[bookmark: _GoBack]Understanding the needs of adult literacy and numeracy learners with very low skills: current provision and provider perspectives 
Alison Sutton and John Benseman
Abstract

This article looks at how literacy, language and numeracy providers have responded to low-level learners. Using data from a national survey of literacy, this article first looks at broad categories of learners within different types of provision, their characteristics, how provision caters for them and the implications for teachers. A discussion on the key messages emerging from the findings and the implications for policy and provision for the learners and the system concludes the article. 
Introduction

Two national surveys (Ministry of Education, 1997; OECD, 2000) have clearly established that there is considerable variation in the literacy, language and numeracy skills of adult New Zealanders. Our previous article (Benseman, & Sutton, 2011) outlined the extent of low-level literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) skills[footnoteRef:1] in these surveys and the disproportionate social and economic costs that flow from this distribution. This article complements the first article by exploring how these learners are catered for in current forms of LLN provision and the challenges that they present for those who work with them. We have included a range of vignettes to exemplify the identity of these learners. Details of these vignettes were provided in the course of interviews with providers. [1:  ‘Low-level learners’ in this article refers to adults with low levels of skills of literacy (reading and writing), language (usually English as an additional language) and numeracy. In reality, many learners have low skills across several of these skill categories.] 


As we discussed in our first article, UK longitudinal research (Bynner et al., 2001; Parsons & Bynner, 2007) has provided clear and robust evidence that adults with very-low level LLN skills are disproportionally represented in areas of social and economic deprivation and that the social and economic costs of low levels of LLN are high. As such, these adults warrant careful policy consideration and priority in provision allocations.
Methodology 

A range of stakeholders were interviewed from providers who had a particular interest in very low level literacy, language and numeracy skills. This group included three national LLN providers, providers of programmes in prisons and three of the largest Youth Training (YT) and Training Opportunities (TO) providers. There were 15 interviews undertaken in total. Providers were responsible for large, multi-site programmes collectively involving thousands of learners and some providers worked in a range of contexts. This purposive sample was not a representative survey, but was intended to tease out some of the key issues recognised at this time by a group of key providers and their tutors. Those interviewed included quality managers, tutors and specialist literacy staff.
Provision

Most of the providers surveyed were not assessing their learners on the national Learning Progressions or its lower-level counterpart Starting Points (Tertiary Education Commission, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c) at that time. This means that they could only estimate the proportion of learners with very low skills based on their professional judgement. Estimates they gave of those with very low skills ranged from 3-4% below the Learning Progressions in one programme to 70% below in another (Table 1). 

[bookmark: _Ref223514093][bookmark: _Toc226802954]Table 1 – Estimates of proportion of very low level learners as given by providers

	Provider context
	Proportion estimated to be Learning Progressions Step One or below 

	Prison
	10% below Step one (Starting Points)
40% Steps One & two of the Learning Progressions
60% of inmates with sentences of more than 6 months are failing Part A of the Adult Literacy & Numeracy Assessment Tool (ALNAT), which indicates very low skills

	Prison
	25% of any group are very low level

	Training Opportunities (TO)/Youth Training (YT) (national provider)
	Only 3-4% of their intake: pre-screen for literacy. There is no incentive to recruit very low level learners; if possible, put these learners on the bottom of the waiting list

	TO/YT (national provider)
	60-70% ; High Pasifika recruitment

Programmes 46 weeks but the average stay is 14 weeks: families want learners to be working

	Community
	25% of all ESOL learners are very beginning 

	Workplace
	Mixed – People in New Zealand for 20 years might only be at E3, but learners in the workplace had more skills than those in corrections

	Community
	60% learners have no school qualifications and 14% did not attend secondary school – both reasonable proxies for very low level learners



Providers (except those in corrections and those working in workplace provision) generally said there was no incentive under current funding regimes to take on very low skill learners. In fact, they felt that they are penalised for doing so. If learners couldn’t decode text, they could only make slow or no progress in the time available, which meant that the organisation would not meet their Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) funding outcomes in time. One provider therefore screened to endeavour to only get learners at Step 2 of the Learning Progressions or above. 


S is a Samoan man aged about 50 who has been in New Zealand four and a half years. He had completed primary schooling over 30 years ago and is not literate in his first language. S lives in an almost totally Samoan culture through church and work, where there are only Samoan-speaking workmates and supervisors. 

S is working primarily on spoken English and progress is very slow. He understands concepts, but is struggling to put new words into understandable sentences. He recognises the alphabet, but has no real idea of phonemes. 


Providers reported that very low level learners often needed individual or small group tuition to help them gain the confidence to learn and make mistakes, but suitably-sized classes were often not available. They therefore said they avoided recruiting very low level learners, putting them at the bottom of their waiting lists, referring them to other providers (usually Literacy Aotearoa), or encouraging them into unit standards that demonstrate work readiness and where no literacy or numeracy gain was required. 

Interviewees reported a range of delivery models for very low learners including:

· Full time TO/YT courses for 48 weeks (although very low learners averaged about 14 weeks; there was often family pressure to find paid work often took them away)
· 2 hours x 2 times per week in a group of about six learners
· 15 hours a week programme for English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) literacy learners. Mainly Pasifika are enrolled, but they attend irregularly; this programme uses Lexia software to help give learners standardised English language practice
· 1:1 initially, until learner had gained enough confidence to move into a mixed group
· Programme manager (tutor) works 1:1 with low-level learners, who then refers them to Workbridge, or looks for additional funding to do more 1:1 outside of the main class
· 7-10 hours (the maximum people can sustain), per week for ESOL people who are not literate in their first language, organised over 3-4 days per week.


H is a Māori man aged in his mid-40s with low numeracy and literacy has attended for three years (with some breaks for seasonal or production work, where he was judged to be too slow). He has had to be taught to add and subtract during that time. He has good listening skills, knows his alphabet and has a limited bank of social sight words. 

Over three years he has progressed from only writing his name to writing simple sentences. 

H has been assessed by a work programme for the disabled as having below-normal intelligence. The tutor has some doubts about this assessment because she has observed him disengage when he goes to [disabled agency] offices. She says that he needs to think about things, so he answers questions slowly, which may give the appearance of his being slow. H was provided with a tutor who worked alongside him in the group room during class time, but the provider reported that this student felt uncomfortable about being singled out for individual attention. 

Characteristics of very low-skill learners

Based on what the interviewees reported, there were some clear patterns in stakeholders’ descriptions of the particular learner groups they served, although not all providers had all these types of learners. From the analysis of the interviews, the following categories and sub-categories were identified: 

1. ESOL[footnoteRef:2]: educated and literate in their first language, with very limited spoken English [2:  Providers distinguished between Pasifika with ESOL needs and other ESOL learners.] 


2. ESOL: not educated or literate in their first language and very limited English
a. New migrants and refugees who have limited schooling and limited or no literacy in their mother tongue. Of these, younger learners may enrol for a short time in an ESOL literacy course and move onto a TO course when they have sufficient confidence and spoken English to understand. They will probably be working or seeking work. 
b. Older migrants with family responsibilities. These people want communicative independence for the responsibilities they already have - they are not looking for work. They can’t do more than short courses or short daytime sessions. 

3. Pasifika: both recent and established migrants
a. New migrants would have similar backgrounds to other ESOL learners; often with limited schooling
b. Some may be long-term residents (20+ years in New Zealand), but with somewhat limited spoken English. Some of these Pasifika may have had limited English, even when they were in New Zealand for their schooling and they may not be text-literate in their Pacific mother tongue. In the workplace, organisational systems may conceal how low their literacy is e.g. there are enough people of a similar mother-tongue on a work team for them all to speak that language at work. 

4. Māori: limited formal education; often they were alienated early from learning and school
a. Their oral language may be limited because they don’t go outside their own context much. Often they use ‘text speak’. They have limited experience at speaking and working in groups.
b. They may not be independently literate in Māori even when it is their first language.

5. Pakeha: with limited formal education, poor motivation to learn due to poor experiences at school and a high proportion of learning difficulties.
a. Some of the characteristics mentioned above for Māori around limited oral language or experiences speaking in groups were also characteristics for these Pakeha. 

A number of providers talked about the degree to which alcohol and drug issues affected learners’ concentration and the learning and social challenges that resulted. There is a much higher dropout rate among the very low skilled. These learners come in with huge expectations and often they drop out without success for economic reasons or because of family demands and life crises. Providers need to be equipped to support those who have been alienated by their past learning experiences and allowed sufficient time with learners for them to become confident as learners, as well as learning literacy skills. 
Skill levels

Providers confirmed the central thesis of Starting Points assessments – very low literacy learners have great difficulty decoding and need vocabulary development and decoding. Some providers said externally-prepared course material that they were required to use was too hard for very low learners and they had to spend considerable time re-working this material to make it suitable. If learners can’t read workbooks, they may do group learning activities where others do the text literacy or they work visually – drawings, posters etc. Some providers said learners were comfortable with computers and digital technology in that they could ‘tinker’, but little beyond this level. 
ESOL

The wide range of skills and educational background within Level 1 is particularly an issue for tutors running mixed programmes that include ESOL learners. Some very new learners may be unable to read or write any script or hold a pen, may have no experience of a classroom organisation or culture, might have never used literacy in any form (including environment signs or pictures) and may be hearing the English language for the first time (for additional detail about this group of learners, see Benseman, in press, 2013). This group of people will need to acquire a range of learning skills that people who have attended school, however briefly, will have already acquired. Other learners may have had some primary education and although new to English literacy, may be able to read a little of some other language or script. At the other end of the skills continuum, learners literate in their first language, but only just starting to acquire spoken English, will be able to approach their learning tasks with considerable autonomy. ESOL learners, once past the immediate ‘survival’ stage, then become more concerned with accuracy i.e. learning correct grammar and syntax and with understanding the cultural practices of those who speak the ‘target language’. 

On the other hand, even if they have limited vocabularies, English-speaking people with very low literacy will have better spoken fluency, some innate understanding of grammar, and much wider vocabulary than ESOL learners. However, they may have poor reading and writing skills and in some instances, resistance to learning because of experiences of failure in the past. 


Three very low-level men are in a group of 12-16 trainees learning automotive skills, referred to this TO programme by Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ). The course was selected because the tutor has a reputation locally for being good with ‘difficult clients’. 

One trainee is Māori, two are Pakeha; their ages range from 22 to 35 years. One has been unemployed for 11 years. They all ‘recycle’ through low-skilled part-time work (e.g. strawberry picking). The tutor identified sight problems with one – new glasses have made a great difference and his learning is now much easier. 

When they first started, they couldn’t independently fill in the TEC application form – they couldn’t read it and couldn’t write their own name, address and education history. They can’t read street signs. None of them had their driver licence because they couldn’t understand the paper work necessary to sit the driving test. One can’t complete the first 100 words in a high frequency word list; one can read the second set and the other is part way through reading the third group. One learner can only add single digit numbers (using his fingers). 

They are likely to stay on the programme for up to two years. The tutor’s goals are for them to write their own name and address within three months. 

All learners attend 30 hours per week; these three may get four hours individual or small group teaching a week each. Their concentration spans are very limited (about 10-15 minutes at a time) which means the tutor has to have a large number of strategies and activities available, particularly practical work on automotive skills. 

WINZ will pay for additional tutoring from another provider, but the tutor has to wait until learners are sufficiently motivated, otherwise they only turn up for a few sessions. The additional specialised help is seen as very important. 

Organisation of provision

All 15 interviewees reported how hard it is to teach very low-skilled people in large mixed groups – they believe that these learners need very small groups or 1:1 with people at their level or just above, at least for a period of time. Building speaking and listening skills is essential for developing self-confidence as well as text literacy. An emphasis on oral skills was reported as motivating, essential for group work and for progress on decoding and vocabulary – as per Starting Points and steps one and two on the Learning Progressions. Group work enhances oral skills, but if groups are too large, some learners struggle to speak out. They reported that funding that would enable providers to create small groups as needed would be helpful.

Current funding is insufficient to provide the intensive and on-going support a person with very low skills. Buying in specialist expertise to meet the specific needs of very low-level learners is unsustainable under current TEC funding guidelines. Providers commented that there are very few suitable adult-specific, low-level resources available and tutors spend considerable time making their own, as well as adapting pre-prepared course material to make it accessible. 


P is a Māori male in his early 20s employed as a night-shift floor labourer at a meat-processing plant. He has been in this job just over two years, and has been moved from section to section doing low-level repetitive support tasks. P has enrolled in a workplace literacy programme because he aspires to learn a trade as a boner and sees the course as a way to be able to cope with the required trade training. 

P was a ‘special needs’ learner who went from school to school until Form 4 and was then moved to an all-level residential school in Christchurch. He described himself as “dyslexic, poor at reading, not very good at spelling, with poor communication and concentration.” He uses a computer for gaming, and has an email address. 

Listen with understanding: Step 2 on most of the Progressions but Step 1 on the Comprehension Progression – he found it hard to focus if presented with too much information.

Speak to Communicate: Step 2 

Read with Understanding: Step 2 for decoding and Step 1 for the remaining reading progressions. Some of the comprehension exercises suggest that rather than reading to find meanings or answer questions, he looks for text patterns or clues in isolation. He had fewer difficulties with simple text forms, like short sentences or printed labels.

Write to Communicate: Step 1 in the writing progressions, with the exception of Language and Text where there was insufficient information to assess. 

Making Sense of Number to Solve Problems: Additive Strategies Step 2 - can perform a number of simple addition and subtraction problems (two/one digit, by counting on) - progression; Step 1 in Multiplicative Strategies; Number Sequence Step 2, but Place Value and Number Facts Step 1 – often based on indications from the facilitator who discussed some of the problems with him at the time and marked up his oral responses.

Tutor capability 

It is clear that skilled tutors (with the appropriate attitudes that support learners who are apprehensive about learning) are essential if learners with very low skills are to make progress (Benseman, 2001; Benseman, Lander, & Sutton, 2008; Benseman, Sutton, & Lander, 2005). All the providers interviewed in this study were investing heavily in professional development to improve the capacity of their vocational tutors to meet the literacy needs of learners generally. Some providers were also investing in specialist literacy capacity. However, while vocational tutors could support and assist many learners to improve their skills, managers and specialist tutors had reservations about the capacity of vocational tutors to meet the needs of very low-level learners because of their restricted access to them. 

The large vocational Training Opportunities and Youth Training programmes reported that the learning demands of very low-level learners were also often beyond their capacity if they had to be met on a large scale. Even though there has been significant investment in professional accreditation and development in recent years, vocational programmes have very few LLN specialists, and they were not always located near the centres with very low-level learners. Vocational programmes recruited tutors for their industry expertise, needed for accreditation and their adult literacy expertise had to be added to their industry skills, and they did not always have sufficient skills or the personal attributes to work with very low-level learners. Some vocational tutors themselves have literacy issues that they are reluctant to disclose. There were concerns about a lack of incentives to employ LLN specialists. 

A number of providers commented that the current adult educator qualifications did not contain enough specific guidance on how to work with very low-level learners. Some of those interviewed wanted to have more specific ESOL expertise available to them as part of the mix of skills they could make available to learners. ESOL teachers who had only taught in a middle-class, academically-focused environment (e.g. with international fee-paying students) needed support, guidance and professional development to understand the less academic delivery style required to work with very low-literate learners and the different provision contexts of TO/YT and the workplace. Many of the providers observed that LLN tutors would benefit from more skills and knowledge about English language acquisition. 


J is a 35 year old Pakeha man on a Training Opportunities course who left school early with no qualifications has 85 NQF L1 credits including ‘Read texts for practical purposes’ and ‘Read texts to gain knowledge’, but still has very low-level skills. He knows his alphabet, can read about a third of the first 100 sight words and has a list of familiar words. He can discriminate short and long vowels but can’t hear and use blends (e.g. bl, tr). As J reads, he follows the text with his finger. He has very poor fluency; he skips words he doesn’t recognise and gets little meaning from text. Work with him is very slow. He is much better in numeracy than literacy. 

J wants to go onto an automotive course, but the tutors there only want students who can work at a faster pace; he is currently on a horticulture course because the vocational tutor there is patient and prepared to work with him and the course has low learner numbers. There are no other suitable choices for him in the area. He may be referred to a 15-hour per week ESOL/literacy specialist programme, but the hours are insufficient to meet the requirements for WINZ. 

All text has to be read to him (often by other learners in the class). The tutor records his answers and responses (which the student may then copy into his own workbook). J is in a group with 6-8 other students and gets at the most 30 minutes one-on-one with the tutor daily, fitted around the tutor’s other work.

[bookmark: _Toc226812782]Key messages from stakeholder interviews

There are a number of key findings that emerge from these interviews:

· Learners in Level 1 are diverse and their English language and prior educational background are important considerations when organising provision

· If Level 1 learners were to become a policy priority, there will need to be incentives for providers to recruit and retain them (or the removal of current disincentives)

· The current range of delivery models are probably not of sufficient length or quality to make a significant impact on very low-level LLN learners

· Tutors need a range of support, guidance and professional development to work effectively with very low skills, particularly if they were required to work in diverse mixed-ability groups. Tutors with specific skills for teaching ESOL are needed in many programmes throughout the country. 


T is a 30-year old Rarotongan woman who came to New Zealand as a baby, speaks English as her main language and all her schooling was in English. 

Her reading skills are very limited. Although T has a bank of sight words, she doesn’t have strategies for new words and can’t decode pseudo-words (‘artificial words’ used to demonstrate phonemic skills). She works as an operator where she has to fill in single known sight words on a form. 

[bookmark: _Toc226812784][bookmark: _Toc221520831]Implications for policy and provision

The component study research and the stakeholder interviews in this study describe the very specific and particular challenges for those working with very low-level learners in all contexts. The stakeholder interviews clearly showed that recruitment of people with very low-level skills is not a simple, straightforward matter for a variety of reasons, including the resource demands required to meet their needs and finding appropriately skilled teachers. Providing programmes of sufficient length for learners to make assessable progress within a given time frame is also challenging within current funding regimes. The limited or slow achievement made by very low-level learners is hard to assess, which can be problematic for providers achieving their required outcomes in a lock-step model. 

Learners with low level skills need substantial support and so making progress takes a long time, even when provision is sustained and tutors are well qualified and experienced. This is not to say that very low-level learners don’t make progress quickly in some situations. Well-supported learners with high quality teachers, working on goals that are of high personal interest to them, can make progress quite quickly (McCann, 2006; National Center for Family Literacy, 2006), but they are more likely to be in high Level 1. Certainly if the circumstances are right, learners’ self-confidence and willingness to try out new literacy practices will increase more quickly than can be assessed using common skills assessment tools. 

One option for future development is to explore the use of computer-based learning, especially as a supplement to face-to-face tuition. The reasonably high prevalence of computers in homes of Entry level learners in Upskilling (Department of Labour, 2010) suggests to us that there may be an opportunity to build in computer-based programmes for post-programme study for people with at the higher end of Level 1, providing appropriate back-up support is available for them. 

The evidence on the importance of reading at home in the Canadian study (Canadian Council on Learning 2008)and the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills (ALL) (OECD 2000) on limited reading by those in Level 1 suggests that programmes also need to actively encourage and support learners to read at home and after class, to gain reading mileage in order to improve their reading skills. 

While there is undoubtedly much to be gained from improving the LLN skills of those in the lowest cohorts, there are also considerable challenges to achieving these gains. In particular, at a policy level, recognition needs to be given to recognise the extent of these challenges by seeing past the current ‘100 hour’ TEC teaching allocation that is the standard teaching dosage allocated to learners irrespective of their level of need that predominates at present. There is also a need to provide incentives to involve and retain high-skill, experienced teachers to work with these challenging learners. Given the right environment and research-informed teaching approaches however, the potential for gain is considerable.
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