Scottish Survey of Adult Literacies 2009 
What was the survey for?

In November 2008 the Scottish Government commissioned the University of Glasgow and partners to survey the literacies skills levels of the 16-65 year old population in Scotland. The survey assessed literacy skills on three scales: prose, document and quantitative literacy.  The last survey of literacies levels in Scotland took place in 1996. The findings from the survey will help shape the policy refresh for adult literacy and numeracy in Scotland.
What does it tell us?

The survey provides a baseline picture of adult literacies capabilities in Scotland. It identifies and explores patterns of literacies capabilities, and allows some international comparison of these findings. 
What doesn’t it do?

It does not draw comparisons between the current information and the last study in 1996.  The data from the 2 surveys are not directly comparable due to improvements in the 2009 methodologies. 
Who are potential learners for adult literacies provision?
The survey identified two groups containing individuals that are expected to require support in order to improve their literacies skills: 

· those with literacies challenges: 26.7% =   approx. 1 in 4 of the working age population
· those with very limited literacies capabilities: 3.6% approx 1 in 28 of the working age population
People with lower literacies scores were less likely to have participated in education or training over the last year, but more likely to have wanted to do so.
(St Clair et al.  2010:5)

What do these figures mean?
These figures confirm that individuals have ‘spiky profiles’ or a spectrum of strengths and weaknesses in literacy (prose, document and quantitative). Those who experience literacies challenges (26.7% of the working age population) demonstrate a consistent weakness in their  literacies  skills.  Whereas most of this group report that they feel satisfied with their literacies capabilities, they are however more likely to have low income and lower level employment, thus indicating constrained opportunities.  It is thus felt that this group, whilst having everyday coping strategies, will not have the skills necessary to confidently tackle new literacy challenges in work or everyday life, such as a child starting school.  The consistent literacies’ weaknesses  demonstrated by the group means that they need support to improve their literacies skills, and thus be able to take advantage of future opportunities   
There are however a significant group of people who need support for all practices as they have very limited literacies capabilities.  These people may have real difficulties in their home and work lives. This could range from being unable to count their change accurately or who have considerable issues with writing their own name and address or recognising the destination on the front of a bus.
Why is it important to respond to the needs of the range of these learners?
If we want to support individuals and groups and their children to carry out the kind of activities at work, in the home, college or in communities we have to provide support to enable them to participate in all of these areas.
Scottish Government is interested in the contribution that effective literacies practices make to the wider economy. This is reflected in the National Performance Framework that has an indicator for adult literacy and numeracy and many local authorities have reflected this importance within their single outcome agreements.
Local authorities, employers, schools, colleges and training providers need to be able to respond to the needs of potential learners providing innovative ways of attracting them into provision and devise interesting ways to keeps learners’ engaged in adult literacies learning. 
What are the characteristics of those seen as benefiting from adult literacies services?
· More likely (but not exclusively) to come from the most deprived 15% of areas in Scotland. 
· Less likely to have progressed beyond compulsory schooling 
· More likely to have an income below £15,000 per year
· More likely to be out of work, and if in work, in a routine or semi-routine position.  
The Scottish population has considerable strengths in their literacies capabilities, however it still remains the case that for some sections of society lower scores are also associated with health problems, receipt of benefits, lower education and qualification levels, less skilled employment or unemployment, fewer requirements to use literacies skills at work, a low income, less likely to have participated in adult education but more likely to have wanted to, less engagement with texts but more TV watching, fewer books in the home, never having used a library, more likely to recognise that help is needed with everyday literacies practices.
Whilst there is no evidence that lower scores cause people to live in poverty, the consistency of links between the factors associated with poverty and lower skills should not be ignored.
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How strong are the links between poverty and low literacy skills?

The evidence has remained constant over the last two decades and there are clear associations between low levels of tested literacy and educational attainment, social class, income, health, receipt of benefits and residence in areas of multiple deprivation. Evidence (Parsons and Bynner, 2008) from complimentary studies seems to suggest that we are recycling poverty and disadvantage and poor literacy use from one generation to the next.  
Summary

Although Scotland presents strengths in literacy capability it is clear from the findings of this recent study that a substantial proportion of adults still face challenges with their literacy skills.  A smaller but significant section of society will struggle to achieve the most basic reading and writing practices. This remains an issue within Scottish society and reiterates the need to provide services which are attractive to those who want to participate in adult education activities. The challenge which remains is to continue to provide high quality adult literacy and numeracy services that will work effectively as part of a joined-up strategy for tackling poverty and educational disadvantage.
For further information contact: Clare El Azebbi email: clare.elazebbi@scotland.gsi.gov.uk . 
Tel: 0300 244 1376
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