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Cath Hamilton: Keynote  
 
 Background 
 
The International Adult Literacy Survey carried out in 1996 reported that 23% of adults in 
Scotland have low literacy and numeracy skills and a further 30% may find their skills 
inadequate for meeting the demands of our knowledge based society. This would equate to 
around 800,000 adults in Scotland with potential literacies needs. Research has shown that 
poor literacies skills are often associated with other issues such as deprivation, 
unemployment and poor physical and mental health. 
 
A quote from a recent report: ‘New Light on Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland’ by 
Samantha Parsons and John Bynner illustrates the effect of poor literacy skills: 
 
‘This report demonstrates the pervasive influence of learning on life-chances and choices.  
The effects on individual lives have repercussions for the wider community and the nation.  
There are obvious economic costs directly related to employment and employability but 
there are also costs attached to poor physical and mental health, to non-engagement in 
community and public life, and to the inability of parents to support their children’s learning 
and aspirations. ‘  

 
 
 Policy Response 
 
The policy response came with the publication of the ‘Adult Literacy and Numeracy in 
Scotland’ (ALNIS) strategy report in 2001. This report made 21 recommendations for 
establishing a ‘world class’ literacies service in Scotland. These included establishing the 
national Learning Connections team as the ‘development engine’ for implementing  strategy 
and investing £65 million new funding from 2001-8 for locally based delivery.  
 
In 2001, the position in Scotland was patchy across the country. In some areas there was 
very little adult literacy and numeracy provision and in some areas it was quite well 
supported by the local authority. This all depended on the priority the local authority gave to 
literacies. The work force was mainly part-time with few dedicated co-ordinating posts and a 
heavy reliance on volunteers who would usually meet with learners on a one-to-one basis for 
one hour a week. Training for volunteers again varied from region to region and there was 
no standardised introductory training across the country. In actual fact there were no 
dedicated qualifications for tutoring literacy and numeracy at all. 
 
 
An initial survey in 2001 showed that 15,000 learners across Scotland were engaged in 
provision. The latest figure in March 2007 shows that this number has increased 
substantially with 180,000 learners now engaged in literacies learning. 
 
 
Adult Literacy and Numeracy In Scotland  2001 
 
The definition of literacies in the strategy report is: 
 
 
“The ability to read, write and use numeracy to handle information to express ideas and 
opinions, to make decisions and solve problems, as family members, workers, citizens and 
lifelong learners’ 
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What constitutes an adequate standard of literacy and numeracy has not remained static 
throughout history. Literacy and numeracy are skills whose sufficiency may only be judged 
within a specific social, cultural, economic or political context. The definition of literacies in 
Scotland is rooted in the context of people’s lives – what they need to know and be able to 
do, as family members, workers, citizens and lifelong learners. 
 
The strategy recognises that improving adult literacy and numeracy skills is crucial to social 
justice, community development, social cohesion and a competitive economy. 
 
 The Scottish Approach 
 
In Scotland, the strategy is based on a lifelong learning, learner-centred approach where 
adults’ learning needs and abilities are assessed and individual goals set in the belief that 
learners are more likely to develop and retain knowledge, skills and understanding if they 
see the relevance to their everyday literacy practices. Achievement is outcome focused, 
measuring progress learners make towards the learning goals they have identified. In 
practice there is continuing review and updating of goals as the learner gains in knowledge, 
understanding and confidence. Success in learning is measured when learners recognise 
their achievements and begin to make changes in their life or identify new learning goals. 
Accreditation is not mandatory (as it is in England, for example), but is an option for learners. 
The Scottish Qualifications Agency Core Skills framework provides learners with formal 
recognition, through qualifications, if they wish.  
 
 
A quote from ALNIS illustrates this: 
 
‘Literacy and numeracy skills are critical for adults to achieve the goals they set themselves 
at work, at home, in the community and as learners. The personal consequences of low 
literacy and numeracy skills can be serious. The national consequences for a modern, 
multicultural, competitive Scotland, and efforts to achieve social justice, are far reaching.’  
 
The Individual Learning Plan (ILP) is at the heart of the teaching and learning process. The 
plan is negotiated between tutor and learner. It identifies learning goals, records progress 
towards these goals and reflects on the learning needed to develop new goals. Individual 
learning Plans can be used in group learning settings and can enable shared learning 
experiences to be reflected upon for each individual. 
 
 
 Partnership Working 
 
An important aspect of the Scottish model is the emphasis on partnership working. Although 
the impact of low skills is recognised nationally and internationally, the individual needs an 
appropriate local response. The strategy places accountability for local planning and delivery 
of provision with the 32 Scottish Local Authorities. Funding is disbursed under the 
Community Planning umbrella through   Community Learning and Development strategy 
partnerships to Adult literacy and numeracy partnerships. ALN partnerships submit their 
strategic plans and end-year reports to the Scottish Government. 
 
              
Across the country, there are significant differences in the ways that partnerships have 
developed, reflecting the variety of geography and demography across Scotland. However, 
each local authority area has developed a partnership for adult literacy and numeracy that 
embraces all providers across four sectors: local authority community learning and 
development, the voluntary sector, further education and workplace/ employers.  
 



 

 3 

This allows flexibility in the range of provision that is available to learners. Depending on the 
needs of the learner some groups will be community based, some in colleges and some will 
be in the workplace. 
 
 
 Priority groups 
 
Partnerships are expected to focus on a number of priority groups 
 
* People with limited initial education, particularly young adults 
* Unemployed people and workers facing redundancy 
* People with English as a second or additional language 
* People who live in disadvantaged areas 
* Workers in low-skilled jobs 
* People on low incomes 
* People with health problems and disabilities 
 
Effective Partnership Working 
 
The partnerships develop strategic plans which are agreed with local partners. The plans 
outline detailed aims, objectives and costs and are assessed and approved by Scottish 
Government. Progress is monitored annually through yearly reports, including details of 
learner numbers. 
 
In the yearly reports partnerships are asked to evaluate the effectiveness of their partnership 
working by answering four questions: 
 -How do you ensure that all Partners understand the purpose   and aims of the 
Partnership and their role within it? 
 - How do you ensure that all partners contributed to the plan? 
 - What role did partners play in setting priorities including allocation of funding? 
 - How do you evaluate Partners involvement in the plan? 
 
Partnership working is a complex business and it takes time, effort and commitment to break 
down professional barriers and work effectively together.  
 
As with all educational sectors, the quality of programmes is inspected by Her Majesties 
Inspectorate for Education. 
 
 
 Support for Partnerships from Learning Connections 
 
Support for the field is provided by Learning Connections which was established in 2003 as 
part of the Regeneration Division of Communities Scotland. Since June 2007 Learning 
Connections is  part of the Lifelong Learning Directorate of the Scottish Government.  
 
Support to partnerships from Learning Connections includes: 
 
* quarterly national meeting with the key contacts from the 32 partnerships bringing 
everyone together to discuss current issues and exchange effective practice 
* members of our team maintain ‘geographic links’ with local partnerships which include 
regular visits to partnership meetings  
* themed network meetings on specialist areas such as youth literacies, numeracy, literacies 
for prisoners and ex-offenders, specific learning difficulties and English for Speakers of other 
Languages   
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* training opportunities – for example, we have run a three year programme on using ICT as 
a tool for literacies learning 
*web-site, monthly enewsletter, emailed updates on themes, lately we’ve developed Adult 
Literacies Online – a resource bank of Scottish based learning and teaching resources, 
training materials and research for practitioners who are also encouraged to contribute to the 
site 
 
 
 
Since Learning Connections is now part of the Education and Lifelong Learning Directorate 
we are well placed to build on links with colleagues responsible for other parts of the learning 
spectrum – for example, in early years education and the link with family learning, with 
schools and the transition point with youth literacies. Links with other directorates such as 
health are also important to embed literacies in other agendas. We have recently funded 
healthcare and numeracy projects to enhance numeracy skills for health care workers – one 
project, for example, will deliver a dedicated numeracy course to support nurses in the 
calculation of drug dosages in intravenous drug administration. 
 
 
 
 Responsibilities of Literacies team 
 
As well as supporting the local ALN partnerships the literacies team has a number of other 
responsibilities that include: 
 
 

 Developing professional qualifications 
 Developing and implementing a  literacies curriculum framework for Scotland 
 Developing  literacies research 
 Raising awareness   

 
Slide -  Training and development 
 
There were no dedicated qualifications for literacy and numeracy practitioners six years ago. 

 
We have worked with the Scottish Qualifications Authority to develop a number of 
professional development awards including an introductory award for tutors new to literacies 
teaching, qualifications aimed at ESOL tutors, and a workplace literacies qualification 
 
A priority for development at present is the pilot ‘Teaching Qualification in Adult Literacies’ – 
this qualification is aimed at experienced group tutors and is work-based. Benchmark 
statements were published in 2005 and these are the reference point and set the standards 
for the qualification. A consortium of Higher and Further Education institutions was 
commissioned to develop and deliver the pilot which started in January 2007 and will finish 
in June 2008. This is the first tutoring qualification for literacies group tutors in Scotland and 
has a cohort of 43 students, drawn from over Scotland. Parallel to this, a cohort of 
experienced practitioners is being trained as ‘practice tutors’ to ensure that effective support 
is available to participants throughout the substantial work-based elements of the course.  
 
We have also run non-accredited Continuing Professional Development programmes – for 
example numeracy training and dyslexia awareness. We often run these programmes on a 
‘cascade’ basis where ALN partnerships send representatives who are trained and then they 
can go back and deliver the training in their local areas. 
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 Curriculum 
 
Possibly our most significant single support for the development of more professional 
practice was the development of the first Adult Literacy and Numeracy curriculum 
Framework for Scotland.   An important feature of this project was the level of consultation 
we conducted with the field. Many changes were made in the light of practitioner feed-back. 
 
The framework promotes the Scottish approach of a social practice model and shows how 
this can be done with the learner at the centre of the process. The framework is in two parts 
– The first part summarises some of the main findings from research in order to identify the 
key principles of learning, teaching and assessment that should underpin the adult literacy 
and numeracy curriculum. The second part is a toolkit of ideas, examples and case studies 
that support practitioners in implementing the key principles in their learning programmes.  
 
 
 
The Curriculum Framework is based on five organising principles: 
 

• The research and theoretical base for the curriculum should be explicit and 
transparent 

• Teaching should be focused on the application of skills and knowledge, not simply 
their acquisition 

• To gain flexibility and responsiveness to the particular needs of particular groups of 
learners, a broad national framework is needed, supported by local and individual 
development of plans and programmes 

• A national framework need to make explicit for learners and practitioners what is to 
be learned and what good performance will look like 

• There are no quick fixes: a comprehensive and flexible system takes time to build 
and commitment over time to support and refine 

 
 
The approach to the curriculum adopted in the framework is process-based.  It explains the 
processes undertaken by learners and tutors to identify, plan, carry out and review learning 
programmes, and includes some guidance on possible content of learning.   The emphasis 
is on the way that the curriculum is negotiated with learners through individual learning plans 
and builds creatively on their existing knowledge and skills and the contexts they experience 
in their private, family, community and working lives. 
 
The Wheel – interactive CDROm 
 
The Wheel is a visual representation of the principles outlined in the curriculum framework.  
It illustrates the Scottish approach, with the learner at the centre of the learning process, the 
starting point for learning being his or her contexts and uses of literacy and numeracy.  It 
reminds the tutor to consider the skills, knowledge and understanding that are used to 
accomplish literacy and numeracy tasks, and to bear in mind the principles which underpin 
the curriculum framework. 
 
 
 
As well as being used as a planning tool, the Wheel has also been used in tutor training, 
awareness raising with managers, with groups of learners to help them to identify the literacy 
and numeracy that they have used in completing a task, and to help learners to identify 
changes in their uses of literacy and numeracy outside their learning group. 
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We have produced an interactive CD-ROM of the wheel and hope that this tool will help 
tutors and learners to have a thorough understanding of planning and reviewing processes 
and this will lead to more effective learning and evidence of that learning.  The learners and 
tutors can use the interactive version of the wheel to create and save individual learning 
plans. There are sections on the CDRom that point tutors to resources as well as video clips 
that illustrate learners and tutors working together. 
 
We have developed an on-line training session to help people become familiar with the 
interactive CDRom  and how to use it. 
 
The next step in this process is to develop a web-based version of the CDRom. 
 
 Research 

 
There had been very little research undertaken in Scotland and the strategy talks about the 
need to increase the body of Scottish research in adult literacies. Our research programme 
this year has included the areas you see on the slide but I’d like to highlight an   
 interesting piece of research which looks at undetected visual difficulties in literacies 
learners. We sampled 64 learners and you can see from this slide a summary of the results. 
 
Slide -Visual Perceptual Skills 
 
The solid green line indicates the average score on the test for the general population 
so as you can see all learners in the study to date have shown poor visual perceptual skills. 
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Slide – Points from research 
 
Vision/Sight 
 
33% of learners  had reduced near vision  This may result in them having significant 
difficulties accessing the reading material used by tutors. 
 
Visual stress 
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67% of learners were symptomatic of visual stress and showed an improvement in reading 
speed and accuracy with coloured overlays. 
 
The research was carried out by Dr Nadia Northway, an experienced orthoptist. 
This research gives rise to the question – if there is this amount of undetected visual 
problems with literacies learners are literacies tutors wasting their time and the learners’ time 
unless they address these underlying causal factors? 
 
The second stage of the research will: 
  
*increase the sample to 100, 
*recruit a control group of 30 who don’t have literacy difficulties 
*offer treatment (both lens treatment and exercises) to all 100 learners then recheck to 
measure any literacy  
* develop and deliver training for literacy staff in how to detect and deal with these vision 
difficulties 
 
 Big Plus – National Awareness Raising Campaign 
  
‘The Big Plus’ is our national awareness raising campaign that was launched in January 
2004 and has received over 12,000 calls. Callers are predominately potential learners but 
friends and relatives of learners often call as do employers who want to support their 
workforce in improving their literacy and numeracy.  
 
The Big Plus name and logo was developed after research and consultation with learners 
who took part in focus groups to decide, from a range of options, which version they felt was 
most likely to ‘speak’ to other learners and motivate them to pick up the phone.  
 
The most noticeable ‘peaks’ of activity are when the TV adverts are shown and these 
adverts are based on real-life examples, involving ‘crunch moments’ in people’s lives that 
prompt them to take action. One of the most popular ads was with a young mother distracted 
with a crying baby trying to read a medicine bottle and obviously struggling with the text. 
 
When people phone the freephone number they are put through to their local partnership 
who arrange an initial meeting to discuss their requirements. Callers also receive information 
including a DVD that has real learners talking about their decision to act to improve their 
skills and the friendly and confidential nature of the service is emphasised. I hope to show 
you this DVD at the end of my presentation.  
 
Promotional material around the campaign is also available for partnerships and for use at 
conferences and seminars – everything from umbrellas to rulers to mugs!  
 
 
 
 Big Plus for Business 

 
The ‘Big Plus for Business’ aims to raise employers’ awareness of literacies in the workplace 
and encourage them to support their staff in developing these skills. A tool-kit of awareness 
raising materials was launched in November 2004 and more than 1500copies of the 
materials have been distributed to providers, unions and employers.  

 
Big Plus for Young People 
 



 

 8 

Over the last few years we’ve focused more on youth literacies – we drew together youth 
literacies practitioners, for example, to share and write up their experiences which resulted in 
the publication of a report called ‘Youth Literacies in Scotland’ in 2004.  
We’ve ran two national youth literacies conferences and the third is happening on Thursday 
in Edinburgh – it is aimed at young literacies learners rather than practitioners and we hope 
to collect their views about their learning experiences and how we can improve them 
 
 Big Plus for Young People 
 
 We have also produced a film called ‘the big plus for young people’. The film features five 
young people talking about their experiences of literacies and the difference literacies 
learning has made to their lives. It can be used for training purposes and also to encourage 
other young people to get into learning.  
 
 Big Plus and Football 
 
 
In an attempt to attract more young people, both boys and girls, we enlisted the support of 
the Scottish Footballers’ Association. 
 
 A poster was produced with two Scottish international players – Kris Boyd from Rangers 
and Paul Hartley from Celtic. These posters were widely distributed on bill boards, bus 
shelters etc.and are also featured on the front web pages for Celtic and Rangers.   New 
learning materials have been developed including a football interactive CDRom which is 
featured on our Big Plus website 
 
So, what next? 
 
A very important development is that the new government has launched a new Skills 
Strategy – ‘Skills for Scotland’, that re-emphasises the importance of adult literacy and 
numeracy. This commits us to refreshing the strategy and so we’ll be consulting 
stakeholders to help shape the strategy for the next five years. 
 


