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Table 1.1. Share of young adults with low basic skills 

16-34 year-olds, by highest qualification 

Qualification level OECD average  England 

Below UK level 2 29.8% 48.0% 

UK level 2 and 3 15.0% 20.7% 

Post-secondary non university (UK level 4 and 5) 10.2% 21.4% 

University (UK level 6 and above and some level 5)* 3.6% 6.9% 

 

Note: See Box 3.1. for the classification of postsecondary qualifications. 

*Difference between England and the OECD average for university graduates is not significant (at the 5% level). 

 

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database). 

Family background has a particularly strong effect on basic skills in 

England 

An unusually strong effect of family background, particularly on young people, 

may also play a part. In England basic skills are strongly associated with 

socio-economic background measured by parents’ education (see Figure 1.3) and 

this effect is much stronger among young people. This could be explained by 

increasing inequity among younger cohorts, or because the effect of parental 

education diminishes later on in life. 
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Figure 1.3. Basic skills are strongly related to parental education in England 

Score point difference in numeracy between (a) persons where neither parent attained at least upper secondary education 

and (b) persons where at least one parent did so. Comparison of two age groups. 

 

Note: Only statistically significant results are reported: in Japan and Korea parental education is not 

significantly associated with numeracy performance of 16-20 year-olds.  

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database). 

The presence of migrants does not significantly alter the overall picture  

 In England, 13% of the adult (16-65 year-olds) population are migrants 

(defined as born abroad and having at least one parent born abroad). The literacy 

and numeracy skills of migrants in England are weaker than those of the 

native-born, but are around the average of migrants in other countries (see 

Figure 1.4). Excluding migrants, England would still perform around the average of 

participating countries in literacy and below the average on numeracy; and it would 

still have one of the highest shares of young adults (aged 16-24) with low skills.  
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Figure 1.4. In England as in some other countries, second generation migrants do better 

Percentage of first and second generation migrants that have low basic skills (below level 2 in literacy and/or numeracy) 

in comparison with the native-born 

 

Note: In some countries and some categories results are not reported due to insufficient number of 

observations. 

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database). 

Who are the low-skilled? 

Low-skilled adults are a diverse group 

 It is sometimes assumed that the majority of adults lacking basic skills are 

school dropouts, outside the labour market and living on benefits. In fact, rather 

few meet this description. The low-skilled are a surprisingly varied group, some 

with good qualifications (see Figure 1.5), the majority in work of some sort or 

other, and include a number of migrants (including some who may have very good 

literacy skills in their mother tongues, if not in English). 

More than 5 million are in work 

 Among the low-skilled in England, around two thirds of the men and half of 

the women were in work in 2012 (see Figure 4.1 in Chapter 4). But only 56% of 

low-skilled young men were employed, less than in many other countries. This 

might reflect the fact that at the time of the Survey in 2012 the UK economy was 

still in recession (Bell and Blanchflower, 2010). 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1st generation 2nd generation native



1. INTRODUCTION: GIVING PRIORITY TO EARLY INTERVENTION– 29 

 

 

BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: A REVIEW OF ENGLAND © OECD 2016 

Figure 1.5. Some of the well-qualified are low-skilled 

Percentage of 16-65 year-olds in different qualification groups who are low-skilled (literacy and/or numeracy below 

level 2)  

 

Note: Adults who obtained their highest qualification outside the host country: those with foreign qualifications 

and 1st generation migrants who obtained their highest qualification prior to entering the host country, are 

excluded.  

Box A1.3 in Annex 1 explains how UK qualifications were matched to these three categories of educational 

attainment. 

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database). 

One million of the low-skilled were unemployed in 2012 

This one million represent only 10% of all low-skilled adults, but corresponded 

to nearly half of all unemployed persons in 2012. The Survey does not tell us 

whether the lack of basic skills caused unemployment, or whether prolonged 

unemployment undermined the basic skills that need to be refreshed in daily 

working life, or whether, as so often, the explanation is a bit of both. But in 

England the association between unemployment and low basic skills is stronger 

than in many other countries. Chapter 4 looks at this issue in more depth. 

2.5 million are not in the labour market nor in education 

 As in many other countries, English women with low skills are more likely 

than men to be inactive and not in education - 33% as compared to 19% of men. 

42% of the low-skilled inactive women say they are fulfilling domestic tasks and 

looking after children. With Slovakia, England has the highest inactivity rate 

among young women aged 16-24. In this age group, one in four low-skilled women 

are neither in education nor in the labour market (NEETs) – around a quarter of a 

million persons.  
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Long term disability can also explain economic inactivity  

Disability is more common among the low-skilled everywhere, and in England 

7% of low-skilled adults report being permanently disabled. The disability rate rises 

with age and in England it reaches 13% among low-skilled men aged 45-65 and 

11% among their female counterparts. In England only 9% of older low-skilled 

men (45-65 year-olds) are retired compared to 35% in Denmark and 30% in 

Finland and the Czech Republic.  

Around 2.3 million are first generation migrants 

As indicated in Figure 1.4, low skills are more common among first generation 

migrants than the native-born. In England around 30% of first generation migrants 

with low skills have a mother tongue other than English, and they will normally 

have stronger basic skills in their mother tongue. Evidence shows that improved 

host country language skills among well qualified migrants leads to fast gains in 

literacy and numeracy (Chiswick, 1991; Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003). In England, 

tests of reading performance a year and two years after a 30-hour workplace course 

showed that learners with English as a second language (ESL) had improved their 

reading skills more than native English speakers (Wolf and Evans, 2010). The 

researchers attribute the improvement to continued exposure to an English-speaking 

environment.  

What are the effects of low-skills? 

People with stronger basic skills perform better on the labour market and 

have better social outcomes 

While literacy and numeracy are important everywhere, in some respects they 

are particularly important in England. Thus in England the link between basic skills 

and employment and wages is stronger than in other countries; in England also the 

link with health and citizenship is stronger than elsewhere: the odds of reporting 

“fair” or “poor” health
1
 are three times higher for those with low literacy skills 

(below Level 2) than for those with strong skills (Level 4/5). In England, even more 

than in most other countries, those with lower skills are more likely to feel that they 

lack influence on public decisions. 60% of low-skilled adults do not believe that 

“people like them” have a say in what the government does, as opposed to 45% of 

those with better skills. The association between literacy and both trust and 

voluntary participation
2
 in England is stronger than in most countries.  

Adults with strong basic skills participate more often in education and 

training 

Basic skills facilitate further learning. While in all countries those with stronger 

basic skills tend to participate more frequently in adult education and training, in 

England this link is weaker. Low-skilled adults in England therefore tend to 

participate more in adult education and training than their counterparts in some 

other countries.  
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The policy response in England 

Alongside school reform, an impressive range of initiatives addresses the 

needs of young adults  

Effective basic schooling is the primary driver of basic skills among adults and 

England has an extensive programme of school reform designed to address this 

challenge. While this report will not seek to directly explore the issue of quality in 

basic schooling or these reforms, it will underline the importance of this issue – 

which it will describe as the priority of priorities. Alongside reform of basic 

schooling, England has in recent years adopted a wide-ranging set of measures to 

address the literacy and numeracy weaknesses of young adults at 16-19 and 

beyond. These measures are set out below. 

More young people are required to continue with English and maths 

 To increase completion rates, and improve basic skills among young people, 

the participation age in education has been raised from 16 to 18, and English and 

mathematics have become mandatory for those not meeting minimum 

requirements. Since August 2014 students aged between 16 and 19 who have not 

achieved a good pass in English and/or maths GCSE by age 16 must continue to 

work towards these qualifications, or an approved interim qualification such as 

functional skills. To complete their qualification, apprentices have to reach a 

minimum standard of English and maths: 60% of learners aged 19 and over 

studying English and maths, and funded through the Skills Funding Agency, are 

apprentices. 

From September 2015 new GCSE and A levels are being taught in schools 

in England 

These qualifications will contain new content and will be assessed and graded 

differently from before (Ofqual, 2014).  

New initiatives seek better preparation of further education (FE) teachers of 

mathematics and English 

 With a view to upskilling the FE workforce in the teaching of maths and 

English, a GBP 30m-package was put in place for 2014/2015. It includes bursaries 

of GBP 9 000 for English teachers, and of GBP 20 000 for maths teachers to attract 

good graduates into teaching, and programmes to enhance the skills of existing 

maths and English teachers so they can teach GCSE. Support will also be offered 

for the professional development of up to 2 000 teachers who want to teach maths 

to GCSE standard. The new Education and Training Foundation (ETF) is seeking to 

improve standards in teaching and learning including English and maths. The 

Ofsted Common Inspection Framework has been revised to give more attention to 

English and mathematics.  

A number of other quality initiatives are under way 

 A sequence of reviews of GCSE, Functional Skills and other qualifications 

have sought to eliminate poor quality qualifications, and ensure that those that 

remain have substantial educational and labour market value. A major programme 
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of research has been undertaken, and the new Behavioural Research Centre for 

Adult Skills and Knowledge has been launched, with a focus on adult literacy and 

numeracy. 

A new programme offers workplace training for young people  

The Traineeship programme, launched in 2013/2014, targets young people 

i) who are not currently in a job and have little work experience, but are focused on 

work, and ii) who are 16-24 and qualified below (UK) Level 3. The traineeship can 

last up to six months and provides a combination of work preparation through a 

training provider, a work experience placement of 100 to 240 hours with an 

employer, and English and maths support if required. In the first nine months of 

2014/2015 there were over 15 100 starts. Trainees and apprentices must study 

English and/or maths if they do not already have (UK) level 2 qualifications in 

these subjects.  

Benefit claimants can be referred for training 

 For those who meet the Skills Funding Agency’s eligibility criteria, free 

training is offered to address the skills needs of people who are out of work. This 

can include units and full qualifications in English, maths and ICT. Where English 

is not a claimant’s first language, English tuition is made available: 14% of all 

learning by benefit claimants in 2013/14 was in English and maths. 

The objectives and direction of these reforms are commendable 

Collectively, these measures increase the attention given to literacy and 

numeracy in many of the domains affecting young adults. It is too early to judge 

their success, since they need a number of years to bed down and be implemented 

fully. They clearly make substantial demands on the quality and quantity of 

numeracy and literacy teaching and the resources that underpin them, and this will 

clearly be challenging. Some of the issues arising will be discussed further in 

Chapter 2. But the emphasis and range of the reforms are very much to be 

welcomed. This report will argue that this approach needs to be extended 

systematically to the entire post-16 domain, including postsecondary and tertiary 

education. This point will be pursued in Chapter 3. 

Setting priorities  

Career trajectories, once established, are hard to change for the better 

The evidence on basic skills and their impacts of life chances can be understood 

in terms of career trajectories. Heckman (2008) and others have argued 

convincingly that learning is a dynamic process, in which successive stages of 

learning depend on skills acquired previously, particularly foundation skills of 

literacy and numeracy. Strong basic skills therefore support a favourable career 

trajectory, through educational achievement, the acquisition of qualifications, and a 

good first job, which in turn support further upskilling and career development. At 

every stage in a career, basic skills help to reinforce achievement, but they are also 

in their turn reinforced by the exercise of those skills. Conversely, weak foundation 

sills limit initial learning, reduce career opportunities and lead to jobs that offer few 

opportunities for learning on-the-job, or other forms of upskilling. The implication 
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is that career trajectories are much easier to launch favourably than to change for a 

stronger trajectory in later life.  

Much empirical evidence supports the career trajectory perspective 

This evidence comes in two forms: first that basic skills acquired early and the 

associated initial career trajectories, have many long term benefits; and second that 

it is hard (although not impossible) to change career trajectories once established 

(OECD, 2013). 

 First, the evidence that positive initial career trajectories yield long term 

benefits emerges in the large returns observed from investment in early 

childhood education, in the strong effects of parental education (and 

therefore childhood environment) on life outcomes (see Figure 1.3), in the 

substantial labour market returns from basic skills (independently of 

educational qualifications) (see Chapter 4), in the evidence that the quality 

of first jobs has a long run impact on employment outcomes and, inversely 

that youth unemployment can have a long term scarring effect (Scarpetta, 

Sonnet and Manfredi, 2010), and in the strong relationship between PISA 

(Programme for International Student Assessment) performance and the 

basic skills of adults.  

 Second, the evidence suggests that it is hard, but not impossible to change 

established career trajectories. Teaching basic skills to young adults runs 

into a multiplicity of challenges. Adults often do not acknowledge their 

basic skills deficiencies, they are difficult to motivate, and the classroom 

delivery of basic skills may be off-putting to those who have previously 

failed at school. More fundamentally, basic skills in isolation may not be 

enough to shift a career trajectory for an adult already in a poor quality job. 

Employers seem to place limited explicit value on basic skills (see Chapter 

4). Evidence on more successful interventions tends to confirm the difficult 

hurdles involved in shifting career trajectories. Labour market returns from 

basic skills appear non-linear, so that low-skilled individuals need a 

substantial skills boost to realise significant returns – a threshold effect 

reported by different observers (see Chapter 5). Outcomes are better when 

basic skills are taught in conjunction with occupational competences (see 

Chapter 5). 

Giving priority to the young should yield feasible programmes with large 

benefits 

 Sometimes the admirable objective of ‘lifelong learning’, and the associated 

rhetoric, can obscure the awkward truth that learning investments of some types, 

and for some age groups, yield much greater returns, including returns to equity, 

than others. In an environment of public expenditure restraint, this point cannot be 

ignored. Some countries have been relatively successful in building strong initial 

education and training systems, and smooth transitions from school to work. These 

are systems which England can reasonably seek to emulate – for example in the 

comprehensive school reform of Finland in the 1970s, or the reform in Ontario over 

the last decade. So while it is possible to point to examples of successful school 

reforms that have underpinned a long term step change in adult basic skills, 

examples of postsecondary remedial or adult learning interventions with this type 
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of impact are thinner on the ground. Conversely, while some, often small scale and 

highly targeted programmes can be pointed out as successes, few countries have 

major successes to report in terms of wholesale interventions with older adults.  

The priority of priorities is to improve the standard of basic schooling 

In England there are a number of concrete challenges in basic schooling, in 

further education and training, and more broadly in school-to-work transition, and 

these are currently reflected in the weak basic skills of young adults compared with 

other countries. The priority of priorities is therefore to solve these problems 

through better schooling in England, both improving average standards, particularly 

in numeracy where the challenges are most severe, and by improving minimum 

standards – which are especially weak in England. An active programme of school 

reform is in train, including measures to address the primary curriculum, national 

testing and school accountability. Basic skills should be developed and sustained 

throughout the stages of the education system and into adult life, through early 

childhood education, primary, secondary, 16-19 and postsecondary and adult 

phases of education. Each phase depends on an intake from the previous phase of 

well-prepared students, fully versed in the relevant foundation skills. While 

remediation of weaknesses in basic skills arising from earlier phases of education is 

sometimes necessary, it is typically less cost-effective than earlier intervention.  

There are good arguments for addressing the basic skills needs of adults in 

context  

Given the evidence that mid-life changes of career trajectory are hard but not 

impossible, one option is to encourage a ‘contextual’ approach, in which basic 

skills weaknesses are identified and remediated in the context of wider 

interventions and policies, rather than as free-standing programmes. This means 

identifying weak basic skills in the context of other learning, or in employment 

programmes or working life, and pursuing interventions that, so far as possible, link 

basic skills to a practical context, occupational skills in particular. This approach 

should make it easier to engage and identify low-skilled adults, by linking the 

acquisition of basic skills to wider outcomes including occupational skills and 

family literacy.  

This report looks at basic skills through mainstream institutions for learning 

and working 

Chapter 2 of this report looks at measures for those aged 16-19, commending 

current approaches, but argues that these need to be taken further in the form of 

higher aspirations for the basic skills of those at upper secondary level. Chapter 3 

explores basic skills among university and other postsecondary students and 

graduates and argues for demanding measures to ensure that university graduates 

have an adequate minimum of basic skills alongside measures to develop 

postsecondary alternatives to university that address basic skills more fully. 

Chapter 4 looks at basic skills in the context of work. Chapter 5 describes the range 

of issues that need to be addressed to ensure quality in programmes offered to 

low-skilled adults.  
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