








10 reasons why employers don’t take action on skills for life (and 10 
reasons why they should!)

1) “All my staff have qualifications so they don’t need help with basic skills .”

Just because staff are qualified, doesn’t mean they have all the literacy and numeracy skills they 
need to do their jobs really well. 

Most people have ‘spiky skills profiles’. This means they are good at the things they practice all the 
time, but less good at the things they don’t do very often.

Problems arise when staff take on new responsibilities or when their roles change. This often 
means having to use a completely different set of skills, ones that might never have been used 
before, or that might need ‘brushing-up’.

Even where staff do have sufficient skills for life to get by, evidence shows that developing these 
skills further can improve their work performance significantly.

2) “I can’t afford the cost of the training.”

Good communication and number skills are critical throughout social care. They increase staff 
retention, raise qualification levels and improve the quality of care. 

The current levels of funding for adult skills for life are very high. So are the short-term targets. 
(£620 million being spent in 2008/9. 2.25 million adults to have improved literacy and numeracy 
skills by 2010.) 

In the future, employers and learners will probably have to pay for skills for life development and so 
the social care sector really should seize this opportunity while it’s available. 

There has never been a better or more important time to help your employees improve their skills 
for life. 
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30% of graduates don’t have level 2 literacy skills

48% don’t have level 2 numeracy skills

15% of senior managers and professionals have numeracy skills below level 1



Most skills for life training is free. However, you may have to contribute for some types of course 
including those for ESOL learners. 

You should also budget for costs such as travel costs and replacement staff cover. Train to Gain 
can fund staff cover if you have fewer than 50 full-time employees (or the equivalent in part-time 
staff).
 
Get advice before you start, but remember that the return on your investment is likely to be very 
high. 

Also remember that while current government funding for skills for life learning is very generous, 
free literacy and numeracy training is unlikely to be here forever. You really should make use of it 
while it is. Please see the funding section on page 21 of this guide for more information.

3) “ It’s hard to release staff for training and we have to put mandatory courses such as NVQs 
and Health and Safety first.”

This can be a real problem if staff are expected to attend separate courses for skills for life and 
vocational training. 

However, evidence shows that training is much more successful if it is delivered in an embedded 
way. That is, if the literacy, language or numeracy is taught as an integral part of a vocational 
course. Evidence also shows that learning in the workplace rather than in a college or other 
off-site learning centre can be very successful, particularly for those who have been away from 
learning for a while. 

So, it is up to you to negotiate the type of learning that suits your organisation best. 
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Skills for Life issues are estimated to cost an average £86, 000 a year to 
businesses employing 51-100 people.



4) “Shouldn’t this be sorted out by the schools?  It’s not my responsibility.”

It is worth noting that 70% of the workforce that the UK will have in 2020 has already left school. 
So, whatever progress is made within the school system, we still have a huge problem with the 
skills gaps of those who have already left school. 

Although it may seem unfair for employers to have to take on the responsibility for resolving these 
skills gaps, it is the only way we can get the recruits we need for the ever-growing social care 
sector.

5) “If I get them trained they are more likely to move to another job.”

This may seem like a very real risk, but more often than not, training actually encourages people to 
stay. 

Skills for life training helps people do their jobs better and has a very positive effect on their 
confidence and on their life outside work. In turn, this builds loyalty and commitment, increases 
motivation and reduces staff turnover.

6) “The situation is different with migrant workers. As soon as their English is good enough, they 
will move to other work that pays better. It would be a real waste to spend money on developing 
the language skills of staff who wont be here for long.”

Offering ESOL support to migrant workers is critical. It helps them settle into their new work 
and home environment, has a very positive effect on their confidence and improves their work 
performance. 

There is always a risk that migrant workers will view their job as temporary and move elsewhere 
once they have better English. However, no care service can take the risk of employing staff who 
do not have the skills they need to operate safely and effectively at work. 
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In 2006-07: 45% of pupils leaving school had not gained Level 2 maths (GCSE 
grades A*-C) and 40% had not gained Level 2 English. 

More than 63,000 pupils left school without Level 1 or 2 maths (a GCSE grade 
A*-G) . Almost 38,000 left without Level 1 or 2 English.

Companies that don’t train staff are twice as likely to go out of business as those 
that do.



As with other skills for life training, employees who are given the chance to develop their English 
language skills through work will probably show increased loyalty, commitment and motivation in 
the workplace and actually be less likely to leave for other employment.

7) “How can I help other people with their maths when I can’t even understand my kids’ 
homework?”

Why not get some skills for life development for yourself first? There’s nothing like a personal 
testimony to sell the idea to others and you will really be able to give them an accurate picture of 
what’s involved. You could have a go at the self-assessment tests at www.move-on.org.uk to 
give you an idea of where to start.
Or, get support from outside to introduce a ‘whole organisation approach’ to skills for life. This 
would mean that you could have your own skills assessed and developed alongside everyone 
else in your workplace.

8) “People don’t really need to do too much reading or writing in this job. They can certainly 
manage without being good at maths and computers.”

Every job role in social care involves using and understanding information, and communicating 
effectively. This means that everyone working in social care needs good language and number 
skills to do their job well and to guarantee high quality care services.  

Although being good at maths and computers might not seem as important as being able to 
communicate well, these skills are critical if care staff are to avoid wasting resources and ensure 
the safety of those they support.
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A CSCI report in 2006 stated that nearly half of all nursing and care homes fail 
to meet national minimum standards on giving medication. The report described 

situations where people are given:
 the wrong medication, someone else’s medication, medication in the wrong doses 

and no medication at all.

www.move-on.org.uk


You will find lots of examples that show the importance of reading, writing, maths and computer 
skills on pages 7 - 10 of this guide.
It’s also worth noting that many workers are still not confident with IT and so it could be a really 
good incentive to offer courses that combine literacy or numeracy with IT skills. 

9) “I know some of my staff struggle with writing, but I don’t know how to bring the subject up 
without upsetting them. It’s very uncomfortable.”

The most important thing is to make sure you approach the subject in a very positive way. The 
language you use really can make all the difference.

Adopting a ‘whole organisation approach to skills for life’ is also a good way of reducing stigma. 
This involves skills for life development for all staff regardless of their role or level in the workplace.

Make skills for life a routine part of recruitment and induction so that everyone goes through the 
same process and no one feels singled out. Bring in specialists who are used to handling this 
sensitive area of work. Enlist the help of Union Learning Reps to offer valuable peer support and 
encouragement.

10) “I don’t know where to start. The funding seems complicated and I don’t know where to find 
the right type of training.”

There really are lots of useful resources and sources of help for skills for life development – so many 
it’s overwhelming!

Don’t be put off by the paperwork and bureaucracy as this can often be taken care of by others, 
such as the Train to Gain service or the local college. 

For an overview of the help available and guidance on where to start, see the next section of this 
guide from page 21 onwards.
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Employees value Skills for Life training. According to a Business in the Community 
survey of employees who had undertaken Skills for Life training:

79% said that it helps them to do their jobs better.
86% would recommend their training to a friend or colleague.

78% now felt encouraged to continue learning.

By 2010, 90% of all UK jobs will require level 2 skills. By 2020, over 40% of all UK 
jobs will need to be degree equivalent and above.



18

hear from those who have already done it

move on carefully
A partnership approach supports skills for life in Cumbria.

Care Sector Alliance Cumbria joined forces with others in the North West to develop a 
partnership approach to skills for life.

A wide range of partners took part including Move On, NHS and Unionlearn.

They created training programmes set in a social care context. The programmes were split 
into modules so that different organisations had the flexibility to deliver them in different ways. 
Learners were offered an enjoyable and relevant learning experience and the chance to achieve 
a national qualification (certificate in Adult Literacy or Numeracy).

Some 120 health and social care workers joined the pilot programmes which were widely 
viewed as a great success. Employers and employees reported increased confidence and 
competence in the workplace and for those who took the national tests, the achievement rate 
was around 90% (well above the national average).
The programme has been developed further within Cumbria, and similar models have also been 
tried in other regions and sectors. Care Sector Alliance Cumbria have also gone on to achieve 
‘winner of winners’ at the Skills for Care Accolades 2008.

fun with numbers
Care workers discover that developing number skills can be fun at Caring Sharing & Co Ltd. 

Supervisors at Caring Sharing & Co Ltd had noticed that a number of care workers struggled 
with number skills in their day to day work. Staff were reluctant to take measurements, make 
estimates and record data for routine tasks such as monitoring fluid intake. As a result, case 
notes were inaccurate or lacking in detail and there was genuine concern that this could affect 
the quality of care.

Andrew Cowen (Director at Caring Sharing & Co Ltd) chose to tackle these concerns by 
introducing some workplace learning that was fun and highly relevant to the day to day work of 
everyone on the course. Andrew was very careful to avoid the use of the word ‘maths’ because 
he didn’t want any of the staff to be put off by fear, or association with negative experiences 
in school. (Recent research shows that for people with poor numeracy, the biggest barrier to 
participation is fear rather than complacency.)



Talking Healthcare
An ESOL research project finds ways of improving recruitment into the care sector.

This research was carried out by London South Bank University, for the Healthcare ESOL 
Development Project. The project aimed to find ways of encouraging members of minority 
language communities to apply for jobs in health and social care. It was designed as a modular 
e-learning ESOL package with one module, Working in Healthcare, fully developed as the 
prototype.

The study supports existing research evidence which indicates that skills in English are a barrier 
to recruitment for members of minority language communities, particularly refugees and other 
migrants. These groups are often unable to find work, or take jobs that don’t make use of their 
skills and qualifications.

Just 4% of those in the study had work experience in health and social care. However, after trialling 
the materials, almost 70% of the sample said they would be interested in applying for work in these 
sectors. Of these, 43% had said at the start of the study that they would not consider looking for 
work in health or social care.
This establishes a strong case for offering sector based ESOL teaching as a means of encouraging 
the recruitment of minority language communities into social care.

For further examples of skills for life making a difference in the workplace – see the ESOL Case 
Studies Booklet produced by the Department of Innovation, Universities & Skills 
www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus
Or visit the Skills Stories website www.skillstories.org 
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http://www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus/bank.cfm?section=972
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus/bank.cfm?section=972
www.skillstories.org
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manage skills for life in four steps

Plan carefully what you are 
going to do:

How will you introduce and 
promote the work?

How will it be delivered?
How will you monitor and 

evaluate the results?

Review and evaluate what 
happens:

Is further skills for life 
development needed?
What worked well and 
what should be done 

differently? What are your 
next steps?

Research the resources 
that are available to help 

you with skills for life 
development and decide 

which ones are best 
suited  to your needs?

Decide what the skills 
for life needs of your 

organisation or service are?
Find out what skills your 
employees already have 

and what further skills they 
need.

 
 

  

what can employers do about skills for life?



what funding and other help is available?

funding for skills for life training
Good skills for life training is expensive to deliver, but there is currently a lot of training that is free to 
the learner or employer because it is fully covered by public funding. 

Further education colleges are often a good place for employers to start when looking for Skills for 
Life training. This is because they understand the funding systems and know how to get financial 
support for different types of training. 

However, other local training providers may be more suitable, particularly if they are already 
delivering vocational training for you and so have knowledge of your organisation and of the care 
sector as a whole.

Although employers can access training on behalf of their staff, individual employees can also 
get free skills for life support through local community learning providers, learn-direct centres and 
colleges.

There is also a wide range of free informal learning resources that employers and employees can 
access via the internet, educational television and local library services.

overview of current funding available through the learning and skills council for skills 
for life teaching

Through LSC funding there is an entitlement to free literacy and numeracy training for learners ��
who have skills below the equivalent of a level 2 qualification in either of these subject areas.  

Where funding is accessed through the Further Education, Work Based Learning or Train to ��
Gain routes, learners can get free literacy and numeracy support regardless of any vocational 
qualifications that they might already have.

Skills for life support may also be built in to level 2 vocational programmes for any learners ��
that are assessed as needing to ‘brush up’ their literacy or numeracy skills, but not needing to 
achieve separate qualifications in these subjects. 

Employers with fewer than 50 full-time employees (or part-time equivalent) are eligible for a ��
contribution to wage costs through Train to Gain. This is to cover time spent learning by any 
employees aiming to achieve their first full level 2 qualification and/or approved skills for life 
qualifications.
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Some people are entitled to free ESOL training because they qualify for full fee remission ��
under LSC funding guidance. In all other cases, employers (or sometimes learners) have 
to  contribute to the cost of ESOL support. The level of this contribution is set to rise from 
42.5% in 2008/9 to 50% by 2009/10.

Employers can go direct to training providers or local colleges to arrange training or, where ��
they don’t have existing arrangements with local providers, they can contact the LSC for 
support from Train to Gain (or NES for large employers.)

For detailed advice on the financial support that is available, employers should contact their ��
local LSC where they can then be referred to the NES or Train to Gain.

Please note that LSC funding criteria are complicated and different criteria apply in different 
circumstances. As they are also subject to change, you should always get up to date advice for 
your own particular circumstances.

types of training available

There are two main types of skills for life training:

1.	 Discrete programmes, where literacy, numeracy or ESOL are taught as individual 		
	 subjects.
2.	 Embedded programmes, where literacy, numeracy or ESOL are taught as part of other 	
	 subject courses or within vocational programmes.

Training can take place in a range of venues such as colleges, community centres, work 
premises, training centres or online.

Some programmes will be very general and suitable for a range of learners. Others will be 
designed to meet the specific needs of a particular group or workplace.

Courses can be short or long and they can be held during the day or in the evening. With the 
increasing availability of online learning, it should be possible to timetable training around shift 
patterns and to arrange learning that fits with any individual time commitments that a particular 
employer or learner might have.
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making sure you get the right type of training
Good training is expensive. Even if you can get fully funded training, you will still have some costs 
for arranging it and getting staff to attend.

It is therefore very important that you know how to negotiate the best type of training for the 
particular needs of your employees and your organisation.

You need to make sure the training is delivered at a time and place that suits your organisation. 
You also need to make sure that the subject material covered and the style of teaching is right for 
your learners. Where possible, try to make sure that skills for life is taught as an integral part of a 
vocational course. This is known as embedded learning and research shows that it works far better 
than separate learning.

Skills for Care has produced the Care Training Code guides to help any care worker taking or 
planning to take any work-related training.

There are four versions of the guide, written for:
Learners.��
Training and development providers.��
Purchasers of training and development.��
Individuals buying in training for their own staff .��

For further information and to download the guides, go to www.skillsforcare.org.uk - they can be 
found in the publications section.

You can also download guidance on selecting a learning provider from the manage skills section of 
the Care Skillsbase website at www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk
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DIUS research suggests that for people with poor numeracy, the biggest 
barrier to learning is fear rather than complacency.

NRDC research found that embedding leads to 16% higher retention and 26% 
higher success rates for level 2 vocational programmes.

Also, for fully embedded courses, 43% more learners achieved a literacy 
qualification and 23% more achieved a numeracy qualification.

http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/publications/publications_c.aspx
http://www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk/index.php?id=25


skills for life qualifications

There are National Certificates in adult literacy and numeracy at entry level, level 1 and level 2.  
(Learners need level 1 literacy to cope with a level 2 NVQ.) There are also certificates in ESOL 
skills for life, and an ESOL for Work qualification.

The Move On website has lots of information about the tests and sample questions. It also has 
practice tests and a ‘Find a Test Centre’ facility. 
The website is www.move-on.org.uk

Other skills for life qualifications are: 
·	 Key Skills Application of Number and Communication (both at levels 1 and 2.) 
·	 GCSEs in English and Maths (both at levels 1 and 2). 
Key Skills and GCSEs can’t be funded through Train to Gain though they are available to 
employers who wish to cover the costs in full.

where to start
Although there are many resources to help you manage skills for life development, we have 
picked out just three that we think are the best to make a start with.

Once you start exploring, you will come across links to lots of others and you can also check 
our references and resources guide for a broader list.  Go to www.skillsforcare.org.uk for a 
copy of this guide.                                                                                  

1.	 For free web-based tools that help social care employers manage skills for life in the 
workplace, go to www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk

Care Skillsbase is the result of a joint project between the Social Care Institute for Excellence 
(SCIE) and Skills for Care.
It is a set of free, practical, web-based resources that help social care employers improve the 
communication and number skills of their staff.
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www.move-on.org.uk
http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/entry_to_social_care/skills_for_life/skills_for_life_introduction.aspx?
http://www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk/


2.	 For advice on funding for Skills for Life learning, contact your local Learning and Skills 		
	 Council (LSC) or go to www.lsc.gov.uk

Learning and Skills Council (LSC) - The LSC is the non-departmental public body responsible for 
planning and funding education and training for all adults in England except those in universities. 
There is a national office in Coventry and nine regional offices that oversee the work of local 
partnership teams. The LSC provides funding for skills for life learning through a number of 
channels including the National Employer Service and Train to Gain.

National Employer Service (NES) www.nes.lsc.gov.uk - Set up by the LSC, the NES works 
strategically with large employers to meet their workforce development needs and represent their 
views in the skills policy agenda.

Train to Gain www.traintogain.gov.uk  - Train to gain is a service run by the LSC that aims to help 
businesses improve their productivity and competitiveness by ensuring that staff have the right 
skills to do the best job. Train to Gain gives access to Skills Brokers who carry out a training needs 
analysis and help employers assess what skills their staff need now and in the future.

3.	 For a wide range of free resources for employers, learners and teachers, go to
    	 www.move-on.org.uk .

Move on is a government-funded project that encourages individuals to brush up their literacy and 
numeracy skills. The website has a positive tone that puts the emphasis on gaining qualifications 
and progressing rather than on people’s problems or gaps. The site is divided into different 
sections that provide resources aimed at learners, teachers and employers. There are also a 
number of resources on this site that are designed specifically for the care sector.

There is a campaign website at www.dfes.gov.uk/get-on/ with marketing information and 
resources for those involved in promoting skills for life learning. The site is aimed at providers, 
stakeholders, employers and the friends/family of potential learners.
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www.lsc.gov.uk
www.nes.lsc.gov.uk
www.traintogain.gov.uk
www.dfes.gov.uk/get-on/


getting your communication right

talking to your employees about skills for life needs
Less than a quarter of those with literacy or numeracy problems admit that they have difficulty 
with reading or numbers. Many have developed strategies that help them cope well both at 
home and in work. So, they might not realise that improving their skills could help them to do 
their jobs better and progress in their work and personal lives.

Employers and managers often feel uncomfortable about bringing up the subject of skills for Llfe 
with the people they supervise. The best approach is usually to treat skills for life just like any 
other training need and to use positive language that emphasises ‘improving skills’ rather than 
‘sorting out problems’. 

The Move-On website at www.moveon.org.uk has lots of resources that can help you take a 
positive approach to skills for life.
They recommend that you use language like:

Brush up / update / modernise your skills.��
A great opportunity.��
Gain a certificate.��

And that you avoid language like:
Screening /testing.��
Worried about your career opportunities? ��
Let down by your English and maths skills?��

You will also find practical advice and resources that will help you talk to your staff about skills 
for life on the Care Skillsbase website at www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk

working with union learning representatives
Union learning representatives have a significant role to play in engaging workers who
might otherwise be reluctant to discuss their learning needs.
ULRs are committed to encouraging learning and helping identify and promote learning activities 
in their workplace. They have been central to the setting up and success of many workplace 
Skills for Life courses and it is often ULRs who recruit learners and argue the importance of 
people improving their communication and number skills. 
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www.moveon.org.uk
www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk


Union learning representatives are trained in their role and have ongoing opportunities
for related learning. The union provides an additional source of communication and information 
about learning opportunities through its internal structures and communication channels. This may 
be particularly useful in reaching part-timers and shift workers. 
For further information about working with Union Learning Representatives, contact any trade 
union connected to your workplace or visit the Unionlearn website at www.unionlearn.org.uk

To download a CIPD publication that explores the benefits of working with trade union learning 
representatives, go to www.cipd.co.uk

taking advantage of national campaigns
Larger organisations might decide to have a planned marketing campaign for Skills for Life 
development but small employers could get some free promotion by linking in to one of the many 
national campaigns.

Did you know that 2008 is the national year of reading? See �� www.yearofreading.org.uk for 
more information.
The Quick Reads initiative has already helped over 13,000 organisations to encourage their ��
staff to benefit from the joys of reading.  Go to www.niace.org.uk/quickreads for more 
information.
Did you know that having a maths A-level could increase earnings by 10K a year? There is ��
a big national marketing campaign at the moment to encourage people to brush up on their 
number skills. Visit the campaign website at http://geton.direct.gov.uk/ or look out for the 
adverts in national press and TV.
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Why not set up an employee learning & development club?
You don’t need a big budget to get started and you can get plenty of interest 

by using food or social events as a hook.
They can help to increase engagement in learning and remove some of the 
barriers. They are very useful if you want to create a learning culture in your 

workplace.

www.unionlearn.org.uk
http://www.cipd.co.uk/subjects/lrnanddev/general/_tulearnreps.htm?IsSrchRes=1.

www.yearofreading.org.uk
http://www.niace.org.uk/quickreads/user/index.php.
http://geton.direct.gov.uk/


making workplace communication clearer
As well as helping your employees to improve their communication and number skills through 
training, you can also help by making sure that all workplace communication is made as clear as 
possible and is presented in the best way.

People who lack confidence with communication and number skills are often faced with 
an immediate barrier if the written information they are given doesn’t take account of their 
difficulties.

Written materials can be made much easier to read if you pay attention to the design, layout and 
readability. 

When thinking about the design and layout:
Avoid squeezing too much text on to the page and allow plenty of white space between ��
columns, at margins and to separate sections.
Use images to break up lengthy pieces of text or to aid understanding, but make sure the ��
overall effect isn’t too busy and avoid complicated graphs or charts that might be hard to 
interpret.
Choose a clear type font and use large font sizes where possible, with 12-point as a ��
minimum.
Use bold text or larger font size to emphasise text instead of underlining, italics or reverse ��
shading.

If you want to make the material you produce easier to read, pay attention to:
sentence length��
choice of words��
readability tests.��

There are a number of word processing packages that are now available to indicate the 
readability level of written material. One of these is SMOG, which stands for Simple Measure of 
Gobbledygook. This formula calculates readability using sentence and word length. A readability 
level of 10 will be able to be understood by most people, whereas a readability level of 14 is 
more suited to people with English language skills at level 2 or above. This document has a 
readability score of less than 14 throughout, and this particular page has a score of 12.9.

A free online SMOG calculator is available at www.wordscount.info

28

www.wordscount.info


Readability tests measure the features of text that can be calculated. They are useful as a quick, 
on-the-spot assessment tool to let the writer know that the writing is too dense. 
However, they cannot tell the writer how complex the ideas are, whether the vocabulary is 
appropriate for the audience or whether or not the content is in a logical order.

Further practical advice and guidance on making written communications clearer and easier to 
read is available from:

The Plain English Campaign.
http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/index.htm

Improvement and Development Agency for local government (IdeA.)
www.idea.gov.uk
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http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=8021380
http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=8021380


support for people with dyslexia

The Disability Discrimination Act gives employers the responsibility of making ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ to accommodate the needs of dyslexic people.

Employers should therefore consider:
Arranging a dyslexia assessment test for employees that think they might be affected.��
Changing the way that information is presented if this would help a dyslexic employee. ��
For example, many people with dyslexia find it easier to read material printed on coloured 
paper than on white.
Using training providers that can offer specialist support to dyslexic learners.��

Note that although only some Skills for Life tutors will be dyslexia specialists, all should be 
aware of the indicators and know when and how to refer on. Learners should therefore be given 
understanding and support by any tutors they come into contact with.

Dyslexia is caused by differences in the brain structure and chemistry. It is a lifelong condition 
and is not related in any way to intelligence. It often runs in families and it affects men and 
women from all backgrounds.

Dyslexia can lead to difficulties with reading, writing, memory, organisational skills and the 
speed at which people process information. It can also lead to increased ability in skills such as 
problem solving, creativity, spatial awareness and holistic thinking.

Further information, advice and support is available from:

Dyslexia Action www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk 
British Dyslexia Association www.bdadyslexia.org.uk
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39.5% of adults whose skills are level one or below are likely to be dyslexic.
Dyslexia affects up to 10% of the population, with 4% having severe dyslexia.

www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk 
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk


support for migrant workers and overseas staff

With increasing numbers of migrant workers being recruited into the social care sector, it is more 
important than ever that employers offer the right kind of support from induction onwards. Here are 
10 tips for supporting staff from other countries:

1.	 Assess language skills carefully at the recruitment stage, and then introduce intensive 		
	 language skills training once employees start work.

2.	 Talk to existing staff, particularly supervisors and managers, before the new workers 		
	 arrive. Careful preparation at this stage can help you to avoid numerous practical 			 
	 difficulties and can encourage positive working relationships.

3.	 Make sure you follow a well-structured induction programme that is suitable for migrant 		
	 workers. There are lots of practical resources for dealing with ESOL needs at the point of 		
	 induction on the Care Skillsbase website at www.scie-careskillsbase.org.uk

4.	 Compile information about the organisation including a plan of the building and policy/	
	 procedures handbook. Ensure that any documentation is written in plain English and is 		
	 clear to follow. Be particularly careful to avoid euphemisms and other expressions that 		
	 don’t translate well to people whose first language isn’t English. Use photographs and 		
	 maybe some translated materials to aid understanding.

5.	 Spend the first day going through the job description, terminology and administration of 		
	 your workplace. Give them a thorough tour introducing them to everyone including staff 	
	 and people who use services. This will enable them to start building relationships quickly. 		
	 Make them feel part of the team immediately. Pair them up with a buddy, to help with the 		
	 new working practices and give general support.

6.	 Provide a welcome pack containing info about local facilities and services. You might 		
	 include public transport, shops, restaurants and sports centres. Details of dentists, doctors, 	
	 accommodation providers and specialist support groups could also be very helpful. Don’t 	
	 reinvent the wheel – see if the council or other organisations have already created one 		
	 for your local area. I&dEA have produced a guide that gives advice on providing information 	
	 to migrants. Go to www.idea.gov.uk to download a copy.

7.	 Provide access to television, radio and internet including access to websites that offer 		
	 information and support to migrant workers.
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8.	 Encourage social and cultural integration with other staff, people who use services and 	
	 local communities, perhaps by organising social events or work-based activities.

9.	 Commission further training, adapted to the specific needs of migrant workers. Ensure 	
	 that ESOL support is embedded within vocational learning where possible.

10.	 Offer support and guidance at every step. Be patient, it may take some time for overseas 	
	 staff to get used to the different working practices. Monitor how they are picking things 	
	 up and go back over anything they are unsure about.

Some other resources that might help you to support workers whose first language isn’t English:

British Council Learn English – the Learn English site of the British Council. 
www.learnenglish.org.uk

BBC English as a Foreign Language – the BBC site for learning English.
www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish

Health & Safety Executive – site is available in various languages and it also provides translated 
information on H&S in various languages that can be downloaded. There is also a telephone 
interpreting service that offers heath & safety information in foreign languages – 0845 345 0055.
www.hse.gov.uk 

BBC foreign language pages – contains phrases and general language resources and includes 
games to improve learning and listening skills. www.bbc.co.uk/languages 

English Language Centre Study Zone – a site with quizzes in reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking, with vocabulary and grammar. http://web2.uvcs.uvic.ca/elc/studyzone/

Website offering free downloads in 41 languages – vocabulary, phrases and pronunciation 
guide. www.byki.com

The Careers Advice Service has language lines that offer foreign nationals learning advice in their 
own language so they can get the skills they need to get the work they want. The service offers 
advice in the following languages:

Farsi 0800 093 1116.��
French 0800 093 1115.��
Gujarati 0800 093 1119.��
Polish 0800 093 1114.��

Punjabi 0800 093 1333.��
Somali 0800 093 1555.��
Sylheti & Bengali 0800 093 1444.��
Urdu 0800 093 1118.��
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ICT is a skills for life too

Although ICT skills are included the government’s skills for life strategy, they have received far less 
attention than literacy, numeracy and ESOL.

However, having at least basic level ICT skills is now considered essential for the vast majority of 
jobs in the UK as well as for life in general.

Adults are interested in using computers to learn. 77% of those asked said they would like to work 
on a computer to improve their basic skills. Finding a course that includes ICT alongside basic 
skills may help motivate adults to sign up.

In recent years, the popularity of e-learning has grown enormously. More and more people have 
become aware of the benefits it can bring and got used to it being a part of day to day life. Many 
courses are now delivered entirely online and increasingly, e-earning elements are being added to 
the more traditional types of learning.

For general information, advice and support on developing ICT skills, you can go to local colleges, 
the Careers Advice Service or local training providers. Other resources that you might find useful 
are:

e-skills Passport - An online skills management system that helps you assess current IT skills and 
plan to improve them - www.e-skillspassport.com 

ITQ - A unique, flexible IT training and qualification programme, designed by employers to meet 
their needs - http://itq.e-skills.com/ 

Business IT guide - A free service form e-skills UK to help smaller businesses increase their 
productivity and competitiveness through technology - www.businessitguide.com 

Not Safe for Work? - The TUC has teamed up with GetSafeOnline.org and the Department for 
Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) to produce Not Safe For Work? This is a free online toolkit 
for staff.
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Skills for Care recommends that social care employers encourage the use of 
e-learning for their staff wherever possible. This helps to develop ICT skills as 

well as vocational skills and subject knowledge.
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The toolkit has video interviews from industry experts, quizzes and reading lists. It also offers a 
personalised prescription on Internet security, tailored to an individual’s Internet usage.
As well as being used by many UK workers directly, it is hoped that employers will make time 
available for their staff to use the toolkit, as a kick-start into longer term plans for training in this 
area. www.worksmart.org.uk/nsfw

Skills for Care has been working in partnership with consultants from the DIUS-funded Totally 
Skilled embedding project. The result is a self-assessment tool for basic level ICT skills that you 
can download and use free of charge.

The assessment tool is unique in that it uses real software applications rather than simulations 
to test ICT skills. It is also the only assessment tool we are aware of that is set in a social care 
context.

This is a pilot version and we would welcome any feedback about its usefulness as well as any 
ideas you might have on potential developments for the future.

To receive a copy of the Skills for Care self-assessment tool for basic ICT skills, please email 
marketing@skillsforcare.org.uk.
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Why not try the Skills for Care self-assessment tool for basic level ICT skills?
It is free to use, and it gives instant feedback that will help you to decide what 

level of ICT skills development you need.
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The document has a SMOG readability score of less than 14 
throughout.

If you have any questions, comments or suggestions about the 
guide, please forward them to Helen Simpson at the address 
below or email helen.simpson@skillsforcare.org.uk

Skills for Care
Albion Court
5 Albion Place
Leeds 
LS1 6JL

telephone  0113 245 1716
fax  0113 243 6417
email  info@skillsforcare.org.uk
web  www.skillsforcare.org.uk
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