2

[image: image1.png]MINISTRY OF SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
Te Manatu Whakahiato Ora




FACT SHEET
Learnings from the Literacy in Taranaki (LIT) research pilot
The Centre for Social Research and Evaluation (CSRE) at the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) has gained some valuable learnings from its Literacy in Taranaki (LIT) research pilot. This fact sheet has been produced to share these learnings with other people who are investigating literacy issues.
	LIT is part of CSRE’s research programme on barriers to employment. One part of the research programme focuses on literacy-related issues. Low levels of literacy are a significant barrier to a high proportion of unemployed adults gaining sustainable employment. “Literacy” here relates to literacy, language and numeracy.


Why we undertook this research
We undertook this research in response to the International Adult Literacy Survey finding that a high proportion of unemployed adults have low levels of literacy (IALS 1997). In addition, MSD’s own monitoring report of the adult literacy programmes it funds found that we lacked a reliable means of identifying literacy needs and reliable information on the extent of literacy need (MSD 2006).

In order to be able to estimate literacy levels among Work and Income clients in the pilot region of Taranaki (consisting of the Taranaki, King Country and Wanganui districts), we developed a screening tool and process to determine “basic literacy need” and a formal assessment tool and guidelines to determine “literacy levels”.
How the screening and assessment tools were developed
The screening and assessment tools were developed by the literacy service provider Vocational Literacy Specialists (VLS), with advice from a technical reference panel of four specialists (Jan Brown, Western Institute of Technology Taranaki; Linda Leach and Nick Zepke, Massey University; Peter Isaac, Literacy Aotearoa) in collaboration with CSRE and regional Work and Income staff. The assessment tool was developed using three frameworks: the New Zealand Adult Literacy Framework, the New Zealand Curriculum Framework, and the UK Adult Literacy Framework.
How the tools were used in the pilot
Work and Income case managers in all service centres in the Taranaki region used the screening tool in July 2004 to identify clients who may have a basic literacy need. In September and October 2004, VLS used the assessment tool to determine the level of proficiency of each of the 238 randomly chosen participants. The participants were assessed in six areas: numeracy, oral communication (listening and speaking), spelling, reading, comprehension, and writing.
Results from the tools

The results of the screening process were not what we expected: 82% of clients were shown to have low literacy need. We then analysed the client characteristics and found that those clients who were screened appeared to represent the population as a whole. This pointed to issues with the design and implementation of the screening tool. In making the tool simple for case managers to administer, we did not made it sensitive enough to detect basic literacy need. Furthermore, case managers used the tool in quite different ways.
Most clients then scored in the highest literacy levels for each of the assessment tool’s six areas, except writing and numeracy. This result was again contrary to our expectations of lower literacy levels for a majority of clients. On investigation, we found that the assessment tool had some design limitations – the questions for some of the areas did not consistently progress in complexity and some areas tested prior knowledge rather than understanding of the text itself. Furthermore, the clients who participated tended to have higher literacy levels than the average client. This meant that we could not estimate literacy levels in Taranaki. 
Learnings from the LIT pilot

The LIT pilot provided us with some valuable learnings for subsequent work in this field. 
· Client population contact details are an important issue, especially in Taranaki, and therefore a potential issue for the survey response rate. 

· The screening tool needs to be more sensitive, have a longer duration of assessment and enable case managers to use it consistently, with minimal need for interpretation.
· The questions in the assessment tool need to consistently progress in complexity.
The assessment tool’s questionnaire is available at www.msd.govt.nz/work-areas/social-research/csre-research-reports/working-age-people/literacy-related-barriers.html to assist other people working in this field as an example of what was trialled.
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