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1. Introduction 

1.1 Carney Green and Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU) were 

commissioned to deliver a process evaluation of the Essential Skills for 

those serving sentences in the community (ESSC) pilot on behalf of the 

Welsh Government. 

1.2 Between 2009 and March 2015, Essential Skills training for offenders 

under statutory supervision in the community, either on community 

order or on post-custody licences, was funded by the Welsh 

Government under a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the 

National Offender Management Service (NOMS). NOMS commissioned 

the Wales Probation Trust to manage delivery of  the provision and they 

in turn subcontracted to Essential Skills providers who delivered the 

assessment and learning in probation offices across Wales under 

contract to the Trust.  

1.3 This changed when the ESSC pilot was launched in April 2015. At that 

point, the Welsh Government began directly commissioning the 

Essential Skills provision through a contract with the Work Based 

Learning (WBL) providers. This change aimed to create a more 

consistent approach to the delivery of learning for non-employed 

individuals across Wales. 
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1.4 The aim of the research was to understand how the pilot operated in 

practice, explore reasons for change in participation rates and provide 

evidence to inform longer term decisions regarding the best delivery 

model. 

 
2. Methodology 

2.1 The evaluation used a mix of qualitative and quantitative research 

methods, including: a theory of change review informed by consultation 

with key stakeholders involved in the pilot’s development and delivery; 

a literature review of best practice; one-to-one telephone interviews with 

delivery providers, and NPS and CRC delivery region business/team 

managers; an online survey for NPS/CRC offender managers and 

Essential Skills Trainers; and analysis of anonymised administrative 

records for offenders whose records indicated an Essential Skills need 

and actual training recipient enrolments. 

2.2 There was no data available about numbers of offenders who were 

deemed eligible for, or referred to provision under the pilot, as this 

information is not collated. As a result, it was not possible to robustly 

quantify the extent of demand for Essential Skills provision, nor to 

explore the extent to which numbers of enrolling learners reflected this 

demand. Therefore, only qualitative interview data from was available to 

explore how the pilot operated. In order to maximise the number and 

range of survey and interview responses, depth interviews were 

conducted with 13 NPS and CRC offender team managers and delivery 

leads from every region across Wales. There were also 43 responses 

from offender managers and trainers to the online survey. The full 

methodology section in the main report sets out these issues in detail. 

2.3 Offenders’ views and the impact on their employment/offending 

outcomes were out of scope and not explored. 

 

 

3. Key findings and recommendations 

Best practice  

3.1 There are relatively few examples of evaluations of schemes delivering 

Essential Skills training to offenders. Despite this, the literature review 

highlighted a number of factors relating to best practice. Those most 

relevant to the ESSC pilot and the delivery of future provision included:  

 the importance of delivering bespoke and tailored provision for each 

client;  

 the need to use robust and appropriate assessment tools; and  

 for Essential Skills to be part of a holistic package of support for 

offenders.  

3.2 The qualitative research for this evaluation revealed that some 

elements of best practice identified from the literature review were 

happening across Wales under the pilot. There were examples of 
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trainers tailoring provision to offenders and as part of the contract, 

service providers were required to use the Wales Essential Skills 

Toolkit (WEST) or an equivalent Welsh Government-approved tool to 

assess the needs of offenders. 

3.3 The qualitative fieldwork also identified examples of a variety of 

approaches across Wales to deliver Essential Skills in order to meet the 

needs of offenders with Essential Skills needs.  Practices identified as 

particularly effective included: 

 initial communication sessions where delivery providers informed 

offender managers of the Essential Skills offer; 

 development of relationships between trainers and offender managers 

from the outset – this was an important enabler in building trust, and 

helped to improve the speed at which the pilot was implemented;  

 arranging Essential Skills appointments for learners on the same days 

that they were required to visit National Probation Service (NPS) or 

Community Rehabilitation Company (CRC) offices to access other 

support services in order to limit the number of journeys that they 

needed to make; 

 changing the examining/awarding body to allow individual units rather 

than full qualifications to be delivered; 

 rapport developed between trainers and learners;  

 the delivery of women-only sessions; 

 changes in the time sessions were run; and  

 the creation of bespoke and tailored learning materials.  

Implementation and delivery 

3.4 The Pilot required trainers to support learners to work towards, and 

where possible achieve, Entry Level 1 to Level 2 in: communication, 

application of number, and ICT; and Entry Level 3 to Level 2 in 

employability skills1. Analysis of data collected by Welsh Government 

from training providers, however, showed that 40 per cent of learning 

activities were not qualifications-focused. 

3.5  In most cases, Essential Skills training was delivered within NPS/CRC 

offices. Two providers delivered training from Work Based Learning 

(WBL) provider centres.  

3.6 The evaluation highlighted numerous challenges with the 

implementation of the pilot; these were often related to the involvement 

of new delivery providers. This resulted in delays to the provision 

starting, as it took time for the new offer to be communicated between 

                                                             

1
 Entry Level qualifications are at a lower level than Level 1 qualifications. A Level 1 qualification is equivalent to NVQ 

Level 1 or a GCSE D-G; a Level 2 qualification is equivalent to NVQ Level 2 or a GCSE A*-C; a Level 3 qualification is 

equivalent to NVQ Level 3 or A-level. More detail is provided on the Qualifications Wales website at: 

http://qualificationswales.org/qualifications/entry-level-qualification/?lang=en. 

http://qualificationswales.org/qualifications/entry-level-qualification/?lang=en
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delivery providers and offender managers, and for procedures to be put 

in place. 

3.7 Generally, communication was not viewed to be effective. For example, 

the evaluation found that NPS/CRC offender managers did not have a 

clear understanding of the Pilot’s eligibility criteria, and there was 

confusion amongst them about the geographical availability of Essential 

Skills provision, and therefore where offenders could be referred.  

3.8 It was also evident that there were disparities between what offender 

managers expected delivery to involve (e.g. in relation to one-to-one or 

group sessions), what some recalled from the time when delivery was  

under the management of the Wales Probation Trust, and what 

providers planned to deliver.  

3.9 NPS/CRC offender managers felt that they had not had the opportunity 

to feed into the specification for the pilot, nor the opportunity for 

involvement in the implementation plan for Essential Skills, which could 

have helped improve understanding regarding what providers planned 

to deliver and what offender managers felt most suited their clients. 

This concern was felt most strongly in relation to the NPS high-risk 

clients. In addition, providers were reported to have limited prior 

experience of working with offenders, and this resulted in providers 

being un-prepared to offer an approach which met the specific needs of 

the learners.  

3.10 The financial model was viewed as a factor which constrained what 

providers could deliver; the delivery of one-to-one sessions or smaller 

group sessions was viewed as less financially viable than larger group 

sessions. 

3.11 Delivering Essential Skills at NPS/CRC offices was viewed as 

appropriate, particularly when planned along with other support 

provision in order to minimise the number of trips an offender had to 

make to the office. However, the geographic location of provision and 

distance required to travel for some offenders was viewed as a barrier 

to engagement, and accessibility was therefore not seen as universal. 

Some NPS/CRC offices did not have any provision in-house, and where 

it was available in-house there were examples of provision petering out 

over the course of the pilot. This contrasted with what the Welsh 

Government expected providers to deliver, as it was made clear that 

provision should be available in each probation office within their 

delivery region.  

Participation rates  

3.12 The quantitative data analysis showed a reduction (44 per cent) in the 

number of learning activities commenced during the pilot, compared to 

the previous year (2014/15). The data also demonstrated high variance 

between the number of learners who started learning activities with 

each delivery provider (ranging from 1 to 91) within the current pilot.  

3.13 The key reasons identified from stakeholder feedback for lower 

recorded participation in the ESSC Pilot compared to the Wales 
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Probation Trust managed programme were: 

 NPS and CRC were still going through internal organisational change 

during the implementation of the ESSC pilot.   

 A chronological gap in provision, between the training managed by the 

Wales Probation Trust and delivery of the pilot as overseen by the 

Welsh Government, left offender managers wary of the new provision 

and removed the possibility of a seamless transition to Essential Skills 

provision. 

 There did not seem to be a clear process for delivery providers 

supporting NPS high risk clients. NPS offender managers said they 

therefore did not feel confident referring this cohort to the provision. The 

finding, from the quantitative analysis, that those commencing learning 

activities tended to be less prolific offenders, with shorter offending 

histories (and therefore less likely to be managed by NPS) supports 

this. 

 Four NPS/CRC business/team managers reported that their offender 

managers did not feel that a group setting was always suitable for their 

clients, and asked for one-to-one sessions to be delivered, but reported 

that in most cases this need was unable to be met by providers. The 

provider specification did not state whether the provision was to be 

delivered in a group or one-to-one setting. 

 The financial contract for delivery providers meant they were only paid 

for learners with whom they directly engaged. Therefore, in order to 

maximise their financial return, it was better for them to deliver to larger 

groups. This meant that provision was less likely to be available in 

smaller NPS/CRC offices.  

 Almost a third of survey respondents were unsure how the Welsh 

Language needs of learners were identified in order to inform the 

delivery of Essential Skills, and therefore were unsure whether the 

Welsh Language needs of the client group were being met.  

3.14 Whilst the provider contract stated that the NPS, CRC and WBL 

providers would seek to develop consistent working practices to ensure 

there was agreement on a Wales-wide basis on the sharing of 

appropriate information on offenders, the most frequently cited 

weakness of the pilot by survey respondents was a lack of 

communication. 

3.15 The data analysis found that of the learning activities delivered by 

providers, less than 50 per cent were completed (46 per cent), with the 

same proportion of learners withdrawing from their learning activities 

(as completing them)2. Females were less likely than males to complete 

all the learning activities they started, and were more likely not to 

complete any learning activities. The main barriers to this client group 

                                                             

2
 It was not possible to compare pre-pilot completion rates with pilot completion rates, and reliable data was not 

available for the pre-pilot period. 
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participating in Essential Skills identified by stakeholders included: they 

felt that did not feel they needed it or lacked motivation; they did not 

want to work in a group setting; they led a chaotic lifestyle; childcare 

and carer responsibilities; and finding employment.  

3.16 The qualitative research found that stakeholders were critical of the 

suitability of the Pilot’s eligibility criteria. The criteria were seen to be too 

constraining, e.g. those in employment (who could be on zero-hour 

contracts) and some overseas nationals were ineligible3 although 

stakeholders felt that within these groups, a high proportion had an 

Essential Skills need.  

3.17 The data records for the pilot did not include details of referrals to 

Essential Skills provision. It was therefore not possible for this analysis 

to identify where offenders had been referred to ESSC provision, but 

had not been offered training, or had not taken it up. This is an 

important gap in the data. Analysis of NOMS National Delius (NDelius)4 

revealed that there were nearly 2,700 offenders serving sentences in 

the community with an Essential Skills need, yet the number 

commencing ESSC provision during the pilot period represented less 

than one tenth of this number.  There could be many reasons why 

those with an Essential Skills need did not receive provision. Without 

details about whether these offenders had been deemed suitable for 

provision, or had been referred, it is not possible to infer the relative 

contributions of low referral rates, low take up or other factors, to the 

low rate of provision.    

Recommendations 

3.18 Based on the key findings discussed above, a number of 

recommendations for the future delivery of Essential Skills to offenders 

have been developed:  

1. The evaluation revealed evidence that in some areas, Essential 

Skills were delivered alongside other types of support for offenders. 

This practice should be extended such that ESSC is considered 

holistically as part of the wider package of support which is made 

available to offenders via NPS/CRC offender managers. Support 

should be sequenced around the prioritisation of offender needs 

and therefore emphasis should be placed on the appropriate 

timeliness of referrals. This should be led and coordinated by the 

offender manager.  

                                                             

3
 The Welsh Government WBL contracts, through which this pilot was delivered, operate under strict eligibility criteria, 

complying with ESF rules which restrict access to people who are “an ineligible overseas national and those in part or 

full time employment”. 

4
 NDelius is the management information system used by offender managers within CRC and NPS local offices to 

manage their work with each offender and their caseloads as a whole, and for management staff at both the probation 

office and at national level to monitor and administer the organisation’s work and to understand the offender 

population and trends within it. 
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2. When designing the specification for the new, Welsh Government 

All-Age Employability Programme, a panel of NPS and CRC 

business/team managers and offender manager representatives 

should be created, with the aim of informing the specification to 

ensure that lessons are learnt from previous delivery and the 

provision meets the needs of their clients.  

3. The evaluation revealed some examples where delivery providers 

awarded contracts under the pilot, were already familiar with work 

with offenders. For future programmes, delivery providers should 

either have prior experience of delivering Essential Skills training to 

offenders, or should be clearly informed of the needs of this group 

prior to tendering for the work (this could be in the form of a 

workshop with representation from offender managers). By delivery 

providers gaining an in-depth understanding of the needs of the 

cohort (e.g. data showed the cohort to be of a very low skill level, 

with the highest qualification for three quarters of those that started 

a learning activities to be Pre-Entry Level), it should result in more 

effective delivery approaches which meet their needs.  

4. For future programmes, where possible, there should be a period of 

overlap whereby the new providers are appointed to deliver ESSC 

whilst the previous provision is still being delivered. This would 

allow a business/team manager lead-in period, where delivery 

providers could work with, and build relationships with, office 

managers to plan delivery and agree information sharing protocols. 

5. The practice of allowing  flexibility in the provision of ESSC, 

revealed in places through this study, should be encouraged 

wherever possible, to enable support to be tailored to the individual 

or the needs of specific groups (e.g. the delivery of women-only 

sessions).  

6. Future programmes need a clear and robust approach for 

identifying the Welsh language needs of learners and ensure that 

provision is available through the medium of Welsh so the needs of 

Welsh speaking learners are met.  

7. To review the eligibility requirement around employment. Although 

those not in employment should be prioritised, the ESSC eligibility 

criteria did not consider the type of job the individual was 

undertaking, or type of contract they held (i.e. it could be a zero-

hour contract). Essential Skills training could enable an individual to 

progress within the employment market or gain a more permanent 

role.  

8. The same assessment tools should be used by NPS/CRC offender 

managers, and more effective monitoring arrangements need to be 

put in place to review data inputted and ensure that these are 

provided to trainers within set timescales. This should be supported 

by joint working between NPS/CRC and the Welsh Government to 

agree assessment and referral processes for future programmes.  
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9. For future programmes, the funding mechanisms for the delivery of 

Essential Skills should be reviewed, to increase the accessibility of 

ESSC across Wales and within regions. The design of contracts 

should not discourage providers from making provision in numerous 

and more convenient locations (for learners), or from engaging with 

smaller groups.   

10. Future programmes should explore the possibility of trainers having 

greater involvement in the referral and retention processes. If their 

payment is triggered by the number of beneficiaries to whom they 

deliver Essential Skills training, they should have a greater level of 

involvement in supporting engagement and retention.  

11. Building on the good practice identified in some areas, where 

trainers and learners were able to develop a rapport, future 

programmes delivering ESSC should encourage delivery providers 

to provide drop-in taster sessions for offenders in NPS/CRC offices. 

This would enable providers to be involved at an earlier stage and 

have some responsibility regarding the number of offender referrals, 

rather than being the sole responsibility of offender managers. This 

could help to ensure that the Essential Skills offer is clear to 

offenders and could help to improve offender motivation (a barrier to 

take up, that the study identified)  

12. Feedback tools and processes for NPS/CRC offender managers 

and delivery providers, needs to be improved for future 

programmes. Whilst there were examples of good practice, the 

processes in the ESSC pilot programme were not consistent across 

the regions, and were not efficient. For future provision, the 

possibility of an online tool being developed for trainers to record 

feedback should be explored. It would be beneficial if the 

information recorded could be synchronised with NDelius, so that 

the same information does not have to be recorded twice.  

13. At the strategic level, improvement is required around the reporting 

and monitoring mechanisms from providers to NPS/CRC and from 

NPS/CRC to the Welsh Government, in order to offer greater 

accountability. Currently only numbers of enrolments are recorded 

within the Lifelong Learning Wales Record (LLWR)5  and the 

number of referrals is not centrally collated. Therefore, analysis 

cannot show how many referrals were made or how many resulted 

in an enrolment. It would be beneficial for recording referrals to be a 

contractual requirement of offender managers. This would provide 

NPS and CRC management staff with greater oversight on how the 

project is being delivered, as well as providing strategic 

stakeholders the opportunity to review how well the Essential Skills 

policy is working. 

5 
The LLWR is the Welsh Government administrative system for managing post-16 learner data 
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