. 

 
Reading and writing skills2 were assessed using Go!, an assessment tool developed by the National 
Foundation for Education Research in the UK. The results were moderated within the research team and 
by an external LLN expert. 
 
A total of 491 course participants were interviewed and assessed pre-course and 343 (69.8%) of these 
participants were also interviewed and assessed post-course; most of those who missed the post-course 
interviews had left their companies and were not able to be contacted. The total numbers involved and 
low attrition rates in this study are notable compared with international studies (Gray 2006).  
 
The average age of the participants was 40 and interviewees included similar proportions of Māori, 
Pasifika and New Zealand Europeans, and smaller numbers of Asians and people of other ethnicities. 
Two out of five were ESOL learners and they had been in New Zealand for around an average of eight 
years. Over half of the course participants had no school or tertiary qualifications and a third had either 
no workplace training or induction only in the previous two years.  
 
Evaluating the courses’ effectiveness 
 
One of the aims of the project was to identify key elements that influenced the variations in outcomes 
achieved by the courses. While it is central to evaluation studies to identify the degree of impact that 
interventions such as workplace LLN achieve, further depth can be gained by identifying variations in the 
impact and factors that may explain these variations. 
 
In order to identify which factors influence the courses’ effectiveness, we first categorised the 18 
courses into three impact groups (high, medium, and low) across a range of indicators in order to 
identify aspects of their operations that might distinguish between them. The basis for using this three-
way classification is the work of Brinkerhoff’s success case method (Brinkerhoff 2003; Brinkerhoff 2005). 
Brinkerhoff argues that outliers (those on whom the programme has the most and the least impact) are 
the most fruitful sources of data in understanding why programmes have not worked in some cases and 
why they have had high impact in others. Brinkerhoff’s proposition is that understanding why courses 
have a high impact on some participants helps to identify factors that can then be replicated or 
accentuated in future courses and, conversely, understanding why courses are associated with low 

                                           
1
 The project involved approximately 1050 interviews in total. 

2 Very low numbers of numeracy participants were identified, negating the study’s aims in this skill area. 

 



impact means that these factors can then be avoided or minimised in future courses in order to improve 
course effectiveness. 

Classification of courses 

Initially we classified the 18 Upskilling courses as ‘high’, ‘medium’ or ‘low impact’ on the basis of the 
extensive knowledge of the courses we had acquired during the evaluation process. As project 
evaluators over a three-year period, we were familiar with the content, delivery, impacts and context of 
individual courses. We carried out their course evaluations and were therefore in a good position to 
compare courses. Four courses were classified as high impact, five courses as low impact and the 
remaining nine courses as medium impact. There were 50 learners in the low-impact courses, 79 
learners in the high-impact courses and 214 learners in the medium-impact courses. 
 
In determining the degree of impact a course had made, we took into account the following data 
sources: 
 

 the impact on learners’ LLN skills and their workplace practices 

 the impact on participants individually and outside work 

 the degree to which obstacles had been successfully overcome when planning and delivering 
the course3 

 the spread of LLN initiatives in the company beyond the initial Upskilling course 

 the sustainability of the course over the longer term 

 the degree of buy-in and on-going commitment from managers and supervisors at the company 

 course attendance 

 general feedback from learners. 
 
To test our classifications, we then undertook a series of statistical analyses of the low- and high-impact 
groups both to verify the classifications and to measure the degree of difference between the courses. 
The statistical technique used was analysis of variance. 
 
The statistical analysis included only the high and low groups in keeping with Brinkerhoff’s thesis that it 
is the outliers which are the best source of data for explaining why programmes do or do not work well 
(Brinkerhoff 2003, 2005). The analysis verified our initial classification of courses by showing that there 
were statistically significant differences between the high-impact and low-impact courses on a range of 
variables.  

Distinguishing features of high-impact and low-impact courses 

Having classified the courses by level of impact and verified the classification by means of statistical 
analysis, the question then arose as to which features distinguish the courses from each other. We have 
therefore endeavoured to identify the distinguishing features of the high-impact and low-impact courses 
relative to the other Upskilling courses as it is these outliers that provide the greatest insight into course 
effectiveness. 
 
It should be noted that no single course had all these features, but the most successful ones had a high 
proportion of the first list and often the features in the second list that then follows. Conversely, no 
single course had all the negative features in the third list. 

                                           
3 Courses that ran smoothly tended to have greater impact on participants and their work. 



 

High-impact courses—frequent features 

The following features were frequently associated with the high-impact courses. 

The company 

 All key stakeholders within the company had a clear understanding of the purpose and 
processes of the course. 

 Managers from senior level through to supervisors demonstrated high levels of support for, and 
awareness of, the courses; they actively demonstrated their support rather than simply 
verbalised.  

 Course participants had relief workers while attending teaching sessions or alternative 
arrangements were made to minimise intrusion on company production. 

 Teaching spaces were on-site, consistently available and removed from outside distractions. 

 LLN provision was integrated into long-term training and company planning. 

Providers/tutors 

 Providers supported their tutors in terms of professional support and strong planning and 
logistics. 

 Providers had a high level of experience of running workplace LLN. 

 Tutors were experienced in both LLN teaching and workplace programmes and had LLN-related 
qualifications. 

 Tutors had high levels of commitment and were prepared to be flexible in their teaching 
schedules. 

Logistics 

 Employers or providers recruited participants who closely matched the purpose of the course 
(e.g. clearly had LLN needs or whose work matched the teaching content). 

 Course purpose and content were explained clearly to participants at the start of the course. 

 Tutors ‘hit the ground running’ from the first teaching session to ensure learner motivation and 
retention. 

 Where teaching content was promised to learners, this content was delivered. 

 There were clear and on-going communications between providers, tutors and company 
personnel. 

The courses 

 Courses were run in work time. 

 Teaching content that was closely related to companies’ issues was identified in learning needs 
analyses and the course tutor used company documentation and processes in their teaching. 

 Teaching content was simultaneously related to learners’ specific learning needs based on 
learning needs analyses and their personal interests. 

The learners 

 Participants with high motivation and sense of commitment were selected. 

 There was consistent attendance at teaching sessions. 



High-impact courses—less-frequent features 

The company 

 Companies had a strong learning culture, evidenced in diverse training programmes that 
involved workers at all levels of the company. 

 Companies publicly acknowledged the courses and learner achievements. 

Provider/tutors 

 Providers were closely involved in all pre-course processes, especially course planning, publicity 
and recruitment. 

 There were minimal changes in tutoring personnel. 

Logistics 

 Participants were grouped homogeneously according to LLN skills. 

 If applicable, courses were held in the low-demand season. 

 There was ongoing contact between tutors and supervisors, including updates on learner 
progress in relation to work tasks. 

Low-impact courses 

While it is clear that many of the features of low-impact courses are simply the corollaries of the above 
list, the following features were clearly evident in Upskilling. 

The company 

 Company managers and supervisors had an unclear understanding of course purpose, content 
and likely outcomes. 

 The company did not give priority to the training programme (e.g. not always having priority 
access to teaching rooms). 

 There was poor notification and explanation of the course to participants prior to 
commencement. 

 There was variable support within the companies, especially at supervisor level. 

 There were financial crises involving the company. 

Provider/tutors 

 Providers were minimally involved in pre-course processes. 

 Tutors had minimal experience in workplace LLN teaching, often with no LLN-specific 
qualifications. 

 There was turnover of tutors. 

Logistics 

 There were low attendance rates. 

 Significant numbers of reluctant participants were recruited. 

 There were difficulties with access to teaching rooms. 

 There were organisational problems, especially at the start of the course. 

 There was insufficient relief cover for learners. 

 Workers were not released on time to attend class. 



The courses 

 What was promised to learners pre-course was not delivered. 

 The teaching content was not sufficiently geared to learner needs. 

 The teaching content did not meet company needs. 

The learners 

 There were low levels of commitment from learners. 
 

Concluding comments 

While it is widely accepted that some courses are more successful in affecting their learners and their 
broader environment, such as work, there is less agreement about how to judge this success and then to 
identify the factors that have been responsible for achieving these changes. This article has 
endeavoured to determine which of the 18 courses were the most successful in terms of the impact 
they have achieved and, conversely, those courses that have been least successful. 
 
Inevitably, the classifications into high-, medium- and low-impact courses was not always 
straightforward—even in the most successful courses, there were some learners who made little or no 
progress and did not change how they did their jobs, and in the least successful courses there were 
some learners who made considerable progress. Overall, however, the statistics across a range of 
variables have confirmed that four of the courses could be considered ‘high-impact’ and five ‘low-
impact’. 
 
Following on from these classifications, we have identified a range of factors related to the company, 
the provider, the tutors, course logistics and the course participants that we have identified most 
frequently in the high-impact courses on the one hand and the low-impact courses on the other. It is 
unlikely that all of these factors will be achieved in any one workplace LLN course, but they still 
represent a powerful ideal for companies, providers, tutors and participants to strive for. It is also clear 
that the ideal requires equal commitment and cooperation of all four parties—a low contribution from 
even one of the parties will potentially undermine the efforts of the others. 
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