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Skills for Life: the national strategy for improving adult 
literacy and numeracy skills
 
Millions of adults in England need help to improve their literacy, language and numeracy 
skills. Skills for Life, launched by the Prime Minister in 2001, sets out the Government’s 
strategy, which aims to help 2.25 million learners gain a national qualification by 2010.

	
Since 2001 a massive 3.7 million adults across England have taken up 7.8 million courses 
in literacy, language and numeracy skills. 1,130,000 of these learners have gone on to 
achieve at least one first qualification.

Since the launch of Skills for Life, we have gained an even greater insight into the 
effect low levels of literacy and numeracy skills have on individuals, their families, on the 
economy and on society. For example, adults with poor literacy and numeracy skills could 
earn up to £50,000 less over their lifetime and are more likely to have health problems, 
to live in a disadvantaged area or to be unemployed. They and their children risk being 
cut off from the benefits of a world increasingly linked through information technology. 
Additionally, poor literacy, language and numeracy skills have been estimated to cost the 
country in excess of £10 billion a year.

Skills for Life is an ambitious strategy that is designed to address literacy, language and 
numeracy needs of all adults and young people. It covers all post-16 learners on learning 
programmes at levels from pre-Entry up to and including Level 2. These programmes 
range from discrete to embedded courses, and from classroom and community provision 
to voluntary and work-based learning. Achievement and progress in Skills for Life are 
recognised through certification of Key Skills, GCSE Maths and English, and adult literacy 
and numeracy. It is therefore crucial that the strategy supports and reflects the successful 
implementation of all other post-16 strategies. These strategies include Success for All, 
the strategy for reforming post-16 further education, and the Skills Strategy, which aims to 
ensure that the skills we develop are valuable to young people and valued by employers. 
Our goal to improve the skills of young people is also central to the Opportunity and 
Excellence 14–19 strategy, the 14–19 Education and Skills White Paper (published 
2005) and the Schools White Paper: Higher Standards, Better Schools for All 
(published 2005).

Each organisation and individual has a contribution to make. We believe that the most 
important element for successful delivery of Skills for Life is partnership, together with 
the ownership of the strategy by all our key supporting and development partners.  



Government departments, the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), Jobcentre Plus, the Prison 
and Probation Services, development and learning providers in the post-16 learning 
sector, businesses, the CBI, the TUC, Sector Skills Councils and many other organisations 
are working together to improve the literacy, language and numeracy skills of adults 
through:

Learner and employer engagement
To engage and increase participation of young people and adults from priority   
groups in Skills for Life learning, through targeted activities within and across 
Government and its agencies, the workplace and the community.

Ensuring capacity 
To improve the planning and funding of Skills for Life provision so that literacy, 
language and numeracy provision is effective and well co-ordinated.

Improving quality
To improve standards and quality in teaching and learning in literacy, language 
and numeracy, to remodel and professionalise the Skills for Life workforce.

Improving achievement and progression 
To improve outcomes in literacy, language and numeracy provision and 
progression onto further learning and assess impact on social inclusion and 
economic outcomes.

Skills for Life Strategy Unit

•

•

•

•

This item was produced as part of a suite of tools to assess learners for Skills for Life programmes.

The tools were developed as part of a project from 2003-2006. The project was jointly led by AlphaPlus 

Consultancy Ltd and BTL Group Ltd on behalf of the Skills for Life Strategy Unit (DfES). 

AlphaPlus Consultancy Ltd and BTL Group Ltd would like to thank all those who took part in the trials and 

contributed to the tools.



Guidance notes for assessors
How to use the Smart Move literacy and numeracy skills check tools

  

The following Smart Move skills check tools are available:

Standard skills check for literacy and numeracy
Workplace skills check for literacy and numeracy.

The standard tool questions on literacy and numeracy are set in everyday contexts 
with which adults and young people are likely to be familiar.

The workplace tool questions on literacy and numeracy focus on work-related 
situations and experience but are not specific to any particular employment sector.

The tools are designed to indicate whether the user may need a further assessment.

How many questions are there in the skills check tools?

Each tool contains twelve literacy questions followed by twelve numeracy 
questions.

Each set of questions is divided into Part A and Part B.

•
•
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Before reading this section, please note that, for the purpose of clarification:

 •  the term user refers to the person who is working through the skills 
     check tool and answering the questions

   •  the term assessor refers to the person who is supervising the user 
     while they work through the skills check tool

   •  the term skills check was previously referred to as screening.



In Part A, the questions are set at Entry 2 to Level 1.

In Part B, the questions are set at Level 2.

Part B should be attempted only by a user who gains the target mark on Part A or who 
already possesses a GCSE English or Mathematics qualification at Grade C or above, or 
an equivalent qualification such as Key Skills Communication/Literacy or Application of 
Number/Numeracy at Level 2. A user who has such a qualification may bypass Part A 
altogether and go straight to Part B, if the assessor judges this to be appropriate.

Using the literacy and numeracy skills check tools

The following steps will help the assessor use the skills check tool to carry out 
the skills-checking process. These guidelines apply both to the standard and the 
workplace tools.

Note: for all users, the literacy questions are presented before the numeracy 
questions.

Step 1 – Preparing for skills checking

•    Read through the assessor guide and answer booklet so that you are thoroughly 
      familiar with the Smart Move skills check tool, especially if you have not used it 
      before.

•    Open the pack for Part A or Part B, depending on which tool you wish to use, and       
      photocopy the materials once for every user who will be using the tool. Follow the 
      instructions on page 5 to compile copies of the tool.

•    Allow about 15 minutes for the skills checking, including the preliminary interview. 

•    Find a place where you are unlikely to be interrupted and which is reasonably quiet.

•    Have a pen or pencil ready for the user and some paper if they wish to make 
      notes.

•    Read through the script for literacy question A1 (and/or B1 if the user is attempting 
      Part B) so that you are familiar with the content.
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Step 2 – The preliminary interview

•    Put the user at ease. Ask a few questions about their background, for example:

          – what hopes they may have for the future
          – what qualifications they may have.

•    When you think it is appropriate (after 2–3 minutes), explain that you would like 
      them to do a short skills check. Stress that this is not a test, but involves 
      answering a few questions. You could say something like:
          
“I would like to do a quick check on your literacy and numeracy skills. It’s 
something that’s being used across the whole country and the results will show 
how you might improve your literacy and/or your numeracy skills. I can then 
help you to decide what to do about getting a job or starting a course of study or 
getting extra training. It shouldn’t take more than 10 minutes.”    

•    The user should begin at Part A unless they already have an appropriate       
      qualification (such as Key Skills Level 2, Adult Literacy/Numeracy Level 2, a relevant 
      GNVQ or NVQ at Level 2) or a relevant higher qualification in English or 
      Mathematics – in which case, the user should start at Part B.

Step 3 – Starting the skills checking

•    Give the user a copy of the user booklet containing the Smart Move skills check 
      tool and make sure they have a pen or pencil and notepaper.

•    Say that the literacy questions will come first, followed by the numeracy questions.

•    Tell them to start at Part A (or Part B) and answer as many of the questions as
      possible, but tell them to stop if they find the questions too difficult.

•    If a user has a known disability, offer to help her/him with the skills check. For 
      example, offer to fill in their answers for them, enlarge the questions on a 
      photocopier or read out the questions. However, be careful not to provide any 
      clues to the answers!  You may also like to consider whether the on-screen version 
      would be more accessible.
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•    Say that when they have completed literacy Part A (or Part B) they should 
      move straight on to the numeracy Part A (or Part B).

•    Say again that it shouldn’t take more than 10 minutes and wish them good luck.

Step 4 – Whilst the user is working on the tool

•    Keep watching the user to see whether they are making progress, but don’t 
      intervene or offer to help.

•    If the user is clearly having problems with the questions, ask whether they
      would like to stop.

Step 5 – When the user has completed the literacy and numeracy 
questions

•    Collect the skills check tool from the user and score the answers, using the 
      scoring scheme given in the assessor guide and answer booklet. Each question 
      is worth one mark only, so this will take very little time.
     
•    Tell the user their scores for literacy and numeracy.

Step 6 – Explain the next steps to the user

•    If the user has scored less than the target mark in either Part A or Part B for 
      literacy and/or numeracy, suggest that they would benefit from doing 
      an initial assessment in the appropriate skill(s). Say that you will make the 
      necessary arrangements.

•    If the user did Part A in one or both of the skills, and has gained the target mark, 
      you can suggest, if there is time, that they should go on and try Part B. If there 
      is no time to do this, then you should suggest that they would benefit from 
      doing an initial assessment in the appropriate skill(s). Say that you will make the 
      necessary arrangements.
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•    If the user has done Part B in literacy and/or numeracy and has gained the target 
      score, you can say that no further action is required (for one or both of the skills, 
      as appropriate). You may then have time to discuss what plans might be best for 
      their future training and/or employment. However, the paper-based version of 
      the Smart Move skills check tool does not screen for speaking and listening skills, 
      so if you feel that the user has poor speaking and listening skills, you should refer 
      them for the ESOL screening tool or an ESOL initial assessment.

•    Thank the user for taking part in the skills checking and wish them well for the future.

Step 7 – Arranging the initial assessment

•    If you are not the person who is going to support the user when they do the initial        
      assessment, particularly if this is going to be undertaken in a different place and/or 
      on a different day, please ensure that you have the necessary arrangements in place 
      for the results of the Smart Move skills check tool to be passed on to the appropriate       
      place/person. It is advisable that the initial assessment should be done as soon after       
      checking as possible.

•    If you are the person who is going to support the user when they do the initial 
      assessment, please try to arrange the assessment as soon as possible after the skills 
      checking has been completed.

The Smart Move skills check pack includes two bags, one containing User Booklet Part A 
and one containing User Booklet Part B. These are the master booklets from which you 
can make as many copies as you have users.
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Step 8 – To make a user booklet

•    Select the appropriate bag (A or B) and remove its contents. Be careful to keep the       
      pages in the correct order. 

•    Place the pages in the photocopier and print one copy for each user (see Fig. 1). 
      Remember to keep the master copy as a spare. 

Print options

•    For multiple print options, you may be able to select a ‘Sort’ button. This will ensure that 
      the pages are printed in the correct order, as opposed to being grouped by page 
      number. 

•    Do not choose the automatic staple option. The booklet is not ready for stapling just yet.

•    Do not choose to print ‘duplex’ (both sides). 

•    Print in colour if you can. 

Once you have finished printing, you are ready to start cutting and arranging the pages. 

Fig. 1
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Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Checking your literacy and numeracy skills

in the workplace

  •  The assessor will check your answers and discuss 
      with you how you have done.

  •  You cannot use a dictionary or calculator. 

You will need a pen or pencil.

Literacy Part A

Numeracy Part A

Scores

Name:

Refer for initial
assessment?

Refer for initial
assessment?

Numeracy

User Booklet Part A

Yes No

Yes No

To do this:

•    Take one copy of the booklet. You will notice that there is a dotted line in the centre of 
      the pages, with the words ‘cut here’. Holding the pages securely, cut carefully along the 
      dotted line (Fig. 2). You can use a paper guillotine if you have one.

•    You should have two piles of pages. Take the top page from each pile and put it safely 
      to one side. 

•    Make sure that the text is facing you. Take the pile on the right-hand side and place it 
      underneath the left-hand pile (Fig. 3). You should now have one pile of pages with 
      page one at the top. 

•    You now need to add the front and back pages, which you placed to one side earlier on.

•    The front page includes the booklet titles, for example, ‘User Booklet Part A’. Place this 
      page face-up on the top of the pile (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4

Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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Checking your literacy and numeracy skills
in the workplace

Checking your literacy and numeracy skills
in the workplace

  •  It should take about 10 minutes to answer the 
      questions.

  •  You can stop at any time if you have difficulty with 
      the questions.

  •  The assessor will check your answers and discuss 
      with you how you have done.

  •  You cannot use a dictionary or calculator. 

You will need a pen or pencil.
User Booklet Part A

User Booklet Part A
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•    The back page contains a table for user names and scores. Place this page face-up at 
      the back of the pile (Fig. 5). 

•    Make sure that all the pages are aligned and are in the correct order. Then place one 
      staple in the top left-hand corner of the pile (Fig. 6). 

Repeat this process to make more copies of the booklet.
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