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Introducing Scientiam Ltd
Scientiam is a large work-based learning company based in Merseyside that delivers and subcontracts training across a broad range of learning programmes. These include: Apprenticeships in 17 areas of study, from gas installation and maintenance to professional cookery; Foundation Learning programmes; retail and customer service training for the flagship ‘Liverpool One’ shopping centre; a range of courses at the new Green Energy Training Centre; and training for staff at Merseyside Police who are threatened with redundancy. With over 1000 learners and 55 members of staff, any significant change at Scientiam, such as the introduction of Functional Skills qualifications, requires a great deal of careful planning and hard work. 
Starting point
Two members of the team at Scientiam had taken part in Functional Skills pilot projects prior to joining the Support for Language, Literacy and Numeracy Programme. However, most staff working in Apprenticeship areas – the ‘Training Development Advisers’ (TDAs) – were unaware of the differences between Functional Skills and Key Skills testing. A member of the Functional Skills team, Martin O’Connor, had been given the responsibility for cascading training he had received through the LSIS-funded Functional Skills Support Programme. 

However, Scientiam’s Quality Manager, Joanne Pusey, and Martin were both concerned that training alone would not have a significant enough impact on staff in terms of developing and implementing a realistic Functional Skills delivery model. Having consulted with the Support for LLN Adviser, Claire Collins from Training Plus Merseyside, it was agreed that the best starting point would be to reinstate the cross-team Skills for Life (SfL) Steering Group that had been a key success factor in previous Skills for Life development work.
2007 Scientiam case study showing

 SfL Steering Group meeting
A steering group to cascade ownership and responsibility
Martin invited representatives from across the company to join the new SfL Steering Group. Volunteers included the full Functional Skills team, TDAs and the Employer Skills Team Leader, who manages the delivery of Key Skills in the workplace. 

One of the first points noted by the group was that the model of delivery currently used for Key Skills would not meet Functional Skills requirements. This was for a number of reasons:

· More direct teaching is needed. Learners require much more direct teaching to enable them to pass Functional Skills examinations, whereas under Key Skills, a lot of the required support for learners can take place in the workplace.
· Risk of not completing in time. Most awarding bodies have ‘examination windows’ two or three times a year for Functional Skills. This does not meet the needs of work-based ‘roll on, roll off’ delivery. Even when awarding bodies offer ‘any time, any place’ testing, Functional Skills end tests take a lot longer than Key Skills tests to be marked. As such, if a learner fails, it is usually at least six weeks before this is known. Key Skills end tests, on the other hand, can be re-taken almost immediately. This means that there is a risk, on strictly timed Apprenticeship programmes, that a learner will leave and that the company will not get full Apprenticeship Framework funding as a result. Learners not completing in time/not completing at all would also, of course, have a negative impact on success rates.
· Using maths, English and ICT for problem solving. Finally, Functional Skills qualifications require that learners can use maths, English and ICT to solve problems. This can be particularly challenging for learners and is one of the reasons why learners who have achieved well in previous Adult Literacy and Numeracy tests do not appear to perform so well at the same level of Functional Skills. Developing learners’ problem-solving abilities requires all staff to constantly reinforce and allow learners to practise problem-solving in every aspect of their training. The SfL Steering Group at Scientiam agreed that usually, the best people to pose work-related problems for learners are not Functional Skills teachers, but vocational specialists who have worked in the related field themselves.
Assessing for Functional Skills

In addition to identifying a need for a new Functional Skills delivery model, the SfL Steering Group also agreed that current methods of initially assessing learners’ literacy and numeracy abilities (Scientiam uses a computer-based tool to do this) would not show how well a learner can solve problems using maths, English and/or ICT. The SfL Steering Group also discussed the fact that Scientiam staff had no way of monitoring how well a learner is progressing with problem-solving abilities. This, the team agreed, was particularly important, to reduce the risk that learners will fail end tests because they are not ready to take them. Assessing learners’ abilities to ‘function’ using maths, English and/or ICT is a concern for many learning providers at the current time. Fortunately, a Support for LLN Peer Exchange Group meeting had been arranged in the North West on the topic of ‘Assessing for Functional Skills’ and two members of the SfL Steering Group, both TDAs, were able to attend.

Development objectives

Two key development objectives were identified at Scientiam:

1. To improve the confidence of staff delivering vocational, employability and functional skills to assess, review and record learners’ functionality in maths, English and ICT

2. To embed Functional Skills across every area of Scientiam – to develop a ‘whole organisation approach’.

The second objective was seen as vital to ensure that delivery models developed by the SfL Steering Group to implement Functional Skills can be implemented across the organisation. The second objective also ensured that the development work could be led from the top, especially because a new Managing Director, Jane Worthington, came into post in January 2011 and was keen to contribute to the development process.

In order to involve all senior managers in project planning, the Support for LLN Adviser, Claire, and the project lead, Martin, ran a development workshop for the full senior management team. Topics covered during the session included:

· Identifying the differences between Key Skills and Functional Skills requirements – in terms of guided learning hours, curriculum requirements and assessment methods
· Reviewing what is meant by embedded delivery of maths, English and ICT so that the group could identify possible delivery models for Functional Skills
· Identifying key challenges for Scientiam in introducing Functional Skills qualifications and how these challenges can be overcome, for example through staff development.

Staff development – a key vehicle for implementing change

At the first SfL Steering Group meeting and the senior management workshop, a key discussion topic was how to equip Scientiam’s staff to deliver Functional Skills. The number of required guided learning hours and the small ratio of Functional Skills teachers to TDAs, on top of the need for learners to develop functionality through realistic work-related tasks, meant that a whole organisation approach to assessment and delivery of Functional Skills was required. 

Two main areas for staff development were identified in a specially-written Professional Development Plan:

1. Functional Skills training: eight half-day sessions planned including ‘Introduction to Functional Skills and the transition from Key Skills’ and ‘Functional Skills in the context of Apprenticeships’.

2. Personal maths, English and ICT staff development, in-house or if staff preferred, through courses delivered by, for example, their local lifelong learning service.
Although the SfL Steering Group and senior managers agreed that some staff would need to develop their own maths, English and ICT confidence in order to help learners achieve Functional Skills qualifications, they did not want to initially assess all staff to identity people’s literacy and numeracy ‘levels’. This has been attempted before at Scientiam and created a great deal of anxiety amongst some team members. Instead, senior managers decided to offer training and support for staff who are concerned about their abilities and to foster an inclusive culture of it ‘being okay to have difficulty with something – such as using fractions to solve a problem – and getting support to do it’. One option the team has looked at is using the ‘Move On With Your Learners’ (MOWYL) approach to staff development 
(see www.move-on.org.uk/mu_route.asp?stop=2). This model enables staff to use learner support as a vehicle for developing their own maths and English abilities. Teaching is done in a transparent way, for example the teacher delivering a MOWYL Level 2 numeracy course might deliver an activity on solving problems using fractions, and then promote discussion about why he/she used that approach and how participants could use it with their own learners in the future. 
Challenges and solutions

Members of the project team at Scientiam have faced and addressed the following challenges during their development work:

· A key challenge has been the wide range of abilities that staff have, to support learners’ maths, English and ICT development. This has been addressed through offering more than one approach to staff training. In addition, the Functional Skills team will be able to design in-house training solutions in the future, having been supported to do this by their Support for LLN Adviser.
· The logistics of assessing Functional Skills has been a challenge because of work-based learning that does not fit into ‘assessment windows’ once a month. To tackle this, the team at Scientiam are reviewing the awarding bodies they work with and will use one that enables them to deliver on-demand testing and to provide options for learners to take tests on screen as well as paper.

· Uncertainty in the learning and skills sector about the future of Key and Functional Skills could also have threatened project success. Despite clear guidelines that state that delivery of Functional Skills must begin for Apprenticeships from October 2012, the extension of the Key Skills deadline to this time could cause complacency. To prevent teams from waiting until the last minute to implement Functional Skills, a step-by-step implementation timeline is being drawn up.
Outcomes

As a result of the work carried out on the Support for LLN Programme, the following outcomes have been achieved at Scientiam:

· A SfL Steering Group has been re-established. This has been both an approach to the development work at Scientiam, and also an outcome because, in the long term, the group will enable Functional Skills and other related cross-company developments to be planned, implemented and reviewed.

· Initial and diagnostic assessment approaches have been planned, based on ideas shared at the Support for LLN Peer Exchange Group meetings. Learners will be presented with problems (stored on TDAs’ laptops as slides) during programme sign-up. Assessors will use guidance developed by the Functional Skills team to get an idea of how well learners will be able to use English, maths and/or ICT to solve problems. Alongside initial and diagnostic computer-based assessment results, an interview and a guided assessment of written work, this will help determine the level of support that learners will require and how long they should be given to complete their programme.
· A ‘Flashcard’ learner review system has been developed and is currently being populated. TDAs will use these cards, developed by the Functional Skills team in the context of employability skills, to pose problems to learners during reviews that require maths, English and/or ICT to solve. On the reverse of each flashcard will be guidance for TDAs on how to assess the response given by the learner, on a five-point scale. This is one way in which Functional Skills tutors will be able to monitor learners’ progress across the wide range of learning programmes delivered by Scientiam. In addition, it helps to solve the problem of how to monitor Functional Skills development in subcontracted provision, since TDAs are responsible for carrying out reviews for all Scientiam learners, wherever they are based.
Judging the success of the changes

During the course of this short development project, members of the project team have been monitoring learner success rates to identify if these are likely to fall significantly in the move from Key Skills to Functional Skills.

A clear success measure for the team, given the low national success rates to date for Functional Skills tests, will be that success rates do not fall below those of Key Skills.

To date, targets for success rates have been met, but this is based on a low number of Functional Skills tests taken and success rates will be monitored closely in the coming months.
Advice for others

· Look back at the success of previous development projects, both within and outside your organisation. For Scientiam, a SfL Steering Group model had worked well in the past and this group was immediately reinstated to help drive forward new changes.
· Don’t overwhelm staff with too much information about introducing new qualifications (for example Functional Skills). Before you raise awareness, think carefully about what everyone’s role will be in the delivery model and how far they will need to use and develop their own abilities, for example in maths and English, in order to deliver good quality support for learners.

· Involve senior managers in awareness-raising activities. Everyone has a need to be updated regarding new developments in the sector, and senior management support is vital if a project is to succeed.
· If you are taking a whole organisation approach to any area of development, provide opportunities for different members of staff to take an active part in development work. For example, the team members who attended the Peer Exchange Group event on ‘Assessing learners’ maths/ English/ ICT ‘functionality’’ were TDAs. Normally, a Functional Skills teacher would attend such an event but the TDAs were able to discuss Functional Skills implementation with staff from other organisations and this allowed them to ask the questions they were concerned about and have the confidence to take forward development ideas.
· Do not ‘bury heads in the sand’ regarding significant changes, such as the implementation of Functional Skills qualifications. The sooner you start planning, the more your learners will benefit from good quality delivery!
· Plan roles and responsibilities for delivery carefully, so that you train staff to undertake tasks that are within their remit. For example, at Scientiam, it is not seen as a TDA’s role to teach someone how to add or subtract 2-digit numbers (unless he/she felt confident to do so). However, it would be a TDA’s responsibility to monitor how well learners are able to solve problems using addition or subtraction of 2-digit numbers in the context of work-related activities.
A whole organisation approach to delivering Functional Skills
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Prompts�
Grading responses�
�
How would you start to solve this problem? 


What do you need to know? 


How would you check your answer is correct? 


�
No attempt to respond to the question�
�
�
Identified the need to measure and to purchase paint.�
�
�
As 1 + identified the need to use measure and calculate the area.�
�
�
As 1 and 2 + explain the formula of area - (width x length)�
�
�
As 1, 2,3 + coverage of paint (match the area to the volume of paint.)�
�
�
As 1,2,3,4 + Do a reverse calculation - (example) If a sum is multiplied, use a division to check.�
�
Example of maths flashcard





Prompts�
Grading responses�
�



What do you think you will need to write?


What questions could you ask in you letter or e-mail?


How would you ensure that your letter or e-mail is as clear, logical and accurate as possible?


�
No attempt to respond to the question�
�
�
Learner states that they must produce a letter or e-mail.�
�
�
As 1 + learner shows awareness of audience by stating that this must be a formal type of letter or e-mail�
�
�
As 1 and 2 + learner suggests a couple of appropriate questions to get the information they need.�
�
�
As 1, 2,3 + learner shows an awareness, through the questions they suggest, that there are two sides to the argument�
�
�
As 1,2,3,4 + learner states that the writing must be accurate (mentions grammar /punctuation) and how to plan, start , finish off letter or e-mail.�
�
Example of writing flashcard





“This project has opened up doors for us to share good practice. We wouldn’t have had the opportunity to work with other organisations without the peer exchange group meetings and support from our Lead Provider.”


Martin O’Connor, Functional Skills Tutor





“You need to place emphasis on training and development – people need support, for example to understand how their learners should solve problems and how to contextualise delivery of Functional Skills.”


Kate Smith, 


Functional Skills Tutor





“Start early to plan Functional Skills delivery – don’t put it off!”


Adele Long, Functional Skills Tutor





“It’s important that you are supported from the top. Having support from someone outside the company, as we have through this programme, is vital. We then have to take time out of our everyday work for development which we would not otherwise do. Also, having an objective view is invaluable.”


Sarah Palin, Functional Skills Tutor








Functional Skills ‘board’ at Scientiam





�Skills for Life �Improvement Programme
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