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BASIC SKILLS PROGRESS EVALUATION

REPORT

INTAKE 2007-2009
INTRODUCTION

A total of sixteen mixed sex students aged 16-21 years, with mild or moderate learning difficulties, were selected and assessed on entry to the Integrated Development Programme in June - August 2007.

The majority of intake students had received Educational Psychologists’ Statements, diagnosing a variety of conditions, such as Dyspraxia, Attention Deficit Disorder, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Depression and Anxiety, Speech, Language and Communication difficulties, Long-Term Memory Impairment, poor Auditory / Visual Cognitive Processing, Asperger’s Syndrome, Epilepsy and Dyslexia.
Some students also presented tendencies towards Dyscalculia.

Other factors, which may have contributed to individual’s ongoing academic progress impairment, were emotional immaturity, low self-esteem, psycho-socio-economic difficulties within the family or care arrangements
One member of the 2007 intake group was cared for by the Local Authority, in Foster Care and a further 40% of the group were being cared for by single parents or grandparents.

INITIAL ASSESSMENT

The Basic Skills Agency (BSA) recommended Initial Assessment tests, elicited an appropriate ‘level’ of Literacy or Numeracy for each student to be placed into, for the purposes of teaching in line with the Adult Core Curriculum standards.  These levels are < Entry One, Entry One, Entry 2, Entry 3 or Level One (in ascending order).

Using the initial assessment results (see Appendix 1), the students were grouped into two discreet sets notionally name the ‘Blue Group’ (of higher ability) and the ‘Green Group’ (of lower ability). Teaching was thus planned to focus on a smaller range of ability which would be more appropriate to individuals
LITERACY SCORES

Scores ranged from 15/72 to 65/72, with all results except one (Level 1) falling between Entry Level 1 and Entry Level 3

NUMERACY SCORES

Scores ranged from 4/50 to 38/50 with four in the band ‘below Entry Level 1’ and all other learners within the Entry Level 1 to Entry Level 3 band. 

QUALIFICATION TARGETS
After completing their Maths and English modules, six students passed the Certificate of Adult Literacy at the expected level or higher* and six students passed the Certificate of Adult Numeracy at the expected or higher level.
* Student Joel Scully passed at Entry Level 2 from an initial assessment of E3 – reasons for this are set out in this report
RETESTING

Following this, their literacy and numeracy skills were retested, using alternative papers from the Basic Skills Agency recommended tests.  A practice effect was not a confounding factor, due to the time lapse of eleven months between testing

LITERACY DIFFERENTIALS AT RETESTING 
The over all average improvement across the intake was 23%, with a range of 1% to 80% increase in scores at retesting (Table 1).
The majority of students elevated their scores one level, although there was one student who scored lower on retesting. It was obvious that the original test score was an anomaly, and that other assessment measures adopted produced a more accurate picture of his literacy skills. This was supported by the fact that the student was reallocated to Green Group during the first term at his own request.
The retest scores only partially represent the progress made particularly by Green Group as there were higher levels of leavers during this programme and these students were not retested. Reasons for leaving were not learning related, and a number of factors were involved (pregnancy, a court case, disciplinary reasons and severe homesickness, with two leavers within the first week and three more through the course of the programme)
On entry to the Programme, members of the Green Group were generally much less confident in their ability to grasp concepts, less articulate and less likely to believe that they could succeed. A good deal of attention was paid to individual teaching, reinforcement, motivation and positive self-belief approaches, during classes.  The level of individual commitment and effort during classes was extremely high, with some excellent progress made throughout the module. This was apparent in discussion groups and team tasks where improvement in individual communication skills and confidence was not captured by the Basic Skills Assessment format.
A sample of free writing composed during initial assessment testing, was directly compared to the free writing produced as part of each student’s summative assessment, some eleven months later.  Both the samples analysed were of equal lengths and had been written by the student in test conditions, unaided.

Errors in the early free writing and recent assessment written pieces were counted. The differentials calculated between the two totals demonstrated improvements in students’ literacy skills 
These results were a very clear indicator that effective learning had indeed taken place throughout the module, despite the findings discussed earlier.
CONCLUSION
It would seem that at times, alternative or additional methods of analysing learners’ literacy skills progress are still appropriate in gaining a comprehensive picture of learner progress. In these instances, extrapolating information from data elicited only by Basic Skills Agency recommended testing may not be a true measure of the combination of skills acquired by the end of a Literacy Programme.
STUDENT EVALUATIONS
At the conclusion of the Literacy module, all students completed evaluations, which constituted scored Attitude Scales and open comments.
All students recognised that their literacy skills had improved, had felt well supported in classes and agreed that they had been encouraged to use computers during the module.

In their evaluative open comments, students stated that they had found classes and group work fun, had enjoyed learning new skills and were able to identify specific skills learned which they had previously found difficult. From ‘personal performance’ evaluation comments, it was clear that individuals had gained much self-awareness and knew which specific areas they needed to concentrate on during basic skills support sessions in 2008-09.

NUMERACY DIFFERENTIALS AT RETESTING 

At retesting, all students had improved their numeracy, with increases in scores ranging from 19% to 100%.  The average overall improvement was 43%. This was a very positive outcome after an intensive module, all students had ascended at least one Level 
Interestingly, the student scoring the lowest of the intake in his numeracy initial assessment was also extremely successful, making an 88% improvement at retesting.

CONCLUSION

Mirroring the results of the National Survey, initial assessment indicated that our SEN learner’s skills in Numeracy were markedly lower than in Literacy. It should be noted however that a lack of confidence in student’s approach to using numbers may affect initial assessment outcomes however, these encouraging results evidently suggest that they were capable of learning maths skills, and that using a different approach and a range of teaching styles particularly the idea of teaching the use of numbers in everyday context assisted learners to grow in confidence.
It became clear during the module sessions that some very basic maths concepts had not been comprehended by some students during compulsory education.  This had prevented them from developing more complex skills, which had resulted in endless inevitable negative outcomes.  These concepts needed to be re-learned / re-framed to make them relevant and transferable for students.
It may be that recent successes on the Programme, (such as passing the Adult Literacy Certificate, The Pacific Institute Breakthrough to Excellence Course, and the Key Skills qualifications) may have played a part in changing students’ attitudes to learning and helping them to meet new challenges, such as those in the numeracy module, with greater optimism and confidence.

STUDENT EVALUATIONS
As with each qualification, students completed evaluations at the end of the module 
The group unanimously agreed that they had improved their maths skills and confidence, and understood lesson content, which they felt was appropriate for their age group.  The learners also agreed that they had been encouraged to practise newly acquired skills until they had felt confident and competent in their use.  It was clear from evaluations that they had felt well supported during sessions and had enjoyed a variety of learning styles, both in and out of the classroom environment.
 Comments from individuals demonstrated their maturation and increasing self-awareness.  Group members were able to specifically identify some of their ongoing needs for next year and what changes in approach they would need to adopt in order to maximise their own learning potential, e.g. check work through, answer questions more willingly in class.  This demonstrated that the group had begun to take ownership of their learning and were empowered and interested enough to shape its future direction, rather than remain passive recipients.

In their open comments many of the group suggested that their learning would be enhanced with further practise of new skills.  This again, was a very salient observation and serious consideration will be given during timetabling, to extending the length of the module, given the students’ feedback and the number of skills to address.

CONCLUSION OF BASIC SKILLS PROGRESS EVALUATION
As is expected the group of learners had a range of diverse needs both academically and socially. The introduction of basic skills tasks during the four week induction period helped to accustom the group to task based learning and introduced them to working as a team. During Basic Skills sessions, students developed their learning strategies, their tolerance to other learners and proved able to learn new skills and support each other in the process.
Once again the residential nature of the programme with a residential setting played an important role in providing a positive environment for students to develop their skills.  The delivery of basic skills learning within small groups using a variety of learning styles also supported their skills development.
The initial assessment over two days was a lengthy and intense process, which elicited a great deal of useful information.  This, alongside Educational Psychologists’ Statements, provided a strong basis for the compilation of Individual Learning Plans. These plans, though time-consuming to produce, were of real benefit in pinpointing each student’s specific difficulties, which later lead the class teaching.  Regular reviews took place to help students evaluate their own progress.

One criticism of the initial assessment is that no formal verbal communication assessment is currently available from the Basic Skills Agency. Although an ‘estimate’ of each student’s level of verbal skills is made during informal interviewing, no criteria are available for assessment at present.  Since speech and language is such a vital constituent of communication, this would seem to be a vital aspect to be measured.

As in previous years, the use of text book exercises was kept to a minimum, whilst group discussion and topical anecdotal scenarios, of interest to learners, were used extensively as a basis for generating tasks and follow-on work.  

FUTURE STRATEGIES
1:
To further develop more formalised methods of initial assessment of verbal skills.

2:
Extend numeracy teaching module to further consolidate new skills and meet the wide-ranging needs of learners more effectively (will be effective from October 2008)
3:
To ensure that further software resources are made available for basic skills and that good use is made of internet resources
4:
Continue to improve direct communications with parents.  

5:
Introduce classes of literacy and numeracy into second year programme leading to qualifications in Application of Number and Communication.
APPENDICES
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