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HO 1: What are the wider issues?

Despite some improvements over recent years, many people still have difficulties with English, mathematics and ICT. This is often the case even where individuals are very good (or have the potential of being good) at certain aspects of their work. 
Table showing the findings of the BIS Skills for Life Survey (2011) 

	Skill
	% of population aged 16-65 only able to operate at Entry 2
 or below (England)
	Number of people aged 16-25 only able to operate at Entry 2 or below (England)

	Literacy
	7% 
(15% at Entry 3 or below)
	2.4 million 
(5.1 million at Entry 3 or below)

	Numeracy
	24%
	8.1 million

	ICT: 

Word processing

Email

Spreadsheets


	43%

31%

39%
	14.8 million

10.7 million

13.2 million


These statistics are borne out by employers, many of whom are of the opinion that GCSEs alone are not giving learners the necessary skills to succeed at work. In its Review of Research and Evaluation on Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills
 (2011), BIS states: 

“Employers frequently cite the need for (improved) reading, writing and maths skills in the workplace, and report a significant gap between the skills levels of employees and skills needs in the workplace.”
A lack of functionality in English, mathematics and ICT has serious consequences not just for employers, but also for the individuals involved, for society and the economy as a whole. The UK is lagging behind other countries in skills and productivity. 
The financial cost of a workforce with poor functional skills amounts to a loss of billions to the economy each year. For this country to be competitive and create wealth, we need a skilled workforce. The Leitch Review of Skills
 (2006) stressed the importance of this: 

“Without increased skills, we would condemn ourselves to a lingering decline in competitiveness, diminishing economic growth and a bleaker future for all. The case for action is compelling and urgent.”
HO 2: What are functional skills qualifications?
In order to provide a coherent and transparent qualification system with clear progression routes, functional skills have replaced Skills for Life and key skill qualifications. Rather than collecting evidence and preparing for tests, the focus is on the individual learning skills and practising them in real-life contexts.

According to Ofqual (2012): 
"Functional skills are the fundamental, applied skills in English, mathematics, and information and communication technology (ICT) which help people to gain the most from life, learning and work."

Launched in 2010, functional skills can be taken as stand-alone qualifications or as part of a wider learning programme, such as apprenticeships. Functional skills are relevant to all work contexts and to all employees. They are the transferable skills used to solve real work problems. 

Each qualification is available at five levels


· Entry levels 1-3
· Level 1
· Level 2 
The subject criteria, set by Ofqual, specify the skills standards, coverage and range for each functional skill qualification at each level.

	Functional skill
	Components / processes

	English
	Speaking, listening and communication; reading; writing

	Mathematics
	Representing (selecting the mathematics and information required to model a situation); analysing (processing and using mathematics); interpreting and communicating the results of analysis

	ICT
	Using ICT systems; finding and selecting information; developing, presenting and communicating information


Through initial and diagnostic assessments and other informal methods of assessment, an employee's level of functionality for each skill is established. At first, an employee may need to work towards functional skills at different levels, e.g. level 2 for mathematics and ICT, but Entry level 3 for English. The functional skill level varies depending on four interacting factors:

· F - familiarity with the type of activity, situation or problem and its context

· A - the degree of autonomy required 

· C - the complexity involved

· T - the technical demands associated with it.
Each functional skill is assessed independently at each level. In order to develop an employee's functional skills and prepare them for their final assessment, the focus is on: 


BUILD → PRACTISE → APPLY
Final assessments are taken under controlled or external assessment conditions. Questions are task-based and normally demand open responses.

· At Levels 1 and 2, final assessments are externally set and marked by the awarding organisation (AO) with the exception of speaking, listening and communication.

· At Entry levels 1-3, final assessments are externally set by the AO but are internally marked and externally verified (unless they are taken online).

For samples of functional skills test questions (and their associated resources), see the websites of the various AOs.
When learners meet the level requirements, they are awarded a pass; no grades are issued. 

'Mastery' is achieved when an employee can select, combine and apply their skills to tackle problems in unfamiliar contexts. 
Details of the subject criteria for English, maths and ICT at all levels are held by Ofqual – see this link:
http://www2.ofqual.gov.uk/downloads/category/68-functional-skills-subject-criteria 

HO 3: Functional skills criteria - English Level 1
	Skill standards
	Coverage and range

	Speaking, listening and communication

1. Take full part in formal and informal discussions and exchanges that include unfamiliar subjects. 
	a) Make relevant and extended contributions to discussions, allowing for and responding to others’ input;
b) Prepare for and contribute to the formal discussion of ideas and opinions;
c) Make different kinds of contributions to discussions;
d) Present information / points of view clearly and in appropriate language.



	Reading 

2. Read and understand a range of straightforward texts. 
	a) Identify the main points and ideas and how they are presented in a variety of texts;
b) Read and understand texts in detail;
c) Utilise information contained in texts;
d) Identify suitable responses to texts;
e) In more than one type of text.



	Writing  
3. Write a range of texts to communicate information, ideas and opinions, using formats and styles suitable for their purpose and audience. 
	a) Write clearly and coherently, including an appropriate level of detail;
b) Present information in a logical sequence;
c) Use language, format and structure suitable for purpose and audience;

d) Use grammar, including correct and consistent use of tense;

e) Ensure written work includes generally accurate punctuation and spelling and that meaning is clear;

f) In more than one type of text.




HO 4: Functional skills criteria - mathematics Level 1

	Skill standards

(three interrelated process skills)
	Coverage and range

	Representing (selecting the mathematics and information to model a situation)
1. Understand practical problems in familiar and unfamiliar contexts and situations, some of which are non-routine. 

2. Identify and obtain necessary information to tackle the problem. 

3. Select mathematics in an organised way to find solutions. 
	a) Understand and use whole numbers and understand negative numbers in practical contexts;
b) Add, subtract, multiply and divide whole numbers using a range of strategies;
c) Understand and use equivalences between common fractions, decimals and percentages;
d) Add and subtract decimals up to two decimal places;
e) Solve simple problems involving ratio, where one number is a multiple of the other;
f) Use simple formulae expressed in words for one- or two-step operations;
g) Solve problems requiring calculation with common measures, including money, time, length, weight, capacity and temperature;
h) Convert units of measure in the same system;
i) Work out areas and perimeters in practical situations;
j) Construct geometric diagrams, models and shapes;
k) Extract and interpret information from tables, diagrams, charts and graphs;
l) Collect and record discrete data and organise and represent information in different ways;

m) Find mean and range;

n) Use data to assess the likelihood of an outcome.



	Analysing (processing and using mathematics) 
4. Apply mathematics in an organised way to find solutions to straightforward practical problems for different purposes. 

5. Use appropriate checking procedures at each stage. 
	

	Interpreting (interpreting and communicating the results of analysis)
6. Interpret and communicate solutions to practical problems, drawing simple conclusions and giving explanations. 


	


HO 5: Functional skills criteria - ICT Level 1

	Skill standards
	Coverage and range

	Using ICT 
1. Identify the ICT requirements of a straightforward task. 

	a) Use ICT to plan and organise work. 


	Using ICT 
2. Interact with and use ICT systems to meet requirements of a straightforward task in a familiar context. 

	a) Select and use software applications to meet needs and solve straightforward problems;
b) Select and use interface features effectively to meet needs;
c) Adjust system settings as appropriate to individual needs.


	Using ICT 
3. Manage information storage. 

	a) Work with files, folders and other media to access, organise, store, label and retrieve information.


	Using ICT 
4. Follow and demonstrate understanding of the need for safety and security practices. 

	a) Demonstrate how to create, use and maintain secure passwords;
b) Demonstrate how to minimise the risk of computer viruses.



	Finding and selecting information 
5. Use search techniques to locate and select relevant information. 

	a) Use of search engines to (answer) queries.


	Finding and selecting information 
6. Select information from a variety of ICT sources for a straightforward task. 
	a) Recognise and take account of currency, relevance, bias and copyright when selecting and using information.


	Developing, presenting and communicating information 
7. Enter, develop and refine information using appropriate software to meet the requirements of straightforward tasks. 

	a) Apply editing, formatting and layout techniques to meet needs, including text, tables, graphics, records, numbers, charts, graphs or other digital content.


	Developing, presenting and communicating information 
8. Use appropriate software to meet requirements of straightforward data-handling tasks. 

	a) Process numerical data;
b) Display numerical data in a graphical format;
c) Use field names and data types to organise information;
d) Enter, search, sort and edit records.


	Developing, presenting and communicating information 
9. Use communications software to meet requirements of a straightforward task. 

	a) Read, send and receive electronic messages with attachments;
b) Demonstrate understanding of the need to stay safe and to respect others when using ICT-based communication.


	Developing, presenting and communicating information 
10. Combine information within a publication for a familiar audience and purpose. 

	a) Print and view on screen;
b) Check for accuracy and meaning. 


	Developing, presenting and communicating information 
11. Evaluate own use of ICT tools. 

	a) At each stage of a task and at the task’s completion.



HO 6: Job description activity

Map each duty in this job description to the functional skill(s) (i.e. English, maths and / or ICT). The more detailed standards, coverage and range in HO 3-5 may be helpful, and feel free to add more detail where you can (e.g. English – reading / writing). Bear in mind that, although you will be using the criteria at Level 1, in reality, the receptionist would have to perform some tasks at one functional skill level, and others at a higher or lower level.

Job title:

Receptionist
Reports to:

Senior receptionist

Job objective:
To deliver a friendly and efficient service and a professional 



impression to visitors and colleagues.


	Main duties and responsibilities
	Note possible links to functional skills criteria

	Meet and greet visitors.


	

	Use the switchboard to answer calls politely, quickly and efficiently.


	

	Pass on messages to members of staff.


	

	Keep a log of visitors.


	

	Book meeting rooms and maintain the meeting room diary.


	

	Order stationery and monitor levels for all departments.


	

	Maintain systems for incoming and outgoing mail.


	

	Monitor requests for company brochures and reorder stock as necessary.


	

	Keep up to date with product / service information in order to provide information to potential customers.
	

	Attend team meetings.


	

	Adhere to the organisation’s policies and procedures to undertake any other duties in line with the level of work.
	


HO 7: The benefits of a functional workforce
Research shows that there are numerous benefits to employers of having a workforce with well-developed English, mathematics and ICT skills. There are also many benefits to individual employees.

There's never been a more important time to invest in your employees' skills. Change is gathering pace and, in this period of economic downturn, all types of organisations will benefit from investing in their employees' skills. By ensuring that you have a functional workforce, however, you will have confidence that all your employees:
· are able to apply their skills to all sorts of real-life contexts;
· have the mental ability to take on challenges in a range of new settings;
· can take initiative and work independently when necessary; and
· realise that tasks often need persistence, thought and reflection.
Benefits to you as an employer

The benefits of having a functional workforce will vary from one employer to another. Some benefits are described below.
· Increased efficiency - employees will be able to use their time and resources effectively, and work quickly, accurately and flexibly, thereby reducing costs and increasing productivity.

· Higher quality products and services - everyone will be able to read, understand and follow instructions, carry out tasks with precision, keep accurate records, and handle numbers (e.g. discounts, VAT, measurements and other calculations) without errors.

· Better internal and external communications - employees will be able to express themselves clearly, work well in teams, participate fully in discussions, and listen and react appropriately to what they are told.

· Improved customer satisfaction - if customers (internal and external) are dealt with in a friendly manner, their orders are processed accurately, their needs are clearly understood and any complaints are dealt with efficiently, you'll retain custom, build an excellent reputation and attract new customers. Fewer complaints will mean less time and money sorting out returns, offering replacement products and paying out compensation.

· Confident, committed and motivated employees - if your employees feel valued and confident in their skills, they will be able to adapt quickly to changes in working practices. Once an employee's difficulties in functional skills are addressed, they will have the underpinning skills needed to develop other job-related skills, so are more likely to reach their potential. You should see improved motivation and a reduction in absenteeism.

· Better recruitment and staff retention - if you become known as a 'learning organisation' - one that values and invests in its employees' development - you will attract a high calibre of job applicants. Also, your staff turnover will reduce, experienced staff will be retained and recruitment costs saved.

Benefits to your employees

By ensuring all your employees have the necessary functional skills, they will be more confident and motivated in their work. Other benefits to employees may include:

· job satisfaction - their work might give them greater responsibility, autonomy and variety;
· pride in providing a quality product and giving good customer service;
· the ability to take advantage of promotion and/or training opportunities, which may lead to increased earnings;
· reduced stress in areas of work they previously found difficult; and
· in their personal lives, they will be better equipped to deal with their household finances, take advantage of internet and mobile technologies, read with their children and help with their homework, pass their driving theory test...and a lot more.

Note: For information on research into the benefits of improving workplace skills, see the links listed in HO 12: Support and resources. Refer, in particular, to the BIS 2011 Review of Research and Evaluation on Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills. 

HO 8: Dealing with challenges Q&A 
To improve the functional skills of your workforce, you need to consider taking a whole organisation approach. The key people to 'win over' include:

· senior management

· those likely to be directly involved in employee development (managers, supervisors, HR, learning and development staff, unions)

· potential learners. 

Everyone needs to be convinced that functional skills will strengthen the organisation, but people may not immediately see the benefits. Here are some possible challenges with suggestions on how you can handle them.
A. Aren't they yet another government initiative?

· Employers were involved in designing functional skills.

· The qualifications were widely piloted before their launch in 2010.

· Skills for Life and key skill qualifications have been replaced by functional skills, in order to provide a coherent and transparent qualification system with clear progression routes.

· Rather than focusing on collecting evidence and preparing for tests, more time has to be devoted to learning skills and practising them in real-life contexts. 
B. Many of our employees are well qualified - they don't need functional skills?

· Functional skills are relevant to everyone. 
· Many employees have 'spiky profiles' - i.e. high skill levels in some areas but not others. Over time, they may have developed coping strategies, but their difficulties can hold them back or hinder their performance. If they change jobs or gain promotion, they may find themselves lacking the underpinning skills to write reports or produce budgets, for instance. 
· People who have been out of education or training for a while may need to refresh and update their skills. 
· Things move on, especially with technological advancements, so skills need updating.
C. Why is it my job to teach functional skills?

· You won't be teaching functional skills, but you may be involved in supporting employees and providing opportunities for them to develop their skills in the workplace.
· The reality is that not everyone leaves school equipped to cope in the modern workplace, and people's skills get rusty over time. Also, everyone needs the opportunity to practise their learning. 
· All employees must take some responsibility as the consequences of not having a functional workforce could affect everyone.
· You can develop your employees' functional skills in a number of ways, e.g. by giving them extra responsibilities, allowing them to spend time in different departments, offering work shadowing, giving them one-off projects, mentoring and / or allocating time for them to undertake more formal training. 

D. How should I deal with the sensitivities?

It can be hard for people to admit that they have difficulties with English, maths and ICT, perhaps because of embarrassment or fear being labelled. There are a number of things you can do to encourage participation and preserve dignity.

· Stress that everyone in the organisation will be involved in functional skills.
· Be upbeat and positive - avoid talking about 'deficits' and 'weaknesses'. Instead, stress the opportunities that improvements in skills will bring. 
· Where possible, give training a general focus (e.g. report writing or ICT) rather than pinpointing functional skills.
· Allow employees to talk things over with their peers or union learning rep (ULR). 

E. What about the costs?
· Functional skills bring so many benefits that senior management should view them as an investment. 

· Nevertheless, acknowledge that there will be costs - management charges, training fees, staff replacement costs, the purchase of training materials, extra time spent mentoring, etc. 

· Employees may be prepared to do some training in their own time - as well as reducing costs, this should provide more ownership.

· Find out about possible financial support. Government funding may be available to help individuals achieve English and mathematics up to Level 2.
· If possible, involve an employer champion - a committed employer who can outline how functional skills have helped their own organisation.
F. How do I cope with resistance from individual employees?

· Help employees to see the benefits to themselves of improving their English, mathematics and / or ICT skills.

· Involve employee or union reps (e.g. the ULR). They often have expertise in this area and may be seen as more neutral than management so are in a good position to explain the benefits of functional skills. 

· If possible, involve an employee champion - a committed employee who can outline the benefits of functional skills.
· Stress they will achieve nationally recognised qualifications. 
· Emphasise that the whole organisation will be involved.
· Make training as flexible as possible to fit in with people's lives. 

HO 9: Introducing functional skills checklist
	Action


	Tasks 

	Develop a whole organisation policy and strategy on functional skills
	· In order to implement a whole organisation approach, outline the organisation's commitment.

· Agree on a functional skills lead or working party.

· Clarify roles and responsibilities.



	Raise awareness of functional skills throughout the whole organisation
	· Promote via notices, newsletters, emails, the intranet, through unions, and / or ask for input from 'champions' who have achieved their functional skills.

· List functional skills on job descriptions or person specifications.

· Ask for evidence of functional skills achievement on applications and discuss during interviews.

· Include in staff induction programmes.

· Address progress in functional skills during appraisals.

· Record progress on training plans.



	Train key staff about functional skills so they can support delivery
	· Training could be in-house, through an external course (e.g. with an awarding organisation), or through a programme devised with a training provider; it could form part of your CPD activity.

· Recommend that all staff work towards functional skills qualifications.

· Offer the opportunity for staff to train as assessors.



	Identify training needs to establish functional skill gaps and levels
	· Conduct initial and diagnostic assessments, and other informal assessments (e.g. to assess speaking, listening and communication). N.B. There are several off-the-shelf packages, most of which can be taken online. Alternatively, buy in the expertise of a training provider.  

· Provide information, support and guidance.



	Plan the delivery of training
	· Consider the most suitable training - may be a mixture of on- and off-the-job training and distance learning (e.g. with learndirect), and training integrated into other courses (e.g. customer service or ICT). 

· When deciding on a training provider, check their reputation, experience working with employers and their ability to tailor training to suit your needs. Examine Ofsted inspection reports.

· Establish the costs involved.



	Provide opportunities to develop / practise / apply
	· Extend / add tasks or responsibilities to an employee's job role.

· Provide one-off tasks or projects.

· Allow time to be spent in different departments.



	Support employees 
	· Consider setting up a mentoring or coaching scheme. 

· Conduct regular progress checks with individuals. 

· Monitor overall progress and celebrate achievements.



	Evaluate the impact of introducing the functional skills development programme
	Know how you will measure success. Keep records on the number of employees achieving functional skills qualifications at different levels. At the same time, monitor performance indicators such as:


· production rates / service delivery targets

· quality control reports

· customer satisfaction surveys

· absenteeism rates

· staff turnover statistics.




HO 10: Functional skills action plan
In conjunction with HO 9, use this as a basis to develop your own action plan.

	Action


	Specific tasks
	People to involve
	By when?

	Develop a whole organisation policy and strategy on functional skills

	
	
	

	Raise awareness of functional skills throughout the whole organisation


	
	
	

	Train key staff about functional skills so they can support delivery


	
	
	

	Identify training needs to establish functional skill gaps and levels


	
	
	

	Plan the delivery of training


	
	
	

	Provide opportunities to develop / practise / apply


	
	
	

	Support employees


	
	
	

	Evaluate the impact of introducing the functional skills development programme


	
	
	


HO 11: Support and resources

Support may be available from the following organisations
Colleges, independent training providers and distance learning providers, such as learndirect (http://www.learndirect.co.uk/businessinfo/) - apart from offering a range of training solutions, these can offer advice and work with you to develop bespoke programmes.

Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) - these are employer-led organisations that aim to develop skills. For a directory of SSCs, see:

http://www.sscalliance.org/SectorSkillsCouncils/SectorSkillsCouncils.aspx
Trade unions - can support learning in your workplace, e.g. through ULRs.

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/
Support with functional skills implementation and delivery

LSIS has developed the Functional Skills Starter Kit. This provides links to useful resources and guidance that will help those new to functional skills get started. 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/node/20280 

In addition, the LSIS Whole Organisation Approach Starter Kit may also be useful.

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/node/1151 

The functional skills readiness tool was developed for the Functional Skills Support Programme run by LSIS. It will help you develop a strategy, policy and implementation plan. 

http://collections.europarchive.org/tna/20110814011143/http:/www.fssupport.org/training-support/readiness-tool/post-16
The LSIS Being Functional site (part of the Excellence Gateway), provides a wide range of functional skills resources:

http://tlp.excellencegateway.org.uk/tlp/fs/fs-resources/index.php
Useful resources to support all aspects of implementation and delivery can be found on the English, maths and ESOL hub of the Excellence Gateway site: 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/sfl
The Tools Library website has resources for skills assessment:

http://archive.excellencegateway.org.uk/page.aspx?o=toolslibrary 

LSIS has produced other Continuous Professional Development modules in this suite, including some that are relevant to the planning and delivery of functional skills and some with an employer focus. 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/node/21207
Research on skills, their benefits etc
New Challenges, New Chances - Further Education and Skills System Reform Plan: Building a World Class Skills System, BIS (December 2011)

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/f/11-1380-further-education-skills-system-reform-plan 

Review of Research and Evaluation on Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills, BIS (December 2011)

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/r/11-1418-review-research-on-improving-adult-skills.pdf
Skills for Life Survey: Headline findings, BIS (December 2011)

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/0-9/11-1367-2011-skills-for-life-survey-findings.pdf 

Working on the Three Rs - Employers' Priorities for Functional Skills in Maths and English, CBI (2006)
http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/docs/CBI%20Working%20on%20Three%20Rs%20key%20points.doc 
Tackling the challenge of low numeracy skills in young people and adults, Ofsted (April 2011)

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/tackling-challenge-of-low-numeracy-skills-young-people-and-adults
Prosperity for all in the global economy - world class skills, Leitch Review of Skills - published by TSO for HM Treasury (December 2006)

http://www.official-documents.gov.uk/document/other/0118404792/0118404792.pdf
Functional skills criteria, assessment, inspection, etc
Criteria for Functional Skills Qualifications, Ofqual (January 2012)

http://www2.ofqual.gov.uk/downloads/category/67-functional-skills-qualification-criteria
Functional Skills Subject Criteria for English, mathematics and ICT - Entry 1, Entry 2, Entry 3, Level 1 and Level 2, Ofqual (September 2011)

http://www2.ofqual.gov.uk/downloads/category/68-functional-skills-subject-criteria
Controlled Assessment Regulations for Functional Skills, Ofqual (September 2011)

http://www2.ofqual.gov.uk/downloads/category/81-functional-skills-controlled-assessment-regulations
For links to Ofsted's common inspection framework for further education and skills from September 2012, see:

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/common-inspection-framework-for-further-education-and-skills-2012
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� Note: Entry 1, Entry 2 and Entry 3 are basic survival levels of English and maths skills. Level 1 is an operational level of skill where the learner can get by in some work and social situations and Level 2 is broadly equivalent to GCSE grades A-C, and is the level required by most employment.  
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