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INTRODUCTION 
Learning and Work Institute (L&W) is an independent policy and research organisation 

dedicated to promoting lifelong learning, full employment and inclusion. We research what 

works, develop new ways of thinking and implement new approaches. Working with 

partners, we transform people’s experiences of learning and employment. What we do 

benefits individuals, families, communities and the wider economy.  

L&W brings together over 90 years of combined history and heritage from the ‘National 

Institute of Adult Continuing Education’ and the ‘Centre for Economic & Social Inclusion’. 

L&W has been working with partners across Europe as part of the STRAIGHTEN Basic 

Skills project1. Working with five partners2, STRAIGHTEN Basic Skills aims to improve the 

accessibility of learning opportunities for adults through the promotion of good practice in 

work-related and workplace based basic skills, in line with core European education policy 

areas.  

As part of the work undertaken for the third Intellectual Output (IO3) for STRAIGHTEN 

Basic Skills, Learning and Work Institute undertook a series of four seminars on work-

related basic skills. This short summary report focuses on the first of these four seminars.  

SEMINAR ACTIVITIES: SEMINAR 1 
The first seminar was planned to coincide with the planned England Impact Forum, which 

Learning and Work holds as part of our role as UK National Co-coordinator for the 

European Agenda for Adult Learning (EAAL).  This had the dual advantage of ensuring 

high-level attendance and linking with the work of the forum in influencing policy 

development in the UK.  The seminar focused on work-related basic skills and was 2 hours 

in length.    

About the Participants 
The seminar was attended by were 14 representatives from a good range of organisations 

involved in adult learning in England. Organisations represented included further education 

colleges, adult learning services, a major UK-wide third sector organisation, the National 

Careers Service, EPALE UK, the chair of the EAAL England Impact Forum, and local 

authority / government. 

There were a wide range of motivations for attending the seminar. The majority of 

participants came to gain greater knowledge and understanding about work-related basic 

skills practices, both in the UK and Europe. Two came to discuss how to define work-

                                                      
1 http://straightenbasicskills.weebly.com/  
2 Institut National de Formation et de Recherche sur l’Eudcation Permanente (INFREP) (France), Büro für 

berufliche Bildungsplanung (bbb) (Germany) Institut für berufsbezogene Weiterbildung und Personaltraining 

(BEST) (Austria) Institul Roman de Educatie a Adultilor (IREA) (Romania) and Folkeuniversitetet (Norway). 

http://straightenbasicskills.weebly.com/
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related basic skills, particularly in regards to meeting employers’ needs, and others came 

to keep informed about progress in the sector. One participant was looking to see how 

they could provide a volunteer framework that could incorporate basic skills to improve 

outcomes for their volunteers.  

‘I came to gain more knowledge and understanding about work-related basic skills 

both in UK and Europe.’ Participant. 

‘To gain a better understanding of how basic skills are defined and incorporated into 

work-based learning.’ Participant. 

Seminar 
After introductions and a brief discussion of the policy context, the seminar comprised of 

two sections, each following the same format: a presentation, question and answer 

session, discussion and a summary of key points. 

Part 1: Summary of Research 

The first section looked at recent research on work-related basic skills in England before 

outlining the work of SBS. The presentation highlighted the changes in the work-related 

basic skills sector over the last 10 years, with re-prioritisation of funding towards 

apprenticeships and policy shifts appearing to limit the role of discrete workplace literacy 

and numeracy provision. However, workplace basic skills training has once again become 

a priority. The presentation also highlighted the difficulties in defining work-related basic 

skills. For example, does this refer only to discrete workplace literacy and numeracy 

provision (as was promoted under the Skills for Life policy in England), or a wider focus on 

basic vocational training, perhaps even including Apprenticeships.  The latter seems closer 

to the current understanding by policy makers in England, but not necessarily by 

practitioners, many of whom still see a need and role for discrete provision. 

The OECD Survey of Adult Skills 3 (2013) and the second England country report Building 

Skills for All4 (2016) made recommendations highlighting the importance of basic skills, 

particularly focusing on literacy, numeracy and ‘solving problems in a technology rich 

environment’ skills. The presentation highlighted some of the key findings of both OECD 

research reports. It highlighted the skills needs of young adults, who performed below the 

                                                      
3 OECD (2013) OECD Skills Outlook 2013: First Result from the Survey of Adult Skills, OECD. Pdf: 

http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Skills%20volume%201%20(eng)--full%20v12--

eBook%20(04%2011%202013).pdf 
4 Kuczera, M., Field, S., and Windisch, H.C. (2016) Building Skills for All: A Review of England, OECD. Pdf: 

https://www.oecd.org/unitedkingdom/building-skills-for-all-review-of-england.pdf 

http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Skills%20volume%201%20(eng)--full%20v12--eBook%20(04%2011%202013).pdf
http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Skills%20volume%201%20(eng)--full%20v12--eBook%20(04%2011%202013).pdf
https://www.oecd.org/unitedkingdom/building-skills-for-all-review-of-england.pdf
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EU average in England5, but also noted that the recommendations fail to highlight the 

need for policies to address the skills needs of adults in the workforce.  

The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills6 commissioned research by the 

National Research and Development Centre and Ipsos Mori on the Impact of Poor Literacy 

and Numeracy on Employers7 (2016).  The research was based on a study of over four 

thousand workplaces, with 12% reporting a basic skills gap, with at least one member of 

staff unable to perform certain literacy or numeracy tasks at the level required for their day-

to-day role. The research also found that many employers have a poor understanding of 

the basic skills elements of workplace tasks, and the skills levels of their employees. The 

skills gap impacted employers through increased errors, constraints on the introduction of 

new or more efficient processes, the reduction in quality and impacted workplace flexibility.  

Other research touched upon during the presentation also highlighted the change in focus 

in learning and skills policy in England, to emphasise employers needs and skills gaps in 

the workforce. This was concluded by briefly looking at the 2014 European Survey of Skills 

and Jobs by European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training, which 

summarised the state of the skills needs in Europe and different types of skills gaps.  

The presentation then went on to discuss the role of STRAIGHTEN Basic Skills project in 

addressing the issues highlighted by this research. It presented the success indicators for 

work-related basic skills, created during the Intellectual Output 01.  

Key discussion points 

 

                                                      
5 Kuczera, M., Field, S., and Windisch, H.C. (2016) Building Skills for All: A Review of England, OECD. 

Chapter 2, p 37.   
6 The lead government ministry for work-related basic skills for adults over the age of 19 in England. 
7 Tu, T., Colachan, M., Hale, C., D’Souza, J., McCallum, A., Mallows, D., Carpentieri, JD. And Lister, J 

(2016) Impact of Poor Literacy and Numeracy on Employers, BIS, UK. 

The key points coming out of the discussion were: 

 There is a need to discuss what is meant by basic skills, and work-related basic 

skills – should a broader ‘life skills’ conception, including digital, health and other 

capabilities be adopted, or should it be boarder in the sense of including basic 

vocational training? 

 The possibility of renaming the ‘Success Indicators’ of IO1 to reflect their use as 

systemic descriptors should be considered.  

 Social context should be taken into account when discussing ‘Success 

Indicators’. 

 Including the learner voice into the ‘Success Indicators’ should be considered. 
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Much of the discussion for this section of the seminar centred around the ‘Success 

Indicators’. The discussion looked at how the ‘Success Indicators’ had been chosen, the 

practical implementation of the factors, and whether there was anything missing in the 

approach. It was felt that the indicators chosen were comprehensive, but some were 

difficult to implement practically at a provider level. It was suggested categorising the 

success indicators thematically could help implementation, as providers could then easily 

pick and focus on indicators relevant to them. It may also help to reflect this in the design 

of the infographic (see figure 1).  

Figure 1: Success Indicators 

 

 

The discussion looked at whether the term ‘Success Indicators’ was appropriate. Some felt 

that the ‘Success Indicators’ focused on a systemic view, mapping the systemic landscape 

of the work-related basic skills sector as a whole, rather than being a measurable 

construct for providers. It was recommended that the ‘Success Indicators’ could be 

renamed to reflect the descriptive systemic nature of the chosen factors, with one 

suggestion being that the indicators were prerequisites or enablers for success, rather 

than success indicators in their own right.  
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The discussion around the systemic nature of the current ‘Success Indicators’ led onto a 

discussion around their suitability in different social contexts. It was highlighted that there 

was a large difference between different countries’ social contexts, within which basic skills 

delivery is taking place. These differences mean that some of the ‘Success Indicators’ may 

not be applicable to the context some providers work in. As such, it was felt that taking into 

account the social context of the country the provider is working within, was an important 

factor when setting ‘Success Indicators’ across nations.   

There was considerable discussion around the inclusion of the learner voice within the 

success indicators. It was raised that the success indicators, in their current form, focus 

largely on the provider perspective, and may have overlooked the learner perspective. It 

was discussed that learners in the workplace had different needs and barriers to accessing 

basic skills training, which needed to be reflected in the ‘Success Indicators’. The culture 

of learning in the workplace, for example, would be an important systemic descriptor which 

could be seen as a success indicator for implementing work-related basic skills training. 

Engaging potential learners with basic skills training, particularly after the statutory initial 

education phrase (in England to age 18), was also discussed. Many of those present gave 

examples of learners being resistant to learning basic skills, even if they themselves have 

identified a skills need. Prior negative education experiences and the difficulty in accessing 

basic skills training whilst working, all play a role in preventing work-related basic skills 

uptake by some learners. It was also highlighted that unemployed people had less access 

to practicing work-related basic skills, and less opportunities to access training to improve 

skills. This was particularly in relation to the 2016 OECD country report findings that 

showed those of working age had higher literacy and numeracy skills on average, than 

young people in England.  

Part 2: Basic Competences in Working Life – presentation by Folkeuniversitetet, 

Norway 

During the second part of the seminar, two colleagues from the STRAIGHTEN Basic Skills 

partner Folkeuniversitetet, presented its approach in relation to Basic Competences in 

Working Life in Norway. The presentation first looked at the national context of work-

related basic skills training in Norway. It then went on to give information on how 

Folkeuniversitetet delivered its work-related basic skills training. 

The team highlighted that over the last few years there has been a shift in industry from 

traditional manual labour to modern digital work processes. This has led to a skills gap, 

with employees needing the right qualifications a knowledge to adapt to the new 

processes. The result has been a push to up-skill workers, with basic skills being seen as 

an important foundation to further education within companies.  This has been supported 
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by government funding through VOX8, to support people ability to actively engage in 

society and to learn the basic skills required for work. Enterprises can apply for funding for 

training their employees, with many learning providers helping enterprises apply for this 

funding.  

VOX has created a number of tools for both learners and providers to help implement the 

policy addressing the up-skilling and formalising needs of the labour market. These tools 

can be used for self-learning or for tutor guided learning. Work-related basic skills in 

Norway is considered to consist of literacy, numeracy, ICT and oral communication 

competencies.  

The Folkeuniversitetet team went on to describe how they deliver their work-related basic 

skills in the Norway context. Folkeuniversitetet has delivered 43 work-related basic skills 

courses in 20169. The courses themselves are tailored to both the learners and the 

workplace context.  

The training is enterprise based, with staff sometime spread across a number of different 

sites. The courses are provided through blended learning: mixing classroom based 

learning with digital learning. This provides a low cost and accessible learning model for 

adults to access. The online portion of the learning requires a laptop, speakers and an 

internet connection. The course is supported by the active use of Facebook as a 

communication platform. Videos, media and course materials can be posted on the course 

Facebook page, whilst learners can communicate via the messenger app with their tutor 

when they require clarification and support. The classroom based learning occurs at their 

workplace, outside of office hours. The lectures are recorded, which allows those absent to 

catch up with the learning of their peers.  

The Folkeuniversitetet team emphasised the importance of having motivated learners, 

particularly for adults with little formal education qualifications. They found using Facebook 

as a learning platform helped engage learners, as well as allowing them to access learning 

on the move through their phones. The use of interactive chat using Facebook, a tool most 

were familiar with, allowed the learners to post questions on a group chat at any time. The 

tutor is then able to respond to the group generating an online classroom discussion.  

Folkeuniversitetet explained that many of their learners were middle-aged10, of an equal 

gender split, looking to formalise skills or upskill to improve their employability in the labour 

market. Most of the learning was not compulsory.  

                                                      
8 Vox-Nasjonalt fagorgan for kompetansepolitikk is the Norwegian Agency for Lifelong Learning and belongs 

to the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research. 
9 As of 9th June 2016 
10 No precise age range was given during the presentation.  
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Discussion 

 

There was a question and answer session at the end of the presentation. One area of 

interest was the use of a blended learning approach, with questions around how well this 

was received by both the employers and the learners. Further discussions as to whether 

learners got time off work to complete the qualifications in Norway, with the team informing 

the seminar that many of the learners having to complete it in their own time or make up 

time, led to a debate around employer attitudes towards learning. This included a 

discussion about incentives, as colleagues at Folkeuniversitetet highlighted that learners 

who completed their qualifications tended to gain a pay rise and increase their job security 

or employability. There were also questions around the how the government tracks the 

success of its spending, and the difference in approach between the two countries 

(England and Norway).  

After colleagues at Folkeuniversitetet left the group, there was further discussion on in the 

inclusion of oral communication and other capabilities within basic skills alongside literacy 

and numeracy. Many highlighted that when asking employers what they wanted from basic 

skills, they tended to automatically include these skills. There was a feeling that any 

definition of ‘basic skills’ in the UK should reflect a broader interpretation – as indeed the 

national standards (under revision at the time of writing) do with regard to speaking and 

listening.  

The focus on older learners was also interesting to many of the participants. The idea of 

upskilling older employees and formalising qualifications was considered important. It was 

felt that the government funding was key to reaching these learners, as many seminar 

participants did not consider employers willing or in a position to fund these learners. An 

issue was raised around employers putting employees onto learning paths, such as 

The key points coming out of the discussion were: 

 The use of non-traditional digital platforms (e.g. Facebook) as a learning platform 

is a good example of engaging adult learners in education.  

 Extending the definition of basic skills to include oral communication and digital 

skills engages with employer needs more effectively.  In a recent survey of 

employers, undertaken as part of the reform of Functional Skills English and 

Maths qualifications in England, employers placed considerable importance on 

speaking and listening skills. 

 The importance of upskilling and formalising qualifications for older people was 

emphasised during the discussion.  
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apprenticeships, on the basis of formalising existing competences, rather than developing 

new skills. This was a concern of a number of participants.  

 
SUMMARY 

 
The STRAIGHTEN Basic Skills project aims to improve the accessibility of learning 

opportunities for adults through the promotion of good practice in work-related and 

workplace based basic skills. The aim of the England seminar was to inform participants 

about current policies and research on work-related basic skills, provide examples of 

delivery models, and to promote discussion around work-related basic skills.   

This discussion in turn suggests a number of questions for stakeholders, providers and 

practitioners in work-related basic skills: 

 Are different models of work-related basic skills learning needed at different stages 

of employment and (working) life?  (E.g. to meet the needs of young entrants to the 

labour market, mid-career / life re- and up-skilling, pre-retirement etc …) 

 Do current UK practices in work-related basic skills allow sufficient room for a focus 

on a broader set of basic skills – or perhaps a Citizens’ Curriculum of basic and life 

skills capabilities?  What examples of good practices are there? 

 What examples in the UK are there of good practice in the use of technology to 

support work-related basic skills? 
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