Raising the literacy, language and numeracy skills of the workforce

A more skilled and productive workforce

Improving the literacy, language and numeracy of the workforce has been identified as one way of improving our national productivity. Low literacy and numeracy skills can affect employees’ level of engagement in the workplace and potential for advancement in the labour market. It can mean that firms are not as productive as they could be.
As our society evolves and expectations for literacy grow, there is a substantial number of people whose skill level may limit their capacity to handle the demands of the modern workplace. The Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey found that 43 percent of adults aged 16 to 65 years have literacy skills below those needed to participate fully in a knowledge society (this equates to approximately 1.1 million New Zealanders). Also, 51 percent of adults have numeracy skills lower than those needed to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work.

Raising literacy and numeracy skills in New Zealand is identified as an area of action in the Skills Strategy Action Plan and as a priority in the Tertiary Education Strategy 2007-12.

An action plan for literacy, language and numeracy

The Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan 2008-2012 sets out key actions to increase the number of adults with the literacy and numeracy skills required to meet the changing demands of modern society and workplaces.
The plan aims to build a system that is responsive to changing demands in the workplace and in the wider community. This will be achieved by encouraging an increase in the demand from both employers and employees for learning opportunities by increasing their understanding of how low-level literacy and numeracy skills impact on individuals’ and employers’ outcomes. At the same time, the supply of learning opportunities will be developed nationally to increase the number, quality and relevance of provision.

Employers and unions are the key to giving effect to this approach and the plan includes initiatives to encourage both employers and unions to become more actively involved in raising workforce literacy and numeracy.

The plan also recognises the need to raise literacy and numeracy skills of those near work, such as students in tertiary study and people who will soon be entering or returning to the workforce, such as parents.

This work will be supported by research, evaluation and monitoring to ensure an ongoing collection of evidence is used to inform further growth and development of provision to meet learners’ and employers’ needs.

Raising workforce and employer awareness

While there is good evidence for the benefits of improved literacy and numeracy to both employees and employers, demand for work-based literacy, language and numeracy is currently relatively low.

The plan includes a number of actions to raise awareness of the benefits and increase demand for learning opportunities. These include:
· an employer network to champion work-based literacy, language and numeracy programmes

· strengthening the Council of Trade Unions’ Learning Representative Projects

· strengthening the leadership role of industry training organisations in this area, and
· a publicity campaign targeted to the workforce.

Investing in quality learning

The plan is supported by new investment to increase the opportunities for quality learning in literacy and numeracy. This includes:

· expanding the number of workplace literacy projects funded

· embedding literacy and numeracy within industry training

· providing one-on-one or small group tuition for employees who are not able to participate in larger projects or industry training

· supporting providers to embed literacy and numeracy in level 1 to 3 certificates

· increased community provision for those looking to enter employment and/or in casual work

· strengthening literacy and numeracy provision within Training Opportunities and Youth Training, and
· continuing to support provision through adult and community education, particularly for those taking their first steps to building their skills.

Building capability

The plan also continues the support to develop a capable and professional teaching workforce for literacy and numeracy through:

· study grants to access recognised qualifications and expanding the range of qualifications available

· providing a programme of professional development for educators, and
· supporting providers to make organisational changes so that literacy and numeracy become core business.

A national infrastructure

It is also intended that a national infrastructure will ensure that literacy and numeracy become part of core tertiary education business. Actions to improve the infrastructure cover:

· a common framework of learning and associated resources

· an adult literacy and numeracy assessment tool

· alignment across funding streams, and
· embedding literacy and numeracy within quality assurance processes.
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