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Delivering Skills for Life 
FACT SHEET 13 – Initial Assessment for Skills for Life including delivery in Train to Gain.
July 2009
The purpose of this fact sheet is to define the national LSC expectation around initial assessment for Skills for Life learning and provide guidance to support best practise as regards screening and assessment. 
Readership

1
Regional and local Learning and Skills Councils (LSC) involved in Skills for Life and Train to Gain; LSC Audit and Provider Financial Assurance teams; colleges and other providers delivering Skills for Life in any context: senior managers and managers responsible for literacy, ESOL, numeracy and vocational provision through Train to Gain; teachers and tutors of literacy, ESOL, numeracy and vocational programmes through Train to Gain; colleagues in the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED); Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS); other colleagues responsible for Skills for Life and Train to Gain provision. 


Structure
2
The fact sheet has two sections.  Section one sets out the context of                         Skills for Life and the assessment process. Section two provides references to further information, guidance and support for providers on initial assessment. 
3
This fact sheet has been prepared by the Employee Development team at the National Office of the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and will be posted on the LSC website (www.lsc.gov.uk).  For further clarification providers should, in the first instance, contact their regional or local Learning and Skills Council.  Contact information can be found on our website.
Section One:  

Skills for Life: what is it?
4
Skills for Life is the name of the Government’s original national strategy for improving the literacy, English language and numeracy skills of adults, aged 16 and upwards, through the delivery of literacy, English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and numeracy provision. The original strategy document and related background information can be found on the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) website http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/readwriteplus/. The original strategy was published in 2001 and on 9 March 2009 the Government published an update to this strategy called Skills for Life: Changing Lives. On 7 May 2009 they also announced their new approach to ESOL.  
5
Skills for Life is also the umbrella term used for the literacy, ESOL and numeracy provision that delivers the aims of the original strategy. It includes different learning aims and qualifications which all help learners to improve their literacy, English language and numeracy skills. 
6
Skills for Life provision covers non-approved pre-entry and entry level literacy, ESOL and numeracy courses and four different types of approved qualifications, as follows: 
GCSEs:

· GCSE in English (A* - C = Level 2, D - G = Level 1)

· GCSE in Maths (A* - C = Level 2, D - G = Level 1)
Key Skills:

· Key Skills in Application of Number (Levels 1 and 2)

· Key Skills in Communication (Levels 1 and 2)

Adult Basic Skills

· Certificate in Adult Literacy (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2)

· Certificate in Adult Numeracy (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2)

· Certificate in ESOL Skills for Life (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2)

· Certificate in ESOL Skills for Life (speaking and listening) (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2) 
Functional Skills
· Award in Functional Skills English (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2)

· Award in Functional Skills Mathematics (Entry Level, Level 1 and Level 2)

Please note funding eligibility for the above qualifications will depend on which LSC funding stream and programme Colleges and providers deliver provision through. For example, the Train to Gain discrete budget through the employer responsive model only funds delivery of the Certificates in Adult Literacy, Certificate in Adult Numeracy and Certificate in ESOL Skills for Life. 

7
Annex 1 outlines what each level equates to in terms of national curriculum level and some of the literacy and numeracy skill needs learners would have at these levels. 
Initial Assessment: what and why

8
Literacy, language and numeracy skills are essential skills that are required to enable people to engage in society and contribute to the wider economy. Ensuring learners have sufficient literacy, language and numeracy skills is also key to supporting and enabling the achievement of their vocational and other learning programmes. It is therefore essential that any skills needs are identified and provision is put in place to support people to improve these skills. 

9
It is therefore the LSC’s expectation that a provider delivering LSC funded programmes, including Train to Gain should be looking to identify learners who have literacy/English Language or numeracy skill needs. To respond to the challenges set by the Leitch review of Skills and to boost numeracy achievement, the LSC wants to encourage providers to offer numeracy assessments to learners who are already enrolled on literacy and language programmes. Learners could be enrolled on both literacy/language and numeracy qualifications and gain dual accreditation.  

 10
The initial and diagnostic assessment of learners’ literacy, language and numeracy needs will determine the appropriate level of programme and qualification required to meet those needs and help the learner improve their skills. Providers should only use initial and diagnostic assessment tools that are up to date and mapped to the national literacy and numeracy standards.  

11
Within the Skills for Life Strategy improvement of an individuals skills is defined by, and measured as, a learner moving up a level of attainment from, for example, entry 3 to level 1. A learner assessed as already having a majority of skills at, for example, level 1, has a need for provision at level 2 in order to achieve measurable improvement.

12
It is therefore expected that learners who, having been assessed, as already having the majority of skills at one level are not simply enrolled onto that same skills level and given a few hours of learning to achieve the qualification (at that level).  They should be enrolled on to the next qualification level which will mean they have to learn new skills and progress and improve from their original assessment. 
Skills Check and Initial Assessment: general points
13
Assessment should be part of a learner centred process, where tools can be used to help learners and others identify skills and needs at a particular starting point. At an early stage in the assessment process the learner should be screened for potential literacy, language and numeracy skills through a skills check.

14
Initial assessment is a holistic process where providers can start to build up a picture of an individual’s achievements, skills, previous learning experiences, goals and learning needs. Importantly an initial assessment should also identify the learner’s literacy, language and numeracy skill level. The outcome of the initial assessment should demonstrate the level at which the individual is currently operating at, to then inform which level they enrol on to.

15
Depending on the outcome of the initial assessment a learner could either be enrolled onto a full qualification or in the case of learners who may have previously achieved a level 2 literacy or numeracy qualification, but have lost some of their skills, may be better served on undertaking ‘brush up’ type provision rather than a full basic skills qualification.  Providers should ensure learners are offered and enrolled on the most appropriate provision to meet the learners’ needs.
16
The decision as to which learning aim a learner is enrolled onto should be based on the needs of the learner and ensures they learn new skills.  It should not be based on what other learners are doing or financial issues i.e. enrolling learners on a literacy programme when ESOL is more appropriate.

17
Funding follows learning; sole accreditation of prior knowledge and simply taking an end assessment will not be funded by the LSC, i.e. a learner is assessed, undertakes no learning and takes the national test.  This is not appropriate as it does not support any learning.  
18
As outlined in paragraph 9, we expect providers to support the need for numeracy skills in the workforce, as identified by the Leitch review.  To this end there is an expectation that all Train to Gain providers offer numeracy assessments to their literacy and language learners, and endeavour to engage them in the most appropriate numeracy provision wherever possible.  
The Learning Journey 
19
The process from identifying a learner’s skills need to putting appropriate provision in place is often called the ‘learning journey’. Through effective good practice definitions each of these process steps has been set out by the Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS) and it is these definitions that the LSC use to describe each activity.  

20
Annex 2 sets out the Learning Journey and provides brief descriptions of each of the steps. It is this good practice process that we expect providers to follow when they are identifying Skills for Life needs in all LSC funded programmes. 

21
LSIS have produced guidance for assessment and learning in the form of five short guidance documents that looks at how the assessment process, including assessment of literacy, language and numeracy skills, can be best managed at different stages of the learner’s journey. These can be accessed at the following link:  http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/resources/assessmentguidance.aspx
22
Further information on the learning journey and initial assessment tools are also available via LSIS website at the following link: http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/toolslibrary
The assessment process
23
Good practice in Skills for Life assessment includes the following stages:
Stage One – Skills check (often referred to as screening):
· Skills check is the way of identifying if a learner’s literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) skills are already at level 2 and if there is a need for a more detailed assessment by an LLN professional (not needed if a learner has referred themselves to LLN provision)
· The Skills check process generally will not establish the learner’s level but alert the assessor to some possible literacy/language and numeracy needs. Level 2 in English and Maths is the level we are all expected to achieve and leave school with and is therefore the required standard. Any learner indicating they have not already achieved at level 2 should be referred on for more detailed assessment.  Within Train to Gain a Skills check or screening should be conducted as part of all employees’ individual Training Needs Analysis (TNA).
· A Skills check must be administered by a practitioner who has been trained to deliver skills checks and trained in the use of any particular tool used.

Stage Two - Initial Assessment: 
· Initial assessment will identify the level a learner is currently working at against the levels within the national standards.  It should be used to help place learners in appropriate learning programmes at an appropriate level, and is usually followed by detailed diagnostic assessment. The assessor will be trying to get a general indication of the learner’s background, skills, confidence and goals, and also ensure that the learner is sufficiently comfortable with the situation to be able to engage with the assessment tool with confidence.  The initial assessment is often conducted on a 1:1 basis.  It is important to remember that for many learners this may be their first encounter for many years with a learning organisation.
· Initial assessment should be administered by a practitioner trained in the tool and who are able to understand the whole assessment process; present it to learners in a positive and constructive way; use a variety of approaches appropriate to the individual learner and the context for learning; interpret results appropriately and give professional feedback to learners; recommend learning programmes and be able to refer learners for further expert assessment.
Stage 3: Diagnostic Assessment:
· The Diagnostic Assessment will identify a learner’s strengths and weaknesses and highlight any specific skills gaps. It helps provide a detailed learner profile against the standards and curriculum documents and should be used to inform and structure a learner’s individual learning plan to use as a basis for a programme of study. 

· The results are likely to show a spiky profile of learning needs across the range of detailed areas for literacy, numeracy and ESOL. That is, following a literacy diagnostic assessment, they may have speaking and listening levels at level 1, but reading at entry level 3 and writing at entry level 2.  The assessor will have to decide the best level on which to enrol this learner based on the results but also consider the learners attitude, confidence and ultimate goal.
· Diagnostic assessment can take several hours and should be carried out as part of a learner’s programme.
· Diagnostic assessments should be carried out by staff who, in addition to the skills required to undertake initial assessment, are able to use assessment outcomes to plan individual and group learning; monitor progress and use LLN diagnostic assessment tools creatively and flexibly.
24
The learning journey should be a continuum and following the processes outlined above providers should also undertake on-going assessment of a learner’s progress, provide constructive feedback and analysis of further assessment outcomes should continue throughout a learner’s course or programme. This is called assessment for learning or formative assessment.  

25
The initial assessment documentation and full process must be clearly evidenced for audit purposes. All documentation used as part of the assessment process must be available for inspection by the LSC and Audit as requested. Notes of any skills checks (screening), assessments and conversations, including those which detail where the learner wishes to progress to, should be noted on a learner’s Individual Learning Plan (ILP). This includes noting the outcome of conversations with the learner that effects what provision they finally enrol onto.

Skills for Life Assessment Tools

26
The LSC does not prescribe the use of Skills check (screening), initial or diagnostic tools. However, we do expect providers to be using up to date tools which are based on the national literacy and numeracy standards and curriculum. The Skills for Life core curriculum sets out the teaching and learning required for each level. The newly updated curriculum can be accessed via the excellence gateway at the following link: www.excellencegateway.org.uk/sflcurriculum.
27
We also expect providers to use initial assessment tools that place a learner’s current skills level within the NQF/QCF levels. For example we would be looking for robust tools that state if a learner’s current skills are at entry level 1, entry level 2, entry level 3, level 1 or level 2.  Tools that only state a learner is below a certain level, e.g. below level 1, are less robust and therefore not appropriate. 
28
If a learner’s outcome is that they are currently operating at level 2 literacy or numeracy then they would not have a designated Skills for Life need. If learners come out at operating at and having skills at level 2, but they still need some support with certain aspects e.g. percentages or report writing then providers should embed this learning in other programmes.
29
LSIS have developed free initial and diagnostic tools for providers to use that follow these quality principles and these can be accessed at the following link: http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/toolslibrary
The role of the assessor

30
Assessors have a very important role in ensuring the assessment process is successful and of a high quality.  Assessors require a good knowledge of the process and appreciation of the purpose and importance of assessment.  It is recommended that practitioners need particular skills and training to undertake effective assessment as outlined under the assessment process section of this fact sheet (paragraph 23) rather than a certain qualification at a particular level.  
31
Discussing literacy, language and numeracy needs should be part of the normal assessment conversation, and not seen as an optional extra.  Having poor basic skills can be a difficult area to discuss openly with an individual, and those working in assessment should develop ways of showing the benefits and relevance to improving basic skills.  Asking individuals if they already have a level 2 in Maths and English, i.e. a GCSE or ‘O’ level, can be a good place to start.  

32
Despite an assessor’s best efforts a learner may occasionally refuse the offer of improving their literacy, language or numeracy skills.  Providers should ensure this offer is noted on the learning plan.  However, if this learner continues with the provider, on another qualification, we would expect the provider to keep an open door policy and return to the basic skills needs at a later date, when appropriate.  This may be particularly useful if a learner enrols onto an NVQ qualification and struggles because of their lack of literacy, language or numeracy skills.    
33
Providers should increasingly look to embed basic skills within vocational and other programmes of learning to increase the relevance to learners.  For more information on embedding SfL please see Fact Sheet 8: Delivering embedded literacy, language (English for Speakers of other Languages - ESOL) and numeracy in post-16 vocational programmes.
34
To support those working in assessment providers should also access the support available through LSIS and the Skills for Life Improvement programme, details can be found at the following website: http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/.
35
If a provider identifies a literacy, language or numeracy skill need but for whatever reason, does not offer Skills for Life provision themselves but refers the learner onto another provider, best practice would also be to note the Skills for Life need and record the referral on the learning plan. 

Train to Gain
36
All of the information in this fact sheet applies to Train to Gain providers, in particular the importance of giving learners the opportunity to improve their skills rather than simply accrediting prior knowledge. Wherever possible and in-line with learner need, learners should be supported to progress and achieve the Leitch Functional levels i.e. level 1 in literacy/ESOL and entry level 3 numeracy. If a Train to Gain provider is unable to address the identified Skills for Life need then links should either be made to another appropriate Train to Gain provider or refer back to the Skills broker who can identify another provider.  
37
Alongside the Adult Basis Skills qualification a new range of ESOL qualifications called ‘ESOL for Work’ are fundable through Train to Gain.  These are available at entry level 3 and level 1 only.

38
For more information on what basic skills provision is eligible for funding through Train to Gain see Fact sheet 12: SfL provision within Train to Gain from 2008/09. 
39
Following initial assessment, where a learner needs to improve skills in more than one subject area (for example both literacy and numeracy or language and numeracy), both learning aims, can be funded through Train to Gain discrete funding. Funding should not support both literacy and language (ESOL) learning aims for the same learner as these programmes are designed to meet very similar needs.

Section Two:  other documents 
As well as this fact sheet many regional LSC’s have also produced guidance on initial assessment particularly focusing on delivery in Train to Gain. Please refer to any additional information in conjunction with this fact sheet. 
For further information a number of recommended websites and documents are listed below with a brief description of what they cover.
LSC Funding Guidance 2008/09: Principles, Rules and Regulations: 
http://www.lsc.gov.uk/publications/latestdocuments/Detail.htm?id=a43e6994-dc13-4ee9-80db-06ba2d176357
· Outlines how Skills for Life provision is funded, including delivery through Train to Gain. 
Train to Gain Additional Flexibilities 2008/09. A guide for colleges and training providers: version 3

http://readingroom.lsc.gov.uk/lsc/National/nat-additionalflexibilitiesguidance-jul08.pdf
· Published in August 2008, this sets out the recent flexibilities agreed with the Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS).  
LSIS Skills for Life Support: http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/page.aspx?o=sfl
· LSIS have dedicated Skills for Life pages on the Excellence Gateway that contains a wealth of resources to support all aspects of Skills for Life. 

Tools Library: http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/toolslibrary
· Provides support and good practice advice on initial assessment, includes free initial and diagnostic tools
Skills for Life Improvement programme: http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/  

· The Skills for Life Improvement Programme aims to help Skills for Life providers improve learner success through a whole organisation approach to embedding literacy, language and numeracy. It offers consultancy support, professional development training opportunities and guidance documents on a number of subjects.
· One of the guidance suites is on assessment: http://sflip.excellencegateway.org.uk/assessment/assessmentguidence.aspx and it contains a collection of short guidance documents that looks at how the assessment process can best be managed at different stages in the learner’s journey into and through further education sector provision.  It considers how tools to determine literacy and numeracy abilities and needs can be used to best effect within a learner centred process
LSIS World Class Skills Support Programme: http://wcs.excellencegateway.org.uk/
·  LSIS World Class Skills (WCS) is a flexible programme that provides the support that the FE sector needs to be truly employer-responsive. It includes tools to assess the effectiveness and relevance of training as well as events, online resources and consultancy (all at no cost).

Other Skills for Life Fact Sheets 
Fact sheet 8 – Delivering Embedded literacy, language (English for Speakers of Other Languages - ESOL) and numeracy in post-16 vocational

programmes

·   defines embedded literacy, language (ESOL) and numeracy, highlights the research which outlines the positive benefits of delivering embedded literacy, language or numeracy learning in vocational programmes and clarifies how the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) funds this type of delivery and how to record it on the Individualised Learner Record (ILR). 

Fact sheet  9 – Recording Skills for Life Provision


· outlines the new Literacy and Numeracy Leitch targets, defines Skills for Life provision, explains how it is recorded on the Individualised Learner Record (ILR) and highlights the continued importance of accurate recording and coding. 
Fact sheet 10 – ESOL for Work
· provides the background, context and general characteristics for the new ESOL for Work qualifications, along with a brief summary of the funding. 

Fact sheet 11 – Ensuring learners with literacy and language learning needs are placed on the most appropriate provision
· supporting providers offering Skills for Life literacy and language (ESOL – English of Speakers of Other Languages) provision to place learners on to the most appropriate learning aims and to ensure that ESOL learners are not placed on literacy qualifications based purely on their financial situation. 
Fact sheet 12 – Skills for Life provision within Train to Gain from 2008/09
· 
sets out, in one place, the new flexibilities in Skills for Life provision through Train to Gain and what is eligible for funding. 

Understanding the national standards and qualification levels 

The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) have qualification levels from entry level to level 8.  Skills for Life is defined as provision from pre-entry to level 2. Approved qualifications are only available from entry level and if a learner is assessed as having literacy, language or numeracy skills at level 2 then they do not have a Skills for Life need.
The core curriculum for the Certificates in Adult Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL Skills for Life sets out the teaching and learning required for each level. The curriculum has recently been updated and can be accessed via the excellence gateway at the following link: www.excellencegateway.org.uk/sflcurriculum. 
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ESOL for Work qualifications which are not part of the Skills for Life family but which are eligible for LSC funding and may be suitable to learner’s with English language needs in the workplace are available at two levels only: entry level 3 and level 1.
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Learning programme








Diagnostic Assessment 


Leads to a detailed personal profile, providing the basis for an individual learning plan (ILP)





Initial Assessment 


Identifies a leaner’s level, allowing selection of the right learning programme





Individual Learning Plan 


Based on Diagnostic Assessment and the curriculum
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Formative Assessment 


Takes place regularly to review progress against the learning plan 





Summative Assessment 


Takes place at the end of each learning episode, giving feedback on learning achievements; may be a qualification, test or a completed ILP  





Learning Materials 


Referenced to the curriculum and linked to a context that is meaningful and motivational for the learner





Signposting/Referral


Indicates an aspiration





Level 2





Level 2 is equivalent to GCSE grades A*-C.  


Adults with skills below Level 2 may not be able to compare products and services for the best buy, or work out a household budget.


Learners who are assessed at being at level 2 do not have a Skills for Life need





Entry Level 2 


Entry Level 2 is the national school curriculum equivalent for attainment at age 7–9.  


Adults with skills below Entry Level 2 may not be able to describe a child’s symptoms to a doctor or use a cash point to withdraw cash.








Entry Level 3





Entry Level 3 is the national school curriculum equivalent for attainment at age 9–11.  





Adults with skills below Entry Level 3 may not be able to understand price labels on pre�packed food or pay household bills





Level 1





Level 1 is equivalent to GCSE grades D-G.  


Adults with skills below Level 1 may not be able to read bus or train timetables or check the pay and deductions on a wage slip.








Entry Level 1 





Entry Level 1 is the national school curriculum equivalent for attainment at age 5–7.  





Adults below Entry Level 1 may not be able to write short messages to family or select floor numbers in lifts





Skills check (Screening)


Indicates a general need
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