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In the last few months, the messages from employers have 
been getting stronger – at an OCR Expo event on functional 
skills, the CBI highlighted the shortfall in skills that employers 
are facing; in early October Sir Terry Leahy gained significant 
media coverage for highlighting that formal education was 
failing to prepare teenagers for the workplace; and later in 
the month the British Chambers of Commerce confirmed the 
same view at a Westminster Skills Summit.  They all believe 
that employers are being asked to address a skills shortage in 
communication, numeracy and computer literacy that young 
people should have mastered whilst in formal education.

Focusing on functional skills 
Functional skills have been devised to address this specific 
issue.  Since 2007 the government has been seeking 
to underline how important this development is to its 
educational reform programme.  Functional skills are 
linked to GCSEs, they are a mandatory part of the Diploma, 
apprenticeships and Foundation Learning, and will be a key 
indicator in the School Report Card, influencing how schools 
fare in performance tables.

Ironically, making functional skills a part of all these other 
programmes has not always made them a priority. The recent 
Ofsted report on functional skills stated that delivery lacked 
any central co-ordination and there were few opportunities 
for teachers to undertake joint planning activities, exchange 
ideas or share good practice. As a result of this, there was 
considerable variation in the quality of teaching and learning. 

More than just another piece of the jigsaw

John Plunkett
Head of Stakeholder Management

It appeared that in many cases, whether a young person was 
studying GCSEs, Diplomas or apprenticeships, functional skills 
did not feature highly.

Insufficient time has been spent on identifying the demands 
that the successful introduction of functional skills will make 
upon approaches to teaching, curriculum time, support 
materials and the broader resources required to really make a 
difference to the skills acquired by young people.  The teaching 
of functional skills is not a light undertaking; it cannot be 
consigned to the supply teacher on a Friday afternoon, nor 
seen as a programme for underachievers, or something that 
most kids will pick up anyway.
  
Getting the delivery right 
If such an approach continues, there is a risk of functional skills 
becoming yet another failed initiative in the skills arena. As 
we enter the final year of the pilot, we are armed with many 
examples of excellent practice, where the whole culture of 
learning institutions has embraced the need to develop young 
people’s skills. We have learned that assessments that provide 
a valid, reliable and robust measurement of all three skill areas 
support a skills-based approach to teaching and learning. The 
approach to teaching, the curriculum and assessment must 
all work together to support the right outcome. Functional 
skills assessment cannot consist of a quick test or a series of 
tasks which the candidate is led through step by step without 
having to make evaluations and solve problems.

Ofqual’s recent publication of the functional skills criteria does 
much to support the delivery of such a robust approach to 
functional skills assessment. If DCSF, BIS and QCDA use the 
final year of the pilot to focus on the 
delivery of functional skills in their 
own right, rather than continue to 
concentrate on their place within 
broader learning programmes, there 
is strong evidence that the needs of 
employers will at last be met.



 

The importance of functional skills

Basic literacy and numeracy skills are 
essential to success in work and life 
and the bedrock of further learning. 
So the basic skills deficit we see in 
the UK’s workforce and the long 
tail of underachievement at school 
remains a pressing concern.  Every 

summer around half of entrants fail to achieve a grade C or above 
in English or Maths GCSE and OECD figures show that the UK has 
the highest low- to high-skilled unemployment ratio – the low-
skilled are five times more likely to be unemployed. 

Poor literacy and numeracy skills are a serious impediment to 
the ability to secure, hold on to, and progress in employment. 
The high personal cost – higher risk of unemployment, lower 
earnings, limited career opportunities and social exclusion – is 
matched by a significant cost to companies, whose business 
performance suffers. A recent study by KPMG estimates the 
cost to the economy of those who leave school without basic 
numeracy skills at up to £2.4bn a year. 

Employers should and do (to the tune of £39bn a year) invest 
in training their staff to do their jobs – but it should not be the 
responsibility of business to make up for the failures of the 
education system.  Firms are investing heavily in remedial training – 
CBI surveys show that over half (52%) of employers have provided 

basic literacy, numeracy or IT training for staff in the last 12 months.  
In 2005 the CBI undertook a project with the then Department 
for Education and Skills to define functional literacy and 
numeracy in ‘Working on the Three Rs’.  Employers’ concerns over 
literacy and numeracy vary from business to business, but there is 
broad agreement about how basic skills affect employees’ ability 
to perform everyday tasks. 

A third (32%) of employers feel their employees are unable to 
understand basic text and 72% of firms found their employees 
were unable to construct properly spelt and grammatically clear 
writing.  Thirty percent of employers are aware that staff struggle 
with basic arithmetic and percentage problems, such as calculating 
change or working out the reduced price of an item on sale, and 
two thirds (68%) are unable to spot errors or rogue numbers. 

Functional skills are important because young people need 
to understand early on why these skills are so essential to 
work and life.  Helping young people to see the relevance of 
these skills with real-life examples will improve their basic skills 
competencies whether they are going to university, college 
or straight into the labour market, and will start to reduce 
the growing pool of young people who find themselves 
unemployed.  

Functional skills will be introduced next September, but not 
without challenges. At present too much focus is on assessment, 
rather than teaching.  To support teachers, more CPD is needed 
as well as ensuring enough time is dedicated to these vital skills 
and qualifications.
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“It should not be the responsibility of 
business to make up for the failures of the 
education system”

Fiona Murray 
Senior Policy Adviser 
CBI 

“Young people need to understand early  
on why these skills are so essential to work 
and life”

OCR Functional Skills Expo 
In September, around 300 delegates attended OCR’s Functional 
Skills Expo, which centred on two interrelated themes:

• The importance of getting functional skills right; 

• The promotion of existing best practice.

Fiona Murray of the CBI focused on the skills gap that faced 
most learners in their transfer to the workplace and how being 
functional would make such a difference to both their chances 
of employment and progression.

Greg Watson, Chief Executive of OCR, argued that the 
development of fit-for-purpose functional skills qualifications 
was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to ensure the curriculum 

provided learners with skills that would benefit them both 
academically and at a later stage in the workplace.  Delivery 
of this vision requires changes to the way learners are taught 
and assessed – learners must be allowed the independence 
to develop and demonstrate problem-solving skills, not be 
provided with just another set of ‘how to’ statements.

A range of workshops led by practitioners considered the details 
of functional skills delivery.  From both 14-19 and adult learner 
settings, the key themes were: management engagement and 
support; whole curriculum planning; integration where relevant, 
but ensuring staff development programmes to support the 
move from telling learners what to do to helping students to 
think for themselves.  

Some useful websites  
As September 2010 looms closer, the following websites continue 
to provide good supporting information and will be regularly 
updated in the coming months:

www.nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk
www.excellencegateway.org.uk/functionalskills
www.fssupport.org
www.qcda.gov.uk/22533.aspx
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 A personal view of functional skills  
 Comment from Adele Wills, Vice Principal (Curriculum), the Sixth Form College, Solihull 

The Sixth Form College, Solihull first became involved in the functional skills pilot in September 2008.  
Initial plans focused on delivery of the new IT Diploma at Level 3 and the integration of functional skills 
within the learning experience for that course.  However, we quickly realised that these courses had a 
much wider relevance and plans were developed to include a functional skills qualification as part of the 
college’s Level 2 Mathematics and English resit programmes.  

Every year, the college has a small number of students who 
have been unsuccessful in either GCSE Maths or GCSE English 
and they need a programme that builds up their skills and 
confidence in order to retake these essential qualifications.  
For a number of years, we have offered a stepped approach, 
with students initially taking an adult numeracy or literacy 
qualification before progressing to the full GCSE retake.  In 2008, 
we decided to replace the adult certification with functional 
skills, initially with a pilot group but, in 2009, opening this to all 
students.  We have found this to be very successful.

The success of this programme perhaps lies in the very nature 
of the functional skills qualifications.  The key here has to be the 
‘real life’ nature of the activities and the development of skills 
that are relevant for the world of work.  

Teams worked hard to develop appropriate resources, 
supported by relevant examination boards.  Our resit students 
already had a history of failure in either English or Maths and 
the opportunity to approach these subjects from a different 
perspective was warmly welcomed.  As our work developed, we 
were able to offer an additional stage by introducing a Level 1 
qualification for those who had achieved less than a D at GCSE, 
thereby ensuring that all students achieved a qualification of 
some kind.  Where appropriate, students then moved on to 
the next stage, a significant number successfully completing 
the whole GCSE.  Similarly, Diploma students have achieved 
well and, while specialist sessions were delivered, these were 
seamlessly cross-referenced to and integrated within Principal 
Learning.

Our concerns at this stage are:

• That the functional skills awards are fully recognised by 
universities for courses where these qualifications are actually 
more relevant than GCSE Maths and English.  The removal of the 
hurdle for the GCSE courses does make sense, but it should not 
lead to an undervaluing of the functional skills qualifications.

• The above will also ensure that learners see the value of 
these new qualifications.  While GCSE remains the ‘gold 
standard’, functional skills will always be the poor neighbour.  
We would like there to be clearer acknowledgement that 
the functional skills awards develop a different set of skills, 
but have equal status.  Perhaps this is revisiting the age-old 
‘academic versus vocational’ debate, but we believe it has 
particular resonance here.

• Finally, we would welcome the development of functional 
skills at Level 3 that can be offered to Diploma students 
and others.  At present, Diploma students at Level 3 are 
completing their Level 2 functional skills, but this is not 
particularly challenging for them and we would welcome a 
course that provides an opportunity to develop these skills at 
a higher level.

We certainly intend to continue to offer functional skills as a 
key part of our essential skills programme and, for our Level 
3 Diploma students, we have been able to fast track students 
effectively with 100% achievement.

For us, functional skills have been a great success, providing an 
accessible and relevant vehicle for the work we are doing.  

“The key has to be the ‘real life’ nature of  
the activities”

“The removal of the hurdle for GCSE courses 
… should not lead to an undervaluing of the 
functional skills qualifications”

The Sixth Form College, Solihull 



OCR Customer Contact Centre  

Vocational qualifications
Telephone 024 76 851509
Facsimile 024 76 851633
Email vocational.qualifications@ocr.org.uk

General qualifications
Telephone  01223 553998
Facsimile  01223 552627
Email general.qualifications@ocr.org.uk

Head office
1 Hills Road, Cambridge CB1 2EU
Telephone  01223 552552 
Facsimile  01223 552553
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Development timeline
Date Activity

January 2009 Adult strand of functional skills pilot commenced 

1 June 2009 Consultation on functional skills criteria opened

31 August 2009 Consultation on functional skills criteria closed

August 2010 Accreditation end date for current Key Skills qualifications (certification until 2012) 

September 2010 Roll out of functional skills qualifications

Summer 2012 Accreditation end date for extended adult literacy and numeracy qualifications

Assessment and attainment points 
for functional skills
 

Funding
14-16 year olds covered by Dedicated Schools Grant.
Post-16 funded at same rate as key skills (36 GLH or .080 SLN).

Subscribe now 
Stay up to date and receive further issues online by sending your 
email details to: functionalskillswatch@ocr.org.uk

Functional Skills Watch will also be available on OCR’s website.

Entry 1 5 points Level 1 12.5 points

Entry 2 6 points Level 2 23 points

Entry 3 7 points

Functional skills adult pilot update  
We are still recruiting centres to participate in our functional 
skills adult pilot. The requirements for participation have recently 
changed in order to make it easier for centres: learners no longer 
have to be following a Skills for Life programme, they just need 
to be aged 19+, complete a Functional Skills Maths or English 
assessment and then complete our evaluation questionnaire.  

• We are also now including Entry Level assessments in the 
adult pilot and urgently need more centres to participate. We 
have a particular interest in centres with learners taking Entry 
Level 3 Maths. If you are interested in this new area of the 
adult pilot, please contact us by emailing the functional skills 
mailbox: functionalskills@ocr.org.uk

• We would like to hear from any type of centre teaching Maths 
and English to adults.  Currently prisons, colleges, community 
and work-based learning providers are participating very 
successfully. Feedback from learners is positive; on the whole 
they enjoy the concept of functional skills and generally 
see the task-based approach of the assessments as more 
worthwhile than the Skills for Life literacy and numeracy tests. 

Our next assessment session will be in mid-January. If 
you are interested in joining the pilot, please email us at 
functionalskills@ocr.org.uk to register your interest or find 
out more.

This is an excellent opportunity to get involved with a pilot 
which will shape future policy decisions.  Evidence from our 
evaluation of the adult pilot will be submitted to QCDA and will 
help to inform the decision as to whether functional skills will 
replace Skills for Life in the future.  

Criteria support OCR’s approach to 
assessment 
The omens are good. Ofqual has published the qualification and 
subject criteria for all three functional skills.  The criteria support 
the model that OCR has adopted throughout the pilot, requiring 
all Level 1 and 2 papers to be externally specified and marked.  
All Entry Level papers must also be externally specified but 
internally assessed.

In line with OCR’s pilot, each assessment must be designed to 
assess a single level. Candidates cannot be certificated for a 
lower level if they fail to meet the required standard.  

Open response task-based assessment will form the 
predominant method of assessment across all three subject 
areas with the weighting between this and fixed response 
items being defined in each subject area – the range is greatest 
in English where 100% of Speaking and Listening and Writing 
have to be open response, whilst in reading 50% can be fixed 
response items.

OCR welcomes the way in which the criteria support the delivery 
of assessments which will enable candidates to demonstrate 
their skills in what are recognised to be ‘real life contexts’.


