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Literacy and workplace change: evaluation findings from 18 workplace literacy programs

Abstract
Many Western governments are looking to workplace literacy, language and numeracy programs to address general improvements in these skills with a long-term aim of improving labor productivity. Rigorous research on these programs’ effectiveness for both of these agendas however remains sparse and limited in scope. This article reports the findings of an evaluation of 18 workplace literacy, language and numeracy programs in New Zealand. This article reports the findings from these evaluations and identifies key elements of those programs that were most successful.

Introduction 

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 that contributes towards greater economic 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 steadily emerged as a publicly acknowledged issue. While practitioners have long known that there are 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 widespread among politicians and policy-makers. The first New Zealand adult literacy survey (as part of the International Adult Literacy Survey, IALS) (OECD, 1997) in 1996 brought about a much wider awareness of these challenges, while a second national survey (Adult Literacy and Lifeskills, ALL) (Satherley & Lawes, 2008) a decade later has brought a more extensive analysis of the issue and its impact on people’s lives.

Over the last few years, concern about 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 centered 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. 

While it is important to acknowledge that LLN skills are not the only factor, poor workplace literacy and numeracy have been identified as factors that impede productivity and will impede economic growth in the long run (Gray, 2006; Murray et al., 2009). Workplace literacy provides a platform for further skill acquisition and the unlocking of talent, and for the take-up of innovation, ideas and knowledge. While improved LLN skills can have immediate uptake in workplaces, they also unlock other learning opportunities such as helping with the LLN demands of gaining qualifications and other forms of workplace training. Reducing the number of people with poor LLN skills helps to optimise labour market participation, helps in the retention of workers and provides an investment in higher levels of skill for a significant number of workers.

Research literature

There is a growing body of research evidence (especially from longitudinal studies) that shows benefits for individuals who improve their LLN skills (Bynner & Parson, 2006; Vignoles, de Coulon, & Marcenaro-Gutierrez, 2008), although there has also been some challenge as to whether workplace programs do actually improve LLN skills (Sheehan-Holt & Smith, 2000; Wolf & Evans, 2009). There is also a large body of writing on the value workplace literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) programmes within companies (Ananiadou, Emslie-Henry, Evans, & Wolf, 2004; Ananiadou, Jenkins, & Wolf, 2003; Gray, 2006; Salomon, 2009), but little of this literature is based on original research studies. Most is based on surveys of stakeholders’ opinions or simple post-course evaluations (see for example, The Conference Board of Canada, 2005) rather than more rigorous studies involving pre-/post- course analyses. Much of the writing is focused on whether the courses are rated positively by stakeholders rather than demonstrating impact on LLN skills, let alone impact on workforce and company performance. Consequently, there have been consistent calls for improving the research rigor of studies in this area, particularly by including quantitative data (Mikulecky & Lloyd, 1993; Pye & Hattam, 2008; Shi & Tsang, 2008). 

An example of these ‘stakeholder perceptions’ studies is Kelly’s (1999) evaluation of workplace literacy programmes in Nova Scotia, Canada, which uses the results of a series of end-of-program evaluations, questionnaires and interviews with the managers and participants of 24 workplaces across the province as well as in-depth interviews with 24 managers, eight supervisors, five union representatives, five instructors and 282 participants at five of these sites. These stakeholders’ comments, observations and experiences led her to conclude (p. 4) that “the workplace education delivery model works and that the Workplace Education Initiative is increasing the accessibility of essential skills education to Nova Scotia’s workplaces, that workers are increasing their essential skills and that these increases are causing a variety of positive outcomes for Nova Scotians and our workplaces.” The study does not include any quantified changes with either the learners or the company’s performance.

The validity of these self-report studies is increased by including large samples. For example, Long (1997) surveyed 86 individuals from 53 workplaces across Canada, covering a diverse range of workplace types and sizes to conclude (p.4), “…without reservation, basic skills programs are having a dramatically positive impact on workplaces in Canada. Regardless of their position – whether company owners, human resource people, labour representatives or participants themselves – the word is the same: workplace skills programs work.” She argues that the programs achieved impact not only on ‘warm fuzzy’ factors like confidence, but also hard ‘bottom-line’ factors. Survey participants reported that work effort, productivity and quality all improved, while error rates improved. Course participants were also reported to have an improved ability to work independently and use workplace-based technology, as well as being better able to work within a team-based model.

A UK study in 2008 (Office for Standards in Education Children's Skills and Skills) based their evaluation report on a wider range of documentation to assess impact. The study used a team of government inspectors to visit 74 employers to interview 104 workplace supervisors and 157 employees on programmes funded by the workplace literacy program Train to Gain. The inspectors analysed documents related to employees’ programmes and progress and sampled their portfolios of evidence. The report concluded that the programme succeeded in raising employees’ personal skills by improving their knowledge, understanding, motivation, teamwork, self-confidence and self-esteem. In addition, they reported (p.4) that “although few of the employers visited had formal systems for measuring the impact of training on their profitability, over three-quarters reported various benefits such as improvements in work practice, and in a few cases, improved competitiveness.” Over three quarters of the employers identified specific benefits such as reduced staff turnover, improved working practices or understanding of health and safety as a result of participation in the programme.
There are a small number of studies that have included pre- and post-course assessments or measures of change in workplace performance. Lazar, Bean and van Horn’s (Lazar, Bean, & van Horn, 1998) study of 47 employees in a Pittsburg hospital used a range of evaluation measures to assess program impact on participants’ reading, writing and arithmetic skills and their workplace skills, self-esteem and attitudes: Tests of Adult Basic Education (TABE), Adult Learning Employment-Related Tasks (ALERT), supervisor rating scales and interviews with supervisors, and employees. The results showed (p. 358) “gains at the .001 level of significance on all basic skill test measures and on all work-related literacy task measures. Gains in writing quality were significant at the .01 level.” There were no gains in writing fluency. Participants reported greater confidence and attributed direct links in improved job performance to improvements in their literacy and math skills.

Hollenbeck and Timmeney’s (2008) study of 10 workplace programs in Indiana used both qualitative and quantitative data. The study reported reasonably positive results for the company and participants, but also pointed out issues such as the lack of contextualization and the need for greater flexibility in the programs. The study endeavoured to carry out pre- and post-course Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System (CASAS) reading and math tests. As with many workplace evaluations, the study ran into logistical difficulties carrying out the tests, resulting in post-course data from only three sites covering 140 (16%) of the total participants. The authors report (p. xii) “In general, participants exhibited modest learning gains. In math, 70 out of 105 test-takers (67%) had positive gains between the highest standardized score on the pre-test to the highest standardized score on the post-test. The average gain for the entire sample (including the negative and zero gains) was 4.7 points. For reading, 79 out of 139 test-takers (57%) had positive gains from pre- to post-test. The average gain for the entire sample was 2.8 points.” 

In a large-scale study of UK workplace courses in basic skills, English for Speakers of Other Language (ESOL) and Information Technology, Wolf & Evans (2009) tracked 567 learners and 53 workplaces over several years. The researchers used the same literacy assessment tool as the current study (Go!), collecting data at the start of the courses, after one year and then two years later. They also gathered in-depth information about the participants’ work, their experiences on the courses, attitudes towards work and aspirations. These data were complemented by interviews with managers and course tutors. Courses were typically 30 hours long, but unlike the ones in the present study were not contextualized to the participants’ workplaces. Participants showed a very small average gain in reading skills between testing. Some participants showed quite big and unstable changes (both up and down), suggesting some ‘regression to the mean’. While native English speakers made very small improvement, their ESOL counterparts averaged statistically significant gains. The authors concluded that workplace courses are successful in reaching adults who do not participate in other forms of learning and they are more likely than their peers to continue in formal learning in later years. Most of the courses were not continued after the initial course due to a lack of on-going government funding.

Evaluating the impact of workplace LLN programs is methodologically challenging, which helps explain the paucity of rigorous evaluations available. The results from the studies available probably point as much to the variations in programs’ effectiveness as their variations in research methodology.

Workplace LLN 

One response to the challenges of improving both economic productivity and adults’ LLN skills has been that of providing courses in the workplace. While these ‘dual-agenda’ courses are still in their early stages of development in New Zealand and currently involve only small numbers of companies and learners, government is seeking to develop this form of provision in a ‘research-informed’ way. Following a comprehensive review of the research literature (Gray, 2006), the Upskilling research program was devised. In brief, the research aimed to answer two broad questions:
· What impact do LLN workplace programs achieve for the learners and the companies they work for?
· What is the most effective way to organize and run workplace LLN programs? 

In order to answer these questions, 18 LLN programs were set up on-site in 16 companies around New Zealand by a Programme Office in the Department of Labour. The programs were diverse in terms of the industries involved, company size, geographical location, program formats, duration and types of learners. As part of the agreements to run these programs, the companies and program providers also agreed to be part of the Upskilling evaluation program.

While the courses varied in approach and length,[footnoteRef:1] all had been tailored to the needs of the company. A third of them were block courses (typically two days of seven hours, followed by a break and then another block of 2x7 hours) and the others were run for one to two hours weekly. There was a mix of small group and one-to-one tutoring. The course contents were usually based on needs analyses carried out by the providers; in about a third of the courses, the literacy content was embedded into other teaching content such as health and safety. The content was therefore highly contextualized, where the teaching material was related to the companies’ operations and the participants’ jobs rather than a prescribed generic course. Although there is no national database to match the distribution of course-types, consultation with key stakeholders identified these formats as the most common forms of workplace LLN courses in New Zealand. The choices of teaching methods and course formats were made by the course providers in association with the companies, but the government funding agency requires all courses to be based on a company needs analysis to ensure relevance of the learning content. [1:  Ranging from 24 to 100 hours in duration, with an average of 45 hours; course duration was negotiated between the government funding agency, the course provider and the host company.] 


Methodology

A comprehensive, multi-method evaluation program was carried out over a three-year period, resulting in 18 individual course reports (Alkema & Irving, 2009; Benseman & Denny, 2007, 2008; Benseman, Denny, Alkema, & Irving, 2009; J Benseman, G. Denny, & E. Irving, 2008a, 2008b; Benseman, Denny, Wright, Alkema, & Irving, 2009; Benseman & Irving, 2008, 2009a, 2009b; Benseman & Wright, 2009; J. Benseman, G. Denny, & E. Irving, 2008; Wright, 2009; Wright, Benseman, Alkema, Denny, & Irving, 2009; Wright, Benseman, Alkema, & Irving, 2009; Wright, Benseman, Denny, Alkema, & Irving, 2009; Wright, Benseman, & Irving, 2008, 2009) and culminated in a final report on all the project’s findings (Department  of Labour, 2010). 

As in many areas, there is often a divide between evaluations showing impact using qualitative methods versus quantitative studies. Historically, there has been a predominance of qualitative evaluations of workplace literacy programs. The lack of quantitative studies is probably due to a number of factors: difficulties in isolating cause and effect in complex workplace situations where there are often a number of interventions in operation at any one time, the logistics of data collection especially in regard to confidentiality, cost constraints and the fact that qualitative studies (usually one-off case studies) are easier to implement (Mikulecky & Lloyd, 1996, Pye & Hattam, 2008 and Sticht, 1991). In government policy and employer environments, the reliance on qualitative evidence is often seen as inadequate or at least incomplete (Salomon, 2010). The evaluations in this project therefore 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 providers)
· course planning documents
· interviews (pre- and post-course) with course participants, supervisors, company managers, provider managers, course tutors[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Over 1050 pre- and post-course interviews and assessments were completed for the study.] 

· learner assessments for LLN skills (pre- and post-course)
· observation of teaching sessions
· supervisor assessments (pre- and post-course)
· provider records (e.g. attendance and periodic reports), resources (e.g. course manuals) and evaluations.

As there were no suitable assessment tools available in New Zealand when the project started, permission was obtained to use a reading and writing assessment tool called Go! that had been developed specifically for research projects by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) and used by the major NRDC workplace LLN project in England (Wolf & Evans, 2009). The tools was judged as appropriate for the project because of its ‘non-test’ format resembling an everyday magazine, its ease of administration (requiring approx. 40 minutes) and its ability to measure small changes in reading skills.[footnoteRef:3] Reliabilities of the four reading tests (lower and upper levels of the two parallel forms) range between 0.91 and 0.94. Reliabilities are not applicable to the writing tests because they are not scored on discrete items. [3:  NFER have written an in-house report on the tool’s validation, but is a ‘secure’ instrument, meaning that it is confidential at present to researchers using Go! A review of the instrument is covered by Brooks, Heath and Pollard (2005).] 


This tool consists of pre- and post-testing tools that enable researchers to monitor changes in these skills over time. The tool administered before the course consists of:
· a locator booklet
· a range of texts in magazine format (using adult interest articles and publicity, which were contextualized to New Zealand in terms of names and places)
· two reading booklets (A and B) containing questions at different levels (asking literal, inferential and evaluative questions on the content of the magazine)
· a writing booklet (asking for three short pieces of writing on different subjects and using a range of text types, e.g. a formal letter)
· administrator instructions, including marking schedules
· rating scales and tables to cross-reference to UK levels and IALS/ALL levels.

The post-test tool administered after the course followed the same format as the pre-course one, but with different content and questions. A locator booklet is not needed the second time as the learners’ levels are known by then. If they did the ‘A’ level booklet in the first interview, they then did the ‘A’ level booklet in the second, although because of the Common Scaled Score used to equate the scores from both versions, it is theoretically possible for learners to use both levels of the test. The results were cross-moderated within the research team and by an external LLN expert.

The course participants were recruited in a number of ways: employees volunteering on an open entry basis following publicity in the form of posters or staff notices, some careful cajoling and active encouragement of employees by managers or supervisors, and in one case enrolling all the employees within a small company. Even with proactive strategies such as shoulder-tapping, the course evaluations showed that there did not appear to have been any coercive recruiting; all the workers interviewed for the evaluations said they felt that they could have refused to go on to their course if they really did not want to do it. Most of those who expressed some hesitation about doing the course in their first interviews came to enjoy the experience. Very few were hesitant before the course and still disgruntled afterwards. Overall, 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 in the period following the initial interviews. 
[bookmark: _Toc249350913][bookmark: _Toc254268422]Course attendance

Attendance rates are important to the success of a workplace LLN program, although there are many and varied demands in workplaces which compete for priority. The great majority of attendees (71%) attended their teaching sessions during work time, while similar proportions attended both during work time and outside work time (15%) and outside work time only (14%). All participants were paid for their attendance time.

About a third (35%) of the total participants attended block courses, typically several days full-time followed by a break and then another block of several days full-time. All the other courses involved weekly sessions of either one or two hours duration or, in one case, of 3.5 hours duration; some courses varied the length of the sessions. There was considerable variation in the attendance patterns of different courses and of individuals within the same course.

On average, participants were offered 42.5 hours of instruction and attended 35 hours (82.4% attendance). The attendance rates were very satisfactory for the majority of Upskilling participants. Only 12% said that they found it ‘usually difficult’ to attend their sessions, 26% said it was ‘sometimes difficult’ and all the rest (62%) reported ‘no difficulties’. The reason given for difficulty of access was almost always work demands and/or work crises.

Those who attended most consistently spoke English as a first language, had at least some school qualifications and/or a tertiary diploma. The courses that were best attended were run by providers with low experience teaching LLN and high experience teaching in the workplace. Most of these courses were taught in block format. 
[bookmark: _Toc249350915][bookmark: _Toc254268424]Course and tutor ratings
Tutor and course ratings were very consistent with each other: highly rated courses had highly rated tutors. Courses were rated an average of 4.9 on a 1–6 scale (1 = low) and tutors were rated an average of 5.5 on the same scale. Participants identified a wide range of factors they liked about their courses and tutors. Positive comments about courses fell into the following categories:

· personal sense of satisfaction from making progress and challenge
· catering for individual needs and circumstances
· good for revising what they already knew, or should have known
· LLN skill improvement
· being respected as adult participants within a supportive environment
· value of skills learned for use in the workplace
· helping with life outside work.

And a much smaller range of factors they did not like:

· lack of challenge
· not being taught what was promised
· high tutor turnover
· personal frustrations with learning issues
· frustrations with other learners (esp. slower learners)
· irrelevant teaching content
· feeling their skills were too high for the course
· poorly organised courses
· problems with timing, course length, or location.

A key feature of the courses was that the providers and their tutors worked to contextualize the teaching content to the participants ’ work demands and issues as well as to their individual interests and learning needs. Probably because of this feature, most participants judged the courses to be highly relevant to their work: 59% rated the content as ‘very relevant’, 35% as ‘fairly relevant’ and only 6% as ‘not relevant’.
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Sixty percent of the course participants reported changes in how they think about themselves, especially in terms of improved self-confidence, feelings of satisfaction with their LLN skills and an increase in their belief in their ability to do their jobs. Over half the participants reported that their courses had positively changed how they felt about their jobs. They also reported small increases in job satisfaction and job confidence. However, the courses had little effect on workers’ future job ambitions, with significantly fewer wanting to take on a leadership role in their company than before the course. There were small, but consistent, increases in participants’ confidence in speaking in different work situations. They also often reported feeling less stressed about their jobs, which in turn led to their feeling more relaxed at home and enjoying better family relationships.

I'm so interested [in my job]. I feel better because I can do things better.

I can do orders on the phone now – I’ve got confidence to do this.
[bookmark: _Toc249350928][bookmark: _Toc254268437]Future learning plans
Overall interest in training did not change between the pre- and post-course interviews. After the course, of the two-thirds of participants who expressed an interest in future learning, only a small percentage were actually continuing in a program (e.g. carrying on with their trade qualifications). A much larger percentage expressed interest in continuing their learning in some way, but the participants in this group varied considerably in how specific they were about their plans. Only a very small number were able to name a specific subject and provider that they were interested in pursuing. The most common response to this question was a positive indication of wanting to do additional learning, but they had no knowledge of how to go about pursuing the interest. The most frequent subject that interviewees said that they wanted to learn about was computers.
CHANGES IN LLN skills
Reading 
Course participants’ reading skills were assessed using the assessment tool Go! Of the 278 participants who were re-tested for reading at the end of their course, 86% showed an improvement in their reading scores, while the reading scores for 4% remained the same and they decreased for 10%. Average reading scaled scores increased by 10.1 points out of 100.[footnoteRef:4] There was variation in changes in reading scores across courses from zero to 16 points, with 5 courses achieving an average improvement of less than 8 points, and 5 courses achieving an improvement of 12-16 points.  [4:  The effect size for the change in reading scores is 0.57, which compares favourably with an average effect size of 0.4 for educational interventions (Hattie, 2009).] 


When the Go! scores are transferred to the UK literacy levels,[footnoteRef:5] excluding those assessed at UK level 2 (ALL Level 3) in the pre-course assessments: [5:  UK Entry Levels = IALS/ALL Level 1; UK Level 1 = IALS/ALL Level 2; UK Level 2 = IALS/ALL Level 3.] 

· 44.1% of the participants increased their literacy level
· 54.8% of the participants stayed at the same literacy level 
· 1.1% of the participants decreased their literacy level. 

When the reading scores are related to the ALL levels, 30.6% of the participants moved up a level, 69.1% of the participants stayed at the same level and 0.4% of the participants went down a level. 

When asked how much the course had improved their reading skills, 23% of participants reported that their reading skills had improved ‘a lot’ as a result of the course, 36.1% said ‘a bit’ and 40.9% said ‘not at all’. 

Spec[ification] forms—I used to be hesitant and make mistakes as I didn’t read the specs right. Now, I’ve got a better understanding of the specs and confidence to ask. 

Oh, reading blueprints is a whole lot easier. I look at it and go ahead with it. It was great when I clicked on to it, it all seemed so obvious.

Participants’ average self-assessed reading score increased slightly from 4.3 to 4.5.on a 1-6 scale. Without being reminded of their pre-course ratings, 34.9% of participants rated their reading skills more highly after the course, 45.7% rated their reading skills the same and 19.4% rated their reading skills less highly. There was no association between actual improvement in reading score and self-assessed improvement.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The relationship and comparability between self-assessments and tests is complex and contentious (see Jones 1997).] 

Writing 
The Go! assessment was also used for writing. Around two-thirds (66.1%) of participants made gains in their writing score. Overall the participants increased their scores from 15.6 to 18.1 out of 29.[footnoteRef:7] Increases in writing scores varied significantly by course. Changes in reading and writing scores were weakly related with writing scores, tending to increase as reading scores increased.  [7:  The effect size for the writing scores is 0.31.] 


How to fill in Incident Forms. I do them properly now. Rather than just writing “broke toe”, I give them the full details and a [phone] photo too! With the Incident Forms, I fill them in properly and I'm able to help the new guys now.
Numeracy
There was a limited amount of numeracy teaching in Upskilling. Twelve of the 18 courses taught no or little numeracy; five taught some and only one a lot of numeracy. Where numeracy was taught on a course, it was not necessarily to all of the participants and focused on very particular numeracy skills required for worker’s jobs. The small number of learners (n=7) [footnoteRef:8] assessed for numeracy meant that the study had limited findings in this respect, although comments from participants suggested positive effects. [8:  Another 40 people had started a numeracy course but were not able to complete it as they lost their jobs due to the downturn in the economy.] 


I’m now working out the volume of concrete. The engineers used to come out, now they just double-check it. 

I’ve got a clearer idea of plans, survey pegs and a whole pile of those sorts of things; it nailed it home really. I use correct terminology now and I’m a whole lot more efficient now.

Self-assessment of speaking and listening skills
Course participants were asked, pre-course and post-course, to rate their confidence on a 1-6 scale (1 = low) in speaking to a workmate or supervisor one-to-one; a small group; a large group; and someone they don’t know, such as a new customer. There were small, but consistent, increases across all four workplace speaking contexts, especially in speaking one-to-one to people they don’t know. Around three-quarters of participants (73.1%) reported that their speaking skills had improved as a result of the course, and 77% said their listening skills had done so.

Oh, communicating—being able to talk to customers. Knowing what I'm doing fully—not just pretending! Speaking up now and then at [company meeting], I never used to speak up at all.

Feedback from managers identified speaking and reading as the two LLN skills where they felt that most progress was made, followed by listening. Providers identified speaking as the area of greatest improvement, followed by reading, writing and listening.
[bookmark: _Toc249350930][bookmark: _Toc249351418][bookmark: _Toc254268439][bookmark: _Toc230602606]CHANGES IN Workplace Practices 
[bookmark: _Toc249350933][bookmark: _Toc254268443]The course participants’ view
Overall, 80% of course participants reported they felt they were doing their job better as a result of the course with most of them providing specific examples of the sorts of things they were doing better. Examples of these changes included reading blueprints, learning company policies, reading maps and street signs, doing paperwork such as hazard reports and accident reports. 

Those who said they were more confident about doing their job were more likely to report they were doing their job better and those who said their LLN skills had improved were more likely to report they were doing their job better. There was a positive relationship between improved reading scores and improvement in self-assessed job performance. 

Ninety-seven percent of the comments made about the course were positive. Participants gave many examples of the positive impact of their course on their workplace practices. Most frequently, they reported that the course had had a favorable impact on work tasks requiring reading and writing. Improved oral communication skills for those with English as an additional language was the second most frequently mentioned theme and improved communication skills for those with English as their first language was the third most common theme. 

Yes, I look at it a different way. I didn’t understand instructions before, I feel a lot easier. I can do maps now and street signs, I can work them out.

[bookmark: _Toc249350934][bookmark: _Toc254268444]The supervisors’ perspective
In 12 of the 18 courses supervisors rated the course participants across a range of elements covering their daily work practices (attitude towards work, ability to use initiative and work without supervision, willingness to attempt tasks, ability to work as part of a team, and completion of paperwork) on a 1–10 scale (1 = low) both before and after the course. Around 60% of all supervisor ratings of the participants increased. The greatest increase in average ratings was for successful completion of paperwork.
Employers’ and providers’ perspectives
From a list of possible outcomes given to them, employers and providers were asked to rate the impact of a range of outcomes for the participants. Providers reported that the most notable outcomes for their course participants were increases in personal confidence and job confidence, improved communication with other workers and a greater interest in training. These four outcomes were also in the top five outcomes reported by managers, most of whom also commented that communication between management and workers had improved. Another important outcome identified by providers was improved speaking skills for those with English as a second language. 

When reflecting on the impact of their course on the LLN skills of the course participants, both providers and employers judged that their courses had had most impact on speaking, listening, reading and writing skills. Providers reported that the greatest impact was on speaking and employers on speaking and reading. 

Improvement in a participant’s ability to read, write and speak definitely improves individual productivity and contributes to a more positive attitude about themselves and their job.

Providers tended to report more positive outcomes than the employers, with more providers reporting a greater impact on skills than employers did. The discrepancy between their views is most marked for writing and ESOL. This difference is probably because providers had worked closely with participants from the early diagnostic assessments through to end-of-course assessments.
[bookmark: _Toc230667973][bookmark: _Toc249350948][bookmark: _Toc249351420][bookmark: _Toc254268457][bookmark: _Toc239241044][bookmark: _Toc239562450][bookmark: _Toc239745409][bookmark: _Toc240249354][bookmark: _Toc240249513][bookmark: _Toc240249713][bookmark: _Toc240347296]changes in family and community life 
While the courses’ main aims were to increase the literacy and numeracy skills and improve the workplace practices of participants, the evaluations also aimed to find out whether any changes occurred in participants’ lives outside the workplace. 

The overall conclusion from these findings is that the courses changed the way that just over half of the participants think about and relate to their families and communities, albeit in small ways – especially for the ESOL participants as they felt they had the opportunity to use their new English skills in their family and wider community lives.

As a result of their course, some participants have gone on to do something different outside of work or take on increased responsibility within groups they were already involved with. While these are small changes to people’s lives, they need to be put into the context of what the courses were expected to deliver and the busy and demanding lives that people lead outside of work. 

The nature of some family relationships also changed in positive ways. Participants reported that they now use their improved oral communication skills, for example, to engage, listen and speak to their children and partners.

[bookmark: _Toc254264156][bookmark: _Toc254264304][bookmark: _Toc254268459]My 16 year-old is talking to me more now, asking for help – he used to say “you don’t know.”

I’m using English more with my family to explain things. It is easier to talk to white people at banks
[bookmark: _Toc254264168][bookmark: _Toc254264316][bookmark: _Toc254268471][bookmark: _Toc254268473][bookmark: _Toc230667979][bookmark: _Toc239241051][bookmark: _Toc239562457][bookmark: _Toc249350951][bookmark: _Toc249351422]Analysis of courses by impact
One of the aims of the evaluations was to identify key elements that influenced the variations in outcomes achieved by the courses. A range of variables[footnoteRef:9] were used to rank the 18 courses in terms of their overall impact. From this analysis, the features that make programs successful were better able to be identified. Four courses, with 79 participants were classified as high impact; the following features were frequently associated with these high-impact courses and are therefore posited as the key factors in terms of positive impact. [9:  The impact on participants’ 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 course; the spread of LLN initiatives in the company beyond the initial Upskilling course; the sustainability of the course; the degree of buy-in from managers and supervisors at the company; course attendance; general feedback from participants. ] 

The company
· All key stakeholders within the company had a clear understanding of the course purpose and processes (e.g., how to publicize, recruit and run a course)
· Managers from senior level through to supervisors actively demonstrated high levels of support
· Relief workers covered for participants attending teaching sessions or alternative arrangements were made to minimize disruption to company production
· Teaching spaces were on-site, consistently available and did not have 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 programs 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
· Course purpose and content were explained clearly to participants
· Courses delivered the expected content
· There were clear and ongoing communications between providers, tutors and the company. 
The courses
· Courses were run in work time
· Teaching content that was closely related to companies’ needs as identified through the company learning needs analyses and the course used company documentation and processes
· Teaching content was related to participants’ specific learning needs based on learning needs analyses and their work and personal needs and interests.
The participants 
· Participants with high motivation and a 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 programs that involved employees at all levels of the company
· Companies publicly acknowledged the courses and learner achievements.
Providers/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 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 participants’ progress in relation to work tasks.
[bookmark: _Toc254268480]
Upskilling courses—subsequent DEVELOPMENTS
Workplace LLN programs are often not sustained beyond a pilot phase (Finlay, Hodgson, & Steer, 2007; Wolf & Evans, 2009). While looking at the viability of approaches to workplace programs, it was important to ascertain whether the initial courses were sustained and to establish the degree to which LLN was built into the companies’ general organisational development and training policies and planning. 

A follow-up of all the companies 12-15 months after the initial courses finished showed that there has been considerable variation in subsequent developments among the companies. The subsequent developments in the companies provide useful indications as to how sustainable workplace LLN programs are and the degree to which LLN becomes part of companies’ day-to-day planning and operations. 

All but one of the 18 courses evaluated were the first courses of this kind to have been offered in the companies. As a result of the courses that were run, most of the companies came to see that LLN needs were greater than they had originally anticipated. Employers also gained a better understanding of their areas of greatest LLN need and which employees were most likely to benefit from courses. 

Companies have fine-tuned how their LLN courses are run and the selection of employees who are best suited to them. Most of these developments have incorporated changes and innovations to address issues identified in the initial courses.

Since running the courses, about half of the companies have taken steps to improve the readability of LLN-related aspects of their operations. These changes have occurred most frequently with health and safety, signage, orientation material, and other (non-LLN) training material. Some companies have developed strategic plans and action plans that integrate LLN into their ongoing operations and training programs. Action plans also include reviewing company documentation and company processes such as induction. Having in-house staff with LLN responsibility and expertise is important in achieving these flow-on changes.
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[bookmark: _Toc254268489]Impact on LLN skills and the workplace

As most of the evaluations reviewed have shown, there is mixed evidence about the links between improved LLN and improved job performance. Evidence from the course participants’ comments indicates that the LLN skills developed in the courses have been attributed to positive impacts on workplaces; 76.4% of all participants’ comments about the positive impacts of the course related specifically to improvements in performance of work tasks involving reading, writing, oral communication or numeracy. Those participants who thought they were doing their job ‘a lot better’ were more likely to have experienced an increase in reading scaled scores. 

Beyond self-report, a significant statistical relationship between improvements in reading and writing and improvements in workplace practices was not found. However there is evidence that shows a link between participants’ self-rated improvement in speaking and listening skills and improvements in workplace practices. This improvement is also supported by employers, providers and participants reports on improved communication in the workplace. This is an important finding, given that it was the most important reason given by employers gave for having and LLN program and the need for good oral communication skills in the workplace.

Determining the extent to which changes in the workplace result from improved LLN skills is not straightforward because of the complex relationship between these two aspects (Gray, 2006). For instance, it is not simply a case of course participants acting to transfer their LLN skills to the workplace. There are a number of associated pre-conditions, such as opportunities being provided in the workplace for them to do so (Benseman, 2010). Also of relevance are the changes made in the workplace to better accommodate employees with low literacy skills, for example company documentation in plain English. 
The effectiveness of the courses

Courses had a strong impact on participants’ reading skills, with 86% of them making gains in their reading scores. Overall, 44% of participants moved up a UK reading level and 30.6% an ALL level. Participants at lower skill levels made the most improvement in reading. Improvements in writing were not as great as those in reading, with around two-thirds (66.1%) of participants making gains in their writing scores. These improvements are important given the increasing importance of improving workers’ paperwork in many workplaces.

Participants reported that the courses also had an impact on their work and personal lives. Assessment of qualitative evidence collected from participants shows the courses had a high work impact on 45.5% of the participants, a medium work impact on 35% and a low work impact on 19.5%. It also showed that courses had a high personal impact (especially in terms of self-confidence) on 30% of participants, a medium impact on 46%, and a low impact on 24%. 

Courses had less effect on the wider lives of participants outside the workplace. Participants felt that the changes in their wider lives had occurred as a result of several interrelated factors including better LLN skills, improved self-confidence and work changes. 
Potential to contribute to productivity agenda
To understand how workplace LLN courses can contribute towards labor productivity, it is necessary to be able to show the improvements in employees’ skills and changes in their work practices back on the job. The evaluation found that most of the workers’ LLN skills had improved and there was consistent evidence that the courses had had a largely positive impact on workplace practices. However, the full potential of the workplace literacy programs in these evaluations is hindered by the lack of numeracy provision and the lack of stair-casing opportunities for participants to go on to other training programs. 

The contribution that the skills developed through workplace LLN courses make to productivity can be seen in a myriad of ways that include:
· more accurate completion of forms such as incident reports and timesheets 
· improvements in specific LLN skills such as measuring
· better following of policies and procedures 
· improved oral communication
· increased confidence in work roles, and in taking initiative 
· less frustration with workmates and supervisors. 

These evaluations confirm Wolf and Evans’ study (2009) that these courses have been successful in reaching workers with low LLN skills who often do not have access to other forms of training, or would not otherwise usually participate in adult learning provision such as men and Pasifika. This form of workplace training has given workers with low LLN skills the opportunity to develop skills and knowledge that allow them to perform their jobs more effectively, efficiently and independently, and in turn has improved both the quantity and quality of their work. 

Because of the complexity of modern workplaces and methodological challenges for evaluators in this context, it is difficult to provide definitive answers of causation for the question of whether improving LLN skills provides direct and substantial impetus for improved company performance in the medium term, let alone national productivity in the longer term. Nonetheless, this study confirms other research (Finlay et al., 2007; Hollenbeck & Timmeny, 2008; Lazar et al., 1998) that well-planned and executed courses consistent with sound adult teaching principles can satisfy both company and learner needs. Such courses are positively received, generate considerable positive changes individually and result in improvements to workplace behaviors.

The question also arises: where to from here? There is certainly scope for replication for studies along similar lines to build the body of rigorous research on workplace LLN programs. In particular, studies could focus on specific LLN skills such as writing and math. Finally, there would be value in tracing the longer term impact of LLN programs on other workplace training to examine if they become part of companies’ ‘business as usual’ rather than a flitting fad.

As with any research, there are lessons to be learned from this study. Isolating the specific impact of the LLN courses is problematic in workplaces where there is a myriad of factors interacting to influence what occurs. Workplaces do not resemble laboratories in any way, making it extremely difficult to utilize ‘gold standard’ strategies such as control groups. The solution probably lies in using multiple data sources with large samples. Secondly, isolating the specific program elements that produce the greatest impact needs further exploration perhaps in studies of sites that only vary in a few key elements. Finally, the question remains: to what extent is it the literacy component of these interventions that achieves wider impact versus conventional training interventions. The scope and need for further research certainly still remains.

W is in his late 60s and V is a teenager not long out of school. They make up a two-man team who work together every day on small road construction and repair jobs, with W as a truck driver and V as a digger driver. Each of them was separately asked what their course had meant for them in their work. Both independently replied, “We talk to each other now.” As part of the oral communication component of their course, W had been encouraged to speak less and to listen more actively, while V had been coached to speak up more as he had previously felt intimidated by W’s talkative manner. They both then went on to describe how these improvements had changed the dynamics of their work together. They recounted how they now discuss their day’s work before leaving the company depot, debate different solutions to problems that arise in their work and often reflect on what’s gone well in their work. Both men said that they felt they were not only doing their jobs better, but were also enjoying their work together much more.


M is a 34-year-old hotel housekeeper who left school with no qualifications and has been in her present job for four years. When asked what difference the Upskilling course had made to her job, she thought for a while, then identified two main changes. She recounted how the housekeepers had given up using a checklist system for identifying and recording their daily work tasks and any issues arising. They had given up on it because most of the workers did not understand what was required and had poor writing skills. As a result of the course, the group had re-introduced the checklist system and were now using it as the basis for their daily work schedules. The second thing M identified was that because she had improved her reading skills on the course, she had been motivated to read brochures about local attractions and activities so she could advise guests about what they could do while staying in the district. She found this additional part to her job particularly satisfying as it had increased her interaction with the hotel guests and this in turn had increased her job satisfaction.
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