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Executive Summary 

 Introduction 

In June 2006, the National Assembly for Wales commissioned a consortium led by Miller 

Research (UK) Ltd to evaluate the impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales, up to 2010. 

The evaluation is intended: “to subject the Strategy to robust and independent research to 

evaluate its impact” and the project was commissioned in two stages: 

• An initial scoping study to provide an evaluation framework 

• Evaluating the impact of the Strategy to 2009-10 

This Stage 1 report lays out the results and conclusions of the scoping phase and provides 

an evaluation framework, approach to impact assessment and initial work programme for the 

project.  

 

The rationale for the work is to provide an improved evidence base to underpin policy and 

strategy development in the area of basic skills. Specifically, it will examine: 

• The effectiveness of current and planned activities, in terms of awareness raising and 

extending and improving provider capacity  

• The extent to which these activities impact on increasing the basic skills of the 

population of Wales 

• The extent to which either the activities of the strategy, or any consequent increase in 

basic skills levels, impacts on the economic and social well being of individuals in 

Wales. 

 

In assembling the work programme for the evaluation, we have acknowledged the increased 

emphasis within the delivery of the second strategy on internal monitoring of programmes. 

Hence our approach aims to utilise the data and information emanating from this activity, 

whilst: 

• assessing its robustness and effectiveness in evaluating delivery activity 

• filling in gaps where they occur, or 

• influencing future monitoring activities to improve the coverage of information 

 

In designing our approach, a significant amount of effort has gone into the issues 

surrounding impact assessment and specifically the approaches to: 

• conducting a longitudinal survey of learners 

• testing the basic skills of the longitudinal sample at key milestones in the evaluation 

• dealing with externalities / assessing the counterfactual  
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The overall work programme will have a dual focus:  

• Assessing the effectiveness of the delivery of the strategy and the degree of success 

in meeting its aims and objectives. An assessment of “what works, for whom and 

under which circumstances” 

• A wider impact assessment – considering the changes in basic skills levels of learners 

surveyed and any economic and social benefits arising from interventions linked to the 

Strategy. 

This implies two complementary approaches to the evaluation – based firstly upon a 

thorough, but primarily qualitative evaluation of the strategy and its delivery infrastructure and 

processes and secondly on a longitudinal survey of basic skills learners, to ascertain any 

changes in behaviour arising from engagement with basic skills interventions.  

 

 The Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Words Talk – Numbers Count was published by the Welsh Assembly Government in April 

2005, setting out a five year approach to raising standards of literacy and numeracy in 

Wales. The Strategy is structured by ten horizontal themes and ten priority groups, which 

essentially define the main areas of intervention and the intended beneficiaries of the 

Strategy. Whilst some of the Priority Groups are defined in terms of age range, (for example, 

early years, adult learners), others are cross cutting and, in some cases, more difficult to 

clearly define (e.g. other groups at risk of social exclusion). 

The Strategy is delivered in Wales by the Basic Skills Agency (BSA), which is currently 

contracted up to 2008. The BSA publishes an annual Delivery Plan, which lays out projected 

activities for that year in support of the Strategy and activities are delivered by the BSA, 

Local Authorities and appointed sub-contractors. National Support Projects (NSPs) have 

been set up to support many areas of activity. A delivery budget of £12.8m has been made 

available for Basic Skills delivery in 2006-07. 

 The Evaluation Framework 

The Evaluation Framework we propose is based on the Treasury Model and provides a 

structure of process, output, outcome and impact measures to be reviewed at specific points 

in time. It is designed to articulate a suite of measures that collectively provide an insight into 

the effectiveness of a wide range of activities in working towards the aims set out in the 

Strategy1. 

                                                 
1  As set out in Chapter 2 above, the aims of the Strategy are that: 

o all young children should be prepared for learning when they begin school; 
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A challenge facing us in compiling the Framework was that, whilst the ambitions of the 

Strategy are to improve the basic skills levels of key groups, the Delivery Plan centres on 

strengthening the capacity of the ‘learning infrastructure’ – a range of organisations including 

LEAs/schools, colleges, learning providers, voluntary organisations and employers. Hence 

our model is designed to capture the effects of interventions funded by the Basic Skills 

Agency well as the services delivered to learners by these other organisations. In essence, 

the Framework seeks to articulate: 

• The expected effects of the Strategy upon the ‘learning infrastructure’ which in the 

main deals with the implementation of the National Basic Skills Strategy Delivery Plan 

and, separately:    

• The expected effects upon individuals of services delivered by the ‘learning 

infrastructure’, which focuses more closely upon the ambitions of the Basic Skills 

Strategy itself. 

 

It is also intended to demonstrate that a key challenge for this evaluation will be to test the 

causal linkages between: 

• investment, 

• improvements to the learning infrastructure, 

• improvements in levels of literacy and numeracy amongst target beneficiaries and :  

• wider economic and social measures  

The model also shows that the success or otherwise of the Strategy will be subject to the 

effects of ‘externalities’, or factors outside the BSA’s control.   

 

                                                                                                                                                      
o the number of children leaving primary school struggling over reading, writing and 

using numbers should be further reduced; 
o fewer young people should leave compulsory education still struggling with basic 

skills; and 
o the number of adults with poor basic skills should be diminished significantly.  
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Figure 1 Summary of Evaluation Framework Concept 
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In developing the framework, it has been necessary to take a number of issues into 

consideration, primarily: 

• The Strategy’s Inherent Complexity – the Framework needs to maintain a degree of 

simplicity in order to ensure that it is practical. 

• Attribution and Externalities - It is important that the Framework considers carefully the 

extent to which observed changes to the learning infrastructure are attributable to 

activities supported under the Strategy and to be awake to the positive or negative 

effects of externalities such as, for example, declining levels of funding and labour 

market conditions. At the next level, attribution becomes an even greater challenge 

and the likely effect of external factors far more pronounced.   

• Data Needs and Availability - The proposed framework has been shaped by 

consideration of the availability of data and the practicality and cost of accessing new 

data. It is essential that full use is made of data gathered for other purposes and that 

learning providers, learners and other stakeholders are not burdened unnecessarily. 
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 The Framework Model 

The Framework Model comprises a series of indicators structured under the following 

headings: 

• Impact Measures: Theses relate primarily to beneficiaries’ labour market status & 

prospects, income, propensity to continue in learning and health and well-being. 

• Outcome Measures: These are split into two levels: 

• Infrastructure Focused Outcome Measures: These relate mainly to actions 

focused on awareness raising, improving practitioners’ skill levels, raising the 

quality and effectiveness of provider systems and improving linkages between 

interventions. 

• Client Focused Outcome Measures: These outcome measures are intended to 

highlight the intermediate effects upon the basic skills of young people and adults 

benefiting from services delivered by learning providers and others. 

•  Output Measures: As with the outcome measures, these are divided into two levels, 

relating to infrastructure development and actions to tackle basic skills deficits. 

•  Infrastructure Focused Output Measures: Seeking to capture the immediate 

results of activities delivered under the strategy, aimed at improving the delivery 

infrastructure. 

• Client Focused Output Measures: Seeking to highlight the immediate effects of 

learning undertaken and support received upon the Strategy’s priority groups. 

• Process Measures: Again operating on two levels, the process measures will 

comprise: 

• Infrastructure Focused Output Measures: Infrastructure focused process 

measures are intended to look at work carried out by a range of other actors, 

either “in partnership with” the BSA or under contract to the BSA (to undertake 

specific projects) as well as the role of the BSA itself in commissioning, managing 

or influencing such activities. 

• Client Focused Output Measures: The Framework aims to capture the 

participation of children, young people and adults in basic skills centred learning 

which has been encouraged or enhanced by the infrastructure development 

activities supported by the BSA, or through directly supported programmes such 

as LEA Grants, Bookbags and Quick Reads.  

The framework consists of a comprehensive set of tables, detailing all measures, relevant 

indicators, existing data sources or approaches to data collection, timescales and spatial 
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level at which information will be collected. Particular externality considerations are 

appended where appropriate. 

  

 Assessing the Impacts of Basic Skills Provision: Overview 

In terms of the external impact assessment, the central plank of the work will be an analysis 

of the longitudinal survey of a panel of 600 learners. However, there will be scope for smaller 

scale impact assessments through alternative approaches, such as a robust survey of 

primary and secondary school teachers, to understand their experiences of any changes in 

the behaviour of school pupils, but also impacts on their own lives and careers as a result of 

basic skills interventions. Our planned approach to some of the other beneficiary groups is to 

qualitatively assess impacts through focus groups and in-depth interviews with individuals. 

 Dealing with Externalities / Assessing the Counterfactual 

In putting together our evaluation approach, we have placed considerable emphasis on the 

issues of exploring the counterfactual – that is, what would have happened if no strategy had 

been put in place, and of assessing the impact of the Strategy.  

There are a number of inherent difficulties in making such an assessment, when considering 

the effects of what is essentially a ubiquitous strategy. For example: 

• The impacts of the strategy will primarily be economic and social benefits, such as 

changes in employment status, participation in learning and labour markets. In 

practice, it would be difficult if not impossible to monitor these impacts in respect of 

school age children over the lifetime of the research, since many of the beneficiaries 

will still be in compulsory education at the end of the research period. Our proposals 

for tracking wider impacts therefore focus on the post-16 group of basic skills learners. 

• Secondly there is the issue that all funded adult learners are required to pass through 

a basic skills assessment before embarking on any learning programme. The 

universal coverage of assessment implies that it will not generally be possible to 

differentiate between mainstream adult learners with otherwise similar characteristics 

receiving or not receiving additional numeracy and literacy support. 

However, there may still be options for control or comparison as a result of, for 

example: 

•  Piloting, where new strands of delivery are introduced on a regional or sub-

regional basis initially, or to particular target groups. 

• Comparing those in learning and receiving basic skills support with those not in 

learning, but with otherwise similar characteristics. This could either be done 
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using techniques such as establishing a formal control using Propensity Score 

Matching or the “Find a Friend” approach described later in this section.  

• Thirdly, there is the wide range of externalities impacting on the same target groups as 

the Basic Skills Strategy, perhaps especially in Communities First areas where there 

are likely to be a number of complementary or competing activities targeted at the 

cohort of interest. 

In the course of designing the work programme, we have considered a range of options for 

assessing the counterfactual and some of these are rehearsed below, along with their 

potential for application during the Evaluation. 

• Formal Controls. In theory, it would be possible to attempt to establish a formal 

control or comparison group to compare a sample of basic skill learners by, for 

example, recontacting individuals who took part in the National Basic Skills Survey 

and whose test scores were at Entry Level in numeracy and no more than Level 1 in 

literacy. However, this would be both resource intensive and limited by the size of the 

sample available to us. 

• Piloting. Where opportunities arise, we shall take advantage of pilot programmes to 

compare beneficiary experiences within the pilot area or areas, with the experiences of 

similar or matched individuals living elsewhere.  

• “Bring a Friend” This would involve using a more informal “matching” approach by 

which individual beneficiaries on provision were asked to “bring a friend” (literally or 

metaphorically), to identify someone in their immediate social network who (in their 

judgement) had broadly similar experience, qualifications and skills and who was 

willing also to participate in the research. During this evaluation, it has potential for use 

in small areas or groups, where the flexibility of the approach will be of benefit. 

• Virtual Controls / Comparison Groups. It may be possible to build up a profile of a 

learner sample and then to use a range of other statistical and survey sources to 

compare the wider outcomes of our sample with equivalent outcomes for similar 

groups in the population as a whole. Inevitably, this will only allow inferences to be 

drawn, and will also require a strong degree of expertise in interpreting various 

datasets, but we consider that it nevertheless presents a viable option for assessing 

the counterfactual. 

• Spatial Approaches. We suggest that there will be merit in the use of spatial 

approaches, such as case study areas, to allow comparisons both between strands of 

activity and effects of delivery on individuals in different areas of Wales. In addition, 

there is scope for spatial consideration where delivery is focused on particular 

locations – for example Community First (CF) Areas. In these cases there will be 
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opportunities to run comparisons between changes in behaviour of beneficiaries and 

those of matched individuals (either through PSM2 or Find a Friend) in non-CF areas. 

    Longitudinal Survey Analysis 

We suggest the following approaches to further examining the survey data, testing results, 

and to assess elements of the counterfactual: 

• Cluster Analysis:  Our objective here is to sort the participants into groups in such a 

way, for example, that the extent of association between two participants is maximised 

if they are placed in one group but minimised if they are placed in different groups. 

Group characteristics will include factors such as location, labour market status, age, 

earning, health etc. 

• Other Statistical Analysis: The panel of data will also permit more formal analysis of 

the extent to which the intensity and nature of basic skills provision (for example, 

whether embedded within other provision or delivered on a stand-alone basis) is 

significantly associated with the magnitude of test outcomes. 

  Exploring Counterfactual Issues 

The counterfactual will essentially be addressed in two main ways. A Baseline Assessment 
which will provide the starting point for the research team to explore a series of trends in the 

areas from which beneficiaries are drawn. In this way the magnitude of positive outcomes 

can be connected to the dynamic profile of local economies, and it will be possible to explore 

the likelihood of similar outcomes for associated peer groups. The nature of the peer groups 

will be informed by the cluster analysis outlined above. In undertaking this analysis we will 

monitor changes in the circumstances of our panel of our basic skill learners against changes 

in the “background” circumstances of similar cohorts within the broader population, using a 

variety of datasets. We suggest that Unitary Authority areas represent the most appropriate 

spatial level for this activity. Secondly, the Fieldwork Programme will contribute to the 

assessment of the counterfactual through a range of techniques, including: 

• Qualitative interviews with project officers and training providers in case study areas. 

• Smaller scale quantitative surveys of training providers, teachers and sub-groups of 

adult learners. 

• Online testing of learners’ psychological indicators such as locus of control or self-

confidence, using materials developed for work in the USA. 

• Focus groups with beneficiaries drawn from Target Groups in case study areas.  

                                                 
2 Propensity Score Matching. 
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  Approach to Fieldwork 

A fieldwork programme has been designed which will meet the information needs of the 

Evaluation Framework within the available budget and timescales for the evaluation. It was 

decided at an early stage that the approach should comprise a mix of quantitative and 

qualitative fieldwork, including a longitudinal survey of adult learners and basic skills 

assessment pre and post learning, with a further assessment 12 months after completion (or 

termination) of learning. However, some key questions needed to be resolved in order to 

finalise the approach: 

• Approach to Basic Skills Testing. In selecting an approach to testing basic skills of 

learners, a number of approaches were considered, notably the tests developed by 

CDELL for the National Survey of Basic Skills in Wales, those used by NRDC for the 

British Cohort Study, and the combined NIESR tests used in the ongoing longitudinal 

evaluation of Skills for Life in England. Whilst each of these offered some significant 

advantages in terms of design or compatibility with larger datasets it was decided that 

the most effective approach to testing would be to work with learning providers to 

utilise existing assessments of learners pre and post learning, with a follow up 

assessment carried out by the research team 12 months post learning at the 

beneficiaries’ location of residence. This would involve using the same assessment 

tool – either that developed by BSA or the West Notts College model used by many 

providers. 
The advantages of such an approach would include: 

• Reduced burden on learners in terms of the number of assessments undertaken 

• Cost savings, thereby freeing up resources to expand the sample or research 

additional areas of work 

• Comparability with the LLWR dataset 

• Use of Case Study Areas. We propose the use of case study areas based around 

Unitary Authorities for individual elements of the evaluation, in order to provide a more 

in-depth picture of activities in a number of areas rather than a more dissipated view of 

activity across the whole of Wales. Clearly, for some aspects of delivery this may not 

be practicable; for example in the case of support for offenders in institutions, given 

that there are no prisons in North Wales or indeed in the majority of Unitary Authority 

areas. Within the evaluation, we intend to approach the fieldwork initially via NSPs 

(including those administered by BSA) and the relevant priority groups3, but cross-

referenced against the case study areas, where appropriate.  

                                                 
3 Early Years, Primary, Secondary, Post-16, Cross-Phase 
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Figure 2 Initial Schematic of Research Approach 
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Figure 2 above presents an initial overview of how the evaluation fieldwork might be 

approached. The diagram shows that, in essence, the fieldwork approach might consist of 

four levels within two, overlapping evaluations relating respectively to the activities of the 

Delivery Plan – primarily the development of learning infrastructure, and the Aims of the 

Strategy – primarily learning delivery and its associated effects. 

Table 1 below lays out a more detailed view of the planned fieldwork over the three years of 

the evaluation. Activities for years 2007-08 onwards are draft at present, given a lack of 

information about planned interventions under the Strategy in subsequent years. 

 Reporting Arrangements 

Regular progress reports will be issued to the Client at each stage of the evaluation. Reports 

will aim to summarise evaluation activities to that point and to inform changes in policy and 

practice in subsequent Strategy delivery periods. 

 

2006/07: Evaluation Reports will be issued to the client during 2006/07 as follows: 

• Inception Report 

• BSA/NSP Workshop Report 

• Strategic Evaluation Report 

• Management Effectiveness Report 

 
2007/08: Main outputs during this period will be: 

• Quantitative survey tables and overview report 

• Internal team workshop report 

• Baseline evaluation report 

 
2008/09: Main outputs during this period will be: 

• Quantitative survey tables and overview report 

• Focus group reports 

• Mid-Term evaluation report 

 

2009/10. The final evaluation report will provide a comprehensive assessment of the 

effectiveness of delivery of the Basic Skills Strategy and will offer some insights into the 

impact of the Strategy on the lives of those participating in Basic Skills activities.  

In addition, recommendations for change to future delivery will be laid out, with 

responsibilities and timescales. 
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Table 1 Lead Responsibilities and Work Timetable 

NSP Actions 2006/07 Actions 2007/08 Actions 2008/09 Actions 2009/10 
Early Years Interviews with project 

officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Interviews with sample of LAP / NAP 
Providers in case study areas. 
Interviews with Bookstart staff. 

 Interviews with sample of LAP / NAP 
Providers in case study areas. 
Interviews with Bookstart staff. 

Qualitative Interviews with LEA / School 
Representatives in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with LEAs / 
Schools failing to meet targets in Case 
Study Areas 
 

Young People Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of Primary and 
Secondary School teachers 

 Qualitative Interviews with LEA / 
School Representatives in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with LEAs / 
Schools failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas 
 

Qualitative Interviews with Prison / 
NOMS Staff. 
Qualitative Interviews with Probation 
Service staff in Case Study Areas. 
 

Qualitative Interviews with Prison / 
NOMS Staff. 
Qualitative Interviews with 
Probation Service staff in Case 
Study Areas. 
 

Offenders / Ex-
Offenders 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of Offenders 
participating in BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Quantitative Survey of 
Offenders participating in 
BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey and Basic Skills 
Testing of Offenders participating in 
BS Learning (as sub-sample of 
longitudinal survey of learners) 
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NSP Actions 2006/07 Actions 2007/08 Actions 2008/09 Actions 2009/10 
Training and 
CPD 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Qualitative Interviews with Learndirect / 
UfI staff. 
Qualitative Interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with Providers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with CCET 
Representatives in Case Study Areas. 

 Qualitative Interviews with 
Learndirect / UfI staff. 
Qualitative Interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with 
Providers failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with 
Providers receiving Consultancy 
Support from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews with CCET 
Representatives in Case Study 
Areas. 

Welsh 
Language 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Qualitative  interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative  interviews with Providers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 
 

Mini Focus Groups with 
Learners in Case Study 
Areas 

Qualitative  interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative  interviews with 
Providers receiving Consultancy 
Support from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

ESOL/EAL Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Interviews with Training Providers in 
Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 

Mini Focus Groups with 
Learners in Case Study 
Areas 

Interviews with Training Providers in 
Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 

Groups at Risk 
of Social 
Exclusion 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Qualitative  interviews with CVCs in 
Case Study Areas 

Mini Focus Groups with 
Learners in Case Study 
Areas 

Qualitative  interviews with CVCs in 
Case Study Areas  



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 19 11/02/2007 

NSP Actions 2006/07 Actions 2007/08 Actions 2008/09 Actions 2009/10 
Qualitative interviews with a sample of 
Employers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Employers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 
 

Quantitative Survey of 
Workplace Learners 
participating in BS Learning 
(as sub-sample of 
longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Interviews with project officers. 
 

Workforce – 
Employer 
Pledge 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of Workplace 
Learners participating in BS Learning 
(as sub-sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Qualitative Interviews with a 
sample of Union Learning 
Representatives in Case 
Study Areas 

Quantitative Survey and Basic Skills 
Testing of Workplace Learners 
participating in BS Learning (as 
sub-sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Financial 
Literacy 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Qualitative interviews with Delivery 
Partners in Case Study Areas. 
 

 Interviews with project officers. 
 

ESF Sector Led 
Projects 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Qualitative interviews with Delivery 
Partners in Case Study Areas. 
 

 Interviews with project officers. 
 

Qualitative interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
failing to meet targets in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative interviews with Providers 
receiving Consultancy Support from 
BSA in Case Study Areas. 
 

Interviews with project officers. 
 

Quantitative Survey of Workplace 
Learners participating in BS Learning 
(as sub-sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Quantitative Survey of Adult 
Learners participating in BS 
Learning 

Quantitative Survey and Basic Skills 
Testing of Adult Learners 
participating in BS Learning 

Adult Learners Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of Training 
Providers in Case Study Areas 

Quantitative Survey of 
Work-Based learners 

Quantitative Survey and Basic Skills 
testing of former Work-Based 
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NSP Actions 2006/07 Actions 2007/08 Actions 2008/09 Actions 2009/10 
Quantitative Survey of Work-Based 
learners participating in BS Learning 
(as sub-sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

participating in BS Learning 
(as sub-sample of 
longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Learners 12 months after 
Termination of Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Qualitative interviews with JC+ Staff in 
Case Study Areas. 

Interviews with project officers. 
 

Job Seekers Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of Jobseekers 
participating in BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Quantitative Survey of 
Jobseekers participating in 
BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey and Basic Skills 
Testing of former Jobseekers 
participating in BS Learning (as 
sub-sample of longitudinal survey of 
learners) 

Other Activity Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials and 
existing MIS. 

  Interviews with project officers. 
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All reports will be delivered in draft form for consideration by the Steering Group, prior to 

finalising and translation. 

 

 What Will Success Look Like? 

A successful evaluation will provide a thorough overview of all aspects of the Strategy and its 

delivery mechanisms. Each set of interventions will be evaluated by priority group and, where 

appropriate, by case study area, to present an evolving picture of which aspects of the 

strategy delivery have been particularly successful, or where challenges remain. Examples of 

good practice will be highlighted and the extent of collaboration across geographies or NSPs 

will be monitored. 

Results from the quantitative surveys will be used to determine the extent to which 

engagement with Basic Skills interventions have brought about changes in behaviour and 

circumstance amongst individual beneficiaries. Whilst this will primarily focus on adult 

learners and subsets of this group, it will also encompass teachers, employers and parents 

of young people taking part in basic skills programmes. 

It is intended that the longitudinal survey, assessment of adult learners and subsequent 

analysis will provide some indications of the impact of basic skills interventions, both in terms 

of improving the basic skills of beneficiaries and the wider impacts on economic, social and 

well-being measures. Whilst this is undoubtedly the most challenging aspect of the work, we 

are confident that the range of techniques available to us will present opportunities for 

increasing the level of understanding in these areas. 
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1 Introduction, Background and Rationale for the Evaluation 

1.1 Introduction 

In June 2006, the National Assembly for Wales commissioned a consortium led by Miller 

Research (UK) Ltd to evaluate the impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales, up to 2010.  

The evaluation was commissioned in two stages: 

• Undertaking a scoping study to provide an evaluation framework 

• Evaluating the impact of the Strategy to 2009-10 

This Stage 1 report lays out the results and conclusions of the scoping phase and provides 

an evaluation framework and initial work programme for the project. It should be noted, 

however, that the approach suggested is experimental in part and will also be affected by 

externalities within the administration and delivery of activities relating to the Strategy. Hence 

we shall need to retain an element of flexibility in our approach, in order to maximise the 

effectiveness of the work over the period of the evaluation. 

 

1.2 Rationale for the Evaluation  

This evaluation project comes early in the delivery phase of the second all-age Basic Skills 

Strategy for Wales4, which aims to build on the progress made during the lifetime of the first 

Strategy. The evaluation offers an important and unique opportunity to assess and influence 

progress in addressing Basic Skills needs across Wales up to 2009-10.   

 

It is acknowledged that there is a particular issue with low basic skills in Wales, compared 

with the UK as a whole and with other developed nations. Also, whilst there is evidence of 

the link between low basic skills and “poor economic and social outcomes”, there is a dearth 

of knowledge regarding successful policy responses and evidence of what works in terms of 

addressing basic skills needs. This is despite significant investment in approaches to 

evaluating similar programmes, such as the Skills for Life programme in England. 

 

Hence the rationale for this research is to provide an improved evidence base to underpin 

policy and strategy development in the area of basic skills. Specifically, it will need to 

examine the effectiveness of current activities, in terms of: 

• Raising awareness of the importance of sound basic skills 

                                                 
4 “Words Talk, Numbers Count”.  Welsh Assembly Government, 2005. 
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• Extending and improving provider capacity to effectively deliver basic skills learning 

• Increasing the basic skills of the population of Wales 

 

In addition, it will need to try and develop an understanding of whether engagement with 

strategy activities and/or improvements in basic skills levels can bring about a change in 

economic and social well-being amongst individuals. 

 

The original Client Brief for the evaluation specifies its purpose as: 

 

“To subject the Strategy to robust and independent research to evaluate its impact.” 

 

There are two key aspects to this: 

• A design and process assessment of the Strategy and its delivery; considering the 

strategic design and management of process, along with the benefits accruing to 

delivery partners and beneficiaries. 

• An impact assessment of the Strategy, considering the wider impacts on the economic 

and social fabric of Wales.  

 

While the Basic Skills Strategy focuses on delivering results in terms of improved levels of 

literacy and numeracy both of children and adults, the impacts of the strategy relate rather to 

the social and economic outcomes which low levels of basic skills are seen to affect.  

 

As such, the desired impacts will largely fall outside its immediate sphere of influence, in 

areas such as improved economic performance and labour market participation, reduced 

health problems, greater social cohesion and wider participation in learning as a whole. The 

Basic Skills Strategy points out that these effects are “not always measurable or, even where 

they are, it is impossible to attribute cause and effect”.  

 

Hence one of the key challenges for this research is to assemble an approach to evidence 

gathering and analysis, which will provide some workable indicators of the overall 

effectiveness and impact of the Strategy as a whole, whilst operating at a lower level to 

assess what works and in what circumstances, in terms of individual activities and target 

groups. 
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In assembling the work programme for the evaluation, we have acknowledged the increased 

emphasis within the delivery of the second strategy on internal monitoring of programmes. 

We shall aim to utilise the data and information emanating from this activity, whilst: 

• assessing its robustness and effectiveness in evaluating delivery activity 

• filling in gaps where they occur, or 

• influencing future monitoring activities to improve the coverage of information 

 

A significant amount of effort has gone into the issues surrounding impact assessment and 

specifically the approaches to: 

• conducting a longitudinal survey of learners 

• testing the basic skills of the longitudinal sample at key milestones in the evaluation 

• dealing with externalities / assessing the counterfactual  

1.3 Structure of the Report 

Section 2 provides some background to the Basic Skills strategy and the progress of delivery 

to date 

Section 3 lays out the evaluation framework that we have developed for Stage 2 of the 

evaluation. 

Section 4 covers issues of dealing with externalities / addressing the counterfactual 

Section 5 deals with approaches to basic skills testing 

Section 6 proposes an approach to the use of Case Study Areas 

Section 7 presents our suggested approach to fieldwork 

Section 8 lays out the suggested work programme for 2006-07 

Section 9 lays out the suggested work programme for 2007-08 

Section 10 lays out the suggested work programme for 2008-09 

Section 11 lays out the suggested work programme for 2009-10 

Section 12 describes staffing arrangements 

Section 13 shows the suggested work programme, timings and outline costs 
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2 Basic Skills Strategy / Delivery Plan for Wales 

2.1 Introduction 

In this section of the report, we present an overview of the current Basic Skills Strategy for 

Wales and the Delivery Plan for 2006-2007. This material provides the context for the 

compilation of the Evaluation Framework, described in Section 3 of this report. 

2.2 The Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Words Talk – Numbers Count was published by the Welsh Assembly Government in April 

2005 and sets out a five year approach to raising standards of literacy and numeracy in 

Wales.   The Assembly define basic skills as the ability to read, write and speak in English or 

Welsh, and to use mathematics, at a level necessary to function and progress both in work 

and in society (ie at Level 1 or above).   

 

The strategy sets out the principal aims of the Assembly Government in relation to basic 

skills.   

• All young children should be prepared for learning when they begin school.   

• The number of children leaving primary school struggling over reading, writing and the 

use of numbers should be further reduced.  

• Fewer young people should leave compulsory education still struggling with basic 

skills.   

• The number of adults with poor basic skills should be diminished significantly.  

 

The Strategy is structured by ten horizontal themes and ten priority groups, which essentially 

define the main areas of intervention and the intended beneficiaries of the Strategy. The 

horizontal themes, which are set out in Table 1 below, relate in the main to actions 

supporting and developing the Basic Skills infrastructure, awareness raising and progress 

monitoring, rather than direct engagement in delivery. 

Table 2 Basic Skills Strategy – Horizontal Themes 
Raising awareness. Better identification of learning needs and 

tracking progress. 

Providing a better range of attractive learning. Improving the quality of provision. 

Developing the teacher workforce. Fit-for-purpose qualifications and assessment. 

Better help and support for learners. Welsh language. 

Working together to maximise impact. Better evidence of what works. 
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Whilst some of the Priority Groups are defined in terms of age range, (for example, early 

years, adult learners), others are cross cutting and, in some cases, harder to define (e.g. 

other groups at risk of social exclusion). Priority Groups are shown at Table 2: 

 

Table 3 Basic Skills Strategy – Priority Groups 
Early Years and the Foundation Stage Pupils under-attaining in schools 

Families Young people 

Adult Learners Low-skilled people in the workforce 

Job-Seekers Offenders and Ex-Offenders 

Other Groups at Risk of Social Exclusion Speakers of Other Languages 

 

The aims of the Strategy are supported by a range of quantified targets in relation to basic 

skills including that;  

• By 2010, 80% of working adults should have at least Level 1 literacy skills and 55% 

should have at least Level 1 numeracy skills.  

• All schools should maintain the Basic Skills Quality Mark standards 

• All post-16 learning providers should hold the Quality Mark by 2006, and  

• By 2010 50% of employees should be working for employers who have signed the 

Employer Pledge. 

 

2.3 The Basic Skills Strategy Delivery Plan 2006-07 and Progress to Date 

The Delivery Plan includes six key performance indicators (KPIs), the first four of which 

closely reflect the aims of the Strategy. These are supplemented by: 

• Greater awareness of basic skills needs amongst stakeholders and others, including 

parents 

• Effective developments initiated through the Strategy embedded in local practice. 

 

These six KPIs, along with the ten horizontal themes, closely inform the content of our 

Evaluation Framework, described in Section 3 below. 

 

National Support Projects (NSPs) have been set up to support areas of activity which 

broadly relate to the non-school priority groups. To date, seven NSPs have been awarded 

to external contractors, four have been retained in-house by the BSA and two have yet to 

be allocated. (For a full NSP list, see Table 13  on page 84 of this report). 
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A delivery budget of £12.8m has been made available for Basic Skills delivery in 2006-07. 

The breakdown of allocation is shown below, illustrating the focus of activity for the 

Agency during the current year. 

 

Programme Theme / Priority Group Expenditure 

LAP and NAP Programmes Early Years £1,360,500

Bookbags Early Years £400,000

Family Programmes Families £1,613,000

Quality Mark Pupils under-attaining £679,500

Strategic Intervention Grants (SIGs) Pupils under-attaining £2,592,000

Training Grants Pupils under-attaining £1,255,000

Cross Phase Various £110,000

NSPs Various £1,280,000

Promotion and Dissemination Raising Awareness £2,235,000

Support Services Administration £315,000

Support Services Staffing £960,000

Total  £12,800,000

 

The Basic Skills Agency has made an increased commitment to monitoring the delivery 

process within the current plan and this evaluation will need to be carefully designed to 

build on this work, validating results where possible, working with the Agency to fill 

information gaps and conducting primary research where appropriate. Hence we expect 

the project to inform delivery plans for subsequent years and to help shape internal 

monitoring and evaluation activities. 
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Figure 3 Basic Skills Strategy – Delivery Activities and Understood Extent of Progress at October 2006. 

Activities                                                  Phases Early Years Primary Secondary Post-16 Cross Phase 
Language and Play / Numbers and Play       
Read with Me / Bookstart        
Family Programmes           
Quality Mark         
Strategic Intervention Grant (SIG)         
LEA Grants       
Supporters in Schools (LSAs) (Training through grant 
programme)        
Primary / Secondary Training Initiative       
Tripartite Award (Literacy, Numeracy, ICT). Pilots Completed         
Post-16 Teacher Training       
Financial Literacy and Consumer Education       
NSP Young People (Ecotec)        
NSP for  Training and CPD        
NSP for the Workplace and Employer Pledge        
NSP for Offenders and Ex-Offenders (Tribal)       
NSP for Groups at Risk of Social Exclusion (Flintshire CVC / 
Carms / Swansea / WCVA)       
NSP for supporting ESOL/EAL Programmes            
NSP for ESF Projects      
NSP for EAL/ESOL (Coleg Menai)          
NSP for Welsh language  (Coleg Meirion Dwyfor)      
NSP Adult Learners       
NSP for Job Seekers       
  Not currently in Place    Currently in Place 
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3 Evaluation Framework 

3.1 Introduction 

In this section of the report we:  

• Present an introduction to the Evaluation Framework; 

• Outline the conceptual model upon which our Evaluation Framework is based; 

• Discuss issues to be taken into account in adopting the Evaluation Framework; 

• Present the Framework in two parts:  that focused upon ‘target beneficiaries’ 

and that focused upon the ‘learning infrastructure’; 

• Describe the measures contained within the Framework in a little more detail, 

setting out proposed sources of data and the frequencies at which key 

measures should be monitored and identifying external factors to be 

considered; 

• Present a summary plan of monitoring and evaluation activities to be 

undertaken at specific times.  

 

3.2 Introduction to the Evaluation Framework  

The Evaluation Framework we propose is based on the Treasury Model and provides 

a structure of process, output, outcome and impact measures to be reviewed at 

specific points in time. It is designed to articulate a suite of measures that provide an 

insight into the effectiveness of a wide range of activities in working towards the aims 

set out in the National Basic Skills Strategy for Wales5 (the Strategy).   

 

Whilst the ambitions of the Strategy are to improve the basic skills levels of key 

groups, the Delivery Plan, which describes the actions which will be taken to realise 

the Strategy’s ambitions, revolves around strengthening the capacity of the ‘learning 

infrastructure’.  The Strategy is not the primary vehicle by which funding is made 

available for the delivery of services to people who lack the necessary basic skills, 

although the Strategy does fund provision such as book bags and catch-up classes. 

                                                 
5  The aims of the Strategy are that: 

o all young children should be prepared for learning when they begin school; 
o the number of children leaving primary school struggling over reading, writing 

and using numbers should be further reduced; 
o fewer young people should leave compulsory education still struggling with 

basic skills; and 
o the number of adults with poor basic skills should be diminished significantly.  



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 30 11/02/2007 

The delivery of provision is mainly undertaken by a range of organisations including 

LEAs/schools, colleges, learning providers, voluntary organisations and employers - 

the ‘learning infrastructure’  Our Framework is designed to capture the effects of 

interventions funded by the Basic Skills Agency well as the services delivered to 

learners by these other organisations. In essence, the Framework seeks to articulate: 

• The expected effects of the Strategy upon the ‘learning infrastructure’ which in 

the main deals with the implementation of the National Basic Skills Strategy 

Delivery Plan and, separately:    

• The expected effects upon individuals of services delivered by the ‘learning 

infrastructure’, which focuses more closely upon the ambitions of the Basic 

Skills Strategy itself.   

 

Figure 4 below provides an outline illustration of the assumed causal linkages 

between activities supported under the Strategy and the effects upon ‘beneficiaries’  

of basic skills support.   This illustration does not provide a comprehensive list of 

measures at this stage, but is intended to introduce the conceptual model upon which 

our Framework is founded.   It is also intended to demonstrate that a key challenge 

for this evaluation will be to test the causal linkages between:  

 

• the BSA’s investment and improvements to the learning infrastructure; 

• improvements to the learning infrastructure and improvements in levels of 

literacy and numeracy among target beneficiaries; and finally,  

• improvements in literacy and numeracy levels and wider economic and social 

measures.  

 

The model also shows that the success or otherwise of the Strategy will be subject to 

the effects of ‘externalities’, or factors outside the BSA’s control.   
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Figure 4  Evaluation Framework Conceptual Model    
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3.3 Issues to be Considered 

In developing the framework, it has been necessary to take a number of issues into 

consideration and these are discussed below.  

 

 The Strategy’s Inherent Complexity 

The Strategy sets out a wide range of ‘priority groups’, horizontal themes, activities 

(including National Support Projects) and grant schemes.     

 

Whilst the Framework will need to accommodate the consideration of individual 

strands’ performance and effects, it must not be over complicated in terms of the 

numbers or diversity of the measures it includes.  A degree of simplicity will be 

necessary, not only for ease of management, but also in order to maintain focus 

upon those indicators which are most important.  

 

 Attribution and Externalities 

As indicated above, a key challenge for this evaluation will be to demonstrate the 

causal linkages between investments made by the BSA and the achievement of the 

Strategy’s aims. A significant proportion of the investment made by the BSA is 

intended to strengthen the learning infrastructure by, for example, raising awareness 

of the importance of basic skills, developing the skills of teachers to identify and 

tackle basic skills deficits and influencing key stakeholders, such as Local Education 

Authorities (LEAs) and various departments within the Welsh Assembly Government 

(WAG).   

 

The BSA funds but does not itself deliver basic skills training and/or support to its 

“priority groups”, pupils under-attaining at school, low skilled people in the workforce 

or job-seekers, for example. The delivery of most such training is undertaken by a 

range of learning providers and other support agencies and is funded by LEAs, the 

Department of Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills within WAG, Jobcentre Plus 

and the Prison Service amongst others. Whilst the BSA’s efforts in building learning 

providers’ capacity to deliver basic skills training and support might well be expected 

to enhance the quality of services on offer to learners, there will be other, perhaps 

more powerful influences upon the behaviour of learning providers and, thus, upon 

the volume, nature and quality of basic skills training and support delivered.    
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It will be important for the Evaluation Framework to consider carefully the extent to 

which observed changes to the learning infrastructure are attributable to activities 

supported under the Strategy and to be awake to the positive or negative effects of 

externalities such as, for example, declining levels of funding and labour market 

conditions.  

 

At the next level, attribution becomes an even greater challenge and the likely effect 

of external factors far more pronounced.  The Framework will need to provide for an 

exploration of the extent to which improved basic skills lead to economic and social 

outcomes whilst taking account of a range of other unrelated influences such as 

prevailing economic conditions and the effects of government health and social 

welfare policies, for example.    

 

 Data Needs and Availability 

The proposed framework has been shaped by consideration of the availability of data 

and the practicality and cost of accessing new data. It is essential that full use is 

made of data gathered for other purposes and that learning providers, learners and 

other stakeholders are not burdened unnecessarily.     

 

3.4 The Framework Model 

The proposed framework model is shown at Figure 5 and Figure 6, whilst more 

detailed descriptions of the indicators proposed are given at Table 4 to Table 10. 

These also set out the sources of data which it is proposed should be used for 

measurement, the frequency with which it is proposed indicators should be measured 

and external factors which should be taken into account when considering individual 

measures.    

 

 Impact Measures 

The strategy does not contain and key performance indicators or targets to measure 

its impact on wider social and economic factors.  Its targets focus primarily on 

improving basic skills in the population and on strengthening the infrastructure that 

supports the development of people’s basic skills and, thus, improving the basic skills 

of the Welsh population: none relates specifically to the Strategy’s effects upon 

people’s health or economic performance, for example.  However, the underlying 
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rationale is that the successful execution of the strategy will lead to positive social 

and economic effects and the Framework seeks to capture potential effects upon:  

• beneficiaries’ labour market status and prospects; 

• beneficiaries’ income; 

• beneficiaries’ propensity to continue to learn; 

• beneficiaries’ health and well-being.  

 

 Outcome Measures 

Outcome measures operate at two levels within the model proposed: 

• Those related to the development of the learning infrastructure; and  

• Those related to tackling people’s basic skills deficits. 

 

 Infrastructure Focused Outcome Measures 

Infrastructure focused outcome measures are intended to capture the medium term 

effects of activities undertaken by or directly supported by the BSA.  In large part 

these outcome measures revolve around: 

• Raising awareness of the basic skills agenda; 

• Improving connections between interventions designed to prevent or tackle 

basic skills deficits; 

• Raising practitioners’ skill levels;  

• Improving the quality and effectiveness of learning providers’ basic-skills 

related systems;  

• Using intelligence effectively to shape policies and activities; 

• Managing a range of interrelated interventions.  

 

Our Evaluation Model seeks to demonstrate how the outcomes of interventions 

designed to strengthen the learning infrastructure are expected to shape the inputs 

and processes which are targeted at the Strategy’s ‘priority groups’.  In effect, the 

outcomes of infrastructure focused activities are expected to be a widespread 

awareness of the importance of basic skills, resources such as ‘Quick Reads’6, 

Family Programmes which are effectively integrated with Cymorth7 activities, 

                                                 
6 Monitoring and Review Framework 2005-2006 (17/07/06) 
7 Cymorth is a WAG initiative providing funding "to provide a network of targeted support for children 
and young people within a framework of universal provision, in order to improve the life chances of 
children and young people from disadvantaged families." 
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teachers operating more effectively in the classroom, employers working alongside 

learning providers to put on basic skills training in the workplace and so forth.   

 

Two of the Key Performance Indicators identified in the 2005-2006 Delivery Plan8 

relate to the development of the learning infrastructure and are incorporated in this 

section of the model. 

 

 Client Focused Outcome Measures 

These outcome measures are intended to highlight the intermediate effects upon the 

basic skills of young people and adults benefiting from services delivered by learning 

providers and others.  It is assumed that the achievement of these outcomes will lead 

to socially and economically beneficial longer term impacts.   

 

Client focused outcome measures will inevitably be subject to a number of external 

factors.  For example difficult family situations often lead to young children being ill 

prepared for learning when they begin school, despite the best efforts of LAP/NAP 

Coordinators. Ill-health can prevent adults capitalising upon opportunities to improve 

their basic skills, despite the quality and attractiveness of those opportunities.   

 

The four outcome measures set out in the Evaluation Framework echo the Key 

Performance Indicators identified in the 2005-2006 Delivery Plan (which, in turn 

reflect the aims set out in the Basic Skills Strategy9) and relate to the effects upon 

young people and adults’ basic skills levels of support delivered by the learning 

infrastructure.   

 

 Output Measures 

Output measures seek to capture the immediate results of interventions and are far 

less likely than impact or outcome measures to be subject to the effects of external 

factors.  

 

Output measures operate at two levels within the model proposed: 

• Those related to the development of the learning infrastructure; and  

                                                 
8 The National Basic Skills Strategy Delivery Plan 2005-2006, (2005), pp6 
9 Words Talk – Numbers Count:  the Welsh Assembly Government’s Strategy to Improve Basic Literacy 
and Numeracy in Wales, (2005), pp4 
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• Those related to tackling people’s basic skills deficits. 

 Infrastructure Focused Output Measures 

These measures seek to capture the immediate results of activities such as 

marketing campaigns, discussions between the BSA and people such as Children’s 

Partnership Coordinators, seminars and conferences designed to share good 

practice and BSA ‘audits’ of key projects.  It is expected that outputs will lead to the 

achievement of outcomes such as those described above.  

 Client Focused Output Measures 

These output measures are intended to highlight the immediate effects of learning 

undertaken and support received upon the Strategy’s priority groups.  The measures 

proposed reflect the targets set in the 2005-2006 Delivery Plan10 and all relate to 

improved skills levels.  

 Process Measures 

The purpose of process or activity measures is to assess whether the Strategy is 

being delivered as it was intended and to identify any scope for improvement.    

 

Process measures operate at two levels within the model proposed: 

• Those related to the development of the learning infrastructure; and  

• Those related to tackling people’s basic skills deficits. 

 Infrastructure Focused Process Measures 

Infrastructure focused process measures are intended to look at work carried out by 

a range of other actors, either “in partnership with” the BSA or under contract to the 

BSA (to undertake specific projects) as well as the role of the BSA itself in 

commissioning, managing or influencing such activities.  In essence, this element of 

the evaluation framework is intended to be formative and is most likely to feature 

when there is an expectation that the Strategy or its component interventions are 

likely to be continued into the future 

 Client Focused Process Measures 

Client focused process measures represent the application of the outcomes of 

activities aimed at developing the learning infrastructure to the delivery of services to 

the Strategy’s priority groups. The Framework aims to capture the participation of 

                                                 
10 Annexes 1, 2 and 4 
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children, young people and adults in basic skills centred learning which has been 

encouraged or enhanced by the infrastructure development activities supported by 

the BSA, or through directly supported programmes such as LEA Grants, Bookbags 

and Quick Reads..  
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Figure 5 Infrastructure Development Evaluation Framework 
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Table 4 Infrastructure Development Evaluation Framework – Outcome Measures 
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KPI5 
Awareness of basic skills 
needs among stakeholders 
and others 
 

- Greater importance attached to 
literacy and numeracy skills by 
individuals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- A lesser gap between individuals’ 

perception of the importance of 
literacy and numeracy skills and that 
of employers  

Campaign evaluation 
data11. 
Also: National Adult 
Basic Skills Survey 
(2004) 
Beaufort Research work 
on Basic Skills in the 
Welsh Language. 
Newidiem survey of 
Basic Skills in the 
workplace (2001)12 
 
 
FSW surveys: 
- FSW 2003 baseline 
- FSW GSS 200813 
- See also Beaufort 
work, above. 
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S 
S 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

o  

                                                 
11 We are informed that evaluation data is available from BSA (Checking this with BSA) 
12 These, however, would present only baseline data, which would need to be built upon. 
13 We are informed that a Generic Skills Survey may be undertaken under the Future Skills Wales banner in 2008, but that a final decision will not be made until early 2007.  
14 In case study areas only 
15 In case study areas only 
16 In case study areas only 
17 In case study areas only 
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- Greater awareness of and 

subscription to the basic skills 
agenda among key stakeholders 

- NIACE survey of adult 
learning (England and 
Wales) – focus on 
adults in the social 
care sector. 

 
 
Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- WAG – Children and 
Schools Group 

- WAG – Lifelong 
Learning & Skills 
Group 

- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Estyn 
- SSCs 
- TUC 
- Welsh Books Council 
- BBC/S4C 
- Learndirect/UfI 
- CCETs14 
- Local Authorities15  
-Learning Providers16  
-Voluntary bodies17 
Employers – CBI / FSB 
Fforwm 
Awema 
WCVA 
SSDA 
Genesis Wales 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spring/summer2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 
2009 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P 
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 Higher volume of stand 
alone and embedded basic 
skills interventions being 
delivered 

- % learners entering publicly funded 
training with  literacy or numeracy 
skills below level 1 during the 
previous 12 months 

- Numbers of post 16 learners 
entering basic skills training   

 

DELLS’ LLWR system 
 
 
 
BSA QM monitoring 
survey  
 

31 March 07 
31 March 08 
31 March 09 

31 March 1018 
Dec 2006 for data 

 
 
 
 

S    

 Better integration  and 
coordination of basic skills 
programmes with other 
interventions at strategic 
and operational levels 
 

- Assessment of BSS’ “fit”  with wider 
WAG policies 

- Assessment of prominence given to 
basic skills agenda in other WAG 
documents e.g. Sector Skills 
Agreements and CCET guidance 

- Assessment of the quality of 
relationship between BSA Wales 
and relevant WAG departments 

- Assessment of the quality of 
relationship between BSA Wales 
and the BSA 

- Children’s Partnership Coordinators’ 
views of extent to which LAP/NAP 
activities are integrated into Sure-
start, Flying-start and Cymorth 
programmes 

- Children’s Partnership Coordinators’ 
views of how well Family 
Programmes link with school based 
provision 

- Extent to which basic skills agenda 
is integrated into school and post-16 
provision 

Review of BSS and 
WAG documents  
 
 
 
 
Structured discussions 
with key BSA and WAG 
representatives 
Structured discussions 
with key BSA staff19 
 
Structured discussions 
with Children’s 
Partnership 
Coordinators 
 
 
 
 
 
Estyn Report on Basic 
Skills Initial 
Assessment, Support  
and Monitoring Systems 
 

Spring/summer 2007 
2008 
2009 
2010 

 
 

Summer  
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2006 / 2009  
 
 

Summer 

S 
 

S 
 
 
 

P 
 
 

P 
 
 

P 
 
 
 
 

P 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

o Changes in policy priorities 
o The abolition/restructuring 

of CCETs  
o The abolition/restructuring 

of the BSA in England 
o Changes in the structures 

of Children and Young 
People’s Partnerships over 
the evaluation period 

                                                 
18 Proposed census dates and 2010 date assumes that Data Management Unit would be able and prepared to provide data in time to meet our timescale:  if not, the census 
date could be moved to January instead of March.    
19 Notwithstanding that the future of the BSA in its present form is uncertain at present 
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Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders within 
‘case study’ areas 
 
 

2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

P  

 Improved practice among 
schools and post-16 basic 
skills providers 

- % teachers/trainers/support workers 
improving practice as a result of 
funded training or good practice 
dissemination activities  

Evaluation study 
BSA has a team looking 
at SIGS, Primary and 
Secondary QM and 
Training Grants 
Annual Perception Audit 
 
 
Periodic Estyn reports 
upon individual learning 
providers within case 
study areas 
Periodic Estyn Area 
Inspection Reports 
 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders (e.g. LEAs, 
CCETs) within ‘case 
study’ areas to assess 
effects of training upon 
teaching practice 
 

From Sept-Dec 2006 
Repeat date will 

depend on success 
of initial survey 

 
 
 
 

Summer 
2007 
2009 

 
Summer  

2009 
 
 

Summer 
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

S 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 

P 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

o Changes to Initial 
Teachers’ Training 
curricula, unrelated to the 
BSA’s lobbying, could have 
both positive and negative 
effects upon the 
awareness of basic skills 

 Increased level of referrals 
to appropriate learning 
providers 

- % learners entering publicly funded 
training with  literacy or numeracy 
skills below level 1   

DELLS’ LLWR system 
 
 
 
BSA QM monitoring 
survey  
 

31 March 07 
31 March 08 
31 March 09 
31 March 10 

Dec 2006 for data 
 

S 
 
 
 

S 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

o Reductions in the level of 
funding accessible to the 
voluntary sector through, 
for example, European 
Structural Fund 
Programmes could lead to 
a reduction in the sector’s 
capacity to support ‘clients’  

o Weighting attached to 
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basic skills learning by 
DELLS increases the 
likelihood that providers 
will assess learners 
properly and deliver basic 
skills training 

o General reduction in value 
of learner ‘unit’ related 
funding rendering learners 
with more severe basic 
skills needs less attractive 
from providers’ perspective 

 Improvement in LEAs, 
schools and providers 
meeting relevant targets 
 

- Performance against Language and 
Play Programme targets 

- Performance against Family 
Programmes targets 

- Performance against Quality Mark 
targets 

- Schools attaining and retaining 
Quality Mark 

- Providers attaining and retaining 
Quality Mark 

- Consistency and quality of LEAs’ 
assessment of schools 

 
 
 
- % schools & major post 16 providers 

improving their provision as a result 
of the dissemination of good 
practice relating to the quality mark 

 
 
 
 
 
 
- % schools & major post 16 providers 

improving their provision as a result 
of the dissemination of good 

LEA reports – collated 
by BSA. Similarly for 
Family Programme 
Targets and QMs. 
 
Quality Mark database. 
Also “traffic light” reports 
to BSA on QMs.. 
 
BSA field staff reports 
and Traffic Light reports 
to BSA. Outputs from 
BSA QM Seminars. 
 
 
Study of Quality Mark 
schools and providers. 
Also post-16 BSA 
survey of QMs and QM 
seminars.  
 
Study of beneficiary 
schools and providers 
As above. 
 
Audit reports 
Summary report 
Random monitoring of 

Dec 2006 for data 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bi-annual 
 
 
 
 
 

Bi-annual 
 
 
 

May 2007 
 
 

S 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 

S 
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practice through SIGs 
- Quality Mark random monitoring  
   
 

primary / secondary 
QMs only 
 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders (e.g. LEAs, 
CCETs) within ‘case 
study’ areas to assess 
effects of training upon 
teaching practice 
 

 
 
 

Summer 
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

 
 
 

P 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Development projects 
delivered to plan 

- Extent to which grant funded 
projects’ aims, objectives and 
targets have been met  

SIG Catch-Up 
Evaluation 
LEA Grant Scheme 
‘traffic light reports’  

Nov 2006 
 

Oct 2006 

S  ? o  

 Increase in employers 
making and continuing with 
Pledge 

- Numbers of employers making or 
renewing Pledge 

- Numbers of employees covered by 
Pledge 

EP database and 
quarterly reports. 

31 March 07 
31 March 08 
31 March 09 
31 March 10 

S   o  

 Intelligence to inform 
discussions with 
stakeholders, better 
decision making &  future 
developments  

- Evidence of research & evaluation 
findings shaping new policy 
developments 

Review of policy 
documents 
 
Review of project 
proposals  
 
Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- WAG – Children and 
Schools Group 

- WAG – Lifelong 
Learning & Skills 
Group 

Autumn  
2007 
2009 

Autumn  
2007 
2009 

Spring/summer2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

S 
 
 

S 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

o  

                                                 
20 In case study areas only 
21 In case study areas only 
22 In case study areas only 
23 In case study areas only 
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- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Estyn 
- SSCs 
- TUC 
- Welsh Books Council 
- BBC/S4C 
- Learndirect/UfI 
- CCETs20 
- Local Authorities21  
-Learning Providers22  
-Voluntary bodies23 

 KPI6 
effective developments 
initiated through strategy 
embedded in local practice 

- Effectiveness of pilot projects  
 
 
- Extent to which developments are 

integrated  

Review of project 
proposals  
 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders (e.g. LEAs, 
CCETs) within ‘case 
study’ areas to assess 
effects of training upon 
teaching practice 
 
 

Autumn  
2007 
2009 

Summer 
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

S 
 
 

P 

  
 
 
 

o  

 Effectively managed 
organisation 
 

- Achievement of administration 
targets e.g. response times 

- Completion of tasks within 
timescales 

- Completion of tasks within 10% of 
budget 

- Availability rate of web-site 
- IT systems availability rate 
- Staff induction and appraisal 
- Accuracy and relevance of 

management reports 
- Propriety of financial statements 

produced 
- WAG assessment of the 

Audit Reports 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Structured discussions 
with key representatives 
from WAG and BSA 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summer 
2007 
2009 

 

S 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

o  
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effectiveness of the BSA Wales 
- BSA assessment of the 

effectiveness of the BSA Wales 
- BSA Wales’ assessment of its own 

effectiveness 
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Table 5 Infrastructure Development Evaluation Framework – Output Measures 
 Wider debate of basic skills 

issues and specific BSA 
activities by stakeholders 

- Level of coverage of basic skills 
issues in papers of key ‘partnership’ 
group meetings   

 
- Stakeholders discussing and 

considering basic skills issues in 
planning and delivering services 

Review partnership 
group papers in case 
study areas, including: 
- CCETS 
- Children & Young 
People’s Partnerships 

- CVCs 
Review of publicly 
available SSC and 
SSDA meeting papers 
Review of publicly TUC, 
CBI and FSB meeting 
papers 
Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- WAG – Children and 
Schools Group 

- WAG – Lifelong 
Learning & Skills 
Group 

- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Estyn 
- SSCs 
- TUC 
- Welsh Books Council 
- BBC/S4C 
- Learndirect/UfI 
- CCETs24 
- Local Authorities25  
-Learning Providers26  
-Voluntary bodies27 

Summer 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summer 
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

S 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 

S 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

o  

                                                 
24 In case study areas only 
25 In case study areas only 
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 Increased media coverage 
of basic skills issues and 
specific BSA activities 

- Media ‘air-time’  for numeracy 
campaign 

- Viewer numbers for numeracy 
campaign 

- Column inches coverage in print 
media 

- Also print media awareness. 
- Commencing end 2006 to end 2007. 
- Adults – meeting to finalise Oct 18th. 

Will launch mid 2007. 
- Number and proportion of libraries 

displaying “Read a Million Words” 
campaign materials 

- Number and proportion of schools 
displaying “Read a Million Words” 
campaign materials 

Campaign evaluation 
(numeracy) 
   

? S 
 

 
 

  

 Greater understanding of 
how basic skills provision 
fits with other interventions  

- Stakeholders feeling that they have 
a grip on the basic skills agenda 

- Stakeholders exploring how basic 
skills considerations should 
influence policies and practices  

Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- WAG – Children and 
Schools Group 

- WAG – Lifelong 
Learning & Skills 
Group 

- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Estyn 
- SSCs 
- TUC 
- Welsh Books Council 
- BBC/S4C 
- Learndirect/UfI 
- CCETs28 
- Local Authorities29  

Spring/summer
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

P    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
26 In case study areas only 
27 In case study areas only 
28 In case study areas only 
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-Learning Providers30  
-Voluntary bodies31 

 Stronger basic skills steer 
coming from pay-masters & 
other influential 
stakeholders 

- Extent to which basic skills are 
emphasised in WAG guidance to 
providers 

 
 
- Degree to which basic skills related 

learning attracts premium or 
development funding from DELLS 

Review of WAG 
guidance documents 
issued to schools and 
post-16 learning 
providers 
Review of DELLS’ 
NPFS weighting 
arrangements  

Autumn  
2007 
2009 

 
 

Autumn  
2007 
2009 

S 
 
 
 
 

S 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 More knowledgeable, better 
qualified and better 
equipped practitioners 
 

- Secondary school teachers 
completing basic skills modules32 

- Secondary school teachers 
achieving/holding basic skills 
qualification3334 

- Adult literacy/numeracy/ESOL tutors 
achieving/holding appropriate 
qualifications3536. Also LSAs and 
other BS supporters. 

- Basic skills supporters qualified to 
Level 2 

- Basic skills teachers qualified to 
Level 3.  

-  Basic skills teachers qualified to 
Level 4. 

- Quality of teaching training and 
assessment (Key question 2 of 
Common Inspection Framework 

 

LEA reports to the BSA 
  
 
Survey of QM holders  
 
 
DELLS’ SIR system 
 
 
 
Survey of QM holders 
 
Periodic Estyn reports 
upon individual learning 
providers within case 
study areas 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers within ‘case 

31 July  
2007 
2008 
2009 

 
 
 
 
 

31 July  
2007 
2008 
2009 

 
Summer 

2007 
2009 

 
Summer 

S 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
 
 

P 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
29 In case study areas only 
30 In case study areas only 
31 In case study areas only 
32 In case study areas only 
33 Words Talk – Numbers Count indicates that training modules developed by the BSA were being considered for accreditation 
34 In case study areas only 
35 Words Talk – Numbers Count indicates that the BSA was “working with other relevant bodies to put in place standards and qualifications” 
36 In case study areas only 
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- Practitioners’ perception of their 
knowledge of LAP/NAP 
Programmes 

 
- Partner organisations’ knowledge of 

Family Programmes 

study’ areas  
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders (e.g. LEAs, 
CCETs) within ‘case 
study’ areas  
 
Survey of relevant 
organisations.  

2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 
 

Results due 
Oct/Nov 06 

  
 

 Availability of appropriate 
good practice & training 
materials 

- Target users’ assessment of the 
quality, relevance and utility of good 
practice materials: 
- Teachers/tutors 
- LEA staff 
- Programme coordination staff 
- Voluntary sector staff 
- Careers Wales staff 
- Other  
- Employers 
- Members of public? 

 
Agency perception audit 
 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders  within 
‘case study’ areas  
 

 
Annual 

 
Summer 

2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

 
S 
 

P 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 Greater understanding of 
basic skills agenda and key 
processes among providers 

- Recipient organisations’ assessment 
of degree to and ways in which BSA 
support helped them 

Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers and other 
stakeholders  within 
‘case study’ areas  
 

Summer 
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 

P 
 

  
 

 

 Employers clear about what 
Employers Pledge means in 
practice 

- % employers making Employer 
Pledge which: 
- assess need 
- set time-bound objectives 
- devote resources to 

implementation 
- % employers retaining Pledge 

Awards after 3 years 

Objectives monitored by 
BSA assessors 

31 March 07 
31 March 08 
31 March 09 
31 March 10 

S    

 Reports on performance 
and effectiveness of 
supported programmes  

- Extent to which research and 
evaluation reports are made publicly 
available via the Strategy web-site 

- Extent to which research and 

Review of BSA web-site  
Strategy web-site 
 
Review of KMS  

 S 
 
 

S 

 
 
 
 

 o  
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valuation reports are made 
accessible to stakeholders via 
Knowledge Management System  

 
 
- Extent to which research and 

evaluation findings are proactively 
promoted to appropriate 
stakeholders 

 

Internal KMS just 
contains notes of best 
practice. Reports 
circulated to board and 
stakeholders  
Review of BSA 
communications aimed 
at raising awareness of 
or research and 
evaluation findings  

 
 
 
 
 

S 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 New & improved basic skills 
approaches which complement 
other interventions and 
possibly draw upon ‘partner’ 
funding 

- Assessment  of the logic and design 
of new basic skills interventions or 
innovations to non basic skills 
activities 

- Assessment of the processes 
involved in launching and 
embedding innovations 

 

Review of project 
specifications 
 
 
Discussions with BSA 
staff and key partners 
involved in the 
development of new or 
innovative interventions 

 S 
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 

 o  

 Smooth running of the BSA 
in Wales 

- BSA’s assessment of how 
effectively the BSA Wales is run 

Structured discussion 
with BSA staff 

Summer  
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

 

P   o The abolition/restructuring 
of the BSA in England 

 

 Accurate, relevant & timely 
management information 

- The existence of a protocol for the 
production of regular management 
information which sets out  the 
purpose, nature and  timing of 
information to be produced and 
identifies users for each type of 
report 

- Users’ assessment of the quality 
and utility of information produced  

Review of any relevant 
systems descriptions 
Structured discussion 
with BSA Wales staff 
 
 
 
Structured discussion 
with BSA & BSA Wales 
staff 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

 
 
 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

S 
 

P 
 
 
 
 

P 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 o This evaluation is likely to 
lead to the identification of 
some new data which the 
BSA’s monitoring system 
should capture  
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Table 6 Infrastructure Development Evaluation Framework – Process Measures 
 Marketing and PR activities 

designed to raise target 
groups’ and more general 
awareness of the 
importance of basic skills  

- Assessment of the logic and design 
of marketing/PR campaigns, 
newspaper adverts and promotional 
packs. 

- Assessment of the extent to which 
research findings and evidence of 
the most effective media for 
reaching target groups is taken into 
account  

- Assessment of the processes 
employed for commissioning  and 
managing surveys 

Desk based review of 
project specifications 
 
 
Structured discussion 
with BSA Wales staff 

Autumn 
2007 

Summer 
2009 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

 

S 
 
 
 

P 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 o  

 Marketing and PR activity 
designed to raise 
employers’ awareness of 
the basic skills agenda 

- Assessment of the logic and design 
of marketing/PR campaigns 

- Assessment of the extent to which 
research findings and evidence of 
the most effective media for 
reaching target groups is taken into 
account  

- Assessment of the processes 
employed for commissioning  and 
managing surveys 

-  

Desk based review of 
project specifications 
 
 
Structured discussion 
with BSA Wales staff 

Autumn 
2007 

Summer 
2009 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

 

S 
 
 
 

P 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 o  

 Marketing and PR activity 
designed to raise learning 
providers’ awareness of the 
value of the Quality Mark  

- Assessment of the extent to which 
evidence form QM case study 
reports is taken into account  

- Assessment of the processes 
employed for commissioning  and 
managing surveys 

-  

Desk based review of 
project specifications 
 
 
Structured discussion 
with BSA Wales staff 

Autumn 
2007 

Summer 
2009 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

S 
 
 
 

P 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 o  

 Local Promotional activities 
- supported by LPF grants 
 

- Extent to which grant scheme brings 
together groups of organisations to 
promote basic skills learning jointly 

- Extent to which grant scheme brings 
forward projects focused on CF 
areas 

Desk based review of 
project specifications 
 
Desk based review of 
project proposals 

Autumn 
2007 

Summer 
2009 

 

S 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 o  
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 Interaction with 
stakeholders and partners 
at the all-Wales level,  
regionally  
and locally  

Extent of BSA officer time spent in 
meetings with key stakeholders 
 
 
 
Perceived results of BSA time 
investment from a stakeholder 
perspective  

Review of BSA Wales 
management reports   
 
 
 
Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- WAG – Children and 
Schools Group 

- WAG – Lifelong 
Learning & Skills 
Group 

- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Estyn 
- SSCs 
- TUC 
- Welsh Books Council 
- BBC/S4C 
- Learndirect/UfI 
- CCETs37 
- Local Authorities38  
- Learning Providers39  
- Voluntary bodies40 
- LAP/NAP Coordinators 
- LAP Steering Groups 
- Children’s Partnership 
Coordinators  

- Careers Wales 
- WCVA/CVCs 

Autumn 
2007 

Summer 
2009 

 
Spring/summer

2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

S 
 
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

o  

 Lobby/ influence key Extent of BSA officer time spent in 
meetings with WAG departments 

Review of BSA Wales 
management reports   

Autumn 
2007 

S 
 

 
 

 o  

                                                 
37 In case study areas only 
38 In case study areas only 
39 In case study areas only 
40 In case study areas only 



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 54 11/02/2007 
 

stakeholders and partners  
 
 
Perceived results of BSA time 
investment from a WAG perspective 
 
 

 
 
 
Structured discussions 
with: 
- Children and Schools 

Group 
- Lifelong Learning 

Group  
- Qualifications and 

Curriculum Group  
-  Higher Education 

Group   

Summer 
2009 

 
Spring/summer

2007 
Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 

 Put on seminars and 
conferences aimed at 
practitioners & other 
professionals in the basic 
skills field 

- Number of seminars/conferences 
held 

- Numbers of practitioners attending 
seminars/conferences 

Returns from organisers     o  

 Fund practitioner 
development through 
Teacher Training Grants 

- Number of staff receiving training as 
a result of training grants 

LEA reports to BSA     o  

 Support others in providing 
basic skills related training 

- LEA and provider assessment of the 
value of training support and/or 
training materials received from the 
BSA 

Structured discussions 
with key stakeholders, 
including: 
- Job Centre Plus 
- Prison/Probation 
Service/NOMS 

- Learndirect/UfI 
- LEAs 
- Learning Providers41  
- Voluntary bodies42 

Spring/summer
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

2009 
 

P   o  

 Support TUC in training 
ULRs to address basic skills 
issues 

- TUC assessment of the value of 
training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 

- Structured discussions 
with TUC 

 

Spring/summer
2007 

Summer/ 
Autumn 

P   o  

                                                 
41 In case study areas only 
42 In case study areas only 
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2009 
 Publish & distribute good 

practice materials 
- % LEAs and learning providers 

receiving briefing and advice   
Development Officer 
reports 

    o  

 Disseminate good practice 
by other means 

- Level of good-practice materials 
accessible via BSA Wales web-site 

Review of BSA web-site  
Strategy web-site 
 

    o  

 Contribute to BSA wide 
good practice discussions 

- BSA assessment of contribution 
made by BSA Wales 

Structured discussion 
with BSA & BSA Wales 
staff 

Spring   
2007 

Autumn 
2009 

P   o  

 Provide additional support 
to providers/contractors 
failing to met targets 

- Beneficiary assessment of the 
quality of advice and support 
received 

Evaluation reports 
Annual satisfaction 
survey 
Structured discussions 
with providers failing to 
meet targets in case 
study areas 
Structured discussions 
with contractors failing 
to meet targets 

  
 
 

P 
 
 
 

P 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 Support providers through 
QM related visits and 
assessment 

- Beneficiary assessment of the 
quality of advice and support 
received 

Evaluation reports??  
Annual satisfaction 
survey – no satisfaction 
survey at present. 
Needs to include post-
16. 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
providers in case study 
areas 

  
 
 
 
 
 

P 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Provide grant funding (SIG, 
LPG etc)  

- Recipient organisations’ assessment 
of: 
- Application process 
- Claims process 
- Payments process 

      

 Provide consultancy support 
to providers and employers 
as needed 

- Beneficiary assessment of the 
quality of advice and support 
received 

Evaluation reports??  
Annual Perception 
survey 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 

  
 
 

P 
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consultancy recipient 
providers in case study 
areas 
Structured discussions 
with a sample of 
consultancy recipient 
employers in case study 
areas 

 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 

 Undertake random checks 
of interventions supported 

- 10% of LAP Programmes 
- 10% of Family Programmes 
- 10% of Quality Mark Schools 
- 10% of SIG funded work 
- 10% of NPS beneficiaries 

Desk based review of 
BSA Monitoring Reports 

     

 Evaluation of key activities 
to the extent that they are 
planned: 
- BSA Wales internal 

evaluations of: 
- Consistency of & issues 

related to Post 16 QM   
- SIG funded Catch Up 

programmes at KS1/KS2 
transition  

- Extent to which best 
practice in skills training is 
impacting upon teaching 
practice  

- Tripartite course  
- impact of SIGs on L&N 

standards 
-   quality of support/ 

advice/material/training 
provided by NSP (quality 
of NSP outputs?)  

- BSA Wales commissioned 
evaluations of other strands 
of activity. 

-  

- Assessment of survey scoping and 
design processes 

- Assessment of the commissioning 
management  of surveys 

- Assessment of dissemination of 
evaluation findings  

 

Monitoring / Evaluation 
Framework  

     

 Undertake surveys: 
- NSP Service recipient 

- Assessment of survey scoping and 
design processes 

 NSPs carry out 
satisfaction surveys 
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satisfaction survey 
- Longitudinal study of 

learners 
- Training Grant beneficiary 

survey 

- Assessment of the commissioning 
management  of surveys 

-   
 
 

 
 

 Work with other bodies to 
influence and develop basic 
skills related interventions 

- Stakeholders’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the BSA’s 
contribution to: 
- WAG- Qualifications and 

Curriculum Group’s development 
of  suitable assessment for 14 
year olds  

- WAG- Qualifications and 
Curriculum Group’s development 
of  a clear qualifications and 
assessment framework 

- Providers’ efforts to increase the 
take-up of embedded basic skills 
provision    

- efforts to put in place standards 
and qualifications for specialist 
basic skills/ESOL teachers  

- The Prison Service and the 
NOMS to draw up action plans for 
improving basic skills of offenders 
and ex-offenders 

- efforts in developing standards for 
L/N teaching for inclusion in the 
Qualified Teachers Status 
requirements  

- Employer Network Meetings 
- The TUC to deliver work place 

basic skills learning through ULS 
and WULF support 

Structured discussions 
with relevant 
stakeholders  

 P    

 Develop & test new 
approaches to the delivery 
and support of basic skills 
development (using 
intelligence) 

- Stakeholders’ perceptions of the 
success or otherwise of ‘pilot’ 
projects designed to: 
- attract people into basic skills  

training  
- develop alternative basic skills 

Structured discussions 
with relevant 
stakeholders  

 P    
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provision, building on Tripartite 
Courses 

- widening the range of learning 
settings, including distance and e-
learning 

- a more joined up approach to 
identifying need & monitoring 
progress 

 Monitor performance of key 
activities against targets 

- Key stakeholder assessment of 
accuracy, relevance and timeliness 
of management information 
provided to them 
 BSA Wales Director 
 All Wales Strategy 
Implementation Group 

  

Review of management 
reports provided to: 
-  BSA Wales Director 
-  All Wales Strategy 

Implementation Group 
Structured discussions 
with  BSA Wales 
Director and Strategy 
Implementation Group 
members  

 S 
 
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 Financial management -  Achievement of finance related 
Support Services targets 

Internal reviews / audit      

 HR Management -  Achievement of HR Support 
Services targets 

Internal reviews / audit      

 ICT Management - Achievement of IT Support Services 
targets 

Internal reviews / audit      

 General office services - Achievement of general Support 
Services targets 

Internal reviews / audit      
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Figure 6 Learning Delivery Evaluation Framework 
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Table 7 Learning Delivery Evaluation Framework – Impact Measures 
SPATIAL 
LEVEL 

EXTERNALITY 
CONSIDERATIONS 

REF MEASURE INDICATOR  DESCRIPTOR DATA SOURCES TIMING/ 
FREQUENCY

SE
C

O
N

D
A

R
Y 

D
A

TA
 

W
al

es
  

C
as

e 
St

ud
y 

A
re

as
 

 

 Increased rates of economic 
activity 

- Economically active as % of working 
age population/employment 
rate/unemployment43 

-  
- Economically 

active/employed/unemployed as % 
of learners participating in 
longitudinal survey and change over 
time   

 
- Views of learners of the difference: 

- Improving their literacy or 
numeracy skills made to their 
employment status and/or job 
prospects 

- participation in basic skills 
learning made to their 
employment status and/or job 
prospects  

Labour Force 
Survey/LLFS/NOMIS 
 
Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 
 
In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learners 

 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

S 
 

P 
 
 
 

P 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 o Changes in economic 
conditions likely to impact 
upon buoyancy of labour 
market 

 Increased levels of income - Increase in median earnings of 
whole population over evaluation 
period44 

-  
- Increase in median earnings of 

learners participating in longitudinal 
survey  

- Views of learners of the difference: 
- Improving their literacy or 

numeracy skills made to their 

Annual Survey of Hours 
and Earnings (ASHE)_  
 
 
 
Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 
 
In depth discussions 

 
 
 
 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

 

S 
 
 

S 
P 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  

                                                 
43 For control purposes – see also Chapter 4 
44 For control purposes – see also Chapter 4 
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earnings 
- participating in basic skills 

learning made to their earnings 
- Views of learners of the difference 

improved basic skills is likely to 
make to their earnings in the next 2-
3 years  

 

with sub-sample of 
learners 
 

P 
 

 

 

 Increased participation in 
learning 

-  secondary school absence rates 
-  % young people staying on in school 

or entering higher education 
- % of working age population 

undertaking some formal 
learning45? 

- % of learners participating in 
longitudinal survey participating in 
further learning after completing 
initial period of basic skills learning 

- Views of learners of the extent to 
which: 
- Improving their literacy or 

numeracy skills helped them 
benefit from wider learning 
opportunities 

- Improving their literacy or 
numeracy skills encouraged them 
to pursue further learning 

- participating in basic skills 
learning encouraged them to 
enabled them to benefit from 
progress into further learning 

    
 
 
LLWR 
 
 
Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 
 
In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learners 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

P  
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 o Level of LEA investment  
o Buoyancy of local labour 

market 
o Availability of appropriate 

learning locally 

 Improvements in health and 
well-being 

- -  % individuals reporting long-term 
ill-health46  

- % of learners participating in 
longitudinal survey reporting long-
term ill-health and change over time 

-  
-  
- Views of learners of differences 

which: 

Welsh Health Survey 
 
 
Main longitudinal survey 
In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learners 
 

2003 
2008 

 
Autumn 

2007 
2008 
2009 

Autumn 
2007 

 
 

P  
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

  

                                                 
45 For control purposes  - see also Chapter 4 
46 46 For control purposes  - see also Chapter 4 
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- Improving their basic skills has 
made to their  health and sense of 
well-being and the reasons behind 
any differences made 

- Participating in basic skills training 
made to their health and sense of 
well-being and reasons for any 
difference made 

2008 
2009 
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Table 8 Learning Delivery Evaluation Framework – Outcome Measures 
 KPI1 

% young children prepared 
for learning when they begin 
school 

 
-  Teachers’ assessments of children’s 

skills on entering learning  

 
Survey of teachers 

 S   o  

 KPI 2 
% children leaving primary 
school with good reading, 
writing & number skills 

 
- Pupils attainment at Key Stages 

 
Teachers’ assessments 
within or at end of Key 
Stages (where from?) 

 S   o  

 KPI 3 
% young people leaving 
compulsory education with 
good basic skills 

 
- Relevant qualifications achieved 

 
DELLS PLASC 

 S   o  

 KPI4 
% of adults with good basic 
skills 

 
- % of adults with literacy below level 

1  and change over time 
- % of adults with numeracy below 

level 1 and change over time47 
-  
- % of participants in basic skills 

training showing an improvement in 
basic skills using the NRDC 
assessment tool 

- Apparent differences in effects upon 
basic skills among people who 
pursued ‘courses’ of different 
intensities  

- Views of learners of differences 
which participating in basic skills 
learning made to their levels of 
literacy and numeracy  

 
National Survey of Adult 
Basic Skills 
 
 
Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learner 

 
2003 

200848 
 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

 
 
 
 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

 
S 
 

P  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 o  

 

                                                 
47 For control purposes – see also Chapter 4 
48 Subject to confirmation 
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Table 9 Learning Delivery Evaluation Framework – Output Measures 
 % parents with improved 

ability to support the 
development of their 
children’s language & 
number skills 

- Parents’ views of how activities 
affected their basic skills levels 

- Parents’ views of how activities 
affected their ability to help their 
children 

In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learner parents 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

P  
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 o  

 % parents with improved 
basic skills 

- % of participants in basic skills 
training showing an improvement in 
basic skills  

- Apparent differences in effects upon 
basic skills among people who 
pursued ‘courses’ of different 
intensities  

- Views of learners of differences 
which participating in basic skills 
learning made to their levels of 
literacy and numeracy 

Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 
 
 
 
 
 
In depth discussions 
with sub-sample of 
learner parents 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

 
 
 
 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

P 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 o  

 % children with improved 
language, literacy and/or 
numeracy skills 

- Teacher assessments??       o  

 % pupils targeted by SIG 
with improved literacy/ 
numeracy attainment 

- Teacher assessments?? SIG Catch-Up 
Evaluation 

Nov 2006    o  

 % working age adults with 
literacy and numeracy skills at 
Level 1 and above 

- % working age adults with basic 
skills at Level 1 and above prior to 
introduction of Strategy 

 
 
 
- % working age adults with basic 

skills at Level 1 and above following 
introduction of Strategy 

- Level of participants’ literacy at start 
and finish of learning programme  

- Level of participants’ numeracy at 
start and finish of learning 
programme 

- % of participants in basic skills 
training showing an improvement in 
basic skills  

BMRB Adult Literacy 
and Numeracy 
Benchmark Report 
National Adult Basic 
Skills Survey  
National Adult Basic 
Skills Survey  
 
DELLS’ LLWR system  
 
DELLS’ LLWR system 
 
 
Main longitudinal learner 
survey  
 

2001 
 
 

2003 
 

2008 
 
 

31 March  
2007 
2008 
2009 
2010 

Autumn 
2007 
2008 
2009 

S 
 
 

S  
 

S 
 
 

S 
 
 
 
 

P 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 o  
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Table 10 Learning Delivery Evaluation Framework – Process Measures 
 Parents & children taking 

part in LAP & NAP 
Programmes 

- Achievement of LAP 
participation targets in case 
study areas 

- Achievement of NAP 
participation targets in case 
study areas 

LEA data 
 
 
LEA data 

 S 
 

  o  

 Parents & children taking 
part in Family Programmes  

- Achievement of Family 
Programmes participation 
targets in case study areas 

LEA data  S 
 

  o  

 Pupils benefiting from SIG 
funded activities 

- Achievement of SIG beneficiary 
targets I case study areas 

LEA data  S 
 

  o  

 People receiving help to 
identify needs & decide how 
to tackle them 

- % participants in publicly funded 
learning undertaking basic skills 
assessment 

DELLS’ LLWR 
System 

31 March  
2007 
2008 
2009 
1010 

 

S 
 

  o  

 Employees benefiting from 
basic skills training in the 
workplace 

- Numbers of people employed by 
firms which have made 
Employers’ Pledge 

- Numbers of employees in 
businesses which have made 
Employers Pledge receiving 
support 

Employer Pledge 
database  

 S 
 

  o  

 Working age adults 
participating in basic skills 
courses or receiving basic 
skills support as part of 
other courses/ activities 

- % participants in publicly funded 
learning undertaking basic skills 
training 

DELLS’ LLWR 
System 

31 March  
2007 
2008 
2009 
1010 

S 
 

  o  
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4 Dealing with Externalities / Assessing the Counterfactual 

4.1 Introduction 

In this section of the report, we aim to address some of the issues around assessing the 

impact of the Strategy and exploring the counterfactual – that is what would have happened 

if no Strategy had been in place. 

 

The main aims of the research into the impact of the Basic Skills Strategy are as follows: 

• To investigate the connection between the attributes / changes in circumstances of 

beneficiaries and outcomes from the basic skills provision 

• To investigate the nature of changes in personal circumstances that can be associated 

with the different types of basic skills provision 

• To explore the additionality of the provision in terms of observed positive outcomes, 

and insofar as possible, of the different types of provision, making allowance for 

deadweight. 

 

The main issue relates to possibility that ‘positive’ outcomes could have been achieved in the 

absence of the provision. Changes in the economic or social circumstances of beneficiaries 

could be the result of a series of personal/background factors, and in the case of 

employment outcomes in particular, changes in the economic environment.  

 

 There are a number of inherent difficulties in making such an assessment, when considering 

the effects of what is essentially a ubiquitous strategy: 

• Firstly, there is the issue that, although the Strategy is characterised by being an all-

age intervention, the assessment of impacts arising from the Strategy (as opposed to 

the Delivery Plan) will relate to changes in individual circumstances and behaviour 

brought about by contact with the intervention. These will primarily be economic and 

social benefits, such as changes in employment status, participation in learning and 

labour markets, increased earnings or contribution to community cohesion. In practice, 

it would be difficult if not impossible to monitor these impacts in respect of school age 

children over the lifetime of Stage 2 of the research, since many of the beneficiaries 

will still be in compulsory education at the end of the research period, while for those 

making the transition from school to adult life, it would be very difficult indeed to 

untangle the effects of any additional basic skills provision from wider circumstances 
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which determine economic and social status. Our proposals for tracking wider 
impacts therefore focus on the post-16 group of basic skills learners.  

• Secondly there is the issue that all funded adult learners are required to pass through 

a basic skills assessment before embarking on any learning programme. According to 

ELWa (now DELLS) Guidance49:  

ELWa’s Directorate of Learning has required that, as a minimum, all learners starting 

programmes in 2005/06 should be screened for literacy and numeracy needs. This 

should be followed up with initial assessment, where appropriate. In cases where 

providers pass directly to initial assessment of learners, screening is not required. 

Providers that already carry out routine initial assessment for new learners should 

continue with this approach.  

All those identified as having a numeracy or literacy need will be referred onto a Basic 

Skills learning programme, for a period of up to 38 weeks. The universal coverage of 

assessment implies that it will not generally be possible to differentiate between 

mainstream adult learners with otherwise similar characteristics receiving or not 

receiving additional numeracy and literacy support. However, there may still be options 

for control or comparison as a result of, for example: 

•  Piloting, where new strands of delivery are introduced on a regional or sub-

regional basis initially, or to particular target groups. 

• Comparing those in learning and receiving basic skills support with those not in 

learning, but with otherwise similar characteristics. This could either be done 

using techniques such as establishing a formal control using Propensity Score 

Matching or the “Find a Friend” approach described later in this section.  

• Thirdly, there is the wide range of externalities impacting on the same target groups as 

the Basic Skills Strategy, perhaps especially in Communities First areas where there 

are likely to be a number of complementary or competing activities targeted at the 

cohort of interest. 

In the course of designing the work programme, we have considered a range of options for 

assessing the counterfactual and some of these are rehearsed below, along with their 

potential for application during the Evaluation. 

                                                 
49 Lifelong Learning Wales Record User Support Manual 2005/06 for Learning Providers. ELWa. 2005. 
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4.2 Formal Controls 

In theory, it would be possible to attempt to follow the approach adopted by NIESR in 

England in their research for DfES on the impact of basic skills provision50, albeit on a 

smaller scale, by establishing a formal control or comparison group with which to compare a 

sample of basic skill learners. Subject to clarifying DPA issues, this might be derived by 

recontacting individuals who took part in the National Basic Skills Survey and whose test 

scores were at Entry Level in numeracy and no more than Level 1 in literacy. This could 

provide a cohort of around 1,000 – 1,200 contacts as a starting point. However, since re-

contacts would have to involve calling on households to ensure an adequate response rate, 

securing a control group of even 150 – 200 would be resource intensive – and would still not 

yield a sample large enough to control for a number of important variables. (By comparison, 

the control group for the NIESR study was more than 2,200 in the first wave of the research). 

Indeed, the relatively small scale of the underlying panel of a maximum of 600 participants 

(see Sections 8 – 9 below) across the different types of provision which we will be able to 

interview as part of a longitudinal study would also preclude a robust comparison group 

analysis 

 

4.3 Piloting 

Where opportunities arise, we shall take advantage of pilot programmes to compare 

beneficiary experiences within the pilot area or areas, with the experiences of similar or 

matched individuals living elsewhere. We intend to work closely with BSA to identify 

opportunities for utilising this approach during the roll out of the Strategy. Further, we shall 

encourage the implementation of pilot programmes where appropriate, throughout the period 

of the evaluation, in order to maximise the potential for using this approach.  

 

One example here might be where support for offenders / ex-offenders had not been rolled 

out in all institutions in Wales or in all case study areas. If piloting were used as a means of 

introducing support, surveys could be conducted using the client group and comparing with a 

matched sample of offenders in a non-participating institution. 

 

4.4 “Bring a Friend” 

This would involve using a more informal “matching” approach by which individual 

beneficiaries on provision were asked to “bring a friend” (literally or metaphorically), to 
                                                 
50 See Appendix 1 
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identify someone in their immediate social network who (in their judgement) had broadly 

similar experience, qualifications and skills and who was willing also to participate in the 

research. Obviously, data gathered through the initial testing and interview process would 

allow us to explore how far this “control group” actually was comparable with the learners’ 

sample – and to correct for obvious divergences by weighting. This approach would however 

carry high risks in terms of being able to secure sufficient numbers of appropriate participants 

and being able to re-contact them for successive waves of the fieldwork. There is also, of 

course, a stronger risk or chance of these individuals also undertaking basic skills provision, 

given their contact with the research. However, there are examples of this approach being 

taken, not least by the BCS Pilot study, which used “snowballing” (asking interviewees if they 

had any friends in similar circumstances who might like to take part) to recruit additional 

interviewees. During this evaluation, it has potential for use in small areas or groups, where 

the flexibility of the approach would be of benefit.  

 

One example of the potential use of this technique might be to compare groups of parents 

taking part in Family Programmes with similar groups of non-participants, drawn from within 

the same communities, sharing many similar characteristics and subject to many of the same 

external influencing factors. 

 

4.5 Virtual Controls / Comparison Groups  

Accepting that establishing a formal control group is not viable given resource constraints, it 

may be possible instead to build up a profile of the learner sample and then to use a range of 

other statistical and survey sources to compare the wider outcomes of our sample with 

equivalent outcomes for similar groups in the population as a whole. Such sources might 

include the repeat of the National Basic Skills Survey itself and further FSW household 

surveys51 (where we could potentially input into the research design) as well as wider data 

sets such as the LFS (to trace flows between employment, unemployment and inactivity), the 

Welsh Health Survey (to show general trends in reported health) and the Annual Survey of 

Household Earnings (to show trends in earnings). Inevitably, this will only allow inferences to 

be drawn, and will also require a strong degree of expertise in interpreting various datasets, 

but we consider that it nevertheless presents a viable option for assessing the counterfactual. 

We explore this in more detail in Section 4.8 below. 

 

                                                 
51 Subject to commissioning 
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4.6 Spatial Approaches 

As discussed above, we suggest that there will be merit in the use of spatial approaches, 

such as case study areas, to allow comparisons both between strands of activity and effects 

of delivery on individuals in different areas of Wales. In adopting this approach, we have a 

choice whether case study areas should be used on a “differential” or “comparison” basis for 

the impact surveys. That is, whether we survey beneficiaries of a given delivery activity in a 

single area, but using different areas for different activities, or aim to achieve a distributed 

sample of adult beneficiaries across a number of case study areas.  

 

This latter approach would allow for controlling against externalities to some extent by 

assessing whether the extent of progression following the basic skills improvement is 

affected by things such as local labour market conditions, social environment, or type of 

basic skills delivery accessed.  Then one of the 'independent' variables might be the level of 

basic skills intervention with the beneficiary. The inference would be that higher levels of 

intervention with the beneficiary create the greater progression and a simple model could be 

developed around this, subject to adequate measurement of progression being available. It 

would also be necessary to differentiate the intervention as engaging with one activity might 

produce a greater impact than with another.  

 

Whilst the methodology will require some initial development, it will be likely to rely on a 

variant of OLS52 depending on the type of data acquired. As with the larger control survey 

approaches, there will be no means of identifying whether or not an intervention, or an 

externality is significant until the test has been carried out and we will need to be careful in 

terms of use of a relatively small number of observations. However, we can be more 

confident of being able to draw some distinctions between the different areas, and this will 

provide an important control in and of itself. 

Hence we believe that the Case Study Approach represents a useful aspect of the evaluation 

methodology and we have integrated this into the work programme in Section 8. 

 

In addition, there is scope for spatial consideration where delivery is focused on particular 

locations – for example Community First (CF) Areas. In these cases there will be 

opportunities to run comparisons between changes in behaviour of beneficiaries and those of 

matched individuals (either through PSM or Find a Friend) in non-CF areas. Comparisons 

                                                 
52 Ordinary Least Squares Regression. 
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might also be carried out between participants in CF areas and virtual controls drawn from 

wider datasets, as described below.  

 

4.7 Assessing the Impacts of Basic Skills Provision: The Way Forward. 

 Overview 

In Section 4.1 above, we discussed our intention to focus on the post-16 group of learners in 

terms of the external impact assessment. Whilst the central plank of this work will be an 

analysis of the longitudinal survey of a panel of learners, there will be scope for smaller scale 

impact assessments through some of the measures described in Sections 4.3 to 4.6. For 

example, there will be impacts on teachers benefiting from training programmes, on 

employers signed up to the Employer Pledge and parents taking part in Family Programmes. 

We shall not be in a position to fully plan our approach to these smaller-scale assessments 

until we have gained a more complete understanding of evaluation activities planned by BSA 

and NSP contractors as part of their monitoring and evaluation programme.  

 

At this stage, we have budgeted for a robust survey of primary and secondary school 

teachers, to understand their experiences of any changes in the behaviour of school pupils, 

but also impacts on their own lives and careers as a result of basic skills interventions. Our 

current planned approach to some of the other beneficiary groups is to qualitatively assess 

impacts through focus groups and in-depth interviews with individuals. However, this activity 

will need to be co-ordinated with BSA activities and we expect to have some influence in 

terms of shaping their evaluation programme to complement our own plans.  

 Longitudinal Survey Analysis 

Given the aims of this part of the programme, the resources available, and the 

heterogeneous nature of the underlying basic skills provision we suggest the following 

approaches to further examining the survey data, testing results, and to assess elements of 

the counterfactual. These approaches will be further developed in collaboration with the 

project Steering Group as the evaluation progresses. 

 Cluster Analysis. 

The survey process described in Sections 8 – 11 will give rise to a large quantity of data 

relating to an estimated 400 - 600 participants. A cluster analysis of respondents will allow us 

to explore the nature of participant groups and common characteristics which would then 
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support analysis of the counterfactual and the identification of appropriate baselines (see 

below). 

 

Cluster analysis is a method which groups similar objects into respective categories.  Our 

objective here is to sort the participants into groups in such a way, for example, that the 

extent of association between two participants is maximised if they are placed in one group 

but minimised if they are placed in different groups. 

 

We suggest a simple clustering technique within an SPSS framework. The hierarchical tree 

technique would join together the participants into successively larger clusters using a 

measure of similarity or ‘distance’. A dendogram (horizontal hierarchical tree plot) would be 

created (see below). On the left of the dendogram are the individual participants each in their 

own class. Then the method employed effectively relaxes the criteria for what is and is not 

unique about the participant. The effect is to associate more and more participants together, 

and with the x-axis in the dendogram representing linkage distance/similarity. For each node 

in the dendogram (i.e. where a new group is formed) one can examine the linkage distance 

where the groups were associated together into a new cluster. If the data analysed contains 

an explicit structure in terms of similar groups of participants, then this would be 

demonstrated in the graph as distinct branches. This clustering method, in examining the 

similarities between participants, then considers the ‘distance’ between the participants.  

Figure 7 Clustering – The Heirarchical Tree 

p1

p2

p3

p4
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p6
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p9
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p11

Participant

Degree of similarity

90% 60% 20% 10%
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Then cases could be the individual beneficiaries/participants and the variables could be their 

characteristics. For example, these characteristics could include variables relating to the 

following: 

• Location of individual (e.g rural, urban, semi urban etc) 

• Labour market status 

• Age  

• Earnings 

• Health indicator  

• Family background 

• Education and learning background 

• Local economy factors (see below) 

• Extant basic skills provision (intensity). 

 

The analysis would use this information to build typologies/similarities of those in the panel. 

Whilst there are several different methods of clustering, it is suggested that the basic 

hierarchical clustering would be useful in this case with the tools available within SPSS, and 

with the step by step identification process represented by the simple dendogram in Figure 7.   

 

With the results from the simple cluster analysis we would form a better representation of the 

appropriate peer groups underlying the baseline assessment (see below). 

 

 Other Statistical Analysis 

The panel of data would also permit more formal analysis of the extent to which the intensity 

and nature of basic skills provision (for example, whether embedded within other provision or 

delivered on a stand-alone basis) is significantly associated with the magnitude of test 

outcomes. However, in moving towards an analysis of how far provision can be linked to 

employment and a series of softer outcomes, there is the issue of the large amount of ‘noise’ 

in the system presenting some significant challenges in isolating the effects of provision over 

and above other factors.   
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4.8 Exploring Counterfactual Issues  

 Baseline Assessment 

Beneficiaries of the basic skills programmes are situated within very different economic and 

social environments. In exploring counterfactual issues in the absence of a detailed 

comparison group analysis, it is still possible to draw inference on programme additionality 

through an examination of what might have occurred to members of peer groups across 

Wales.  

 

One important issue here is that poor quality outcomes might have arisen in one area - or 

across one time period - despite specific aspects of basic skills training. However, in another 

area or at a different point in time, the same training with similar beneficiaries might result in 

strong employment outcomes. There remains the issue of causality and the danger that it is 

perhaps not the training that contributes to the outcome but an external factor, such as tight 

labour market conditions or social background.  

 

The longitudinal nature of the study will allow the research team to explore a series of trends 

in the areas from which beneficiaries are drawn. In this way the magnitude of positive 

outcomes can be connected to the dynamic profile of local economies, and it will be possible 

to explore the likelihood of similar outcomes for associated peer groups. The nature of the 

peer groups will be informed by the cluster analysis outlined above. 

 

In undertaking this analysis we will monitor changes in the circumstances of our panel of our 

basic skill learners against changes in the “background” circumstances of similar cohorts 

within the broader population, using a variety of datasets.  We suggest that unitary authority 

areas offer the most effective spatial scale for this work, given the concentration of baseline 

data at this level. This is reinforced by our suggestion that fieldwork be concentrated on a 

selection of Unitary Authority-based case study areas, a choice which is in turn informed by a 

range of activities under the Basic Skills Delivery Plan at this level. The tracking of changes 

in headline indicators at the level of the UAs where our panel live will allow the team to 

explore whether positive outcomes from basic skills training are, for example, being found in 

more prosperous areas of the economy. A series of variables are suggested in the table 

below. The performance of the various local economies can be monitored against these 

indicators over the period of the research. 
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Table 11 Key Variables: Baseline and Change 
Variable - Baseline Variable – Final Report Why Source 

Basic skills levels in 
general population  

   

% with literacy below Level 

1, 2003 

% with Entry level 

literacy, 2008 
Comparison with general 

trends/direction of change  in 

whole population 

National Survey 

of Adult Basic 

Skills 

% with numeracy below 

Level 1, 2003 

% with numeracy below 

Level 1, 2008 
Comparison with general 

trends/direction of change in 

whole population 

National Survey 

of Adult Basic 

Skills 

Economic strength 
variables  

   

Estimated annual growth 

rate 2000-05 

Estimated annual growth 

rate 2005 – 2008 

Higher level of movement 

away from inactivity in more 

prosperous parts of the 

economy. Indicator of 

strength of demand side. 

NUTS2 

estimates; ONS. 

GVA per capita, 2004 GVA per capita, 2007  More wealthy parts of Wales 

feature stronger labour 

markets, and greater potential 

for positive outcomes. 

ONS. 

Population growth, 1999-05 Population Growth Indicator of strength of the 

demand and supply side of 

the economy 

Census OCPS. 

Economic activity rate 06 Economic activity rate 09 Higher rates link to labour 

market strength and culture of 

work 

LFS, LLFS: 

NOMIS 

Unemployment rate 06 Unemployment rate 09 Tightness of local labour 

markets 

NOMIS 

Vacancies at job centres 06 Vacancies at job centres 

09 

Local demands for labour 

indicator 

Job Centres 

VAT stock 05 VAT stock 08 New firm formation increases 

demand for labour 

VAT Statistics, 

NOMIS. 

Location quotient on fast 

growth industries 

 Presence in reference area of 

industries growing faster than 

the UK average. 

Derived from 

ABI II, NOMIS. 

Location quotient on 

industries which do not 

traditionally demand 

numeracy and literacy skills 

 Presence in reference area of 

industries with lower skills 

demands than the UK 

average. 

Derived from 

ABI II, NOMIS. 

Forecast growth  Economic strength Cambridge 

Econometrics 

Socio-economic    
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indicators 

Multiple index of personal 

deprivation 04 

MIPD updated Ranking of beneficiary ward 

on Score at SOA level in 

relation to health, 

environment, housing, 

education and access to 

services 

MIPD, WAG. 

Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation 05 

 Unitary authority ranking in 

terms of poverty and social 

exclusion indices 

Monitoring 

Poverty and 

Social Exclusion 

in Wales, 2005. 

Health – General Health 

Scores 2003 Welsh Health 

Survey 

 Repeat of WHS General health scores Welsh Health 

Survey 

Other variables 
 

   

Average earnings, 2006 Average Earnings, 2009 Change in an indicator of 

strength of local labour 

markets 

ASHE 

  

In addition to the activities suggested above, there will be scope for modelling based on 

existing datasets. For example, it may be possible to use data from the Adults Basic Skills 

Survey to establish the strength of the link between individuals with no qualifications and 

those with basic skills issues. This could subsequently be used to draw inferences from 

comparisons between the longitudinal survey of Adult Learners and information on 

qualification levels from the Labour Force Survey.  

 Fieldwork 

The fieldwork programme will contribute to the assessment of the counterfactual in the 

following ways: 

• Adult Learners: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Training Providers in 

case study areas. Quantitative survey of Training Providers in Case Study Areas. 

Longitudinal quantitative and qualitative surveys of .Adult Learners and sub-groups, 

mainly in case study areas. The longitudinal survey of adult learners will allow some 

sub-analysis by learner grouping – specifically FE and Work-Based Learners, Job 

Seekers, Offenders / Ex-Offenders and workplace learners. Where opportunities 

arise, additional approaches using piloting or spatial comparisons will be incorporated 

into the analysis. The online testing materials developed by Goal plc to measure 

factors such as self-confidence and locus of control can be used where appropriate to 

carry out small scale testing of individuals. 
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• Early Years: Qualitative interviews with project officers and LAP/NAP Providers in 

case study areas. 

• Young People: Qualitative interviews with project officers and LEA/School 

representatives in case study areas. Quantitative survey of primary and secondary 

school teachers. 

• Offenders / Ex-Offenders: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Prison / 

NOMS and Probation Service staff. Quantitative survey of offenders as sub-sample of 

longitudinal survey of adult learners. 

• Training Providers: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Learndirect staff. 

Interviews with Training Providers, and CCET Representatives in case study areas. 

•  Welsh Language Learners: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Training 

Providers in case study areas. Focus Groups with learners in Case Study Areas. 

• ESOL/EAL Learners: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Training 

Providers in case study areas. Focus Groups with learners in Case Study Areas. 

• Groups at Risk of Social Exclusion: Qualitative interviews with project officers and 

CVC Staff in case study areas. Focus Groups with learners in Case Study Areas. 

• Employer Pledge: Qualitative interviews with project officers and employers in case 

study areas. Quantitative survey of workplace learners as sub-sample of longitudinal 

survey of adult learners. 

• Financial Literacy: Qualitative interviews with project officers and delivery partners 

in case study areas.  

• ESF Sector Led Projects: Qualitative interviews with project officers and delivery 

partners in case study areas. 

• Job Seekers: Qualitative interviews with project officers and Jobcentre Plus staff in 

case study areas. Quantitative survey of jobseekers as sub-sample of longitudinal 

survey of adult learners. 

 

 Summary  

This section has put forward our approach to assessing the counterfactual, using a range of 

techniques applicable to different aspects of the evaluation. The main thrust of this will be 

based on the longitudinal survey of adult learners. However, a range of other qualitative and 

quantitative techniques will be employed, either as described or additionally to fit in with BSA 

monitoring and evaluation activities.  
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5 Approach to Basic Skills Testing 

5.1. The Importance of Testing 
Our initial review of the research literature relating to evaluating basic skills interventions53 

highlighted the importance of consistent and independent testing of individuals’ basic skills 

levels in any evaluation of the effectiveness of basic skills support (in terms of improving 

levels of literacy and numeracy) or the impact of such support in terms of wider outcomes 

such as labour market participation or improved health and well being.  

 

In putting together our approach, we have therefore considered a range of approaches to 

testing basic skills of adult learners as part of a wider longitudinal survey.  

 

A number of testing systems do exist which might be capable of being adapted for use in our 

evaluation. These include:  

 

• The tests used by BMRB in the National Survey of Basic Skills in Wales in 2003. This 

consisted of a literacy and numeracy test, each of 20 – 25 minutes using Computer 

Aided Personal Interviews (which was accompanied by a 20 minute background 

interview).  The tests were devised by the Centre for Developing and Evaluating 

Lifelong Learning (CDELL) at Nottingham University and used adaptive testing – in 

other words using computer programmes to assess respondents levels of literacy and 

numeracy on an ongoing basis throughout the test in order to avoid asking an 

individual questions which were too easy or too difficult. 

 

• The tests used by the National Research and Development Centre (NRDC) for adult 

literacy and numeracy for their longitudinal study of basic skills in the context of the 

1970 British Cohort Study. This involved a questionnaire on self-reported difficulties 

i.e. looking at interviewees’ own estimation of literacy and numeracy skills and a 40 

minute test of literacy and numeracy (30 minutes) and dyslexia (10 minutes) based on 

a mix of multiple choice and open response questions. The literacy and numeracy 

tests were based in part on the CDELL/BMRB tests, but shortened to a combined 22 

minutes and in part on open response questions used in earlier small-scale tests of 

members of the BCS. The literacy test involved “adaptive testing” but after piloting the 

                                                 
53 See Appendix 1  
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numeracy test, it was decided that one set of questions would be more appropriate for 

all interviewees for numeracy. The tests were intended to be administered using 

Computer Assisted Self Interview technology, with the interviewee answering 

questions on a laptop. 

 

• The combined literacy and numeracy test developed by the National Institute of 

Economic and Social Research (again working with CDELL) for the ongoing 

longitudinal evaluation of Skills for Life in England. This was a 15 minute test applied 

both to basic skills learners and to a control group of individuals with low basic skills 

not taking part in basic skills learning. 

 

In considering these alternatives, there are clearly trade-offs between the time needed for 

taking the tests (15 minutes for the NIESR test, 30 minutes  - or 22 minutes including only 

the multiple choice elements - for the NRDC study and around 40 – 50 minutes for the BMRB 

tests) and the effectiveness of the tests in measuring relatively small differences in literacy 

and numeracy.  

 

On balance, we feel that  - while there would be advantages in using the same tests used by 

BMRB for the National Basic Skills Survey – the time required for these tests is just too long, 

when combined with an additional session of questions relating to personal circumstances 

which will be necessary to investigate the impact of interventions on broader social and 

economic circumstances. By contrast, the NIESR test appears to be too short to measure 

more subtle changes in basic skills levels as is recognised by the authors when they tried to 

account for the fact that no statistically significant improvement in skills levels across the 

study sample was found after one year of basic skills tuition: “it is …important to recognise 

that the tests developed for this study ….were short and limited. The main purpose was to 

act as a screening device to ensure that those in the control group did have problems with 

literacy and numeracy (and similarly confirm that those in the learners group had identifiable 

needs, not just a lack of qualifications). It was therefore more important that they should 

identify an upper threshold of literacy and numeracy functioning than that they should 

accurately identify the gradations beneath that threshold”. 

 

We therefore consider that, should we undertake independent testing as part of the 

evaluation, we should adapt the NRDC tests, though using only the CDELL element (22 

minutes), since the purpose of including the open response questions – to provide 

comparisons with earlier studies of the BCS – clearly does not apply to our research. We 
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believe it would be possible to receive clearance from DfES (who own the intellectual 

copyright for the tests) and from NRDC to adapt these for our use.      

 

However, undertaking our own tests (even ones adapted from the NRDC work) would be 

resource-intensive in terms of the overall budget for the evaluation and would also involve 

exposing our longitudinal sample to a series of tests over and above screening done in 

relation to the provision they are undertaking. It also needs to be recognised that in each of 

the cases considered above, independent testing was an essential component of the study 

since in each case they involved adults who were not basic skills “learners” (in the case of 

both the NRDC and the National Basic Skills Survey, the samples were based on the whole 

population, while in the case of NIESR, a central part of the study design was using the same 

tests with both basic skills learners and a control group who were not trying to improve their 

basic skills).  

 

In the case of our research, we would only be seeking to test those who are undertaking 

basic skills provision. Given this, it is important to consider whether there is an alternative 

approach which makes use of testing already being undertaken by learning providers. While 

this may be less than the ideal scenario suggested in the Literature Review of the Effects of 

Improvements in Adult Basic Skills54, the author of the Review recognises that “a small scale 

study… considering participants on a single study course, perhaps using tests 

administered by their place of study, if permission to use such information can be 

obtained” (emphasis added) might be a valid and viable approach.  

 

5.1 Existing Screening / Assessment of Adult Learners – BSA / West Notts. 
College Assessment Tools 

All DELLS funded providers are required to screen / assess learners at both the start and 

termination of their learning programme55. Assessment data is recorded on the Lifelong 

Learning Wales Record (LLWR) system, relevant fields on which are  

• LP 34: Level of Numeracy assessed at start of programme 

• LP 35: Level of Literacy assessed at start of programme 

• LP 37: Level of Numeracy assessed at termination of programme 

• LP 38: Level of Literacy assessed at termination of programme 

 

                                                 
54 McIntosh, Centre for Economic Performance, 2004 
55 With the exception of delivery lasting less than 5 hours in total. 
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According to the recent Estyn report on Basic Skills Monitoring and Assessment56, the 

majority of FE providers use one of two models for assessing basic skills needs: 

• BSA Initial Assessment tool (on-line or paper-based) 

• West Notts College Initial Assessment (on-line or paper-based) 

Amongst work-based learning providers, there was a greater likelihood of paper-based BSA 

assessments being used. 

 

Given that these tests are already being carried out on all funded post-16 learners, it is an 

attractive proposition to incorporate the results for a sample of learners in our longitudinal 

survey. Hence, a survey model would comprise the following elements: 

• Existing initial assessment by provider at start of learning programme, supplemented 

by additional questions relating to attitudes and personal circumstances (20 minute 

survey approx) 

• Existing provider assessment at termination of learning programme, again 

supplemented by additional questions relating to attitudes and personal circumstances 

(20 minute survey approx) 

• Additional assessment and questionnaire with tracked learners one year after 

termination of learning, administered in-home by the fieldwork team. (20 minutes plus 

assessment time of 40 / 70 minutes depending on test used). 

 

The Estyn report found that there was a degree of inconsistency between the two testing 

models, with the BSA model more likely to report basic skills deficiencies than the West Notts 

tests. Hence, if existing testing were to be used as part of the longitudinal survey of adult 

learners, we should need to decide on a preferred test and identify providers using this 

approach to assessment, thereby achieving comparability across different providers and 

settings.  

 

Where providers in a given setting and using the preferred testing method could not be 

identified, there might be an opportunity to pilot the use of the preferred test on a sample of 

learners, subject to the co-operation of the provider and learner.  

 

The advantages of such an approach would include: 

• Reduced burden on learners in terms of the number of assessments undertaken 

                                                 
56 Post 16 Basic Skills provision: Basic Skills initial assessment, support and monitoring systems. Estyn. 
September 2006. 
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• Cost savings, thereby freeing up resources to expand the sample or research 

additional areas of work 

• Comparability with the LLWR dataset 

 

Disadvantages / risks might lie in securing provider co-operation and ensuring consistency of 

results and the issue of testing for those not currently subjected to assessment. 

5.2 Summary 

Following consideration of all options, we have concluded that the use of existing 

assessment presents the most appropriate route for incorporation into the longitudinal survey 

of adults. 
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6 Use of Case Study Areas 

We propose the use of case study areas based around Unitary Authorities for individual 

elements of the evaluation, in order to provide a more in-depth picture of activities in a 

number of areas rather than a more dissipated view of activity across the whole of Wales. 

Clearly, for some aspects of delivery this may not be practicable; for example in the case of 

support for offenders in institutions, given that there are no prisons in North Wales or indeed 

in the majority of Unitary Authority areas. 

 

Table 12 below shows a potential segmentation model, which will allow us to select case 

study areas with a reasonable representation of geography, socio-economic profile, and level 

of Basic Skills activity. From this we suggest that a total of six areas should be selected to 

provide an overview of activity across Wales and some initial suggestions have been 

emboldened in the table below for discussion with the Steering Group early in Phase 2. 

 

Table 12 Possible Segmentation for Geographic Case Study Areas 

 

 Mid Wales North Wales South East 
Wales 

South West 
Wales 

Urban  Wrexham Cardiff 
Newport 

Swansea 

Valleys   Blaenau Gwent 
Caerphilly 
Merthyr Tydfil 
Rhondda Cynon 
Taff 
Torfaen 

Neath Port Talbot 

Rural 
predominately 
Welsh 
speaking 

Ceredigion 
Gwynedd 
(Meirionnydd) 
 

Conwy  
Gwynedd (ex. 
Meirionnydd) 
Ynys Mon 

 Carmarthenshire 

Rural 
predominately 
English 
speaking 

Powys Denbighshire Monmouthshire Pembrokeshire  

Mixed Urban / 
Rural 

 Flintshire 
 

Bridgend  
Vale of 
Glamorgan 
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6.1 A Matrix Approach 

Within the evaluation, we intend to approach the fieldwork initially via NSPs (including those 

administered by BSA) and the relevant priority groups57, but cross-referenced against the 

case study areas defined above, where appropriate. 

 
Table 13 Current Allocations of NSPs  

National Support Project (NSP) Responsibility 

Early Years BSA 

Young People Ecotec 

Offenders / Ex-Offenders Tribal 

Training and Continuous Professional Development University of Wales, Newport 

Welsh Language Basic Skills Coleg Meirion Dwyfor 

ESOL / EAL Coleg Menai 

Groups at Risk of Social Exclusion Flintshire CVC 

Workforce – Employer Pledge BSA 

Financial Literacy BSA 

European Sector-Led Basic Skills Project BSA 

Note two additional NSPs – Adult Learners and Job Seekers have yet to be allocated 

 

We shall need to meet with Basic Skills Agency at an early point in the evaluation, to 

establish current progress and to fully map activities and responsibilities against the NSP 

structure. From these discussions, we shall be able to agree a detailed schedule of 

responsibilities for the work. 

  

Lead consultants will then be appointed to cover each of the NSPs and any activities not 

within the scope of current NSPs. We shall also assign lead responsibilities for each of the 

case study areas, so as to achieve a matrix approach to the research. In this manner, we 

shall be able to report on the progress of the strategy by NSP/ priority group, but also to 

comment on the additionality achieved through development of local linkages in case study 

areas. 

 

                                                 
57 Early Years, Primary, Secondary, Post-16, Cross-Phase 
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7 Approach to Fieldwork 

7.1 Introduction 

This section of the report describes in more detail the fieldwork approach to be adopted 

over the period of the evaluation. Whilst the information content of the fieldwork will be 

closely informed by the Evaluation Framework, the approach to data gathering, both 

quantitative and qualitative needs to be defined. 

 

Figure 8 presents an initial overview of how the evaluation fieldwork might be 

approached, in consideration of the above. The diagram shows that, in essence, the 

fieldwork approach might consist of four levels within two, overlapping evaluations 

relating respectively to the activities of the Delivery Plan – primarily the development of 

learning infrastructure, and the Aims of the Strategy – primarily learning delivery and its 

associated effects. These might alternatively be described as: 

• An assessment of “what works, for whom and under what circumstances” 

• An assessment of the impact of the Strategy on the economic and social well-

being of learners and, in turn, on the economy of Wales as a whole. 

 

Whilst the former will be primarily qualitative in nature, the latter requires a primarily 

quantitative approach, within which the key activity will be a longitudinal survey of adult 

learners, linked to basic skills testing. 

 

There will be some overlap in research approach between the two elements of the 

evaluation, in that the qualitative assessment will need to access the views of learners, in 

order to ascertain which elements of the strategy have been successful with regard to 

their effects on learner experiences. At the same time, we shall need to quantitatively 

examine the outcomes on beneficiaries within the scope of the delivery plan – for 

example, the proportion of teachers incorporating best practice into general teaching 

activities as a result of basic skills training. 

 

The approach adopts a logical progression from the strategic to the operational, taking 

into account the “supply chain” of stakeholders: 

• Welsh Assembly Government as commissioning body 

• Basic Skills Agency as contracted delivery agency 

• Delivery partners (LEAs and Sub-contractors running the some of the NSPs) 

• Learning Providers / Teachers   
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Figure 8 Initial Schematic of Research Approach 



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 87 11/02/2007 
  
  

  

• Learners and other intended beneficiaries of the Strategy 

• By implication the Welsh economy as a whole, as beneficiary of any improved 

economic performance resulting from the impact of successful basic skills intervention 

 

The programme of activities is described below, by work activity and timeline. 
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8 Work Programme 2006-07 

This section of the report describes activities to be carried out between December 2006 and 

April 2007. 

8.1 Preparatory Work 

Prior to commencing the wider review and fieldwork programme, we shall convene three key 

meetings: 

• Inception meeting with the Evaluation Steering Group 

• Internal meeting for the Stage 2 Team 

• Full day workshop with BSA Staff and NSP Contractors 

 Inception Meeting (5 Days) 

We shall expect to meet with the Steering Group at the earliest possible opportunity following 

agreement of this Stage 1 Report, assuming that Stage 2 is duly commissioned. Topics for 

discussion at this meeting will include: 

• Confirmation of the evaluation approach, draft budgets and timescales 

• Any contextual issues arising with implications for the conduct of the evaluation 

• Stakeholder contacts for the Strategic Evaluation 

• Agreement of project monitoring and reporting arrangements 

• Contracting 

Following this meeting, we shall submit a full inception report, detailing the above. 

 Internal Team Meeting (5 Days) 

As with Stage 1, we shall begin our process with an internal team meeting to discuss our 

approach and to identify issues for discussion with the project Steering Group. We feel that 

this is important in order to ensure that the whole Stage 2 team is in a position to “hit the 

ground running” in terms of launching the evaluation process.  

 

During this meeting we shall also confirm roles within the team, especially with regard to 

assigning lead responsibilities for Priority Groups / NSPs and Case Study areas. 

 

At this stage we shall also prepare for the launch of the Project Website, the domain for 

which has been booked at www.basicskillsevaluation.co.uk. The website will provide a 

conduit for describing the evaluation to a wider audience and will form a repository for 

relevant documentation as the process evolves. There will also be opportunities for 
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discussions and online debates via the web and it is hoped that this will build up into an 

online resource to complement existing materials on the Basic Skills Agency site. 

 Workshop with BSA Staff and NSP Contractors (6 Days) 

Following the Inception Meeting we shall convene a full day introductory workshop with the 

BSA and NSP Contractors. This will enable us to introduce the evaluation team and provide 

an opportunity for the lead consultants for each delivery strand to make contact with the 

appropriate officers within the relevant agencies. 

 

Papers for the workshop will be sent out in advance, to ensure that officers of the BSA and 

partner agencies have ample opportunity to review the proposed methodology and prepare 

any comments or points for discussion on the day.  The workshop will then allow us to fully 

discuss our evaluation approach with attendees, to build ownership of the process and 

address any issues arising. 

 

We have conducted these “icebreaker sessions” on previous contracts and have found them 

to be very valuable in getting projects under way quickly and effectively. 

 
Outputs from the workshop session will be submitted to the evaluation website, to allow 

participants to review and post comments. 

 

8.2 Level 1: Strategic Evaluation  

This element of the work will aim to place the Basic Skills Strategy in its policy context and 

assess the degree to which it is connected to, or has influence upon, other interventions. The 

work here will comprise two main activities: 

• Policy Review 

• Qualitative Interviews with Stakeholders 

 Policy Review (15 Days) 

We shall undertake a thorough policy review to ascertain the degree of integration and 

coordination between Basic Skills and other key interventions in Wales, specifically: 

• The assessment of BSS “fit” with wider WAG policies 

• The assessment of the prominence given to the basic skills agenda in other WAG 

documents, such as Sector Skills Agreements and CCET Guidance 

• The extent to which Basic Skills has become embedded in other interventions as a 

cross-cutting theme 
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• The importance and contribution of the Basic Skills strategy towards achievement of 

related policy aims 

 

The review will need to cover all major policy documents in Wales, which may be relevant to 

the Strategy. These will include, as a minimum: 

• Words Talk, Numbers Count – The Second Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

• The National Basic Skills Strategy Delivery Plan 2006-07 

• The Learning Country 2 

• The Skills and Employment Action Plan 2  

• WAVE 

• People, Places, Futures - the Wales Spatial Plan  

• Strategic Plans of DELLS, DEIN and Estyn 

• The Parenting Action Plan 

• Literacy and Numeracy Strategies in Primary Schools 

• Wales: A Better Country58 

• Extending Entitlement 

• WAG guidance documents issued to schools and post-16 learning 

• WAG issued Sector Skills Agreements 

• DELLS’ NPFS weighting arrangements 

• CCET Guidance  

• CCET Annual Recommendations 

 

Results of the review will be circulated amongst the Evaluation Steering Group for comment 

and will be posted as a stand alone report on the project website. 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Stakeholders (30 Days) 

A series of qualitative interviews will be held with key stakeholders at an early stage to 

understand the strategic role and contribution of the Basic Skills Strategy and stakeholders’ 

perceptions of its management to date. The main indicators to be explored here will be to: 

• Explore the extent to which the existence of the Strategy and BSA activities have 

engendered a greater awareness of and subscription to the basic skills agenda among 

key stakeholders 

                                                 
58 Or any successor document after the 2007 National Assembly elections.  



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 91 11/02/2007 
  
  

• Understand perceptions of the effectiveness of BSA’s contribution to developing basic 

skills related interventions 

• Seek evidence of BSA research and evaluation findings shaping new policy 

developments 

• Research the extent to which stakeholders discuss and consider basic skills issues in 

planning and delivering services 

• Investigate stakeholders’ perceptions of the success or otherwise of “Pilot” projects 

designed to attract people into basic skills training, develop alternative basic skills 

provision (building on Tripartite Courses), widen the range of learning settings 

(including e and distance learning) or achieve a more joined up approach to identifying 

need and monitoring progress. 

• Understand the extent to which stakeholders feel that they have a “grip” on the Basic 

Skills agenda 

• Enquire to what extent stakeholders proactively explore how basic skills 

considerations should influence policies and practices 

• Explore perceptions of the effectiveness of BSA time investment in partnership 

creation and maintenance, at an all-Wales, regional or case study area level. 

• Explore perceptions of the effectiveness of BSA time investment in meetings with 

WAG departments, from a WAG perspective. 

• Assess the quality of relationship between BSA Wales and the BSA. 

• Assess the quality of the relationship between BSA Wales and relevant WAG 

departments 

• Assess the accuracy, relevance and timeliness of management information provided 

to the Basic Skills Strategy Implementation Group 

 

We envisage carrying out some 40 - 50 stakeholder interviews, utilising a series of 

customised topic guides informed by the Evaluation Framework. Interviewees are likely to 

include representatives of the following: 

• Basic Skills Agency Wales 

• Basic Skills Agency 

• WAG – Children and Schools Group 

• WAG – Lifelong Learning and Skills Group (Inc. Qualifications and Curriculum Group) 

• WAG – Higher Education Group 

• Job Centre Plus 
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• Prison / Probation Service / NOMS59 

• Estyn 

• A selection of Sector Skills Councils 

• Wales TUC 

• Welsh Books Council 

• BBC / S4C 

• Learndirect / UfI 

• Local Authority representatives in Case Study Areas 

• A selection of learning providers in Case Study Areas 

• Associations of Voluntary Organisations in Case Study Areas 

• A selection of 14-19 network co-ordinators 

• Federation of Small Business 

• CBI 

• Fforwm 

• AWEMA 

• Wales Council for Voluntary Action 

• Genesis 

• Representatives of Communities First 

• SSDA 

 

Results will be analysed using “Mind Manager” software to map issues across delivery 

strands and beneficiary groupings and to identify recurrent themes. 

 

The qualitative interviews will be conducted face to face by senior members of the evaluation 

team and will be semi-structured in content, based on topic guides to be agreed in advance 

with the Evaluation Steering Group. 

 

A Strategic Evaluation Report will be compiled from this element of the research, which will 

serve to inform the remainder of the evaluation. It will also provide pointers for the team to 

assist Basic Skills Agency in fine tuning delivery for the remainder of their contracted delivery 

period. 

 

                                                 
59 National Offender Management Service 
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8.3 Level 2: Evaluation of Delivery Management  

At this stage, we shall undertake activities aimed at providing an initial assessment of the 

quality and effectiveness of programme management arrangements undertaken by BSA in 

delivering the Strategy.  

 

This element of the work will comprise two key activities: 

• Qualitative interviews with BSA Staff and delivery contractors / grant recipients 

• Strategy documentation and Management Information Systems review 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with BSA Staff and Delivery Contractors / Grant 
Recipients (26 Days) 

Within this element of the work, lead consultants will make contact with the relevant BSA / 

NSP / LEA60 officers, to: 

• conduct initial qualitative interviews 

• obtain relevant programme documentation 

• secure beneficiary contact details for subsequent interviews.  

 

Interview topics to be discussed will include, as a minimum: 

• BSA officers’ own perception of the effectiveness of the Agency in delivering the 

Strategy 

• NSP / LEA staff perception of the effectiveness of the Agency in delivering the 

Strategy 

• Assessment of the processes involved in launching and embedding innovative 

interventions 

• BSA and delivery contractors’ staff views of the protocols for producing regular 

management information and the extent to which the purpose, nature and timing of 

information to be produced is set out. 

• Interviewees’ assessment of the quality and utility of management information 

produced – is it accurate, relevant and timely? 

• Assessment of the processes employed for commissioning and managing evaluation 

surveys to measure the success of marketing and PR activities. 

• Perceptions of the effectiveness of interactions with stakeholders and partners, at an 

all-Wales, regional and case study area level. 

                                                 
60 We would expect to concentrate on the LEAs within the case-study areas 
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• Assessment of NSP service recipient satisfaction surveys – scoping and design 

processes, commissioning and management of surveys. 

 

Results will again be analysed using “Mind Manager” software to map issues across delivery 

strands and beneficiary groupings and to identify recurrent themes. 

 

The qualitative interviews will be conducted face to face by senior members of the evaluation 

team and will be semi-structured in content, based on topic guides to be agreed in advance 

with the Evaluation Steering Group. 

 

 Strategy Documentation and MIS Review (11 Days) 

This element of the work will allow lead consultants for each NSP / Priority Group to: 

• Familiarise themselves with the delivery structures for their respective areas of interest 

• Review internal MIS and progress reporting mechanisms (eg Traffic Light Reports, 

BSA Audit reports) 

 

This information will equip lead consultants with the necessary background and context to 

carry out the subsequent elements of the evaluation process. It will also allow individuals to 

identify any gaps in existing monitoring arrangements, or suggest adjustments which could 

be made to render information more useful in terms of tracking the progress of the delivery 

plan against the aims of the Strategy. 

 

Issues of interest will include factors such as: 

• The precise nature of the planned activities for each NSP/Priority Group over the 

lifetime of the evaluation 

• The balance between planned activities and resources 

• Achievements to date 

• Delivery and consultation structures and relationship with “client “groups (e.g. 

teachers, providers, statutory agencies such as JobCentre Plus, Prisons Service)  

• Achievement of administrative targets, such as response times 

• Completion of tasks within timescales 

• Completion of tasks within 10% of budget 

• Availability rate of website 

• IT Systems availability rate 

• Staff induction and appraisal 
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• Accuracy and relevance of management reports 

• Propriety of financial statements produced 

• Extent of BSA Officer time spent in meetings with key stakeholders and WAG 

departments 

• Achievement of finance related, HR, IT and general Support Services targets 

 

Results from this phase of the work will be compiled into a Management Effectiveness report, 

for review by the Evaluation Steering Group.  

 

8.4 Evaluation of the Impact on Strategy Beneficiaries  

Assessing the Counterfactual – Initial Work (9 Days) 
In the initial stage of the work, Cardiff Business School will refine the methods that will be 

used to assess the beneficiary counterfactual. Given the overall length of the project we 

expect to keep a watching brief on emerging research findings in related studies elsewhere 

in the UK to provide a check and context for the research methodology employed in Wales.  

 

Research during year 1 would also include: 

• Development of the series of monitoring indicators (see Table 11, Section 4) at the 

unitary authority level 

• Development of a diary of key events affecting labour markets at the unitary authority 

level 

• Reporting on overarching issues affecting the development of the counterfactual case  

• Using elements of the data and diary review to inform the construction of the research 

instruments and the beneficiary sampling strategy. 

 

8.5 Reporting, Monitoring and Project Management Arrangements  

Throughout the course of the evaluation, e-mail updates will be issued on a fortnightly basis 

to the Project Manager.  

 

Evaluation Reports will be issued to the client during 2006/07 as follows: 

• Inception Report 

• BSA/NSP Workshop Report 

 

Steering Group meetings will be held as required, by arrangement. 
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9 Work Programme 2007-08   

9.1 Evaluation of Delivery Process / Infrastructure Development  

During 2007/08, key activities in this phase will include: 

• Overarching review of baseline statistical information and other evidence relating to 

awareness of basic skills issues and participation in learning. 

• Further review of monitoring and evaluation data relating to specific NSP / Priority 

Group activities – using sources both internal and external to the Strategy and 

Delivery Plan. 

• Qualitative interviews with Delivery Plan beneficiaries  

 Review of Baseline Statistical Information and Other Evidence (12 Days)  

The review of baseline data will serve to establish the starting point for the evaluation, in 

terms of understanding the current penetration of basic skills awareness and engagement in 

learning. 

Sources here will include: 

• National Adult Basic Skills Survey (NABS) (2004) 

• Basic Skills in the Welsh Language report (Beaufort Research, 2004) 

• Basic Skills in the Workplace (BSA, 2001) 

• FSW Generic Skills Survey (2003) 

• NIACE Survey of Adult Learning (2005) 

• Estyn Basic Skills Monitoring and Assessment (2006) 

• BSA Annual Perception Audit 

 

Issues of interest here will include evidence of: 

• The degree of importance attached to literacy and numeracy skills by individuals and 

employers 

• The gap between individuals’ perception of the importance of literacy and numeracy 

and that of employers 

• Target users’ assessment of the quality, relevance and utility of good practice 

materials 

Other sample indicators to be covered are shown in  

Table 14 below. 
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Table 14 Examples of Baseline Statistics 
Data Source Indicator 
PLASC 
 

Qualifications achieved as evidence of children 
leaving compulsory education with good basic 
skills 

Annual LFS  Percentage of adults with qualifications indicating 
recognition of good basic skills 

Adult literacy and numeracy Benchmark Report, 
2001 / NABS, 2004 

Percentage of working age adults with literacy 
and numeracy skills at Level 1 and above prior to 
the introduction of the Strategy 
 

LLWR 
 

Percentage of participants in publicly funded 
learning undertaking basic skills assessment 
Percentage of participants in publicly funded 
learning undertaking basic skills training 

 
 

 

The review will be repeated towards the end of the evaluation period, for those data sources 

able to offer new data and to incorporate any new sources becoming available during the 

intervening period.  Current expectations are that the NABS Survey is likely to be repeated in 

2009. The FSW survey may be repeated in 2008, but a decision is not likely to be made on 

this before April 2007. The BSA Annual Perception Audit will, as the name suggests, be 

updated annually. 

 

9.2 Level 3: Evaluation of Delivery Process / Infrastructure Development  

This phase of the work represents a significant tranche of activity over the period of the 

evaluation. It will aim to address issues around the achievement of delivery plan objectives, 

the quality of relationship between BSA / NSP subcontractors and delivery plan beneficiaries 

(providers, teachers, employers etc) and the outcomes experienced by delivery plan 

beneficiaries. 

 

The majority of the work will be carried out on a matrix basis, as described in Section 6 of 

this report, with lead consultants allocated work primarily on a NSP / Priority Group basis, 

cross-referenced to case study areas where appropriate. 

 

Key activities in this phase will include: 

• Review of monitoring and evaluation data relating to specific NSP / Priority Group 

activities – using sources both internal and external to the Strategy and Delivery Plan. 
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• Qualitative interviews with Delivery Plan beneficiaries (Planned for subsequent years) 

• Quantitative surveys of Delivery Plan beneficiaries (Planned for subsequent years) 

 

 Review of Monitoring and Evaluation Data Relating to Specific NSP / Priority 
Group Activities (24 Days) 

The review of NSP / Priority Group specific data will serve to establish the baseline for 

individual strands of the evaluation, in terms of understanding the current penetration of 

basic skills awareness and engagement in learning for each NSP / Priority Group. 

 

Lead consultants will be responsible for working with BSA and respective NSPs to locate the 

relevant data sources and to compile a summary position document for each strand. The 

results of this element of the work will need to be cross-referenced against the BSA traffic 

light reports to provide an overall audit of the quality of monitoring information. 

 

The following tables lay out the data sources of interest and some of the key questions to be 

addressed during this phase of the work. 

 Early Years 

Data Sources Indicators / Key Questions 
LEA Reports submitted to BSA Performance against LAP / NAP Targets 

Performance against Family Programme Targets 
 

BSA Monitoring reports 10% of LAP Programmes randomly checked 
10% of Family Programmes randomly checked 
10% of NSP Beneficiaries randomly checked 
 

 

 Schools 

Data Sources Indicators / Key Questions 
BSA Survey of SIGs, Primary / Secondary Quality 
Mark and Training Grants. 
BSA Annual Perception Audit 
 

The percentage of teachers, trainers and support 
workers improving practice as a result of funded 
training or good practice dissemination activities.  
Percentage of pupils targeted by SIG funded 
interventions with improved literacy / numeracy 
attainment 

Estyn reports on providers in case study areas The extent to which the basic skills agenda is 
integrated into schools provision 
 
Quality of teaching training and assessment 

Teacher Assessments Percentage of children with improved language, 

literacy and / or numeracy skills  
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LEA Reports submitted to BSA 
Quality Mark database 
 

Performance against Quality Mark targets 
Schools attaining and retaining Quality Mark 
Secondary teachers / LSAs and other supporters 
in case study areas completing basic skills 
modules 
Secondary teachers / LSAs and other supporters 
in case study areas achieving / holding basic 
skills qualifications 
Number of staff receiving training as a result of 
training grants 
 

BSA Field staff reports 
Traffic Light reports to BSA 
Reports from BSA QM Seminars 

Consistency and quality of LEAs assessment of 
schools 

Study of QM Schools. 
Reports from BSA QM Seminars 

Percentage of schools improving provision as a 
result of dissemination of good practice relating to 
the Quality Mark 
Proportion of basic skills teachers and supporters 
qualified to levels 2, 3 and 4. 
 

Study of QM Schools. 
Reports from BSA QM Seminars 

Percentage of schools improving provision as a 
result of dissemination of good practice relating to 
SIGs 
 

Audit reports from monitoring teams. 
 

Effectiveness of QM random monitoring  
10% of Quality Mark Schools randomly checked 
10% of SIG Funded work randomly checked 
10% of NSP Beneficiaries randomly checked 
 

SIG Catch-Up evaluation 
LEA Reports submitted to BSA 
 

Extent to which grant funded projects’ aims, 
objectives and targets have been met 

WAG Guidance documents issues to schools Extent to which basic skills are emphasised in 
WAG guidance to schools 
 

BSA Development officer reports Percentage of LEAs receiving briefing and advice 
 

 

 Post-16 

Data Sources Indicators / Key Questions 
Estyn Report on Basic Skills Initial Assessment, 
Support and Monitoring Systems (2006) 
 

The extent to which the basic skills agenda is 
integrated into post-16 provision 
 

Estyn reports on providers in case study areas 
Estyn Area Inspection Reports 
 

The percentage of post-16 trainers and support 
workers improving practice as a result of funded 
training or good practice dissemination activities. 
 

DELLS’ LLWR System 
BSA Quality Mark monitoring survey 

The percentage of learners entering publicly 
funded training with literacy or numeracy skills 
below level 1 
The number of post-16 learners entering basic 
skills training 
 

Quality Mark database 
Traffic Light reports to BSA 
 

Providers attaining and retaining the Quality Mark 
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Study of QM Providers. 
Reports from BSA QM Seminars 
 

Percentage of post-16 providers improving 
provision as a result of dissemination of good 
practice relating to the Quality Mark 
 

Employer Pledge Database / Quarterly Reports No. of employers making or renewing Employer 
Pledge 
No. of employees covered by Employer Pledge 
% of employers making Employer Pledges which: 

• Assess need 
• Set time-bound objectives 
• Devote resources to implementation 

 
 

 Level of coverage of basic skills issues in papers 
of key “Partnership” group meetings. 
Extent to which stakeholders discuss and 
consider basic skills issues in planning and 
delivering services. 
 

WAG Guidance documents issues to post-16 
providers 

Extent to which basic skills are emphasised in 
WAG guidance to providers 
 

DELLS NPFS weighting arrangements The degree to which basic skills related learning 
attracts premium or development funding from 
DELLS 
 

DELLS SIR System Adult literacy / numeracy / ESOL tutors achieving 
/ holding appropriate qualifications 
 

BSA Development officer reports Percentage of Learning providers receiving 
briefing and advice 
 

BSA Monitoring Reports 10% of NSP Beneficiaries randomly checked 
 

Employer Pledge Database Numbers of people employed by firms which have 
made Employer Pledge 
Numbers of employees in businesses which have 
made Employers Pledge receiving support 

 

 Cross Phase / Multiphase 

Data Sources Indicators / Key Questions 
Numeracy Campaign evaluation How much media air time was achieved for the 

campaign? 
What were the viewer numbers for the campaign? 
How many column inches of coverage were 
achieved in printed media? 
 

Literacy Campaign evaluation  How much media air time was achieved for the 
campaign? 
What were the viewer numbers for the campaign? 
How many column inches of coverage were 
achieved in printed media? 
Number and proportion of libraries / schools 
displaying “Read a Million Words” campaign 
materials. 
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Review of BSA web-site 
Review of Strategy web-site 
 

Level of good practice materials accessible via 
BSA Wales web-site 
Extent to which research and evaluation reports 
are made publicly available vie the Strategy 
website 
 

Review of Knowledge Management System Extent to which research and evaluation reports 
are made accessible to stakeholders via KMS 
 

Review of BSA Communications aimed at raising 
awareness of research and evaluation findings 

Extent to which research and evaluation findings 
are proactively promoted to appropriate 
stakeholders 
 

Marketing and PR project specifications Assessment of the logic and design of marketing / 
PR Campaigns, newspaper adverts and 
promotional packs, in terms of raising target 
groups’, employers’, providers’ and more general 
awareness of the importance of basic skills. 
 

Project specifications for LPF promotional 
activities 

Extent to which grant scheme brings together 
groups of organisations to promote basic skills 
learning jointly 
Extent to which grant scheme brings forward 
projects focused on Communities First areas. 
 

BSA Wales internal evaluations / externally 
commissioned evaluations 

Assessment of survey scoping and design 
processes 
Assessment of the commissioning management 
of surveys 
Assessment of dissemination of evaluation 
findings 
 

NSP Service recipient satisfaction surveys Assessment of survey scoping and design 
process 
Assessment of the commissioning and 
management of surveys 
 

 Case Study Areas 

Data Sources Indicators / Key Questions 
Pilot project proposals Effectiveness of pilot projects in case study areas. 

 
Partnership group papers, including CCETs, 
Children and Young People’s Partnerships, CVCs 

Level of coverage of basic skills issues in papers 
of key “Partnership” group meetings. 
Extent to which stakeholders discuss and 
consider basic skills issues in planning and 
delivering services. 
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 Review of Monitoring and Evaluation Data Relating to Specific NSP / Priority 
Group Activities (24 Days) 

The ongoing review of NSP / Priority Group-specific data will provide a continuous reference 

point for individual strands of the evaluation, in terms of understanding the current 

penetration of basic skills awareness and engagement in learning for each NSP / Priority 

Group. It will also allow lead consultants to understand areas of delivery where difficulties 

have occurred, or where interventions have been especially successful. 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan Beneficiaries (107 Days) 

The qualitative interview programme will provide lead consultants will a comprehensive 

baseline assessment of the strengths and weakness of Basic Skills infrastructure 

development and support. Interviews will be held as early as is practicable in the evaluation 

process, beginning in Spring 2007. It is our intention to revisit the process towards the end of 

the evaluation process, in 2009/10. 

 

Interviews will be conducted face to face by dedicated members of the evaluation team and 

will be semi-structured in content, based on topic guides to be agreed in advance with the 

Evaluation Steering Group. 

 

Results will again be analysed using “Mind Manager” software to map issues across delivery 

strands and beneficiary groupings and to identify recurrent themes. 

 Early Years 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Sample of LAP/NAP providers in case 
study areas 

Practitioners’ perception of their knowledge of LAP/NAP 
programmes 
 

 

 Schools 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
LEAs in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 

materials received from the BSA 
Assessment of: 

• Application process 
• Claims process 
• Payments process 
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LEA / Schools failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas61 

Assessment of the quality of advice and support received 
 

Schools in Case Study Areas Assessment of the quality of advice and support received by 
providers through QM related visits and assessments 
 

 

 Post-16 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Job Centre Plus in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 

materials received from the BSA 
 

Prison / Probation Service / NOMS Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Learndirect / UfI Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Training providers in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA. Assessment of the quality 
of advice and support received by providers through QM 
related visits and assessments 
 

Voluntary Bodies in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Wales TUC Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Providers failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas 

Assessment of the quality of advice and support received 
 

Providers in Case Study Areas 
receiving consultancy support from 
BSA 

Beneficiary assessment of the quality of advice and support 
received 
 

Employers in Case Study Areas 
receiving consultancy support from 
BSA 

Beneficiary assessment of the quality of advice and support 
received 
 

 Case Study Areas 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Sample of providers, beneficiaries and 
other stakeholders (LEAs, CCETs etc) 
within Case Study areas 

Extent to which developments initiated through the Strategy 
are embedded in local practice, eg the effects of training 
upon teaching practice. 
Extent of partner organisations’ knowledge of Family 
programmes 
Recipient organisations’ assessment of the degree to and 
ways in which BSA support helped them 
Target users’ assessment of the quality, relevance and utility 
of good practice materials 
 

 

 

                                                 
61 Schools failing to meet targets could be included in the general sample of schools. 
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9.3 Evaluation of Impact on Strategy Beneficiaries 

This phase of the work will comprise five key elements during 2007/08: 

• Pre-learning testing of adult learners’ basic skills levels (Conducted by learning 

providers) 

• Initial engagement of individuals in the longitudinal survey of Adult Learners 

• Qualitative interviews with a sub-sample of Adult Learners 

• Quantitative surveys of practitioners 

• Measure to address externalities and the counterfactual 

 Pre, Post and Subsequent Testing of Adult Learners’ Basic Skills Levels  

Our approach to testing adult learners’ basic skills is rehearsed in Section 5 of this report. 

Our core proposal is to work with providers in a range of settings relating to Adult Basic Skills 

delivery, focusing on case study areas where appropriate.  

 

Prior to commencing the testing and interview programme, we shall need to agree an 

approach to recruiting learners onto the three year research programme and for retaining 

them to participate in subsequent elements of the research. 

 

A number of factors will need to be considered here: 

• Identification of a set of learning providers in different settings and locations willing to 

take part in the research  

• Identification of a set of learning providers using a common approach to Basic Skills 

testing – either the BSA or West Notts College model, preferably administered 

electronically in order to minimise the introduction of human error into the results 

• Providers must be willing to co-ordinate pre and post-testing with additional 

interviewing by our team, both pre and post learning 

• Providers and learners must be willing to share data collected via the tests with the 

evaluation team – for the purposes of this research only. 

 

 Longitudinal Survey of Adult Learners: Initial Interviews (46 Days) 

Our intention is to begin the longitudinal survey with a structured sample of 600 adult 

learners drawn from the following settings, in case study areas where appropriate: 

• Post-16 learners in FE Settings 

• Post-16 Learners in school sixth forms 

• Learners in ACE (5 hrs+ per week) 
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• Offenders / Ex-Offenders 

• Post-16 ESOL/EAL Learners 

• Adult learners taking part in Family Programmes 

• Learners on Jobseekers Allowance 

• Learners in work-based settings 

 

All learners will be interviewed at the time of commencing their Basic Skills learning 

programme, to identify their personal and attitudinal characteristics and expectations of the 

effects of engaging in basic skills learning. The interviews will be carried out face to face on 

providers’ premises, close to the time of the initial basic skills assessment.62 

 

Survey questionnaires will be agreed in advance with the project Steering Group and the 

content will be closely informed by the evaluation framework. 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Adult Learners: Initial Interviews (30 Days) 

In addition to the longitudinal quantitative survey of Adult Learners, we intend to conduct a 

series of more in-depth, qualitative interviews with an additional 10% sample of learners63. 

Topics to be covered will include the following, as a minimum: 

• Views of learners of the difference that having poor literacy or numeracy skills made to 

their employment status, job prospects, earnings, propensity to participate in learning 

and general sense of well-being   

• Views of learners of the difference that participation in basic skills learning and, 

separately, improving their literacy or numeracy skills might make to their: 

• Employment status and/or job prospects 

• Earnings 

• Propensity to undertake wider learning  

• Health and sense of well-being 

• Other effects learners expect participation to have upon their lives 

 Quantitative Survey of Primary Teachers (12 Days) 

A postal survey of teachers in primary schools located in case study areas (or beyond if 

necessary) will be conducted to ascertain their views on: 

• Awareness of Basic Skills issues 
                                                 
62 Clearly, these interviews will have to be carried out after the initial assessments, to ensure that the sample has 
been identified as having a basic skills need. 
63 This 10% could be additional, or a sub-sample of the quantitative cohort. 
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• Awareness of Basic Skills interventions impacting on Primary Schools 

• Understanding of Primary School Quality Mark 

• Children’s skill levels on entering learning 

• Changes in Children’s skill levels on entering learning over last three years 

• Efficacy of teacher training programmes at Primary Level 

• Differences in attainment between pupils of similar ability enrolled on / not enrolled on 

Catch Up programmes 

 

A total of 600 survey questionnaires will be mailed out, with an expectation of a 50% 

response rate. It is recognised that this survey and that of secondary school teachers will 

require approval from the School Workforce Advisory Panel (SWAP). 

 
 
Assessing the Counterfactual – Initial Data Analysis (9 Days ) 
During year 2 of the work Cardiff Business School will continue with the work of developing 

the monitoring indicator set and the key factor diary. As highlighted above we would also 

expect to maintain a watching brief on emerging research elsewhere. 

 

Using the emerging findings from the quantitative survey we would work to produce a 

provisional cluster analysis (see section 4.7) which will provide a typology of beneficiary 

groups and their common characteristics. We will use the results from this in conjunction with 

our set of monitoring indicators to identify the progress of similar groups across Wales. This 

will allow us to pilot our method, and permit initial description of how similar groups might 

have fared across Wales given changing labour market conditions and taking account of any 

shocks in the system such as major local closures, other policy interventions etc. in the initial 

period.  

 

The initial consideration of the counterfactual here and the results from the cluster analysis 

will help us to further refine the survey instruments for use in subsequent research activities 

up to 2009/10. 

 

 Internal Team Workshop (5 Days) 

Towards the end of the year, we shall convene an internal team workshop, to discuss 

evolving themes, identify areas of best practice and highlight any necessary changes to the 

evaluation approach. 
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9.4 Reporting, Monitoring and Project Management Arrangements  

Main outputs during the period 2007/08 will be: 

• Strategic Evaluation Report 

• Management Effectiveness Report 

• Quantitative survey tables and overview report 

• Internal team workshop report 

• Baseline evaluation report 

 

Steering Group meetings will be again held as required, by arrangement. 
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10 Work Programme 2008/09 

10.1 Evaluation of Delivery Process / Infrastructure Development  

During 2008/09, the key activity in this phase will be a further review of monitoring and 

evaluation data relating to specific NSP / Priority Group activities. 

  Review of Monitoring and Evaluation Data Relating to Specific NSP / Priority 
Group Activities (24 Days) 

As in 2007/08, the ongoing review of NSP / Priority Group-specific data will provide a 

continuous reference point for individual strands of the evaluation, in terms of understanding 

the current penetration of basic skills awareness and engagement in learning for each NSP / 

Priority Group. It will also allow lead consultants to understand areas of delivery where 

difficulties have occurred, or where interventions have been especially successful. 

 Further Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan Beneficiaries (29 Days) 

The qualitative interview programme will continue from the previous year. 

 

Interviews will be conducted face to face by dedicated members of the evaluation team and 

will be semi-structured in content, based on topic guides to be agreed in advance with the 

Evaluation Steering Group. 

 

Results will again be analysed using “Mind Manager” software to map issues across delivery 

strands and beneficiary groupings and to identify recurrent themes. 

 Early Years 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Sample of LAP/NAP providers in case 
study areas 

Practitioners’ perception of their knowledge of LAP/NAP 
programmes 
 

 

 Schools 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
LEAs in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 

materials received from the BSA 
Assessment of: 

• Application process 
• Claims process 
• Payments process 



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 109 11/02/2007 
  
  

 
LEA / Schools failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas64 

Assessment of the quality of advice and support received 
 

Schools in Case Study Areas Assessment of the quality of advice and support received by 
providers through QM related visits and assessments 
 

 

 Post-16 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Job Centre Plus in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 

materials received from the BSA 
 

Prison / Probation Service / NOMS Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Learndirect / UfI Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Training providers in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA. Assessment of the quality 
of advice and support received by providers through QM 
related visits and assessments 
 

Voluntary Bodies in Case Study Areas Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Wales TUC Assessment of the value of training support and/or training 
materials received from the BSA 
 

Providers failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas 

Assessment of the quality of advice and support received 
 

Providers in Case Study Areas 
receiving consultancy support from 
BSA 

Beneficiary assessment of the quality of advice and support 
received 
 

Employers in Case Study Areas 
receiving consultancy support from 
BSA 

Beneficiary assessment of the quality of advice and support 
received 
 

 Case Study Areas 

Interviewees Indicators / Key Questions 
Sample of providers, beneficiaries and 
other stakeholders (LEAs, CCETs etc) 
within Case Study areas 

Extent to which developments initiated through the Strategy 
are embedded in local practice, eg the effects of training 
upon teaching practice. 
Extent of partner organisations’ knowledge of Family 
programmes 
Recipient organisations’ assessment of the degree to and 
ways in which BSA support helped them 
Target users’ assessment of the quality, relevance and utility 
of good practice materials 
 

 

                                                 
64 Schools failing to meet targets could be included in the general sample of schools. 
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10.2 Evaluation of Impact on Strategy Beneficiaries 

This phase of the work will comprise five key elements during 2008/09: 

• Testing of adult learners’ basic skills levels on completion of learning. (Conducted by 

learning providers) 

• Second wave of interviewing in the longitudinal survey of Adult Learners 

• Further qualitative interviews with a sub-sample of Adult Learners 

• Quantitative Survey with Secondary School Teachers 

• Focus groups with sub groups of learners in case study areas 

• Measure to address externalities and the counterfactual 

 

 Longitudinal Survey of Adult Learners: Interviews on Completion of Basic 
Skills Learning (46 Days) 

The learners interviewed upon their entry in 2007/08 will be re-interviewed at the time of 

completing their Basic Skills learning programme, to identify any changes in their personal 

and attitudinal characteristics and expectations of the effects of engaging in basic skills 

learning65. The interviews will be carried out face to face on providers’ premises, close to the 

time of the final basic skills assessment. 

 

Survey questionnaires will be agreed in advance with the project Steering Group and the 

content will be closely informed by the evaluation framework. Issues of interest will include: 

 

• Economically active as % of learners participating in the survey 

• Percentage of learners participating in learning with incomes below 60% of median 

income before housing costs. 

• Increase in median earnings of learners after participating in basic skills learning 

• Percentage of learners participating in the survey going on to further learning after 

completion of initial period of basic skills learning. 

• Percentage of interviewees showing an improvement in basic skills over their pre-

learning levels using the BSA / West Notts or NRDC Assessment tool. 

 

                                                 
65 It is recognised that there will be some attrition in terms of the cohort, due to learners leaving early or 
disengaging with learning. 
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 Quantitative Survey of Secondary Teachers (19 Days) 

A postal survey of teachers in secondary schools located in case study areas (or beyond if 

necessary) will be conducted to ascertain their views on: 

• Awareness of Basic Skills issues 

• Awareness of Basic Skills interventions impacting on Secondary Schools 

• Understanding of Secondary School Quality Mark 

• Children’s skill levels on entering learning 

• Changes in Children’s skill levels on entering learning over last three years 

• Efficacy of teacher training programmes at Secondary Level 

 

A total of 1200 survey questionnaires will be mailed out, again with an expectation of a 50% 

response rate. 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Adult Learners: Interviews on Completion of 
Basic Skills Learning (30 Days) 

The sub-sample of 60 learners will be revisited to explore in depth some of their attitudinal 

changes over the period of engagement in learning. Topics to be covered will include the 

following, as a minimum: 

• Views of learners of the difference that participation in basic skills learning made to 

their levels of literacy and numeracy 

• Views of learners of the difference that participation in basic skills learning and, 

separately, improving their literacy or numeracy skills made to their: 

• Employment status and/or job prospects 

• Earnings 

• Propensity to undertake wider learning  

• Health and sense of well-being 

• Other effects participation had upon their lives 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Sub-Sample of Learner Parents (9 Days) 

At this point, we intend to interview a small sample of parents involved in basic skills 

activities through Family Programmes. Interviews will be carried out be lead consultants, face 

to face and will cover the following, as a minimum: 

• Parents’ views of how Basic Skills activities affected their basic skills levels 

• Parent’s views of how activities affected their ability to help their children 



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 112 11/02/2007 
  
  

• Parents’ views of how participation in Basic Skills activity and, separately, improving 

their literacy or numeracy skills made to their: 

• Employment status and/or job prospects 

• Earnings 

• Propensity to undertake wider learning  

• Health and sense of well-being 

• Attitudes towards their children’s education 

 

Topic guides for the interviews will be agreed in advance with the Project Steering Group. 

 Mini Focus Groups with Learners with Basic Skills Deficiencies in the Welsh 
Language (16 days) 

A series of four mini focus groups will be carried out with Welsh language basic skills 

learners from case study areas (where possible). The groups will aim to address learners’ 

perceptions of their experiences and their expectations of any changes which Basic Skills 

learning might bring about. 

Recruitment will need to be carried out in collaboration with the relevant NSP. 

 Mini Focus Groups with ESOL/EAL Learners (16 Days) 

A series of four mini focus groups will be carried out with ESOL / EAL basic skills learners in 

the case study areas. Topics to be covered will mirror that of the Welsh language learners’ 

group. 

Recruitment will again need to be carried out in collaboration with the relevant NSP. 

 

 Mini Focus Groups with Learners at Risk of Social Exclusion (24 Days) 

A series of six mini focus groups will be carried out with participants identified as belonging to 

groups at risk of social exclusion, undertaking some basic skills training in the case study 

areas. Topics to be covered will mirror that of the Welsh language learners’ group. 

Recruitment will again need to be carried out in collaboration with the relevant NSP. 

 

Assessing the Counterfactual – Further Data Analysis (9 Days ) 
During the third year we expect to investigate the data from the second wave quantitative 

survey. The pattern of activities would be similar to those during the second year. However, 

by this time we would expect to be able to provide firmer conclusions on the progress of 

similar groups. Once again the work during year 3 will continue to inform any necessary 

refinement of the survey instruments for use in subsequent research activities up to 2009/10. 
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10.3 Reporting, Monitoring and Project Management Arrangements  

Main outputs during the period 2008/09 will be: 

• Quantitative survey tables and overview report 

• Focus group reports 

• Mid-Term evaluation report 

 

Steering Group meetings will be again held as required, by arrangement. 
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11 Work Programme 2009 

11.1 Strategic Evaluation Revisited (34 Days) 

Towards the end of the evaluation in Summer 2009, it is our intention to revisit both the 

policy review and interviews with the stakeholders listed in Section 8.2, to enquire whether 

the policy context and attitudes towards and experiences of the Basic Skills Strategy and 

delivery have altered over the period. 

The topics for discussion will remain essentially the same, but with the added dimension of 

change over time. The interviews will aim to ascertain whether activities delivered under the 

Strategy have been successful in changing stakeholder attitudes and behaviours over a two 

to three year period. 

The outputs from these interviews will feed into the final evaluation report. 

 

11.2 Evaluation of Delivery Process / Infrastructure Development  

During 2009, the key activities in this phase will be a final review of monitoring and 

evaluation data relating to specific NSP / Priority Group activities and a series of revisit 

interviews with Delivery Plan beneficiaries. 

 Final Review of Monitoring and Evaluation Data Relating to Specific NSP / 
Priority Group Activities (24 Days) 

As in previous years, the ongoing review of NSP / Priority Group-specific data will provide a 

continuous reference point for individual strands of the evaluation, in terms of understanding 

the current penetration of basic skills awareness and engagement in learning for each NSP / 

Priority Group. It will also allow lead consultants to understand and monitor areas of delivery 

where difficulties have occurred, or where interventions have been especially successful. 

 Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan Beneficiaries (71 Days) 

The revisited qualitative interview programme will provide lead consultants with a  full insight 

into the strengths and weakness of Basic Skills infrastructure development and support.  

Interviews will be conducted face to face by dedicated members of the evaluation team and 

will be semi-structured in content, based on topic guides to be agreed in advance with the 

Evaluation Steering Group. 

Results will again be analysed using “Mind Manager” software to map issues across delivery 

strands and beneficiary groupings and to identify recurrent themes. 
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11.3 Evaluation of Impact on Strategy Beneficiaries 

This phase of the work will comprise four key elements during 2009: 

• In-home testing of adult learners’ basic skills levels approximately one year after 

completion of learning.  

• Third wave of interviewing in the longitudinal survey of Adult Learners 

• Final qualitative interviews with a sub-sample of Adult Learners 

• Measure to address externalities and the counterfactual 

 

 In Home Testing and Longitudinal Survey of Adult Learners: Interviews 12 
Months Post Completion of Basic Skills Learning (59 Days) 

As many individuals as possible from the original 600 learner cohort will be assessed for 

Basic Skills levels, in home using the same tests as those used by their respective former 

providers. In addition and at the same time, we shall conduct a quantitative survey of the 

remaining cohort. Topics to be covered will include the following, as a minimum: 

• Economically active as % of learners participating in the survey 

• Percentage of learners participating in learning with incomes below 60% of median 

income before housing costs. 

• Increase in median earnings of learners after participating in basic skills learning 

• Percentage of interviewees showing an improvement in basic skills over their pre-

learning levels using the BSA / West Notts or NRDC Assessment tool. 

 

 Qualitative Interviews with Adult Learners: Interviews 12 Months Post 
Completion of Basic Skills Learning  (21 Days) 

A 10% sample of the remaining cohort will also be interviewed qualitatively in more depth, to 

probe further into changes in behaviour and circumstances, following the period after basic 

skills learning. 

Topics to be covered include the following, as a minimum: 

• Views of learners of the difference that participation in basic skills learning made to 

their levels of literacy and numeracy 

• Views of learners of the difference that participation in basic skills learning and, 

separately, improving their literacy or numeracy skills made to their: 

• Employment status and/or job prospects 

• Earnings 

• Propensity to undertake wider learning  
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• Health and sense of well-being 

• Other effects participation had upon their lives 

• Ambitions for their children 

 

Measure to Address Externalities and the Counterfactual (29 Days) 
In possession of the research findings for year 1 through 3 we would be able, in the final year 

to fully analyse the progress of reference groups. This would be informed by a set of 

monitoring indicators established over four years and through analysis of a four year diary of 

key influencing events at the unitary authority level. This would give the research team an 

appreciation of the ‘noise’ in the system over the period, and allow the team to explore 

outcomes for similar elements of the labour force. In the final year of activity the team will 

also be able to draw together the findings from the fieldwork programme (see summary in 

section 4.8, p74) to inform the above. 

 

We will use the methods described in Section 4 of this report to address the counterfactual 

and to establish whether any casual associations may be established between participation 

in Basic Skills Learning and either improvement in Basic Skills levels and/or changes in 

economic and social circumstances. 

 

11.4 Project Monitoring and Project Management 

Main outputs during the period 2009 will be: 

• Quantitative survey tables and overview report 

• Final evaluation report 

The final evaluation report will provide a comprehensive assessment of the effectiveness of 

delivery of the Basic Skills Strategy and will offer some insights into the impact of the 

Strategy on the lives of those participating in Basic Skills activities.  

In addition, recommendations for change to future delivery will be laid out, with 

responsibilities and timescales. 

All reports will be delivered in draft form for consideration by the Steering Group, prior to 

finalising and translation. 

 

Steering Group meetings will be held during 2009 as required, by arrangement. 

We have costed for three final presentations of results to stakeholders. Additional 

presentations will be provided by arrangement. 
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Throughout the evaluation, Miller Research (UK) Ltd will be the main contract holder and will 

assume responsibility for all matters of contracting with other partners. 

 

Nick Miller will be the Project Director and Lindsey Roberts will act as Project Manager. 

These will be the main contacts for all enquiries. However, individual lead consultants will be 

available to discuss their areas of responsibility at all times. 

 

 What Will Success Look Like? 

A successful evaluation will provide a thorough overview of all aspects of the Strategy and its 

delivery mechanisms. Each set of interventions will be evaluated by priority group and, where 

appropriate, by case study area, to present an evolving picture of which aspects of the 

strategy delivery have been particularly successful, or where challenges remain. Examples of 

good practice will be highlighted and the extent of collaboration across geographies or NSPs 

will be monitored. 

Results from the quantitative surveys will be used to determine the extent to which 

engagement with Basic Skills interventions have brought about changes in behaviour and 

circumstance amongst individual beneficiaries. Whilst this will primarily focus on adult 

learners and subsets of this group, it will also encompass teachers, employers and parents 

of young people taking part in basic skills programmes. 

It is intended that the longitudinal survey, assessment of adult learners and subsequent 

analysis will provide some indications of the impact of basic skills interventions, both in terms 

of improving the basic skills of beneficiaries and the wider impacts on economic, social and 

well-being measures. Whilst this is undoubtedly the most challenging aspect of the work, we 

are confident that the range of techniques available to us will present opportunities for 

increasing the level of understanding in these areas.  
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12 Staffing Arrangements  

Table 15 below lays out the suggested arrangements for lead responsibilities in relation to NSPs and other delivery activities. Highlighted 

consultants / consultancies will be responsible for ensuring that this element of the work programme is carried out according to the project plan. 

Table 15 Lead Responsibilities and Work Timetable 

NSP Lead 
Consultants

Actions 2006/07 Actions 2007/08 Actions 2008/09 Actions 2009/10 Geographic 
Scope 

Early Years  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Interviews with sample of 
LAP / NAP Providers in 
case study areas. 
Interviews with 
Bookstart staff. 

 Interviews with sample of 
LAP / NAP Providers in 
case study areas. 
Interviews with 
Bookstart staff. 

Case Study UA 

Qualitative Interviews 
with LEA / School 
Representatives in 
Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with LEAs / Schools 
failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas 
 

Young People  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of 
Primary and Secondary 
School teachers 

 Qualitative Interviews 
with LEA / School 
Representatives in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with LEAs / Schools 
failing to meet targets in 
Case Study Areas 
 

Case Study UA 

Offenders / Ex-Offenders  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative Interviews 
with Prison / NOMS 
Staff. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Probation Service 
staff in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Quantitative Survey of 
Offenders 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Qualitative Interviews 
with Prison / NOMS 
Staff. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Probation Service 
staff in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Wales / 
Location of 
Prisons 
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Quantitative Survey of 
Offenders participating 
in BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey and 
Basic Skills Testing of 
Offenders participating 
in BS Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Training and CPD  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative Interviews 
with Learndirect / UfI 
staff. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Training Providers 
in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with CCET 
Representatives in 
Case Study Areas. 

 Qualitative Interviews 
with Learndirect / UfI 
staff. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Training Providers 
in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative Interviews 
with CCET 
Representatives in Case 
Study Areas. 

Case Study UA 

Welsh Language  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative  interviews 
with Training Providers 
in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative  interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Mini Focus Groups 
with Learners in Case 
Study Areas 

Qualitative  interviews 
with Training Providers 
in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative  interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Case Study UA 



Evaluation of the Impact of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales 

Final Stage 1 Report 120 11/02/2007 
 

ESOL/EAL  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Mini Focus Groups 
with Learners in Case 
Study Areas 

Interviews with Training 
Providers in Case Study 
Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Case Study UA 

Groups at Risk of Social 
Exclusion 

 Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative  interviews 
with CVCs in Case 
Study Areas 

Mini Focus Groups 
with Learners in Case 
Study Areas 

Qualitative  interviews 
with CVCs in Case 
Study Areas  

Case Study UA 

Qualitative interviews 
with a sample of 
Employers in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Employers 
receiving Consultancy 
Support from BSA in 
Case Study Areas. 
 

Quantitative Survey of 
Workplace Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Workforce – Employer 
Pledge 

 Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of 
Workplace Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Qualitative Interviews 
with a sample of 
Union Learning 
Representatives in 
Case Study Areas 

Quantitative Survey and 
Basic Skills Testing of 
Workplace Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Case Study UA 

Financial Literacy  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative interviews 
with Delivery Partners in 
Case Study Areas. 
 

 Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Case Study UA 
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ESF Sector Led Projects  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Qualitative interviews 
with Delivery Partners in 
Case Study Areas. 
 

 Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Case Study UA 

Qualitative interviews 
with Training Providers 
in Case Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers failing to 
meet targets in Case 
Study Areas. 
Qualitative interviews 
with Providers receiving 
Consultancy Support 
from BSA in Case Study 
Areas. 
 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Quantitative Survey of 
Workplace Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey of 
Adult Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning 

Quantitative Survey and 
Basic Skills Testing of 
Adult Learners 
participating in BS 
Learning 

Quantitative Survey of 
Training Providers in 
Case Study Areas 

Adult Learners  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

Quantitative Survey of 
Work-Based learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey of 
Work-Based learners 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey and 
Basic Skills testing of 
former Work-Based 
Learners 12 months 
after Termination of 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Case Study UA 

Qualitative interviews 
with JC+ Staff in Case 
Study Areas. 

Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Job Seekers  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. Quantitative Survey of 

Jobseekers participating 
in BS Learning (as sub-

Quantitative Survey of 
Jobseekers 
participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Quantitative Survey and 
Basic Skills Testing of 
former Jobseekers 

JC+ Region / 
Case Study UA 
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sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

participating in BS 
Learning (as sub-
sample of longitudinal 
survey of learners) 

Other Activity  Interviews with project 
officers. 
Review of materials 
and existing MIS. 

  Interviews with project 
officers. 
 

Various 

       

Key  Miller Research  Dateb  Jennifer Twelvetrees 

  Old Bell3  Caroline Challoner  Beaufort Research 

 

Table 16 below highlights the lead responsibilities for Case Study Areas. Lead consultancies will be responsible for assembling an overview of 

the position in each of their respective areas, along with an indication of additionality achieved through cross linkage of activity. 

Table 16 Lead Responsibilities -  Geographic Case Study Areas 

Key  Miller Research  Dateb 

  Old Bell3   

 

 Mid Wales North Wales South East 
Wales 

South West 
Wales 

Urban    Swansea 
 

Valleys   Torfaen 
 

 

Rural  Gwynedd 
(Meirionnydd) 
 

Gwynedd (ex. 
Meirionnydd) 
 

 Carmarthenshire 

Mixed Urban / 
Rural 

 Flintshire 
 

Vale of 
Glamorgan 
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13 Work Programme & Costs 

Table 17 below presents an overview of the coverage of NSPs in terms of fieldwork and timescale.   

Table 17 Matrix of Possible Approaches by Audience Grouping and Timescale 

 

  2006-7 2007-8 2008-9 2009 

 NSP Quant Qual Quant Qual Quant Qual Quant Qual 

1 Early Years         

2 Young People         

3 Offenders and ex offenders          

4 Training and CPD         

5 Welsh Language         

6 ESOL / EAL         

7 Groups at risk of social exclusion         

8 Workforce – Employer Pledge         

9 Financial Literacy         

10 ESF Sector Led Projects         

11 Adult Learners         

12 Job Seekers         

13 Other Activity         
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Table 18 Project Responsibilities and Costs 2006/07 
 Costs MR

66 
OB3
67 

Date
b 

DR CC JT B’fort
68 
69 

WERU Days £70 Expenses
71 

Total 

2006/07    
Preparatory Work   
 Inception Meeting 2 1 1  1 5 2625  
 Internal Team Meeting 1.5 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 5 2625  
 Initial Workshop with BSA and Delivery 

Partners  
3 1 1 1  6 3150  

Strategic Evaluation   
 Policy Review 15  15 7875  
 Stakeholder Interviews 8 6 5 4 5 2 30 15750  
Evaluation of Delivery Management   
 Interviews with BSA Staff and Delivery 

Contractors 
8 5 5 5 3 26 13650  

 Strategy Documentation / MIS Review 4 2 2 2 1 11 5775  
Evaluation of Impact on Beneficiaries   
 Assessing the Counterfactual  9 9 4725  
Management and Reporting   
 Inception Report 1  1 525  
 BSA / NSP Workshop Report 1  1 525  
 Project Management, Web Admin and 

Meetings 
7 1 1  9 4725  

 Sub-Total 35.5 32.0 15.5 4.5 13.5 6.5 1.5 9.0 118 61950 4956 66906 
 

                                                 
66 Miller Research (UK) Ltd 
67 Old Bell 3 Ltd 
68 Beaufort Research Ltd 
69 Unit cost broadly allocated to day equivalent 
70 Day Rates £525 per day 
71 Estimated at 8% of project cost 
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Table 19 Project Responsibilities and Costs 2007/08 
 Costs MR OB3 Dateb DR CC JT Beaufort WERU Days £72 Expenses Total 
2007/08    
Evaluation of Delivery Management   
 Review of Baseline Statistical 

Information 
12  12 6492 6300 

 Initial Review of NSP Specific 
Monitoring / Evaluation Data 

8 5 5 4 2 24 12984  

Evaluation of Process   
 Ongoing Review of NSP Specific 

Monitoring / Evaluation Data 
8 5 5 4 2 24 12984  

Qualitative Interviews with 
Delivery Plan Beneficiaries 

30 25 25 9 9 9 107 57887  

Evaluation of Impact on Beneficiaries   
 Quantitative Survey of 600 Adult 

Learners on Provider Premises 
 47 46 24886  

 Qualitative Survey of 60 Adult 
Learners on Provider Premises 

10 10 10  30 16230  

 Quantitative Survey of 600 
Primary School Teachers in Case 
Study Areas 

 13 12 6672  

 Assessing the Counterfactual  9 9 4869  
Management and Reporting   
 Internal Team Workshop 1.5 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 5 2705  
 Strategic Evaluation Report 5  5 2705  
 Management Effectiveness 

Report 
5  5 2705  

 Baseline Evaluation Report 10 5 5 3 5 3 31 16771  
Project Management, Web Admin 
and Meetings 

22 3 3  28 15148  

  99.5 54 65.5 12.5 22.5 16.5 61 9 338 183038 14643 197681 

                                                 
72 Day Rates £540.75 per day 
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Table 20 Project Responsibilities and Costs 2008/09 
 Costs MR OB3 Dateb DR CC JT Beaufort WERU Days £73 Expenses Total 
2008/09             
Evaluation of Delivery Management            
 Review of NSP Specific 

Monitoring / Evaluation Data 
8 5 5  4 2   24 13356   

Evaluation of Process             
Qualitative Interviews with 
Delivery Plan Beneficiaries 

10 5 5 3 3 3 29 15689  

Evaluation of Impact on Beneficiaries         0    
 Quantitative Survey of 600 Adult 

Learners on Provider Premises 
      46  46 24000   

 Qualitative Survey of 60 Adult 
Learners on Provider Premises 

10 10 5  5    30 16695   

 Qualitative Survey of 18 Learner 
Parents 

3 3 1.5  1.5    9 5009   

 Quantitative Survey of 1200 
Secondary School Teachers in 
Case Study Areas 

     19  19 10000    

 Mini Focus Groups with Welsh 
Language Learners x4 

      16  16 8367   

 Mini Focus Groups with ESOL / 
EAL Learners x4 

      16  16 8367   

 Mini Focus Groups with Learners 
from Risk of Social Exclusion 
Category x6 

      24  24 12550   

 Assessing the Counterfactual        9 9 5009   
Management and Reporting         0    
 Mid-Term Report 10 5 5      20 11130   

Project Management, Web Admin 
and Meetings 

20 2 2   24 13356  

  61 30 23.5 3 13.5 5 121 9 266 147774 11822 159595 

                                                 
73 Day Rates £556.50 
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Table 21 Project Responsibilities and Costs 2009 
2009/10 Costs MR OB3 Dateb DR CC JT Beaufort 

 
WERU Days £74 Expenses Total 

Strategic Evaluation Revisited     
 Policy Update 5  5 2861   

 Stakeholder Interviews 8 6 5 5 3 2 29 16595  
Evaluation of Process     
 Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / 

Evaluation Data 
8 5 5 4 2 24 13734   

 Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan 
Beneficiaries 

20 15 15 6 9 6 71 40630  

Evaluation  of Impact on Beneficiaries     
 In Home Testing and Quantitative Survey of 

400 Adults 
 59 59 31190   

 In Home Qualitative Survey of 42 Adults  7 7 7  21 12017   
 Assessing the Counterfactual (WERU)  29 29 15225   
Management and Reporting     
 Final Evaluation Report 20 10 10  40 22890   

 Project Management, Web Admin and 
Meetings 

20 2 2  24 13734  

 Sub-Total 83 50 44 11 16 10 59 29 302 168877 13510 182387 
            
 Project Total 279 166 148.5 31 66 38 242 56 1024 561638 44931 606569 

 

 

                                                 
74 Day Rates £572.25 
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Figure 9 Project Plan 2006 / 2007 
ID Task Nam e

1 2006/07
2 Preparatory Work 2006/07
3 Inception Meeting
4 Internal Team Meeting
5 Initial Workshop with BSA and Delivery Partners 
6 Strategic Evaluation
7 Policy Review
8 Stakeholder Interviews
9 Topic Guide Development
10 Identification of Stakeholder contacts
11 Fieldwork
12 Evaluation of Delivery Management
13 Interviews with BSA Staff and Delivery Contractors
14 Strategy Documentation / MIS Review
15 Evaluation of the Impact on Beneficaries
16 Assessing the Counterfactual
17 Management and Reporting
18 Inception Report
19 BSA / NSP Workshop Report
20 Project Management, Web Admin and Meetings
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Figure 10 Project Plan 2007 / 2008 
ID Task Nam e

1 2007/08
2 Evaluation of Delivery Management
3 Review of Baseline Statistical Information
4 Initial Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / Evaluation Data
5 Evaluation of Delivery Process
6 Ongoing Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / Evaluation Data
7 Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan Beneficiaries
8 Evaluation of the Impact on Beneficaries
9 Quantitative Survey of 600 Adult Learners on Provider Premises
10 Development of Survey Instruments
11 Sample selection through provider collaboration in Case Study areas
12 Survey fieldwork
13 Qualitative Survey of 60 Adult Learners on Provider Premises
14 Development of Topic Guides
15 Selection of 10% sample through provider collaboration in Case Study areas
16 Survey fieldwork
17 Quantitative Survey of 600 Primary School Teachers in Case Study areas
18 Development of Survey Instruments
19 Sample selection through provider collaboration in Case Study areas
20 Survey fieldwork
21 Assessing the Counterfactual
22 Management and Reporting
23 Review Meeting
24 Strategic Evaluation Report
25 Management Effectiveness Report
26 Internal Team Workshop
27 Baseline Evaluation Report
28 Project Management, Web Admin and Meetings
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Figure 11 Project Plan 2008 / 2009 
ID Task Nam e

1 2008/09
2 Evaluation of Delivery Management
3 Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / Evaluation Data
4 Evaluation of the Impact on Beneficaries
5 Mini Focus Groups with Welsh Language Learners x4
6 Mini Focus Groups with ESOL / EAL Learners x4
7 Mini Focus Groups with Learners from Risk of Social Exclusion Category x6
8 Quantitative Survey of 600 Adult Learners on Provider Premises
9 Qualitative Survey of 60 Adult Learners on Provider Premises
10 Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / Evaluation Data
11 Qualitative Survey of 18 Learner Parents
12 Quantitative Survey of 1200 Secondary School Teachers in Case Study Areas
13 Assessing the Counterfactual
14 Management and Reporting
15 Mid-Term Report
16 Project Management, Web Admin and Meetings
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Figure 12 Project Plan 2009 
ID Tas k Nam e

1 2009
2 Strategic Evaluation
3 Policy Update
4 Stakeholder Interviews
5 Evaluation of Delivery Management
6 Review of NSP Specific Monitoring / Evaluation Data
7 Evaluation of Delivery Process
8 Qualitative Interviews with Delivery Plan Beneficiaries
9 Evaluation of the Impact on Beneficaries
10 In Home Testing and Quantitative Survey of 400 Adults
11 In Home Qualitative Survey of 42 Adults 
12 Assessing the Counterfactual (WERU)
13 Management and Reporting
14 Final Evaluation Report
15 Project Management, Web Admin and Meetings

29/10
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Appendix 1 Lessons From Recent Research For The Methodology 

 
1. Introduction 

 
This short paper, compiled at an early stage in the evaluation development 

process, is intended to review some of the recent evidence with regard to “what 

works” in terms of research into the impact of basic skills strategies both on the 

attainment of basic skills and on broader desired economic and social outcomes, 

such as increased rates of economic activity, improved employment outcomes 

and improved health. It first reviews recent work in this area (both completed and 

under way) and then moves on to consider what this implies for the methodology 

of the evaluation of the second phase of the Basic Skills Strategy in Wales. The 

paper  concentrates on the elements of the strategy relating to adults: in practice, 

even within the four year lifetime of this evaluation, it is only for adults that wider 

outcomes of basic skills provision are likely to be observed.  

 

It is important to emphasise that this paper is not a formal literature review, but 

rather a scoping paper based on a selective review of relevant literature. Studies 

reviewed as the basis for this paper are as follows: 

 

 Literature Review of the Effects of Improvements In Adult Basic Skills 
(McIntosh, Centre for Economic Performance for the National 
Assembly for Wales, 2004) 

 The National Survey of Basic Skills in Wales (BMRB, for BSA, 2004) 
 Evaluation of the Impact of Basic Skills Learning: Report on WAVE 1 

(Meadows and Metcalf, NIESR, for DfES, 2004) 
 Evaluation of the Impact of Basic Skills Learning: Report on Sweep 2 

(Meadows and Metcalf, NIESR, for DfES, 2005)  
 Measuring Basic Skills for Longtitudinal Study: The design and 

development of instruments for use with cohort members in the age 34 
follow-up in the 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS 70) (Bynner and 
Parsons, NRDC, 2005) 

 New Light on Literacy and Numeracy: Results of the Literacy and 
Numeracy Assessment in the Age 34 Follow-up of the 1970 Cohort 
Study (BCS70) (Bynner and Parsons, NRDC, 2005) 

 Future Skills Wales 2003: Generic Skills Report (Experian/Mori for 
Future Skills Wales, 2004) 

 The Benefits to Employers of Raising Workforce Basic Skills: A 
Review of the Literature (Ananiadou, Jenkins and Wolf, NRDC, 2003) 

 Does Numeracy Matter More (Bynner and Parsons, NRDC, 2005). 
 Basic Skills Strategy Evaluation: Main Report (York Consulting, 2005)  
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We have also spoken briefly to Richard White and John Doherty in DfES with 

regard to the NIESR study.  

 

2. The Starting Point: The “ideal scenario” and published completed 
research to date  
 
In introducing his literature review, McIntosh begins by sketching out a model of 

what would ideally be required from a study to comprehensively demonstrate and 

measure the impact of improvements in basic skills achievements on relevant 

social and economic outcomes, such as employment outcomes. He argues that, 

while the association of poor basic skills with a number of relevant 

characteristics such as higher than average rates of unemployment and 

economic inactivity, poor pay and poor health, has been demonstrated by 

existing research, these findings do not in themselves prove causality (as both 

the poor basic skills and the other observed characteristics may be the result of 

other unobserved characteristics), far less that improving basic skills 

performance will therefore lead to improved other outcomes. He goes on to 

argue that an ideal study of the impact of basic skills would involve the following 

elements: 

 

 Objective testing of basic skills competence of a large sample of basic 
skills learners in advance of their undertaking basic skills learning; 

 

 Objective testing, using the same tests, of the sample of learners at the 
end of their learning, in order to gauge whether or not their basic skills 
have, in fact, improved; 

 

 Having measured objective improvement in basic skills performance, 
investigating the impact in terms of the relevant wider outcomes (e.g. 
employment or earnings) by observing these outcomes over time; 

 

 Validating the attribution of observed improvements in basic skills 
performance and in other wider outcomes to the specific intervention by 
comparison with a control group, who do not undertake basic skills 
learning, by testing them at the same points and comparing any changes 
in their basic skills performance and in the wider outcomes with that of 
the main sample. To be truly robust, there would need to be random 
allocation between the main sample and the control group: but in 
practice, this is impossible to achieve, so the solution has to be to select 
a control group that matches the main sample as closely as possible in 
terms of a very wide range of observed background characteristics and 
to control for other variables using regression analysis (hence the need 
for a large-scale sample). 
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Without testing, it is argued, observed changes in other outcomes could be the result 

of other benefits of attending a Basic Skills course (e.g. social interaction, an 

increase in confidence) rather than improvement in Basic Skills per se. In this 

context, it is worth noting that the evidence suggests: 

 

 That people generally under-estimate or under-report their basic skills 
deficiencies: for example, BMRB found that 51% of those who according to  
testing had only entry-level literacy skills claimed that their reading skills were 
“very good”; while only 7% of all those sampled said that their everyday 
Maths was “poor”, although 53% had only entry-level numeracy skills - with 
27% at Entry Level 2 or below. NRDC reports that Cohort studies in the UK 
have consistently found only 3 – 4% admitting to reading difficulties, whereas 
objective testing of a 10% sample of the British Cohort Study in 1991 and 
2000 found that 24% and 22% respectively had low or very low literacy. 

 

 That perceptions of basic skills learners of the extent to which skills have 
improved do not match closely with outcomes validated by tests: NIESR 
found that tests administered to basic skills participants early on in their 
participation and 12 months later showed that nearly two-thirds remained at 
the same level in both literacy and numeracy (though in part, these 
disappointing results are attributed to the fact that the short tests used were 
not designed to gauge progress as opposed to level) while 88% thought their 
basic skills had improved, 65% by “a lot”.  

 

McIntosh points out, however, that “no study could be found in the literature that 

matched this ideal” and attributes this to the difficulty (and cost) of undertaking basic 

skills testing on a sufficiently large scale to provide robust results. He does argue 

however that “a small scale study probably could be undertaken, however, 

considering participants on a single study course, perhaps using tests administered 

by their place of study, if permission to use such information can be obtained” 

(though this rather begs the question of the extent to which it would be possible to 

control for a large enough number of other possible variables). 

 

In general terms, McIntosh concludes that “the amount of evidence is disappointingly 

small”. The literature review finds only one large-scale study (by Brooks et al on 

Progress in Adult Literacy) to have robustly assessed progress in basic skills 

achievement as a result of participation in basic skills learning – but this study did not 

use a control group. In line, to some extent, with the NIESR findings above, this 

found that the largest proportion of learners (41% of the total) showed no change in 

their assessed level of reading skills, although overall there was a statistically 

significant improvement in literacy, with 37% having improved their performance as 
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against 22% who tested at least one level below previous achievement after the 

course.  

 

In terms of the impact of basic skills improvement on economic and non-economic 

outcomes, McIntosh cites as “one of the most careful evaluations of basic skills 

courses available” the quantitative evaluation of the Pathfinder Extension courses by 

Bonjour and Smeaton (2003), which compared learning and employment outcomes 

for participants on experimental approaches to basic skills learning with a control 

group not of non-learners but of those following conventional basic skills courses. 

The study found no significant difference between the two groups in terms of learning 

outcomes, but a significant difference in terms of employment outcomes. The interest 

in this study is that it used a control group (albeit not one of non-learners) and that 

major efforts were made to ensure the validity of the comparison between the two by 

a conducting a “propensity score matched” analysis. However, the study did not 

include testing of participants objective improvement in basic skills. 

 

Apart from this, McIntosh cites research on the 1958 cohort of individuals within the 

National Child Development Study (particularly the testing of a 10% sample for 

literacy and numeracy in 1995) and the International Adult Literacy Survey as 

sources of evidence about the association (but not definitively the attribution) of low 

basic skills with poor economic outcomes and work drawing on the NCDS and the 

British Cohort Study (BCS) to demonstrate the association between poor basic skills 

and non-economic outcomes (with particularly strong evidence of those with poor 

literacy having poorer self-reported health and of poor literacy being associated with 

higher levels of crime). 

 

While McIntosh’s approach is, perhaps, “purist”, other work reviewed broadly 

confirms the view that most studies of the impact of basic skills provision have been 

qualitative and have concentrated on learners’ perceived progress (as opposed to 

externally validated results) and, in some cases, outcomes, without probing the 

extent to which these outcomes could be attributed to the intervention concerned (in 

other words, with no assessment of the counter-factual). Ananiadou et al looking at 

the specific area of the returns to business of investing in basic skills (and looking not 

just at UK but international evidence) conclude that “our knowledge of basic skills 

training and the effects of basic skills in the workplace is fragmentary and highly 

inadequate. Given the importance of the subject, it is really quite remarkable how 
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limited are the studies in this field of enquiry. Fundamentally, the lack of good 

research stems from the absence of good data, both qualitative and quantitative”. 

 

3. Ongoing Studies 
 

Although McIntosh’s literature review was undertaken only two years ago, it is clear 

that, as a result of growing awareness of the inadequacy of the research base, there 

are a number of current studies which are using more sophisticated techniques to 

look at the impact of poor basic skills. The two most important of these are the 

ongoing NIESR evaluation of Impact of Basic Skills Learning (for DfES) and the work 

by NRDC on developing and applying basic skills testing to the entire BCS cohort in 

2004. We look at these in turn. 

 

The NIESR evaluation was commissioned by DfES in 2002 as a longitudinal survey 

to evaluate the impact of the Skills for Life Programme in England (broadly the 

equivalent of the Basic Skills Strategy, but confined to adult learners). The first wave 

of the research was undertaken between September 2002 and July 2003 (with the 

report published in September 2004) and the second wave undertaken between 

January and August 2004 (with the report published in late 2005). A third wave 

(originally intended to be the last) of the research was undertaken in the first half of 

2005, but the report on this has not yet been published, while DfES has subsequently 

contracted with NIESR to undertake a fourth wave (results of which are unlikely to be 

published until 2007). Critically, in view of the consideration in Section 2 above, the 

evaluation is not only considering the experience, progress and outcomes of a large-

scale sample of basic skill learners (2,012 in Wave 1 of whom 1,094 were 

successfully re-interviewed for Wave 2) but also a control or “comparison” group 

(2,255 in Wave 1 of whom 1,122 were successfully re-interviewed for Wave 2). 

 

The control group selection for the NIESR work was clearly painstaking and focussed 

on compiling a comparison group of individuals with low basic skills, whose profile 

was broadly in line with the sample of basic skills learners, using a process of 

“matching”. The control group was compiled from three sources:  

 

 The National Adult Learners Survey: 673 individuals who had been 
previously interviewed for this whole-population survey and who – 
because of their qualifications and educational attainment - were likely to 
have low basic skills  were recontacted and invited to take part in the 
research. This yielded 429 interviews in the control group.   
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 The Skills for Life Baseline Study (the equivalent Study to the National 
Survey of Basic Skills in Wales): 1,087 individuals who had been 
previously interviewed and tested either with Entry Level numeracy or 
below Level 1 literacy were recontacted and invited to take part in the 
research. This provided 759 interviews in the control group. 

 

 A “freefind” sample which was based on original sampling of a random 
selection of households in more deprived areas, screening for individuals 
with low basic skills. In total, more than 31,000 individuals in 19,000 
households were screened for age, and 12,627 interviewed to screen for 
basic skills, yielding 1,067 interviews in the control group. 

 

In terms of methodology, a few other points are of interest: 

 

 The study involves assessing a wide range of potential impacts, including 
employment status, earnings, satisfaction with pay, promotion and job 
security, changes in an index of employment commitment, changes in health 
status (developing or losing a long-term condition; improvement or 
deterioration in overall health; visits to GP etc); perceived improvement in 
numeracy and literacy; changes in satisfaction with life and self-esteem; 
changes in index of commitment to education and training; help given to 
children to read or use the computer). 

    

 All the research is based on face-to-face Computer Assisted Personal 
Interviews (either at home, or for learners in the first wave at College). 

 

 The evaluation is focussed only on basic skills learners in Further Education 
settings. The original intention was also to include within the learners sample 
basic skills learners who were studying on ESF courses with a substantial 
basic skills element, who were on provision paid for by JobCentre Plus and 
who were studying via learndirect. However, no reliable database of 
learndirect providers and the numbers of learners studying with them was 
available while only 15% of JobCentre Plus providers (260 out of 1,557) 
replied to an initial questionnaire, leading to concerns about the validity of any 
sample of learners. It was therefore decided to exclude these two sources of 
provision before compiling the sample. ESF courses were also later 
abandoned as a source of learners, because, of 60 apparently relevant 
providers sampled, only 4 were eligible and willing to take part. 

 

 The evaluation is focussed on individuals of working age only (because of the 
interest in economic outcomes). Reflecting the FE base, the first wave found 
that the vast majority of Skills for Life learners in England (68%) were in the 
16 – 18 age group. The study has therefore had to under-sample from 16 – 
19 year olds.   

 

 The evaluation has involved independent testing of the individuals to gauge 
their literacy and numeracy skills. This was based on the tests devised for the 
Skills for Life (England)/National Survey of Basic Skills (Wales) surveys by 
the Centre for Developing and Evaluating Lifelong Learning (CDELL) at 
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Nottingham University. However, concerns over the length of interviews 
meant that the study used only a shortened version of the tests  - with a 
combined literacy and numeracy test lasting 15 minutes. There would appear 
to be some concerns as to whether this has resulted in a test which is 
insufficient to track subtle changes in literacy and numeracy levels (see 
below).  

 

While the two reports to date contain a wealth of information on the characteristics of 

learners and the control sample, the Second Wave report was unable to report any 

major findings in terms of employment impacts: although there had been a significant 

increase in employment in the sampled group (from 19% to 33% in terms of those in 

full-time employment), this largely reflected the high percentage of wave 1 

interviewees who were coming to the end of their full-time education and the positive 

impact disappeared when compared to the control group using propensity score 

matching (a technique for adjusting for differences in the samples).  

 

Indeed, the report found only a small number of outcomes where the difference was 

statistically significant at the 5% level. These related primarily to perceived 

improvement in literacy and numeracy, the change in commitment to education and 

training, and for women, increases in self-esteem and satisfaction with life and 

improvements in health.  

 

However, the authors emphasise that they did not expect to see significant impacts 

at this stage (not least because 33% of the interviewees were still on their course at 

the time of the second wave interview, with 19% having “dropped out” and only 48% 

having completed their course).  

 

The report does highlight that perceived benefits (in terms of employment, for 

example, as well as improvements in actual skills) derived from taking part in a basic 

skills course are higher than the actual benefits as assessed by the research team 

using the comparison group. However, the report also points to low levels of skills 

gain by the sample:  two-thirds remained at the same level in both literacy and 

numeracy, with around one in five having higher scores and the a similar proportion 

lower scores. The authors note that “it is …important to recognise that the tests 

developed for this study ….were short and limited. The main purpose was to act as a 

screening device to ensure that those in the control group did have problems with 

literacy and numeracy (and similarly confirm that those in the learners group had 

identifiable needs, not just a lack of qualifications). It was therefore important that 

they should identify an upper threshold of literacy and numeracy functioning than that 
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they should accurately identify the gradations beneath that threshold”. This perhaps 

comes close to suggesting that the tests are not really fit for the purpose of 

measuring learner progress. It is also interesting that, in contrast to McIntosh’s “ideal” 

model, the control group were not retested in wave 2.       

 

The second relevant contemporary study is that by the NRDC looking at the 

experience of basic skills within the British Cohort Study of 1970. NRDC have 

developed a new suite of tests suitable for use in longtitudinal studies of literacy and 

numeracy, and have applied these to test the entire BCS cohort in 2004.  

 

In “Measuring Basic Skills for Longtitudinal Study”, Bynner and Parsons set out the 

methodology used for developing a suite of instruments to test literacy and numeracy 

skills for both adults and children. The development work involved developing and 

piloting: 

 

 A questionnaire on self-reported difficulties i.e. looking at interviewees own 
estimation of literacy and numeracy skills. In previous surveys with the BCS 
and the 1958 Cohort study (NCDS), questions about difficulties with reading, 
writing and number had involved a direct question about difficulties (“Since 
leaving school have you had any problems with reading”; “Since leaving 
school have you had any problems with writing and spelling”; “Since leaving 
school have you had any problems with number work or basic maths”) 
followed by one screening question concerning practical difficulties with 
reading, writing and number (e.g. “can you write a letter to a friend to thank 
them for a gift or to invite them to visit”; “when you buy things in shops with a 
five or ten pound note, can you usually tell if you have been given the right 
change”). Only those signalling a problem were asked further questions to 
explore the extent and nature of the problem. In the case of the 2004 study, 
NRDC decided to ask all interviewees a range of questions designed to 
explore whether they had practical difficulties with everyday tasks which 
should be unproblematic for those with functional literacy and numeracy (e.g. 
“Can you usually read or understand any paperwork or forms you would have 
to deal with in a job” [answer: yes, no, with difficulty]; “When you try to write 
something do you find it difficult to spell some words correctly [yes, no]; “Do 
you ever have difficulty with subtraction – that is taking one number away 
form another?” [always, sometimes, no]) 

 

 A 40 minute test of literacy and numeracy (30 minutes) and dyslexia (10 
minutes) based on a mix of multiple choice and open response questions. It 
was developed by NCDR drawing strongly on the questions used by BMRB in 
the Baseline Studies in England and Wales (in order to ensure that the results 
could be mapped against the findings of those Surveys), as well as the 
questions used in previous assessments of basic skills in 10% samples from 
the two Cohort Studies (in 1991 and 1995). The inclusion of the open 
response questions taken from earlier cohort studies was designed to enable 
longtitudinal comparison with the results of the 1991 survey –  leaving aside 
this element, the test lasted on average around 22 minutes. The literacy test 
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involved “adaptive testing” whereby after an initial set of screening questions, 
interviewees were directed to one of two alternative levels of questions (one 
for those at Level 1 or 2 or above, one for those below Level 1): after piloting 
the numeracy test, it was decided that one set of questions would be more 
appropriate for all interviewees for numeracy. The tests were intended to be 
administered using Computer Assisted Self Interview technology, with the 
interviewee answering questions on a laptop. 

 

 A set of instruments for interviewing parents within the cohort and their 
children as part of an inter-generational study, which included cognitive 
testing of the children using tests based on the British Ability Scales Second 
Edition (BAS II).  

 

The report provides full details of the way in which the tools were developed and 

piloted (first with a random sample of the entire population and then specifically with 

a small sample of the 1970 BCS themselves). Bynner and Parsons stress that the 

results of the work have been to develop a robust set of tests that can be widely 

used: 

 

“We now have  a battery of reliable instruments that we know can be effectively 

administered in people’s homes by appropriately trained interviewers. ….The prime 

purposes of the report have been to demonstrate “fitness for purpose” in the research 

to be undertaken to support the Skills for Life strategy and supply the details of 

design that will be of help in interpreting the research results. The report also serves 

as a source book enabling others to replicate the approach to assessment design on 

new sample of adults and children. Overall the development work has provided the 

basis for a substantial contribution to the knowledge base on which the success of 

Skills for Life ultimately depends”. 

 

The full results of the application of the tests to the 1970 BCS have not yet been 

published, but a preliminary report (based on an initial 7,180 cohort members who 

completed the process – 369 of them in Wales) shows some interesting results: 

 

 By removing the “screening” question, the survey revealed higher rates of 
self-reported difficulties with literacy and numeracy, which were much more in 
line with the results of objective testing, with 8% reporting some reading 
difficulty, 25% reporting some writing difficulty and 11% reporting some 
maths/number difficulty (compared to 3%, 4% and 2% respectively when the 
same cohort were asked the screening questions in 2000). 

 

 Cohort Members in Wales were more likely to report difficulties than their 
counterparts in England and Scotland (with 27% reporting difficulties in writing 
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and 14% difficulties with number, compared, for example, to 18% and 7% 
respectively in Scotland). 

 

 Only 3% of the Cohort reported ever having been on a course to help them 
improve their reading, writing or numbers and maths skills (though this rose to 
4% in the case of Wales). The groups who fared worst in the tests had rarely 
had any exposure to basic literacy and numeracy courses. This is in line with 
other findings showing the relatively low penetration rate of basic skills 
training. However, more than one in five respondents said they wanted to 
improve their reading, writing or number skills, and this rose to 38% of men 
and 40% of women who said that they had had some difficulties with at least 
some aspects of literacy and numeracy. 

 

 In terms of assessed literacy (using the tests), the Study assessed 62% at 
Level 2 literacy or above – compared to 44% in the Baseline Survey – and 
8% at Entry level only – compared to 13% in the Baseline Survey. It needs to 
be remembered that the Baseline Survey covered all ages, whereas the BCS 
study was only of one cohort of 34 year olds – and those in their 30s were 
found to have the lowest level of basic skills difficulties in the Baseline 
Surveys. However, results in Wales were worse, with only 50% having Level 
2 and above skills and 11% testing at Entry Level. 

 

 For numeracy, the patterns were similar, though (as with the Baseline Survey) 
with the population as a whole showing a markedly lower level of numeracy 
skills compared to literacy. Fully 39% of the BCS tested at Entry Level only 
(47% in Wales) with only 27% (20% in Wales) at Level 2 or above. This 
compared to 46% with Entry Level Skills and 25% with Level 2 or above skills 
in the baseline study.   

 

 The Study confirmed strong associations between low basic skills and a string 
of outcomes including academic qualifications, employment (only 74% of 
those with Entry Level 2 literacy were in work compared to 93% of those with 
Level 2 and above), access to work-related training, home ownership, 
reliance on benefits and poor physical and mental health. However, as the 
Study reminds us:  

 

“Although many negative relationships are shown here between poor skills 

and outcomes at age 34, other important factors such as qualifications and 

geography to name but two would need to be accounted for before any 

causality in the relationship could  be claimed.”     
  

 By comparing test results of 900 individuals who completed the questionnaire 
and tests in 2004 and who had also participated in the tests administered to a 
10% sample of the same cohort in 1991, it was possible to include a 
longtitudinal element. This suggested that while the majority of individuals had 
equivalent levels of literacy and numeracy (judged on a crude “good” – “poor” 
dichotomy) at age 34 as they had at age 21, a significant minority appeared to 
have changed their skills levels – (1 in 5 in the case of literacy, 1 in 3 for 
numeracy), with almost as many individuals showing apparent deterioration in 
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their level of skills from “good” to “poor” as improvement from “poor” to “good” 
(although the former represented a far smaller proportion of all those with 
good skills at age 21 than did the latter as a proportion of all those with poor 
skills at age 21). 

 

 However, the study also suggested that those who had improved their basic 
skills between the ages of 21 and 34 also showed markedly better economic 
outcomes in a range of areas (e.g. home ownership, full-time employment, 
use of PCs at work, receiving training at work) than those whose basic skills 
had remained poor.  

 

4. The Welsh evidence base 
 

Finally, before turning to the conclusions of the above for the methodology of the 

forthcoming evaluation of the Basic Skills Strategy for Wales, we review briefly key 

sources of existing data about basic skills in Wales. 

 

The most important evidence is undoubtedly the National Survey of Basic Skills in 

Wales carried out by BMRB in late 2003, using tests devised for the parallel Skills for 

Life Baseline Survey in England. 

 

The main interviews conducted by BMRB involved a 20 – 25 minute “background” 

interview  with the individual and then a literacy and numeracy test, each of 20 – 25 

minutes (in other words significantly longer than that subsequently developed by 

NCDR for the BCS study or that used by NIESR), using Computer Aided Personal 

Interviews.  The tests were devised by CDELL at Nottingham University and used 

adaptive testing – in other words using computer programmes to assess respondents 

levels of literacy and numeracy on an ongoing basis throughout the test in order to 

avoid asking an individual questions which were too easy or too difficult. BMRB 

completed 2,554 of these interviews with a representative sample of Welsh adults 

aged 16 – 65. 1,503 of these individuals also completed a second interview, which 

involved a test of practical ICT skills and a spelling test. The main findings of the 

survey were as follows: 

 

 As many as 25% of those interviewed tested at entry level in literacy, with the 
remainder evenly divided between Level 1 (38%) and Level 2 and above 
(37%). 

 

 For numeracy, more than half – 53% - had only entry level skills, with 25% on 
Level 1 and 22% at Level 2 and above. 
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 Only 15% achieved a Level 2 or above score in both literacy and numeracy 
 

 This performance was significantly worse than in England, particularly in the 
case of literacy, where the 25% of those at Entry level only compared with 
16% in England (and was higher than any individual English region). It is 
suggested that a part of the explanation may be that the use of Welsh is 
depressing English-medium literacy on the part of otherwise well-educated 
individuals whose language of choice in the home is Welsh. 

 

 Literacy and numeracy levels were strongly associated with class, while those 
reporting ill health or a long-term disability were also more likely to score 
poorly. Multi-variate analysis suggests that this latter effect is the case, even 
when controlled for age and social class. 

 

 While there were no significant differences in literacy between men and 
women, there was a marked difference in numeracy with 61% of women 
testing at Entry level compared to 46% of men. This “numeracy gap” is found 
consistently across different age ranges, social classes etc.  

 

 In terms of age, for both literacy and numeracy, levels of performance were 
lowest for the 16 – 19 age group and for those aged over 40 – 49, and were 
highest for those aged 30-39, followed by those aged 20 - 29. It is suggested 
that this phenomenon (which was found in the same way in England) may be 
the results of age effects (with skills improving once entering working life, but 
then tailing off with age) rather than a cohort effect – though it is 
acknowledged that longitudinal studies will be needed to prove this.       

 

 While there is a close correlation between qualifications and basic skills, this 
is not as close as might be expected. A surprisingly high proportion of those 
educated to NVQ level 3 and above show poor literacy (16% at entry level) 
and numeracy (47%), though this is particularly the case for those with 
vocational, as opposed to academic qualifications. In terms of numeracy, the 
report concludes that only those with a degree can be expected to have 
adequate numeracy skills, with only a minority (40%) of those who had 
achieved an A* - C GCSE in Maths achieving a Level 2 assessment.  

 

 At the same time, those leaving school at the earliest opportunity (15 – 16) 
scored consistently worse than average in both literacy and numeracy. 

 

 The phenomenon of basic skills improving after exposure to the workplace 
appears to be unique to the UK (according to the International Adult Literacy 
Survey). 

 

 There was a strong correlation between employment status and literacy and 
numeracy, with 41% of those unemployed and looking for work having only 
entry-level literacy skills compared to 19% of those in work. (Equivalent 
figures for numeracy were 72% and 47% respectively).  

 

 There was a small gap in literacy attainment between full-time and part-time 
workers but a larger gap in numeracy. 
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 Likewise, there is a strong correlation between earnings and basic skills, with 
only 6% of those with entry level literacy skills earning £30,000+ p.a. 
compared to 22% of those with Level 2 skills, and with those with Level 2 
numeracy skills earning an average of £26,000 p.a., compared to an overall 
average of £19,500.  

 

 As noted in Section 2 above, self-assessment of literacy and numeracy 
showed a marked gap between the reality revealed by objective testing, with 
only 4% reporting “below average” or worse reading, 6% reporting “below 
average” or worse writing and 7% reporting “below average” or worse 
numeracy. 

 

 Only 6% of those surveyed said they had ever had any education or training 
in speaking, reading or writing English since their school days. Only one-third 
of these (44 out of 2,554 interviewed in total) had undertaken literacy training 
in the last three years and 11% (15 individuals out of 2,554 interviewed) were 
undergoing training at the time of the interview (an indication of how difficult it 
is to pick up information about specific experience of basic skills learning from 
general population surveys). The small number who reported having received 
literacy training generally had somewhat higher than average literacy scores.   
Only 4% of those surveyed reported ever (post-school) having received 
training in basic maths, with less than 1% currently receiving such training.  

 

As noted, while the National Survey of Basic Skills contains a wealth of information 

about literacy and numeracy in Wales, it contains little, if any, information about the 

effectiveness of public sector basic skills strategy, because of the low penetration of 

such efforts amongst the general population.  

 

Likewise, while the Evaluation of the Basic Skills Strategy in Wales by York 

Consulting contained a thorough analysis of output data related to the Strategy and 

involved extensive qualitative fieldwork with providers and other partners, it did not 

involve any interviews or independent testing of post-16 learners. It was thus unable 

to make any firm judgements about the effectiveness of the adult elements of the 

Strategy in improving basic skills on the part of learners – far less to probe any 

broader outcomes as a result of the interventions being funded by the Strategy. 

 

Finally, it should be noted that the Generic Skills Surveys undertaken by Future Skills 

Wales – and in particular the household survey, last conducted in 2003 – provide 

some evidence of the perceived importance of literacy and numeracy skills. The 

household survey reveals that employed respondents generally believed they had 

high levels of literacy skills (with only 8% saying that their skills were basic, 18% 

intermediate, 50% high and 23% advanced), with a mean score of 2.9. This placed 
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literacy in the top half of generic skills which were asked about (though individuals 

rated their skills higher in six other skill sets - ability to follow instructions; 

adaptability/flexibility; communication skills; showing initiative; team-working; and 

understanding customer needs). However - in line with the general perception that 

respondents skills were superior to those required in their current work - fewer felt 

literacy skills were required in their current job (with a mean score of 2.5). 6% 

claimed that their work did not require literacy and a further 15% said only basic 

literacy skills were required. Again, this placed literacy skills within the top half of all 

generic skills required, but certainly not right at the top. 

 

Numeracy skills were rated as less important – and less prevalent. The mean “self-

assessed” score was 2.7 (ranking 10th out of 18 skills asked about), with 63% rating 

their numeracy skills as “higher” or “advanced”, 1% saying they did not possess 

numeracy skills and 11% saying their numeracy skills were basic. In terms of the 

numeracy skills required in their current job, 11% said numeracy was not required, 

with a further 18% saying basic skills only were required, and 49% that their job 

required higher or advanced levels of numeracy. The mean score of 2.2 meant that 

numeracy was seen, again, as the 10th most important of 18 generic skills.  

 

Results for those currently out of work were broadly similar, though literacy was seen 

as marginally less important by this group in terms of employers requirements.  

 

Interestingly, employers ratings of literacy and numeracy were broadly similar to 

employees perceptions, with literacy rating 8th in terms of mean score and numeracy 

joint 9th of the 18 generic skills asked about. However, 19% of all employers who 

recruited school and college leavers said that they had found literacy skills to be 

lacking and the same in respect of numeracy skills – figures exceeded only for 

communication skills (48%) and “showing initiative” (22%). 

 

5. Conclusions: Lessons for the Evaluation 
 
This review has highlighted some good practice in addressing the key question of the 

impact of adult basic skills provision as well as suggesting that the field is not well 

developed. A number of initial conclusions emerge: 

 

 It is clear that any attempt to draw conclusions about the extent to which 
observed outcomes in terms of employment, health gain, and self-esteem 
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(and indeed improved basic skills themselves) can be related to the provision 
funded under the Basic Skills Strategy needs to involve both testing of basic 
skills level before and after participation in provision, and investigating 
changes in relevant personal circumstances of individual beneficiaries over 
time with reference to the counterfactual – preferably through use of control 
groups.  

 

 Individuals perceptions – though, of course important as indicators of self-
confidence and self-esteem – are not a good proxy for measuring objective 
achievements, given the very sensitive nature of basic skills problems. 
However, probing self-reported difficulties with literacy and numeracy through 
questions around practical issues with everyday tasks is likely to yield more 
valuable information than direct questions about problems with reading, 
writing or number.  

 

 A number of testing systems do exist which may be capable (subject also to 
securing agreement to use these them) of being adapted for use in our 
evaluation, notably the test developed by NRDC for the longtitudinal study, 
the tests used by BMRB in the National Survey of Basic Skills in Wales and 
the test developed by NIESR with CDELL for the ongoing evaluation of Skills 
for Life. However, there are clearly trade-offs between the time needed for 
taking the tests (15 minutes for the NIESR test, 30 minutes  - or 22 minutes 
including only the multiple choice elements - for the NRDC study and  around 
40 – 50 minutes for the BMRB work) and the effectiveness of the tests in 
measuring relatively small differences in literacy and numeracy. Perhaps 
more seriously, studies have often found it difficult to trace improvements in 
basic skills levels through “before” and “after” testing (which may indicate 
problems with the testing methodology or cast doubt on the effectiveness of 
the provision).  

 

 The scale of the resources required to undertake a truly robust study of the 
sort being undertaken by NIESR (though there must be some question marks 
here over the extent to which even this study will be able to gauge 
improvements in the levels of basic skills, even if it is able to trace impacts in 
terms of broader outcomes) is likely to be beyond our evaluation. Undertaking 
the first wave of interviews for the study and control groups alone is likely to 
have cost the equivalent of the budget for the entire Welsh evaluation, but 
really large-scale surveys are required to allow control across sufficient 
variables to enable firm attribution of observed differential outcomes to the 
basic skills provision. The rigorous approach to recruiting a control group is 
unlikely to be practical within the budget - though the principle of “matching” 
the sample with a control group not undertaking provision as closely as 
possible is one that might be imitated while the possibility of recontacting 
individuals interviewed as part of the National Survey for use as a control 
group might be considered: this would depend on DPA considerations, 
though these seem to have been overcome  in the case of the NIESR using 
data from the Skills for Life Baseline Survey. 

 

 The difficulties with imitating the NIESR approach are not just financial: the 
NIESR approach is geared to examine the impact of one type of provision, 
whereas the Terms of Reference for our Welsh evaluation mean we will need 
to examine (even just within the adult elements) a range of different provision 
under different priorities in order to help identify approaches which appear to 
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be more effective. (In this sense, the fact our evaluation is required both to be 
an evaluation of process and of impact is challenging). 

 

 While this is in some senses disheartening, McIntosh’s conclusion that 
smaller-scale studies of specific interventions (provided the points about 
objective testing and meaningful assessment of the counter-factual are 
observed) might be of value is worth reiterating. 

 

 General population surveys are unlikely to yield any usable information about 
adult basic skill learners, as the proportion of the sample who have any 
(recent) experience of provision is so small. The fact that less than 1% of 
those interviewed (and tested) as part of then National Survey of Basic Skills 
had experience within the last three years of such provision (despite the fact 
that the first stage of the Basic Skills Strategy was well underway at the time 
of the fieldwork in late 2003) illustrates this. However, a repeat of that Survey 
(with objective testing)  - which it appeared from the Inception Meeting might 
well be undertaken independently of our evaluation - might yield valuable 
information about general trends within the Welsh population in terms of basic 
skills which could be used as a “virtual control” to compare against observed 
changes in the beneficiaries of provision. Whole population surveys might tell 
us something about perceived importance of basic skills (and thus enable 
some judgement about the effectiveness of that part of the Strategy 
concerned with raising awareness) but any changes in perceptions can 
probably be traced through new Future Skills Wales household surveys. 

 

Drawing this together, we can conclude that: 

 

 Any meaningful evaluation of impact has to involve a longitudinal study of the 
outcomes of individuals undertaking basic skills provision. We should aim to 
sample from a range of different types of provision, so that any variations in 
performance – even though these may not be statistically robust – can be 
examined. We should aim to interview individuals on three occasions (at the 
start of their provision, after completion – probably after a 12 month gap – and 
after a further period of around 12 months to gauge longer-term impacts). We 
will need to decide (in the light of the consideration of the “testing” issue 
below) what overall sample size is possible within the financial constraints for 
the contract and allowing for the fact that the overall work programme will 
need to include qualitative interviews with providers and other key informants 
as well as evaluation of the pre-school and school age elements of the 
Strategy. It will be important to factor in likely attrition rates between 
successive waves of the fieldwork (in the case of NIESR, a little over 50% of 
those interviewed in wave 1 were successfully re-interviewed in wave 2). 

 

 There is a strong argument for the research team independently testing a 
sample of adult basic skill learners at the beginning and after the end of their 
provision (probably with a 12 month gap between the two). The options for 
using the different tests which have been developed need to be considered 
further: there would be clear advantages in using the tests used by BMRB as 
the results will then be directly comparable with those from the National 
Survey (and any repeat) but these are the lengthiest and are likely to use 
proprietary software (a major concern for NIESR). In any event, using testing 
developed by others would mean the team will need to develop capacity in 
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CAPI or CASI and to ensure that whichever staff are used are fully trained. 
This may need the co-operation/assistance of outside experts. It will also 
mean ensuring we have the data recording and analysis skills to make full 
use of the data. However, if independent testing by the research team is 
judged too expensive or complex, two alternatives would be either to work 
with providers who were willing themselves to administer entry and exit tests 
and provide us with the results or simply to accept that whether observed 
changes to social and economic outcomes following participation in basic 
skills courses are the result of objective improvement in actual basic skills 
levels as opposed to less measurable effects of the participation is a 
secondary issue compared to demonstrating whether improved broader 
outcomes are actually achieved.       

 

 Whether or not objective testing is included, the interviews with beneficiaries 
will need to involve a relatively wide range of questions which will enable us 
both to gauge change over time and to assess the counter-factual (see 
below). On the first occasion, this should cover a wide range of social and 
economic circumstances, including qualifications, labour market status and 
experience, personal and family circumstances, health and perceived health 
status, as well as gauging “softer” issues such as self-confidence and self-
esteem and issues around motivation and aspirations with regard to the 
provision.  In the second “wave” this should cover much the same ground, but 
also satisfaction with the provision and the extent to which expectations have 
been met. The third wave will concentrate on examining outcomes/changes in 
terms of the range of social and economic circumstances selected as well as 
“softer” outcomes, such as self-confidence and self-esteem. All interviews will 
need to be face-to-face. 

 

 Within the time-constraints of the Study, while it might be possible to split the 
sample, so that “first wave” interviews take place at different times (in order to 
reflect the roll-out of the Strategy), the last “first wave” interviews with those 
beginning provision will need to take place by late 2008 at the latest.  

 The issue of testing the counter-factual is a critical one. Given resource 
constraints it is possible to envisage three different possible approaches, 
which need further discussion: 

 

o Attempting to follow the NIESR model, albeit on a smaller scale, and 
establishing a formal control or comparison group. Subject to clarifying 
DPA issues, this might be derived by recontacting individuals who 
took part in the National Basic Skills Survey and whose test scores 
were at Entry Level in numeracy and no more than Level 1 in literacy. 
This would provide a cohort of around 1,000 – 1,200 contacts as a 
starting point. However, since re-contacts would have to involve 
calling on households to ensure an adequate response rate, securing 
a control group of even 150 – 200 would be resource intensive – and 
would still not yield a sample large enough to control for a number of 
important variables.  

 

o Using a more informal “matching” approach by which individual 
beneficiaries on provision were asked to “bring a friend” (literally or 
metaphorically), to identify someone in their immediate social network 
who (in their judgement) had broadly similar experience, qualifications 
and skills and who was willing also to participate in the research. 
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Obviously, data gathered through the initial testing and interview 
process would allow us to explore how far this “control group” actually 
was comparable with the learners sample – and to correct for obvious 
divergences by weighting. This approach does carry high risks in 
terms of being able to secure sufficient numbers of appropriate 
participants and being able to recontact them for successive waves of 
the fieldwork. There is also, of course, a stronger risk or chance of 
these individuals also undertaking basic skills provision, given their 
contact with the research. 

 

o Accepting that establishing a control group is not viable given 
resource constraints, and instead building up a profile of the learners 
sample and then using a range of other statistical and survey sources 
to compare the wider outcomes of our sample with equivalent 
outcomes for similar groups in the population as a whole. Such 
sources might include the repeat of the National Basic Skills Survey 
itself and further FSW household surveys (where we could potentially 
input into the research design) as well as wider data sets such as the 
LFS (to trace flows between employment, unemployment and 
inactivity), the Welsh Health Survey (to show general trends in 
reported health) and the Annual Survey of Household Earnings (to 
show trends in earnings). Inevitably, this would only allow inferences 
to be drawn, and would also require a strong degree of expertise in 
interpreting various datasets. 

 

One final issue which has not been considered so far is the way in which the 

Evaluation could or should study the inter-relationships between different strands 

of activity. One – quite attractive model – might be to combine the approach 

outlined above with a case-study approach, where all the learners sample were 

drawn from a small number of spatially-targeted areas, designed to reflect the 

diversity of Wales in social and economic terms, but from different provision 

taking place within those areas. This would also ease the burden of the fieldwork. 

Set against this, there would clearly be issues of generalisability from such an 

approach. Again, the merits and demerits of this approach need further 

consideration.  

 

 

Gareth S. Williams 

July 2006. 

 


