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Project to Embed Skills for Life within London Local Authorities – The Relevance to the London Improvement Agenda

In April 2003 the LDA initiated a broad reaching project to assist London local authorities to systematically upgrade literacy, language and numeracy skills amongst the local authority workforce. This paper summarises the pressing drivers for Skills for Life (SfL) development in local authorities and outlines the work and outcomes of this project to date.
DfES research
 suggests that within London 53% of the population have literacy skills and 74% have numeracy skills below Level 2, the level defined by the government as necessary to function and progress at work and in society in general.  

Low levels of literacy and numeracy skills are particularly prevalent within, though not exclusive to, low-income, low and semi-skilled occupations. In a local government context these include people working in vital roles in catering, caring, domestic assistance, teaching assistance, school crossing patrol work, street cleaning and waste management. 

Such jobs and their associated responsibilities have changed significantly in recent years with the introduction of new working practices, communication systems, quality procedures, technologies and an increasing emphasis on customer service. Many of these changes have meant that to be able to carry out their work effectively employees now need much higher levels of written and spoken communication skills and maths skills than before. 

Practical examples of SfL improvement needs include refuse collectors developing better skills for dealing with customers and completing paperwork; cleaners improving dilution of chemicals according to instructions; carers improving writing of incident reports; school catering staff improving writing of menus, following recipes, and managing food stocks; and street wardens improving report writing, spoken communication and presentation skills. 

How does workplace SfL development underpin the local authority improvement agenda?
London local authorities are currently being required to address a number of important improvement areas. Primary among them are the need to:

· deliver services in line with Comprehensive Performance Assessment criteria

· respond to Best Value Reviews
· maintain the Investors in People quality award

· release efficiencies by standardisation, simplification and sharing.

To achieve these local authorities need employees with sufficiently good spoken and written communication skills and maths skills to be able to improve their own performance, achieve vocational qualifications, contribute their ideas for service improvements and to be involved in decision making. 

Another concern for authorities is the need to improve public satisfaction with service delivery through the provision of high-quality customer-care. This is of particular importance for public-facing employees, such as caretakers, cleaners and carers, who often have low SfL levels. In order to offer good customer service employees need effective speaking and listening skills, including the ability to speak clearly and confidently, listen carefully and respond appropriately.
Staff retention, absenteeism and reliance on agency staff are also important issues for authorities.  Evaluation
 has shown that providing SfL training helps to make the organisation a preferred employer and can make a significant contribution to reducing staff turnover and absenteeism, and consequently to reducing the need to use agency staff.
Additional priorities for authorities include service transformation through E-government, E-learning, and cost reductions through the use of ICT. Access to ICT and the use of E-learning packages require relatively high levels of reading and writing skills, and often require basic numeracy skills. Developing these skills is therefore a prerequisite for the successful introduction and use of ICT and E-technologies across an authority.  
The Embedding Skills for Life in London Local Authorities Project 
In order to help address the above issues within London, Phase 2 of The Embedding Skills for Life in London Local Authorities Project, which runs from 1st April 2006 until 31st March 2008, aims to support 11 London local authorities to develop strategic, inclusive and sustainable approaches to Skills for Life (SfL) development. In so doing it responds to the government’s Skills Strategy and the Leitch Review of Skills, and Goal 2 of The London Skills for Life Strategy and Action Plan, which place great emphasis on employer-focused skills development.

The project provides:

· a grant of £30,000 to ensure coordination of SfL activities across the whole organisation

· a series of support seminars presenting effective practice in embedded SfL provision

· opportunities for sharing experiences and developing effective practice with other project teams 

· capacity building for SfL providers in embedded workplace SfL development

· mentoring and advice for project partners.

To date the authorities within the project are on track to complete their SfL Strategy and Action Plans and are at the early stages of implementation.

The three authorities involved in Phase 1 of the project
, which ran from April 2003 and March 2005, reported a number of benefits. For example, LB Barking & Dagenham identified that: 

· 100% of managers noticed skills and performance improvements

· 96% of learners felt that the learning programmes made the organisation a more attractive place to work

· 96% of learners were more willing to take up workplace courses

· 83% of participants were considering going for promotion 

· 71% of participants were considering taking up further education

· 51% of managers saw an increased willingness of employees to contribute ideas 

There were also many testimonials to improvements in self-esteem and confidence, together with anecdotal evidence of lower sickness levels and better staff retention. 
For more detailed information on the project please contact the Project Manager, Alison Noel, email: alison@skillsforwork.co.uk
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� A summary and resources produced by Phase 1 are available on the Basic Skills Agency website: http://www.basic-skills.co.uk/ (search for “embedding LLN London”).








