LITERACY/NUMERACY ISSUES IN SMALL, PRODUCTION AND PROCESS INDUSTRIES

Cherilyn Graham, Jacqueline Rovensky, Vanessa Trafford-Walker

For the Manufacturing, Engineering And Related Services ITAB
MERS ITAB
Introduction

The National Metal, Engineering and Aerospace Vocational Education and Training Plan, 1995-97, states that:

Consultation has revealed that language, literacy and numeracy issues are often one of the major issues limiting successful outcomes in training. The industry parties see that this is a community issue and there is continuing discussion within the industry over the relative role of the Government, employers and employees in literacy and numeracy training. In some states there has been a concerted effort to introduce training alongside the Engineering Production Certificate (EPC) and where possible programs like the Workplace English Language and Literacy (WELL) have been accessed with some positive results. Some employers have also taken steps to assist in language and literacy training directly themselves. However, there have been some problems associated with delivery and access to these programs.

The MERS ITAB is concerned that, whilst some literacy and numeracy training for disadvantaged workers is being accessed by some larger companies, staff working in small businesses do not have the same opportunities. Disadvantaged workers, including women, people with disabilities, people working in isolated areas and those with poor literacy and numeracy skills, are predominantly employed in the production and process occupations. The target group constitutes approximately 65% of these organisations.

The identification of barriers and the implementation of changes in literacy and numeracy delivery will provide improved training and career opportunities for disadvantaged and isolated workers within small businesses in the Metals and Engineering industries. Equitable and flexible delivery of courses will promote links between industries, the MERS ITAB and training providers. Access to, and innovation in, literacy and numeracy delivery will enable increased participation by all sections of the workforce in formal training.

Methodology

A questionnaire was developed to survey a selected group of small businesses and employees in the production and process occupations in the industry. MERS ITAB SA representing the industrial needs of the industry for manufacturing and engineering, is well aware that barriers to workers wishing to enter, or evolve within the industry, are impacted by the following issues:

· Literacy

· Numeracy

· Manual dexterity

· Task understanding

· Life skills

· Generic knowledge

· Ability to learn

· Mechanical comprehension

· Social skill sets

· Substance abuse and Medical fitness

Literacy and numeracy competence underpins the skills required in the manufacturing sector, at all levels, in order that operatives can function in a competent, confident manner responding to the operational issues within manufacturing and engineering.

Of 10 small engineering production businesses approached, 3 agreed to participate in the survey. Interviews were conducted face-to-face and on-site. Employees were invited to participate in a voluntary capacity and 17 chose to be involved.

It was very clear that the survey would need to be completed with minimum disruption to the employees’ work schedules. It was designed to identify the barriers affecting employee access to career promotion, completing training and/or upskilling in their field of industry. It was also designed to determine the barriers that may be affecting employers’ access to the provision of training within the industry sector. 

This report is divided into two sections: first the results of employer interviews and second, employee interviews.

Employer Survey Sample size - 3

Q1
Are you aware that Foundation Competency Standards are to be implemented in Metals and Engineering Industries and that they cover the following broad areas?

· Communication

· Occupational, Health and Safety

· Quality Procedures

· Planning


All respondents were aware of the Foundation Competency Standards to be implemented in the Metals and Engineering industries

Q2
Would you like more information about Competency Standards and their implementation?

Two of the three respondents would like to receive more information about Competency Standards and their implementation.

Q3
Has your company applied for and/or received WELL funding?


All employers were unaware of whether their company had applied for or received WELL funding.

Q4
Do you provide training for your employees?

All employers provided training in areas such as:-

Occupational Health and Safety; TAFE Management; Fire Fighting; Traineeships; Engineering Employers Association; Fork lift; Foreman - Gear Cutting; QA Programming - structure.

Q4.1
When is this training conducted?

Training is conducted after or during working hours, either at the workplace or by a private provider. Training is conducted in-house by the OHS committee, team supervisors and the General Manager. 

Q4.2
Where is this training conducted?

Respondents indicated that training was conducted at a variety of places including; at work, and off-site by outside training providers

Q4.3
Who is trained?
Those trained are those who are most suitable to train.

Q4.4
Would you like to provide training?
2 out of the 3 respondents indicated that they would like to provide training in the following areas: Fork lift; relationship; motivation; working in teams; communication; and job responsibilities.

Q4.5
What prevents your business from providing training?
Barriers to providing training included: the lack of suitable applicants; cost; cash flow; time; and the company’s inability to free up staff.

Q5
Do you think that some employees have literacy / numeracy difficulties which affect their work practices?

2 out of 3 respondents indicated that some employees had literacy/numeracy difficulties.

Q5.1
What fraction of the workforce?
Respondents indicated the following

3 out of 19 employees have difficulties and these employees were generally in one particular section.

Q5.3
What work practices are affected?
Written communication 
2

Verbal communication 
0

Reading


1

Technical


2

OHS


Stops at team leader

Work practices

2

Quality procedures
2

Planning


1

Q6
Who should be responsible when addressing literacy / numeracy difficulties?

1 respondent indicated that the employee was responsible, with 2 indicating the employer.

Q7
Who should pay?

Comments included:

“If already employed – we should care with employment”

“Initially subsidised by employee then if OK – firm should reimburse”

“Employees have enough for ordinary work – need something special”

Q.8
How should literacy/numeracy difficulties be addressed?

It was agreed that deficiencies should be addressed by the employer at the workplace, with the following respondents indicating the following times:-

After work
1

During work
1

In same section or a different one 
1

Q9
What would the benefits be if literacy/numeracy levels were improved at work?

Comments included:

“Whole of life”

“Numeracy = greater understanding of job”

“Work unsupervised – less stress on employees”

Q.10

How would they benefit?

Comments included:-

“Whole of life”

“Own quality control”

“Job satisfaction and more responsibility”

Additional comments

“Would be interested in perhaps some numeracy training.”

Indications from the survey of employers were that changes in work practices or the introduction of new technologies were not affected by literacy and/or numeracy difficulties as “those trained are those who are most suitable to train”. At the same time, however, employers agreed that there were a number of employees whose low literacy/numeracy levels were preventing them from undertaking professional development opportunities in line with the engineering career pathways. Consequently, access to these opportunities is an issue of concern when also considering the implementation of industry competency standards.

Section 2 – Employee Survey (Sample Size – 17)

Q1
What does your job involve?
Respondents were involved in the following jobs:

· Progress – check parts

· Engineering

· Dispatch

· Storeman – steel for molds

· EDP Operator

· Process worker

· Painting

· Stove work

· Forging / grinding steel tools

· Machining

· Workshop leading hand / Overseer General Workshop

· Workshop Manager

· Machinery

· Fitter / Turner / Machinist

· Apprentice Fitter / Machinist

· Maintenance Fitter

Q2
Gender
All respondents were male.

[image: image1.wmf]Age of Respondents

0

2

4

6

8

10

20 years

21-30yrs

31-40yrs

41-50yrs

no. of respondents

Q3
Age
Q4
Is English your first language?
2 of the respondents were from non-English speaking backgrounds (Polish and Vietnamese).

Q5
Do you use a language other than English at work?
2 of the respondents indicated that they used a language other than English at work.
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Q6
What was the highest level of education you achieved?

Q7
How old were you when you left school?

All respondents had left school between 15 and 17 years of age

Q8
Have you undertaken further training since leaving school?

13 of 26 respondents have had some form of further training and included:

Accounting, Engineering, First Aid, Fork lift, Communication, Supervisory, Trade Certificate, TAFE, WEA courses, Programming, Pre-vocational trade.
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Q9
Have you been offered the chance to undertake training at work?

Q10
What things stop workers from this company undertaking further training?

Language, literacy, numeracy, and new technology were not seen as significant barriers that would hinder workers from undertaking further training.

Noise in the workshop was considered a hindrance to understanding instructions and 2 people felt they would have difficulty of 7 on a scale of 1-10.
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Q11
Are there literacy/numeracy skills that you would like to improve on to undertake further training or to learn new technologies?

There was an even distribution of respondents who either felt they needed or did not need assistance with literacy / numeracy to improve training and learning of new technology.

Of those who felt they needed help, the following areas were identified:

Q12
What is stopping you from doing that?
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Q13
Who should provide help with literacy and numeracy?
Comments referred to there being no real incentive at work to advance, and that there was no point in the job they were doing. However, one was considering full time study at University.

Q14
Where would it be best to provide training?

7 believed training should be conducted during work hours. While 6 indicated it should be at the work premises but after hours.

However, this was conditional on whether the training was work related.
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Q15
Who should pay?
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Q16
How would you like to study? (more than 1 response/interviewee)
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Q17
Who would benefit if your literacy/numeracy skills improved?

Q18
How would they benefit?

· “Do job better / more work opportunities”

· “On-job more efficiently”

· “Better skills”

· “More job opportunities”

· “More efficient / all round improvement / do faster for company = profits”

· “Less mistakes = $”

· “Quicker – save time”

· “Better communication skills = confidence / better work outcome”

· “Scope / company / family / more to offer = higher self opinion / self, others / advancement”

Additional comments

· “Implies unskilled would probably have literacy / numeracy skills”

· “Some have no ambition to improve”

· “Those who have to find their own way”

· “Depend on company, if provided then they would benefit”

· “Self anxiety ie memory retention holds back from taking on new challenges”

Discussion

Results of both the employer and employee survey indicate that low literacy and numeracy levels are a concern within the manufacturing and engineering industries. 

While it was agreed that poor literacy and numeracy skills were impacting on both employers and employees a clear solution or strategies for improvement did not emerge from this survey. One of the problems faced in implementing literacy and numeracy training, or any training for that matter, is that organisations and employees often do not recognise the benefits, because it does not directly relate to the “bottom line”.  Hence, the largest response to the questions about barriers to further training was “no time” even though most realised that they would have to improve their literacy/numeracy levels in order to participate in further training or professional development.

The engineering production section of this industry has traditionally been the occupational area of young people who were ‘good with their hands’ and who often avoided subjects at school with a reading or writing focus.  Recent literacy surveys conducted by the Department of Industry and Trade have highlighted issues that affect placement for entrants to the industry sector servicing the automotive and manufacturing/engineering industries. The cost of filtering entrants is seen to be in the vicinity of $4 - 6,000 per vacancy for production/operations levels, with the norm being in the vicinity of 10-15 people interviewed to fill each particular vacancy with examples of as high as 30 interviews being needed to fill the production positions within the manufacturing environment. The perception that the entrants to the industry only need to be good with their hands is no longer credible or valid. The issues pertaining to appropriate selection and ‘work readiness’ as outlined in the methodology, are factors that impinge on the success of workers in the manufacturing environment, or new entrants into the workplace. The practical nature of the industry would not always be best served if literacy/numeracy testing alone were used to sift potential workers or trainees.

In all situations, employees were described as being skilled in the tasks currently being undertaken. The dilemma faced by both employers and employees is how to ensure that the employees with low literacy and numeracy levels are able to take to undertake professional development or to adopt newly introduced competency standards when a learning culture is not present on the workshop floor. 

However, investigations into the outcomes of literacy and numeracy programs have shown that employee morale is increased, work is completed more efficiently and effectively and there is a reduction in workplace accidents with employees able to read safety signs.

Responses indicated preference that if literacy, numeracy and computing assistance were to be provided that a qualified teacher in a small group setting would be preferred. Further negotiations would indicate whether there was a preference for training either during or after work hours.

The move towards self paced learning and competency based assessment means that it is possible for greater flexibility to underpin timetabling, mentor support, classroom attendance and the number of hours devoted to training. Individuals should be able to juggle the demands on their personal lives, undertaking as much training as suits their circumstances. 

It is recommended that a program be undertaken within the auspices of the MERS ITAB and that funding be sought from appropriate government agencies by a group of interested, small production companies for the provision of a flexible, training program. The program, timetabled to suit workers would be delivered at work sites, in units of competence specific to the Engineering Production Certificate and ensuring literacy/numeracy and computing support.

The following observations can be made from this project:

· materials containing newly introduced information should be written in plain English

· trainees should be allowed to progress at their own pace and receive individual assistance where required

· opportunities should be sought for small production companies to join forces in the tendering process to access training funds

· training could be offered at several companies at different times to offer employees choice in how they complete a particular module or course

· a structured network of companies and training provision would ensure more equitable access to professional development and career pathways

· consultation between industry and literacy/numeracy experts would ensure the availability of interesting and appropriately tailored training materials and/or information 

· training could be offered at differing skill levels depending on an employee’s demonstrated abilities allowing for success and movement through the levels of a course or modules

On the basis of responses offered in this project we would expect that an improvement in employee literacy and numeracy skills would benefit both employers and employees. The gaining of further skills and the undertaking of professional development programs would enhance employee career opportunities. Employers would have access to a larger pool of more competent employees.
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QUESTIONNAIRE

Project:
MERSITAB survey of literacy/numeracy issues in




small, production and process industries

Project Officer:
Cherilyn Graham

This questionnaire will be filled in by the interviewer.

Name of Company………………………………………………

Contact Person………………………………………………….

Position…………………………………………………………..

Address………………………………………………………………………………...

Phone…………………………………… Fax…………………………………..

Type of business……………………………………………….

Number of Employees…………………….

Employer Questionnaire

Questionnaire to be completed by the interviewer

1.
Are you aware that………

Foundation Competency Standards are to be implemented in Metals and Engineering Industries and that they cover the following broad areas?:



Communication


Occupational, Health & Safety


Quality Procedures


and Planning

Yes  (




No  (
Comment……………………………………………………………………..

2.
Would you like more information about Competency Standards and their implication?

Yes  (




No  (
3.
Has your company applied for and/or received WELL funding?

Not aware


(
Applied (received)

(


(not received)
(

Comment……………………………………………………………………..

4.
Do you provide training for your employees?

Yes
(




No
(
If yes,

Please list training provided………………………..



………………………………………….

4.1
When is this training provided?


Before

(

After

(

During

(
work time



4.2
Where is this training conducted?



At work

(


At training provider
(


Other


(…………………

1.3 Who is trained?………………………..

If none,

1.4 Would you like to provide training?

Yes
(
No
(


If yes,



What training would that be?




Please explain…………………………………..

1.5 What prevents your business from providing training?

Comment………………………………..

Possible examples may include……

Low numbers needing training


(
Not aware of available training


(
Shift work




(
Unable to free up staff



(
Too expensive




(
Doesn’t change staff and/or work practices
(
Other (please specify)…………………
(
Additional comments…………………….

5.
Do you think that some employees have literacy/numeracy


difficulties that affect their work practices?


Yes
(

No
(

If yes,

5.1 What fraction of the workforce?………

5.2 In which sections of the business do they work?…….

5.3 What work practices are affected?

Communication

Written


(
Verbal


(
Reading


(
Technical


(
Occupational Health and Safety

Work practices

(
Quality procedures
(
Planning


(
6.
Who should be responsible when addressing literacy/numeracy


difficulties?


Employee

(

Employer

(

Combination

(

Other


(
7. Who should pay?

Employee


(
Employer


(
Combination of above
(
Other
…………..
(
8. How should literacy/numeracy difficulties be addressed?

Comment………………..

Some examples may include………

On the job




(
Classes at work with a trained teacher
(

Before/during/after work

(
1:1 with a volunteer tutor


(
1:1 with a work mate


(
combined with another employer



in the same sector


(

in different sector


(
9. What would the benefits be if literacy/numeracy levels were

Improved at work?

Comments…………………..

10. How would they benefit?

Comments…………………..

Additional Comments


Employee Questionnaire

Questionnaire to be completed by the interviewer

1. What does your job involve?…………………………………………
2.
Gender

Male

(
Female
(
3.
Age


Under 20

(
21 – 30


(
31 – 40


(
41 – 50


(
over 50


(
4.
Is English your first language?
Yes
(
No
(






.………………..

5. Do you use a language other than English at work?









Yes
(
No
(






.………………..

6. What was the highest level of education you achieved?

In Australia


Another Country


No school




(




(

 Primary school




(




(

High school




(




(

Trade/Technical




(




(

Tertiary





(




(

Other……………………


(




(
7. How old were you when you left school?
……………….. (years)

8. Have you undertaken further training since leaving school?

Please explain…………………………………………………………..

9. Have you been offered the chance to undertake training at work?

Yes



(

 No


(

Already studying
(

Comment……………………………………………………………………..

10. What things stop workers from this company undertaking further training?
On a scale of 1 – 10 how would you rate language/literacy/numeracy and new technologies barriers?

Language

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Very minor

Problem

Major

Problem


Comment……………………………………………………………………..

Literacy

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Very minor

Problem

Major

Problem


Comment……………………………………………………………………..

Numeracy

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Very minor

Problem

Major

Problem


Comment……………………………………………………………………..

New Technologies

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Very minor

Problem

Major

Problem


Comment……………………………………………………………………..

11. Are there literacy/numeracy skills which you would like to improve on to undertake further training or to learn new technologies?
Yes
(
No
(

What would you like to improve?…………………………………………..


What things do you have difficulty with?


 reading


posters




(

safety signs



(






instruction manuals


(






memos



(






other……………………

(

writing


reports




(






forms




(






other……………………

(

using technology
computers



(






phone/fax



(






new machines


(






other……………………

(

listening


to instructions


(






other……………………

(

asking questions

expressing opinions


(






other




(
12. What is stopping you from doing that?
Comment…………………………………………………………………….

Some examples may be:

don’t know where classes are

(
no time




(
too expensive



(
family commitments


(
no child care



(
no transport



(
embarrassed



(
shift work




(
13. Who should provide help with literacy and numeracy?

Comment………………………….

Some examples may be…………

Workmates

(
Qualified teacher

(
Volunteer


(
Supervisor

(
Other………….

(
14. Where would it be best to provide training?

Comment………………………….

At work


Before work

(

After work

(

During work

(
At a training provider


Before work

(

After work

(

During work

(
Other………

(
15. Who should pay?

Comment…………………………

You

(
Employer

(
Combination
(
Other

(
16. How would you like to study?

Comment…………………………

Some examples may be……

A small group (3-4)



(
A large group (up to 12)



(
With others from outside the company

(
1:1 with a teacher



(
On the job as you work



(
On your own with a computer


(
17. Who would benefit if your literacy/numeracy skills improved?

Comment……………………………

Some examples may be……

You

(
The company
(
Workmates
(
Family

(
18. How would they benefit?

Comment……………………………

Additional Comments……………………….
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