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Overview 
Improving adults’ literacy and numeracy skills is a key action within the New Zealand Skills 
Strategy. Over the next three years, the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) will be helping 
to build the tertiary sector’s capability to provide education and training opportunities that 
embed literacy and numeracy into vocational and other curriculum. 

Research confirms that improving workforce literacy, language and numeracy skills 
works best if the learning is in a context that is relevant to the learner, eg. existing 
workplace training. The Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan proposes a 
significant increase in the amount of explicit literacy and numeracy teaching and 
assessment that is embedded into vocational training. 

To achieve the scale of high quality learning opportunities required we need to 
ensure a whole system approach which makes literacy and numeracy a 
sustainable part of core business.  

Providers will be encouraged to make changes in organisational infrastructure, 
leadership, teaching, resources, curriculum, training arrangements, course design 
and assessment that will be necessary to deliver the outcomes sought from this 
Plan.  

(Tertiary Education Commission, 2008a, pp. 6, 10, 13.) 

This document comprises two sections: a theoretical framework and a set of programme 
guidelines. Each will be refined and elaborated as the capability and capacity of the sector to 
provide embedded literacy and numeracy increase. This approach recognises that the current 
situation will change from 2008 and, consequently, the theoretical framework and guidelines 
will evolve to reflect this. The intention throughout is to keep the focus clearly on improving 
literacy and numeracy outcomes for a significant number of adults in New Zealand. 

The first section outlines the framework that supports the development of theoretical 
understandings so that they can be used as a basis for making principled decisions about 
embedding literacy and numeracy in vocational training. Ongoing development of the 
framework will take account of emerging evidence about effective embedded provision. 
 
The second section provides guidelines for embedding literacy and numeracy into vocational 
training. The guidelines will assist providers to systematically apply understandings about 
effective practice to locally adapted provision. As well as responding to changes in the 
theoretical framework, the guidelines will be elaborated on through the experiences of the 
sector as it embeds literacy and numeracy in vocational courses.  

Emerging issues will be identified for consideration by the TEC as part of the broad Literacy 
and Numeracy Action Plan after each iteration of the theoretical framework and guidelines.  

The following diagram illustrates the iterations of the theoretical framework and guidelines 
over the next three years. 
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Policy background 

Literacy and numeracy skills provide the essential base for building a competitive, highly 
skilled and productive workforce. Employers, unions and education providers have 
increasingly recognised that improving literacy and numeracy skills presents a critical 
challenge for the current workforce. 
The decision to build the sector’s capability to embed literacy and numeracy into the provision 
of education and training in other areas rests on understandings about how adults learn 
considered alongside an analysis of the settings that provide optimum learning opportunities. 

Embedding literacy and numeracy in provision such as vocational training is considered to be 
the most effective and efficient way to provide direct, purposeful instruction in contexts 
(settings) that allow both the initial opportunity to acquire new literacy and numeracy 
knowledge and skills, and plenty of scope for practicing them. 

The key policy documents that describe the Government’s strategy to increase the literacy, 
language and numeracy skills of the workforce in New Zealand are: 

1. Tertiary Education Strategy 2007–12 incorporating the Statement of Tertiary Education 
Priorities 2008–10, which identifies increased opportunities for literacy, language and 
numeracy in the workforce as a national priority for tertiary education. 

2. New Zealand Skills Strategy Action Plan 2008, which has as the third of its five goals 
“influence the supply of skills through a more responsive education and training 
system”. This is supported by two actions:  

• Increase literacy, language and numeracy learning opportunities, and the 
quality and relevance of those learning opportunities. 
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• Adult learning 
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Guidelines 2009 
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• Raise workforce and employer awareness of the benefits of literacy, 
language and numeracy skills. 

3. Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan 2008–2012, which outlines the 
government’s responses to the challenges set in the New Zealand Skills Strategy 
Action Plan 2008. Over the next four years, an additional $168 million is available for 
the development and implementation of a range of initiatives that aim to progressively 
increase the number of adults who have the literacy and numeracy skills required to 
meet the changing demands of modern society and workplaces.  

The Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan 2008–2012 gives priority to raising the 
literacy and numeracy skills of those already in the workforce and those near work. This is 
likely to lead to the quickest return in terms of improvements in competitiveness, and is one 
way to ease continuing skill shortages. A workforce focus will mean that the literacy and 
numeracy skills taught are pertinent to both employers and individuals.  
Research confirms that improving workforce literacy, language and numeracy skills works best 
if the learning is in a context that is relevant to the learner, for example, existing workplace 
training. The Literacy, Language and Numeracy Action Plan 2008–2012 proposes a significant 
increase in the amount of explicit literacy and numeracy teaching that is embedded into 
vocational training.  
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Section One: Theoretical Framework 1  
The key understandings from research 
Three key sets of understandings underpin the guidelines that have been developed to 
support tertiary education organisations to embed literacy and numeracy into a range of other 
provision. These are based on the evidence about: 

• how adults learn 
• the features of effective embedded literacy and numeracy practice, and 
• managing and sustaining change to professional practice. 

The key findings or understandings from research are presented here in three ways, giving 
progressively more detailed information. These can be used in different ways depending on 
the purpose and audience.  

 

First, the overview below gives a single-sentence summary of the key understandings for each 
of the three areas that form the focus of this research report. This overview is a useful 
introduction to the research findings. 

Secondly, starting on page 5, there is a brief summary of each of the three areas of focus. 
This provides readers with three or four bullet points that expand the key understandings for 
each area. 

Thirdly, starting on page 9, there is a detailed explanation of each key understanding (four for 
each area). 

 

 

                                                        
1This is adapted from a literature review undertaken for the Ministry of Education. 
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Overview of key understandings 

1. How adults develop their literacy and numeracy expertise 

1.1 Adults engage in learning for their own larger purposes. These purposes are associated 
with their roles in society as workers, family members and community members. 

1.2 Adult learners develop expertise by building on their existing knowledge, skills and 
experiences.  

1.3 Adult learners develop their literacy and numeracy most effectively in contexts that have 
meaning to them. As learners develop their expertise, their increasing awareness of their 
knowledge and skills allows them to apply them in a wide range of contexts. 

1.4 Adults who have experienced repeated failure are likely to feel anxious and reluctant to 
engage in further learning. 

2. The features of effective embedded literacy and numeracy provision 

2.1 Successful approaches to embedding literacy and numeracy clearly link the literacy, 
numeracy and vocational components of the course. 

2.2 Where tutors work as a team, learners are more likely to stay in training and complete 
literacy and/or numeracy qualifications in addition to vocational qualifications. 

2.3 Effective assessment in programmes where literacy and numeracy are embedded 
makes use of Learning Progressions to provide direction for teaching programmes and 
to monitor progress toward learning goals. 

2.4 Embedded literacy and numeracy provision is facilitated by appropriate organisational 
policies, management structures, resourcing and working conditions.  

3. Managing and sustaining change to achieve effective long-term embedding of 
literacy and numeracy 

3.1 Organisations are more likely to develop and maintain effective approaches to 
embedding literacy and numeracy when the value of literacy and numeracy is 
understood and literacy and numeracy are viewed as integral parts of vocational training. 

3.2 Teaching materials are important tools that can substantially influence the content and 
enactment of instruction. 

3.3 Professional development programmes can be effective in improving tutor practice and 
learner performance.  

3.4 Assessment data provides valuable information that can be used systematically to 
improve programmes. 
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Summary of each key understanding 
1. How adults develop their literacy and numeracy expertise 
1.1 Adults engage in learning for their own larger purposes. These purposes are 

associated with their roles in society as workers, family members and community 
members. 
• Learning programmes that are transparent allow adults to see how their learning 

links to their own particular purposes. 
• Adults need to be involved in setting learning goals and monitoring their progress 

towards these.  
• Motivation is a key factor in engagement and achievement. Learners are motivated 

when they can see the value of learning for their own goals.  
 
1.2 Adult learners develop expertise by building on their existing knowledge, skills and 

experiences.  
• Effective teaching and learning focus on the development of learners’ conceptual 

understandings through meaningful learning experiences.  
• Teaching approaches, such as those that are based on constructivist theory, 

should build on learners’ existing knowledge, experiences and understandings, and 
support individuals to actively construct meaning for themselves. 

• As learners develop expertise in a field they become increasingly able to structure 
their knowledge and develop metacognitive strategies that allow them to monitor 
their own learning. 

• To support adults to learn by building on their existing knowledge, skills and 
experiences, tutors require a sound knowledge of their subject areas and how 
aspects of learning in those areas are interrelated.  

 
1.3 Adult learners develop their literacy and numeracy most effectively in contexts that 

have meaning to them. As learners develop their expertise, their increasing awareness 
of their knowledge and skills allows them to apply them in a wide range of contexts.  
• Thinking and learning depend greatly on the social and cultural contexts in which 

they occur.  
• Learning can be transferred from instructional contexts to work or other everyday 

situations. Transfer is enabled when instruction is meaningful and learners can see 
that their learning will be of use to them in their everyday lives. 

• Learning is increased through interaction with more knowledgeable individuals who 
can scaffold developing understandings. 

 
1.4 Adults who have experienced repeated failure are likely to feel anxious and reluctant to 

engage in further learning.  
• Where teaching approaches focus exclusively on correct answers and provide little 

cognitive support, adult learners who have experienced repeated failure may 
develop negative perceptions of their own ability. 

• Mathematics anxiety decreases the efficiency of the working memory and makes it 
difficult for individuals to think logically. Adults who have not learned to read or 
write may see themselves as unable to master literacy skills. 
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• Educators who model positive attitudes towards literacy and/or numeracy and 
instruction focused on relevant content in meaningful contexts have been found to 
positively influence the attitudes of anxious learners.  

 

2. The features of effective embedded literacy and numeracy provision 
2.1 Successful approaches to embedding literacy and numeracy clearly link the literacy, 

numeracy and vocational components of the course.  
• Links between literacy and numeracy learning and vocational learning are clearly 

and explicitly identified. 
• Explicit literacy and numeracy instruction is provided as it is required for the 

vocational task at hand.  
• Teaching and learning materials reflect use of literacy and numeracy within the 

vocation, and are differentiated for learners’ varying literacy and numeracy needs.  
 
2.2 Where tutors work as a team, learners are more likely to stay in training and complete 

literacy and/or numeracy qualifications in addition to vocational qualifications. 
• Successful team approaches may involve tutors in joint planning, observation and 

team teaching as appropriate. Regardless of the approach used, tutors require 
sufficient time to be allocated to enable them to work together.  

• Team approaches are supported where literacy, numeracy and vocational tutors 
have opportunities to learn from each other.  

• Effective teaching teams in adult education are learner focused and share 
responsibility for learner progress.  

 
2.3 Effective assessment in programmes where literacy and numeracy are embedded 

makes use of Learning Progressions to provide direction for teaching programmes and 
to monitor progress toward learning goals. 
• Learning continuums describe the growth of knowledge and skills that occurs as 

learners develop their expertise in a particular area.  
• Diagnostic and formative assessment that maps student progress against Learning 

Progressions provides valuable direction for teaching programmes. 
• A range of successful assessment procedures provides both formal and informal 

feedback to learners about their progress.  
• Appropriate literacy and numeracy assessment instruments are useful in adult 

education. 
 
2.4 Embedded literacy and numeracy provision is facilitated by appropriate organisational 

policies, management structures, resourcing and working conditions.  
• Institutions that adopt a whole-organisation approach to the development and 

support of embedded programmes are most likely to be effective. 
• It is important for administrative procedures and the allocation of practical 

resources to reflect the importance of literacy, numeracy and vocational learning.  
 

3. Managing and sustaining change to achieve effective long-term embedding of 
literacy and numeracy 
3.1 Organisations are more likely to develop and maintain effective approaches to 

embedding literacy and numeracy when the value of literacy and numeracy is 
understood and literacy and numeracy are viewed as integral parts of vocational 
training. 
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• Approaches are more likely to be sustained where managers understand that 
embedded literacy and numeracy are effective in increasing participation and 
raising achievement. 

• Literacy and numeracy teaching is more likely to be effective where it is regarded 
as an integral part of vocational training. 

• Tutors and employers play a key role in communicating the value of literacy and 
numeracy skills to learners. 

 
3.2 Teaching materials are important tools that can substantially influence the content and 

enactment of instruction. 
• Teaching materials are tools used by tutors as they design instructional 

programmes. The ways in which tutors use teaching materials are dependent upon 
their own understandings, the understandings and characteristics of the learners 
they teach, and the contexts of instruction.  

• Because teaching materials directly influence the process of teaching they have 
been widely used as a tool in instructional reform.  

• Teaching materials need to be developed in ways that clearly anticipate the role of 
the tutor in implementation, and include important information that enables tutors to 
make decisions about how and when to use the material presented.  

 
3.3 Professional development programmes can be effective in improving tutor practice and 

learner performance.  
• Effective professional development programmes focus directly on the link between 

learning and tutor practice.  
• Effective professional development programmes support tutors to identify and 

examine their current understandings and approaches as they develop their 
professional knowledge base.  

• Ongoing professional development programmes support tutors to take 
responsibility for student learning and this provides a sound basis for continuous 
improvements to knowledge and practice.  
 

3.4  Assessment data provides valuable information that can be used systematically to 
improve programmes. 
• Continuous programme improvement requires organisations to clearly specify 

learning goals, systematically monitor the progress of all learners towards these 
goals and then revise teaching programmes on the basis of this information.  

• Individual and aggregate measures of achievement enable organisations to focus 
on improving the performance of both individual learners and the organisation as a 
whole.  

• Professional learning communities can successfully effect and sustain change by 
highlighting learner performance. 
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Details of key understandings 

1. How adults develop their literacy and numeracy expertise 

Key understanding 1.1 
Adults engage in learning for their own larger purposes. These purposes are associated with 
their roles in society as workers, family members and community members. 

Research findings 
Children attend school because of legal mandates and strong social and cultural forces that 
view school as the “work of childhood” (Comings, Parrella, & Soricone, 2000, p. 1). In contrast, 
adults generally make an active choice to participate in educational programmes and they do 
so in order to achieve broad purposes in their lives.  
 

We undertake cognitive tasks not merely as ends in themselves but as a means for 
achieving larger objectives and goals that have meaning in the community (Scribner, 
1988). 

 
Adults seek to develop their literacy and numeracy skills in order to gain access to information, 
give voice to their opinions and ideas, take action to solve problems and create future 
opportunities in the form of further qualifications. Achieving the purposes they set for 
themselves enables adults to effectively fulfil their roles in society as workers, family members 
and community members.  
 
Adults are more likely to engage in learning programmes for sustained periods and achieve 
success when it is clear to them how their learning is linked to their own particular purposes. 
Transparent learning programmes acknowledge and support learners by helping them to 
establish specific learning goals in line with their purposes. In addition, where learners are 
involved in monitoring their progress towards learning goals they are more likely to persist and 
achieve success in learning programmes.  
 
Motivation is a key factor in engagement and achievement. Learners are motivated when they 
can see the value of learning for their own goals. Adults are more likely to be motivated to 
engage with literacy and numeracy learning when it is embedded within a vocational or leisure 
course which is their primary motivation.  

Implications for practice 
Adult learners are more likely to be engaged and achieve success when:  

• Learning programmes clearly articulate course content and outcomes to enable adults 
to be clear about how the learning links with their own particular purposes.  

• Course information is clear, unambiguous and accessible. Specific examples of 
content can be useful in communicating with potential learners.  

• Adult learners are involved in setting learning goals and monitoring their progress 
towards these. 

• Learning activities incorporate clearly specified outcomes. 
 
Embedding literacy and numeracy learning within vocational courses will increase adults’ 
motivation for developing their knowledge and skills in literacy and numeracy.  
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References: Bingman & Stein, 2001; Coben, 2003; Comings, Parrella, & Soricone, 2000; 
Gillespie, 2002; Gunnarsson, 1997; Roberts, et al., 2005; Scribner, 1988; Swain, et al., 2005. 
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Key understanding 1.2 
Adult learners develop expertise by building on their existing knowledge, skills and 
experiences.  

Research findings 
Learners actively construct knowledge as they make sense of new information and 
experiences by extending or changing their current ideas and understandings (schema). A 
constructivist approach to teaching and learning focuses on supporting learners to develop 
expertise through meaningful learning experiences that build on their existing knowledge. 
(This is in contrast to a behaviourist approach where skills and knowledge are developed 
through reinforcement.)  
 
Within this approach, the role of the tutor is to support individuals to actively construct 
meaning for themselves.  

 
… taking a constructivist approach to building knowledge and skills focuses on helping 
students develop their understanding and make sense of the world (Bingman & Stein, 
2001, p. 19). 

 
Instruction is aimed at developing a “richly structured knowledge base” (Gillespie, 2002, p. 2) 
by activating prior knowledge and building on the schema learners have. The connections 
between areas of learning are valued and emphasis is given to the ways in which different 
areas of content are related.  
 
Teaching is deliberately focused on supporting learners to develop control over strategies by 
ensuring they have a sound and secure knowledge base. As learners develop expertise in a 
field they become increasingly aware of the key concepts and/or strategies that help them to 
structure and utilise their knowledge.  
 
As they develop expertise, learners can be supported to develop metacognitive strategies 
similar to those used by experts to monitor and control their own thinking processes. Assisting 
learners to develop and measure their success by reflecting on what they have learnt helps 
them to take responsibility for their learning and develop independent learning and study skills. 
It also assists them to adapt their knowledge and skills for different contexts or problems 
(transfer). 
 
To support adults to learn by building on their existing knowledge and experiences, tutors 
require a sound conceptual understanding of their subject area and an appreciation of the 
ways in which different aspects of learning within their area are related. Effective teachers of 
literacy and/or numeracy possess deep knowledge of the ways in which expertise in these 
areas is developed and, in particular, of how learners build metacognition that enables them to 
become independent and to transfer their skills to new contexts. 

Implications for practice 
Teaching and learning approaches that effectively build on adults’ existing knowledge and 
skills:  

• acknowledge and value learners’ existing knowledge by supporting them to identify 
their current understandings and investigate these in the process of building their 
expertise 

• are focused on the development of conceptual understandings and flexible strategy 
use rather than the memorisation of facts, rules or procedures  

• develop reflective and critical thinking and reasoning 
• utilise teaching and learning activities that are relevant and meaningful to learners 
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• articulate key ideas or strategies and organise learning around these 
• make explicit links between areas of learning  
• support learners to reflect on their own learning in order to gain increased control over 

their own thinking processes and develop independent study skills, and 
• promote the development of conceptual knowledge among tutors. 
 

References: Anderson, 2004; Askew, et al., 1997; Bingman & Stein, 2001; Cobb, 1994; 
Coben, 2003; Fosnot, 1996; Gillespie, 2002; Ma, 1999; Piaget, 1978; Swain, et al., 2005; von 
Glasersfeld, 1995. 
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Key understanding 1.3 
Adult learners develop their literacy and numeracy most effectively in contexts that have 
meaning to them. As learners develop their expertise, their increasing awareness of their 
knowledge and skills allows them to apply them in a wide range of contexts. 

Research findings 
A large body of literature has demonstrated that adults’ thinking is influenced by the social and 
cultural contexts in which it occurs. Learning is optimised when it is made as relevant as 
possible to learners’ lives (including their chosen and required roles as adults), the problems 
they face and the contexts in which these arise.  

Adult learning is recognised as a form of participation in social practices: learning is enhanced 
by social interaction. Vygotsky and other researchers working in the socio-cultural tradition 
highlight the importance of social interaction in teaching and learning programmes. These 
researchers outline how learning is enhanced through interaction with more knowledgeable 
individuals who can scaffold developing understandings. Where adults work collaboratively to 
develop knowledge and skills in a social context a learning community is developed and new 
understandings are generated.  

Several factors have been found to influence the transfer of learning from instructional 
contexts to work or other everyday situations. Learning is more easily transferred where 
learners are aware of the “underlying principles, patterns and relationships” (Gillespie, 2002, p. 
1) within content; where instruction is linked to larger ideas that can be translated across 
contexts, learners are more likely to make this translation. Learners are also more likely to 
gain transferable knowledge when the instruction is meaningful. Instruction is meaningful for 
learners when it is engaging and the tasks enable learners to see that their learning will be of 
use to them in their everyday lives. Such tasks do not necessarily need to mirror an authentic 
everyday situation. In addition, approaches that acknowledge students’ own use of problem-
solving strategies and that encourage them to articulate these have also been found to enable 
transfer.  

Implications for practice 
Learners will develop literacy and numeracy skills, and are most likely to transfer their learning 
to new contexts, where teaching and learning programmes: 

• clearly convey the key principles and larger ideas within the subject area 
• engage learners in meaningful contexts and authentic tasks, and 
• support students to articulate their own use of strategies for problem solving. 

Learning is increased where learners are part of a collaborative learning community and are 
given opportunities to: 

• be supported by more knowledgeable individuals 
• support each other’s learning by giving and receiving assistance and advice, and 
• engage in group work.  

References: Bingman & Stein, 2001; Bruner, 1985; Carraher & Schliemann, 2002; Cobb, 
1994; Coben, 2003; Evans, 2000; Gillespie, 2002; Lave, 1988; Saxe, 1988; Swain, et al., 
2005; Vygotsky, 1987. 
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Key understanding 1.4 
Adults who have experienced repeated failure are likely to feel anxious and reluctant to 
engage in further learning. 
 

Research findings 
Where teaching approaches focus exclusively on correct answers and provide little cognitive 
support, learners who have experienced repeated failure may develop negative perceptions of 
their own ability. For some adults attempting numeracy learning, this can contribute to the 
development of “mathematics anxiety”. Although mathematics anxiety generally develops in 
childhood, its effects are still felt in adulthood and it is widespread throughout the population. 
 

Math anxiety is a bona fide anxiety reaction, a phobia with both immediate cognitive 
and long-term educational implications (Ashcraft, 2002, p. 184). 
 

Mathematics anxiety decreases the efficiency of an individual’s working memory because 
intrusive thoughts and worries take the focus away from the mathematics task at hand. This 
makes it difficult for individuals to think logically and results in increased errors and longer 
processing times when solving problems mentally. In the long term, mathematics anxiety leads 
to decreased competence and reduced course completion rates, which may restrict the career 
options available to adults. 
 
Adults who have not learned to read and write may have similar problems. Previous 
educational experience is likely to have been difficult and unsuccessful. Learners may see 
themselves as unable to master basic literacy skills. Some adults will have become disaffected 
with, and afraid of, learning in traditional education contexts.  
 
Educators who model positive attitudes towards literacy and/or numeracy learning have been 
found to positively influence the attitudes of anxious learners and mitigate the effects of 
anxiety on learning. Where learning programmes are focused on relevant content in 
meaningful contexts and learners are involved in open-ended activities with extended 
opportunities for problem solving and discussion, anxiety is also reduced.  
 
Adult learners who aspire to a particular job or career will experience a socialisation process 
as they train for that position. Where literacy and numeracy skills are integral to vocational 
training, learners accept these as part of their new professional identity, leading to increased 
motivation and confidence for learning literacy and numeracy, and decreased anxiety. 
  
Implications for practice 
Adult literacy and numeracy educators need to be aware that anxiety will be affecting the 
learning of some course participants.  

The effects of anxiety on learning can be mitigated by: 
• tutors who model positive attitudes towards literacy and numeracy 
• instructional programmes focused on relevant content in meaningful contexts 
• teaching and learning programmes that provide learners with extended 

opportunities for problem solving and discussion, and 
• vocational programmes that include literacy and numeracy skills as an integral 

part of vocational training.  
 
References: Ashcraft, 2002; Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001; Coben, 2003; Evans, 2000; Roberts, et 
al., 2005; Swain, et al., 2005; Torgerson, et al., 2004.  
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2. The features of effective embedded literacy and numeracy 
provision 

Key understanding 2.1 
Successful approaches to embedding literacy and numeracy clearly link literacy, numeracy 
and vocational components of the course. 
 

Research findings 
Approaches to embedding literacy and numeracy are more likely to be successful where the 
links between literacy, numeracy and vocational learning are identified clearly and explicitly. In 
particular, vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors need to understand the ways in which 
literacy and numeracy are used in vocational tasks and the literacy and numeracy demands of 
the learning environment. 
 
Research into effective embedded literacy and numeracy approaches emphasises the 
importance of the relative timing of literacy, numeracy and vocational instruction. To be 
effective, literacy and numeracy support needs to be delivered as it is required for the 
instructional or vocational task at hand. This ensures that the literacy and/or numeracy 
delivered is “wholly and immediately relevant” (Bates, 2005, p. 26) to learners and helps them 
to achieve success in the vocational area. Ideally, this support is provided as learners are 
engaged in a practical task, rather than in a separate classroom and a different time. However, 
separate provision can be effective if it is closely linked to the vocational learning and taught 
by tutors who clearly understand and articulate these links.  
 
Once the connections between literacy, numeracy and vocational learning have been 
established, it is important for all aspects of the teaching and learning programmes to reflect 
these links. In particular, learning materials will be more relevant for learners where these links 
are clear, and differentiating these materials for learners’ varying literacy and numeracy needs 
will increase their accessibility. 

Implications for practice 
Vocational programmes will more effectively integrate literacy and numeracy learning where:  

• there are clear and explicit links between vocational, literacy and numeracy content 
• vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors understand the ways in which literacy and 

numeracy are used in specific vocational tasks and activities 
• vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors understand the literacy and numeracy 

requirements of the learning environment 
• literacy and numeracy instruction is delivered as it is required for vocational learning 
• the connections between literacy, numeracy and vocational learning are clearly evident 

in teaching materials 
• teaching and learning materials are differentiated for learners’ varying literacy and 

numeracy needs. 

References:  Bates, 2005; Casey, et al., 2006; Cranmer, et al., 2004; National Research and 
Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Development, 2006; Roberts, et al., 2005. 

 



Embedding Literacy and Numeracy: Theoretical Framework and Guidelines 20

Key understanding 2.2 
Where tutors work as a team, learners are more likely to stay in training and complete literacy 
and/or numeracy qualifications in addition to vocational qualifications. 

Research findings 
Successful teacher teams are strongly motivated to provide embedded provision; they 
have time to plan and work together, and are willing to learn from each other (National 
Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Development, 2006). 

 
The implementation of a team approach by vocational, literacy, numeracy and learning 
support tutors is strongly linked to the effectiveness of embedded literacy and numeracy 
approaches. However, the ways in which tutors operate as a team vary according to their 
knowledge, skills and the constraints of the vocational course in which they work. Effective 
approaches in adult education may involve tutors working collaboratively by planning together, 
by sharing teaching time and space, team teaching or observing each other at work with 
learners. Because the relationship between vocational, literacy and numeracy learning is 
dynamic, tutors need to be able to work together flexibly and recognise the changing priorities 
at any one time during the vocational training. Regardless of the approach taken, common to 
all successful teams is the need for vocational, literacy, numeracy and learning support tutors 
to have sufficient time allocated to work together.  
 
Team approaches are supported where literacy, numeracy and vocational tutors have 
opportunities to learn from each other. Studies investigating embedded approaches 
emphasise the “importance of teamwork, underpinned by a level of understanding, on the part 
of both LLN [literacy, language and numeracy] and vocational teachers, of one another’s work” 
(Casey, et al., 2006, p. 31). In particular, literacy and numeracy tutors need to understand how 
literacy and numeracy are used both in the classroom and in the workplace that learners are 
training for. Conversely, vocational tutors require an understanding of the importance of 
literacy and numeracy, and an ability to adapt vocational content and teaching approaches to 
reflect the key literacy and numeracy demands involved in each.  
 
Effective teaching teams in adult education are learner focused and share responsibility for 
learner progress. In practice, this means tutors share vocational objectives for learners and 
regularly discuss learner progress using shared achievement information.  

Implications for practice 
Vocational programmes are more likely to effectively embed literacy and numeracy learning 
where tutors work as a team. Effective team approaches are those in which:  

• vocational, literacy, numeracy and learning support tutors have time allocated to work 
together 

• the model of delivery incorporates teamwork in a way that is appropriate for the tutors, 
students and vocational objectives of the course that they deliver 

• joint planning, team teaching and opportunities for tutors to observe each other 
teaching are used flexibly within teaching and learning programmes 

• vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors have opportunities to learn from each other 
and gain an understanding of each other’s areas, and 

• tutors discuss learner progress using shared achievement information. 

References: Bates, 2005; Casey, et al., 2006; Cranmer, et al., 2004; Ivaniĉ et al, 2006; 
National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Development, 2006; 
Roberts, et al., 2005; Swain, et al., 2005. 
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Key understanding 2.3 
Effective assessment in programmes where literacy and numeracy are embedded makes use 
of Learning Progressions to provide direction for teaching programmes and to monitor 
progress toward learning goals. 

Research findings 
A learning continuum, or progression, clearly describes the growth of knowledge and skills that 
occurs as learners develop their expertise in a particular area. Effective progressions focus on 
more than the acquisition of facts or isolated skills; they describe important aspects of learning 
that distinguish novice from expert. This includes a range of developing skills and abilities, the 
fluency and independence with which new skills can be applied and the range of situations 
they can be applied to. Where there are clearly described Learning Progressions that are 
consistent with the goals of the programme, these can be used to help ensure students’ 
developing knowledge is relevant to the vocation they are training for and useful in achieving 
their purposes.  
 
Learning Progressions provide valuable direction for teaching programmes. Effective 
diagnostic assessment establishes where a learner is initially placed on the progression by 
identifying their current skills and understandings. Teaching can then be directed towards 
developing the knowledge required to move the learner along the progression. As teaching 
continues, formative assessment provides information about a learner’s progress towards 
learning goals.  
 
Successful embedded literacy and numeracy provision makes use of diagnostic and formative 
assessment procedures to provide both formal and informal feedback to learners about their 
progress. Where learners have a clear picture of their current skills and next learning steps in 
relation to their learning goals, they are more likely to feel motivated and confident about their 
learning.  
 
Researchers in adult literacy and numeracy education consider there to be a lack of effective 
assessment instruments available. They describe the need for the development of meaningful 
forms of assessment that focus on developing real skills rather than requiring respondents to 
answer formal types of test questions. 

Implications for practice 
Effective assessment procedures: 

• make use of Learning Progressions that clearly describe how learners’ knowledge and 
skills will grow as they develop their expertise 

• use diagnostic assessment information to establish where a learner is initially placed 
on the learning progression by identifying their current skills and understandings 

• use formative assessment to monitor learners’ progress towards learning goals, and 
• provide formal and informal information to learners about their progress. 

References: Bingman & Stein, 2001; Casey, et al., 2006; Coben, 2003; Cranmer, et al., 2004; 
Cumming & Gal, 2000; Stities, 2002; Swain, et al., 2005; Tertiary Education Commission, 
2008; Tertiary Education Commission, 2008; Torgerson, et al., 2004.  
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Key understanding 2.4 
Embedded literacy and numeracy provision is facilitated by appropriate organisational policies, 
management structures, resourcing and working conditions.  

Research findings 
Embedded literacy and numeracy provision is more likely to be successful in organisations 
that adopt a whole-organisation approach to the development and support of embedded 
programmes. In particular, researchers agree on the importance of managerial support in the 
development of successful programmes.  

 
Support for embedding from senior and middle managers through institution-wide policies 
makes it easier to direct resources in ways that will support embedded LLN (Casey, et al., 
2006, p. 32). 

 
The importance of aligning organisational policies, management structures, resourcing and 
working conditions with effective embedded provision is well recognised in the research 
literature. Research focused on the development of effective practices to support embedded 
provision provides examples of the practical ways organisations can support embedded 
literacy and numeracy learning. In particular, the importance has been identified of appropriate 
course documentation, organisational polices such as professional development and staff 
promotion policies, job descriptions and performance management systems. Additional 
practical constraints such as timetables, teaching spaces and teaching and learning resources 
have also been identified as factors that support the provision of embedded literacy and 
numeracy programmes. 

Implications for practice 
Organisations can support the effective provision of embedded literacy and numeracy 
programmes by ensuring: 

• entry requirements for vocational courses clearly specify required literacy and 
numeracy  

• course objectives and goals incorporate literacy, numeracy and vocational goals  
• the professional development policy supports literacy and numeracy tutors to increase 

their understanding of the vocation, and vocational tutors to increase their 
understanding of literacy and numeracy  

• the staff promotion policy incorporates aspects of literacy and numeracy learning  
• job descriptions clearly define the different roles of teaching staff in delivering 

embedded programmes 
• performance management systems reflect the importance of literacy and numeracy 

within vocational programmes 
• timetabling allows for aspects of teamwork and sufficient contact time, and 
• teaching facilities and equipment are distributed to support literacy, numeracy and 

vocational learning. 

References: Casey, et al., 2006; DfES, n.d.; Govers, 2008; Roberts, et al., 2005. 
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3. Managing and sustaining change to achieve effective long-term 
embedding of literacy and numeracy 

Key understanding 3.1 
Organisations are more likely to develop and maintain effective approaches to embedding 
literacy and numeracy when the value of literacy and numeracy is understood, and literacy 
and numeracy are viewed as integral parts of vocational training. 

Research findings 
Senior managers play a key role in developing and maintaining embedded literacy and 
numeracy programmes. When managers understand that embedded literacy and numeracy 
are effective in increasing participation and raising achievement, programmes are more likely 
to be sustained. In addition to understanding the benefits of embedded literacy and numeracy, 
it is important for managers to “fully understand the implications of embedding, both in terms of 
the practical support it requires but also in terms of pedagogy and teachers’ expertise” (Casey, 
et al., 2006, p. 45). Where managerial support is provided, the effective embedded 
approaches developed by committed and enthusiastic tutors are more likely to be utilised by 
other tutors. 
 
Literacy and numeracy teaching is more likely to be effective when literacy and numeracy are 
regarded as integral parts of vocational training. This is in contrast to approaches that view 
literacy and numeracy as optional, required only by those learners who need additional 
learning support. 
 

Learners improve their literacy, numeracy and other key skills when the whole 
organisation believes key skills are an essential underpinning for learning vocational 
skills and technical knowledge (Cranmer, et al., 2004, p. 4). 

 
By positioning literacy and numeracy as essential parts of vocational training the stigma 
associated with needing assistance is reduced, so learners are more likely to succeed.  
 
Learners who appreciate the value of literacy and numeracy skills for their future career 
opportunities are more likely to be motivated and achieve success. Tutors and employers play 
a key role in communicating the value of literacy and numeracy skills to learners. Vocational 
tutors are more likely to be able to effectively communicate the value of literacy and numeracy 
skills to learners with regard to their career aspirations because they “… have a natural 
legitimacy … in the eyes of the learners [because] they represent the role to which the learner 
aspires” (Roberts, et al., 2005, p. 9). Employers also play a key role in communicating the 
value of literacy and numeracy to learners. The active involvement and support of employers 
increase learner motivation and engagement.  

Implications for practice 
Effective embedded approaches to literacy and numeracy are more likely to be developed and 
maintained when: 

• managers understand that embedded literacy and numeracy are effective in increasing 
participation and raising achievement 

• literacy and numeracy are regarded as integral parts of vocational training, rather than 
additional support for those with particular learning needs 

• tutors effectively communicate the value of literacy and numeracy to learners with 
regard to their future career opportunities, and 

• employers are actively involved in learning and support learners’ attendance. 
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References: Bates, 2005; Casey, et al., 2006; Cranmer, et al., 2004; National Research and 
Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Development, 2006; Roberts, et al., 2005; Sagan, 
et al., 2005; Swain, et al., 2005. 
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Key understanding 3.2 
Teaching materials are important tools that can substantially influence the content and 
enactment of instruction. 

Research findings 
Teaching can be understood as a process of design.  

 
Teachers perceive and interpret existing resources, evaluate the constraints of the 
classroom setting, balance tradeoffs and devise strategies – all in the pursuit of their 
instructional goals (Brown & Edelson, 2003, p. 1).  

 
Within this view, curriculum materials are a tool used by tutors as they design instructional 
programmes. The ways in which tutors use learning materials are dependent upon their own 
understandings, the understandings and characteristics of the students they teach, and the 
contexts of instruction. Where tutors have a sound understanding of content they tend to 
improvise instruction, devising learning activities independently from teaching resources. By 
contrast, where tutors lack understanding, they place responsibility for learning onto teaching 
materials, following set instructional activities and sequences. Between these two extremes, 
tutors adapt learning programmes by modifying teaching materials to better address student 
needs, fit with their teaching style or align with classroom circumstances. 
 
Researchers in this area use the term “enacted curriculum” to acknowledge the difference 
between the teaching and learning that take place in the classroom and the teaching and 
learning intended by content frameworks and the developers of teaching materials. This term 
acknowledges the active role of educators in designing instruction: “… the enacted curriculum 
is actually jointly constructed by teachers, students, and materials in particular contexts” (Ball 
& Cohen, 1996, p. 7). 
 
Because teaching materials directly influence the process of teaching they have been used 
widely as a tool in instructional reform.  

 
A primary lure of curriculum materials is that, of all the different instruments for conveying 
educational policies, they exert perhaps the most direct influence on the tasks that 
teachers actually do with their students each day in the classroom (Brown & Edelson, 
2003, p. 1). 

 
Researchers evaluating the effectiveness of such reforms stress that “… the materials 
themselves matter in teacher interactions with curriculum materials …” (Remillard, 2005, 
p. 240). They outline that curriculum materials need to be developed in ways that clearly 
anticipate the role of the tutor in curriculum design. In particular, teaching materials need to 
include important information that enables tutors to make decisions about how and when to 
use the material presented. This information may include descriptions of content, effective 
ways to represent key concepts and the benefits and limitations of these, and information 
about probable learner responses and the reasoning behind these. 

Implications for practice 
Effective teaching materials will anticipate the role of the tutor in curriculum design and 
therefore:  

• include descriptions of important content knowledge 
• include important representations that can be used to communicate key content to 

learners and provide information about how these can be used in teaching 
• include information about probable learner responses and the reasoning behind these  
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• include information about the ways in which aspects of learning are related, both in 
terms of conceptual ideas and across time  

• are relevant to tutors’ current understandings, and 
• are written and presented in ways that communicate effectively with tutors.  

 

References: Ball, 1990; Ball & Cohen, 1996; Ben-Peretz, 1990; Brown & Edelson, 2003; 
Cohen & Ball, 1999; Pea, 1993; Remillard, 2005; Schmitt, 2000; Sherin & Drake, 2004; 
Spillane, 2006. 
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Key understanding 3.3 
Professional development programmes can be effective in improving tutor practice and learner 
performance.  

Research findings 
Effective professional development programmes are those that focus clearly on the link 
between learning and tutor practice. As an outcome of such programmes, tutors understand 
the ways in which their own practice affects the learning that occurs in their classrooms: “The 
core question is, what do we as teachers need to do to promote the learning of our students?” 
(Timperley, 2008, p. 11).  
 
Efforts to improve instruction are most likely to produce genuine changes to practice when 
programmes are focused on developing the professional knowledge base of tutors. Tutors 
require a comprehensive knowledge of the subject, an understanding of how to teach key 
concepts effectively and an awareness of how to assess learners’ progress in the area.  

 
Successful professional development efforts are those that help teachers to acquire or 
develop new ways of thinking about learning, learners, and subject matter, thus 
constructing a professional knowledge base that will enable them to teach students in 
more powerful and meaningful ways (Borko & Putnam, 1995, p. 60). 

 
By contrast, where tutor knowledge is not engaged and extended in professional development 
programmes, participating tutors are likely to adopt surface features of the new approach while 
maintaining the core content of their previous practice.  
 
Effective professional development programmes provide opportunities for tutors to connect 
their professional learning with their current understandings and approaches. Because “… 
teachers’ knowledge and beliefs affect how they perceive and act on various messages about 
changing their teaching” (Borko & Putnam, 1995, p. 59), effective programmes support tutors 
to clarify their own understandings as they build a professional knowledge base. Effective 
programmes also address the contexts in which participating tutors’ work. New approaches 
are introduced in a way that “is consistent with the principles of effective teaching but also 
systematically assists teachers to translate those principles into locally adapted applications” 
(Timperley, 2008, p. 9). 
 
Research suggests that when tutors are involved in ongoing professional development 
programmes that are clearly linked to their current teaching situation, they are more likely to 
take increased responsibility for learner achievement and develop effective teaching practices.  

 
Change appears to be promoted by a cyclical process in which teachers: have their 
current assumptions challenged by the demonstration of effective alternative practice, 
develop new knowledge and skills, make small changes to practice, and observe 
resulting improvements in student outcomes (Timperley, 2008, p. 14). 

 
Where tutors take responsibility for learner achievement there is a sound basis for continual 
improvement to knowledge and practice.  
 
Research into effective embedded literacy and numeracy provision highlights the importance 
of professional development for both the vocational and the literacy and numeracy tutors. In 
particular, vocational tutors need support to increase their understanding of learners’ varying 
literacy and numeracy needs and develop their knowledge of how literacy and numeracy are 
used in vocational tasks. Literacy and numeracy tutors need support to develop teaching 
approaches that are guided by vocational content and recognise the role of literacy and 
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numeracy in the vocation. Both vocational tutors and literacy and numeracy tutors would 
benefit from professional development programmes that develop collaborative approaches to 
teaching. 

Implications for practice 
Professional development programmes are most likely to lead to improvements in tutor 
practice and learner performance when: 

• tutors are supported to understand the ways in which their own practice affects the 
learning that occurs in their classrooms 

• tutors are supported to identify and examine their current understandings and 
methods 

• tutors are supported to implement new approaches in the specific contexts in which 
they work 

• tutors have an increasing sense of responsibility for learner achievement 
• programmes develop tutors’ knowledge of content 
• programmes develop tutors’ understandings of effective pedagogy  
• programmes develop tutors’ knowledge of how to assess learners’ progress  
• programmes engage tutors in a range of learning activities: formal and informal, 

group and individual, planned and unstructured  
• programmes involve tutors in an ongoing cycle of professional development, and 
• programmes support tutors to make changes to practice and then observe the 

effects of these. 
 
In effective embedded literacy and numeracy approaches, professional development 
programmes: 

• support vocational tutors to increase their understanding of learners’ varying 
literacy and numeracy needs and develop their knowledge of how literacy and 
numeracy are used in vocational tasks 

• support literacy and numeracy tutors to develop teaching approaches that are 
guided by vocational content and recognise the role of literacy and numeracy in the 
vocation, and 

• support the development of collaborative approaches to teaching. 
 

References:  Askew, et al., 1997; Borko & Putnam, 1995; Butler, et al., 2004; Casey, et al., 
2006; Coben, 2003; Franke, et al., 1998; Guskey, 2000; Roberts, et al., 2005; Smylie, 1995; 
Swain, et al., 2005; Timperley, 2008; Wilson & Berne, 1999. 
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Key understanding 3.4 
Assessment data provides valuable information that can be used systematically to improve 
programmes. 

Research findings 
Research into programme improvement highlights the value of achievement data in the 
process of improving instruction. Within this approach, the “achievement of student outcomes 
is the criterion for judging the effectiveness of all other programme practices and components” 
(Bingman & Stein, 2001, p. 23). Achievement data provides a measure of whether learners 
are successfully meeting learning goals, and this in turn provides information on the 
effectiveness of teaching programmes and other organisational practices. An effective model 
of continuous programme improvement requires organisations to clearly specify learning 
goals, systematically monitor the progress of all learners towards these goals and then revise 
teaching programmes on the basis of this information.  
 
This approach is consistent with a learning paradigm perspective that views learning as the 
key responsibility of educational institutions, while the contrasting instructional paradigm 
emphasises the delivery of instruction as the primary duty of the organisation. 

 
… in the Learning Paradigm, the power of an environment or approach is judged in 
terms of its impact on learning. If learning occurs, then the environment has power ... 
To know this in the learning paradigm we would assess student learning routinely and 
constantly (Barr & Tagg, 1995, p. 17). 

 
A learning paradigm perspective emphasises the importance of using both individual and 
aggregate measures of achievement in order to continuously improve the performance of both 
individual students and the organisation as a whole.  
 
Professional learning communities can successfully effect and sustain change by highlighting 
learner performance. When tutors work collaboratively to reflect on achievement data and 
modify teaching approaches “… the entire team gains new insights into what is working and 
what is not, and members discuss new strategies that they can implement in their classrooms 
to raise student achievement” (DuFour, 2004, p. 10). 

Implications for practice 
Organisations are more likely to engage in ongoing cycles of improvement when systems are 
established to review achievement information regularly.  
 
The use of assessment data to systematically improve programmes is facilitated when: 

• learner performance goals are defined clearly 
• effective assessment methods are in place to measure progress towards learning 

goals  
• achievement information is aggregated and analysed regularly 
• tutors work collaboratively to reflect on achievement data and modify teaching 

approaches appropriately, and 
• instructional programmes and organisational practices are adapted on the basis of 

insights gained from assessment information. 
 
References: Barr & Tagg, 1995; Bingman & Stein, 2001; DuFour, 2004; Levesque, et al., 
1996; Timperley, 2008; US Department of Education, 2003.  
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Section Two: Guidelines for Embedding Literacy and 
Numeracy  
Introduction 
The purpose of these guidelines is to support providers to systematically apply principles of 
effective practice as they strengthen and extend opportunities for learners to improve their 
literacy, language and numeracy skills. 

The theoretical framework (section one) provides the rationale for embedding literacy and 
numeracy into other (for example, vocational) provision.2 The theoretical framework describes 
three sets of evidence-based understandings about: 

1. how adults develop their literacy and numeracy expertise 
2. the features of effective embedded practice, and 
3. managing and sustaining curriculum change. 

These guidelines indicate the ways in which these understandings can be applied to the 
planning, decision-making and actions for programmes at the local level.  

Embedded teaching and learning combine the development of literacy and numeracy with 
vocational and other skills. The literacy and numeracy skills developed provide learners with 
the competence, confidence and motivation necessary for them to succeed in the vocational 
programme, or at work and in life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A learner’s vocational success can easily be affected by poor development of literacy and 
numeracy skills. The primary motivation for many learners is their vocational or other goals 
rather than the specific development of their literacy or numeracy skills. Embedding literacy 
and numeracy within vocational and other programmes enables learners to develop both sets 
of skills in a contextualised and meaningful way.3 The aim is for embedded literacy and 
numeracy to be recognised and implemented as the norm, not the exception, and this requires 
sustained changes to many organisational and professional practices. 

These guidelines cover three aspects or layers of implementation that organisations will need 
to consider. As shown in the diagram, the learner is at the centre of a structure that operates 
at the organisational, programme and course levels.  

 
                                                        
2   In these guidelines, “vocational” is used in a broad and general sense to indicate any programmes or courses 

in which learners may be engaged for a variety of purposes but which are not stand‐alone literacy or 
numeracy programmes or courses.  

3   Learning and Skills Council (2007) Evaluation of Skills for Life Quality Initiative 2005–06.  

Literacy is the written and oral language people use in their everyday life and work; it 
includes reading, writing, speaking and listening. Skills in this area are essential for good 
communication, critical thinking and problem-solving in the workforce. It includes building 
the skills to communicate (at work) for speakers of other languages. Numeracy is the 
bridge between mathematics and real life. It includes the knowledge and skills needed to 
apply mathematics to everyday family and financial matters, work and community tasks. 

In these guidelines, the term “literacy and numeracy” is used to refer to all of the literacy, 
language and numeracy skills described. For simplicity, “literacy and numeracy” is used in 
these guidelines to denote either literacy or numeracy or both. 



Embedding Literacy and Numeracy: Theoretical Framework and Guidelines 33

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For each layer, there are guidelines suggesting specific actions. Each suggested action has a 
series of prompts and examples that can be used to guide the process of embedding literacy 
and numeracy. The prompts will assist with considering when and how to embed literacy and 
numeracy into level 1–3 certificate programmes so that these crucial aspects of learning are 
made explicit. The actions and prompts will not cover everything that an organisation will need 
to consider, and some may not be relevant.  

This is the first iteration of these guidelines and it is intended that they will be refined and 
elaborated on during the implementation period from 2009 to 2011.  

Learner

Course

Programme

Organisation
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Embedding literacy and numeracy at the organisational level 
Successful embedding of literacy and numeracy is not simply a matter of putting structural 
features in place. It requires shared understandings and beliefs about the value of embedding, 
right across the tertiary education organisation (TEO). The evidence is clear that embedding 
contributes to learners’ vocational success and personal development as well as their literacy 
and numeracy needs when it is valued by the TEO.  

Tertiary education organisations need to have policies, management structures and 
resourcing that support embedded provision in both principle and practice.  

There are different approaches to embedding literacy and numeracy into vocational or other 
programmes. It is important that a TEO adopts an approach that fits its philosophy, the 
programmes offered, the learners, the staffing and the teaching and learning materials 
available.  
 
Guideline 1 

Include literacy and numeracy in the core business of the tertiary education organisation.  

Action: 

Develop a literacy and numeracy policy through a process of discussion and consultation 
involving all stakeholders: managers, staff, learners and funders. The policy should be set in 
the context of the TEO’s overall strategy. The purpose of this policy is to outline the TEO’s 
intentions in relation to literacy and numeracy, and to guide their implementation.  

Prompts: 

o Is the development of literacy and numeracy considered in principle by the TEO to be 
relevant to all learners, not only those who have identified literacy and numeracy needs? 

o Does the policy situate literacy and numeracy as fundamental components of the TEO’s 
business?  

o Does the policy reflect knowledge of national and regional developments, new initiatives 
and emerging priorities?  

Action: 

Reflect policy in strategic objectives, business and action plans of the TEO. A TEO’s literacy 
and numeracy policy and associated procedures will be consistent with the strategy of the 
organisation, reflected in its Investment Plan and aligned with the Tertiary Education Strategy 
and current Statement of Tertiary Education Priorities. 

Prompts: 

o Does the TEO have planning and partnership arrangements that ensure it has sound 
information about the range of local needs, including significance of literacy and numeracy 
skills gaps for local employers? 

o Is the policy to strengthen literacy and numeracy in vocational programmes included in 
promotional and marketing materials? 

o Does the structure identify a person within the senior management team with responsibility 
and accountability for leading and managing literacy and numeracy policy implementation? 

o Are resources for embedding literacy and numeracy included in the TEO’s budget? 
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o Does the TEO have a high-level map of current literacy and numeracy provision and 
practice across the TEO? 

o Is the policy reflected in the TEO’s human resources strategy (including recruitment, 
professional development and performance management)?  

o How is the policy supported by other systems and processes within the TEO?  
 

Guideline 2 

Develop an action plan for strengthening literacy and numeracy that sets out what the tertiary 
education organisation wants to achieve, prioritises areas for development, says exactly what 
will happen when and how progress will be measured. 

Action: 

Identify suitable programmes for developing an embedded curriculum in 2009 and consider 
what support these programmes will need in order for literacy and numeracy to be successfully 
embedded. 

Prompts: 

o Are there programmes that have a history of learners’ literacy and/or numeracy forming 
barriers to success or retention? 

o Are there strategic objectives of the TEO that would suggest a suitable programme (for 
example, industry advice, specific local needs)?  

o Are there particular staff capabilities and interests that can be drawn on and extended?  
o What would the review cycle of programmes indicate?  
o Are there programmes that would be more suitable than others as starting points (for 

example, year-long programmes that will allow more opportunities for literacy and 
numeracy teaching and learning)? 

o In what ways has the professional development of vocational and literacy/numeracy tutors 
been included in the action plan? 

o How will vocational tutors be supported to increase their awareness of the literacy and 
numeracy needs of learners, and to develop their vocational teaching to cater for the 
differentiation required to meet those needs? 

o How will literacy and numeracy tutors be supported to adapt their teaching approach to 
one that is led by the vocational curriculum? 

o Are there programmes that are sufficiently flexible to enable embedding of literacy and 
numeracy? 

Action: 

Roll out the plan to 2011. 

Prompts: 

o Is there a plan to help identify suitable programmes for embedding literacy and numeracy 
in 2010 and 2011? 

o Will the TEO be ready for business as usual (all relevant programmes have literacy and 
numeracy embedded) in 2011? 
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Action: 

Link the action plan to achieving key performance indicators (KPIs), monitoring the 
strengthening of literacy and numeracy, and planning for professional development at the 
organisational level.  

Prompts: 

o Do the KPIs specify literacy and numeracy?  
o Are there systems and processes for tracking or monitoring improvement in learner 

outcomes (for example, at organisational, programme or course level)? 
o Is there evidence of increased staff capacity to embed literacy and numeracy? 
o Do staff recruitment and induction practices reflect the intention to embed literacy and 

numeracy into all aspects of teaching in level 1–3 certificate programmes? 
o Does the staff appraisal system recognise skills, knowledge and attitudes relevant to 

embedding literacy and numeracy?  
o In what ways has the professional development of vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors 

been included in the action plan? 
o How will vocational tutors be supported to increase their awareness of the literacy and 

numeracy needs of learners, and to develop their teaching to cater for the differentiation or 
adaptations required to meet those needs? 

o How will literacy and numeracy tutors be supported to adapt their teaching approach to 
one that is led by the vocational curriculum? 
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Embedding literacy and numeracy at the programme level  
The purpose of the planning phase at the programme level is to strengthen an existing 
vocational or other programme so that it includes opportunities for deliberately teaching 
literacy and/or numeracy, as well as opportunities to practise this learning in meaningful 
contexts. 

Evaluation at the programme level ensures that course, tutor and learner requirements can 
inform planning so that programmes are responsive to changing needs.  

 
Guideline 3 

Consider the impact of embedding on the whole strategy for delivering a programme from 
recruitment of learners, through to teaching and learning materials, assessment, staffing and 
timetabling. 

Action: 

Consult and communicate with stakeholders (including reference groups, learner groups, 
potential employers, programme staff) to inform literacy and numeracy planning at the 
programme level.  

Prompts: 

o Are links made and maintained with stakeholders to seek their input and confirmation of 
programme planning? 

o Are links made and maintained with other local providers (for example, of ESOL 
programmes, of stand-alone literacy courses and employers who offer work experience) to 
inform planning for embedding literacy and numeracy into vocational programmes? 

Action:  

Ensure that literacy and numeracy are embedded within the programme documentation. 
Documentation includes the programme aims, objectives and/or philosophy; the graduate 
profile; programme delivery; programme content. 

Prompts: 

o Is literacy and numeracy development considered in principle to be relevant to all learners, 
not only those who have identified literacy and numeracy needs? 

o How are literacy and numeracy embedded and made explicit in the aims and objectives of 
the programme?  

o How will it be determined whether or not the literacy and numeracy aspects of the 
graduate profile are met? 

o How is the programme structured (through the programme objectives) to support students 
to build on the literacy and numeracy competencies they have when they start? 

o Does the total duration of the programme allow students to gain the competency as 
defined in the programme objectives? 

Action: 

Map the high-level numeracy and literacy demands of the courses within the programme then 
identify key opportunities for strengthening literacy and numeracy within the programme’s 
courses.  
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Prompts: 

o How can the Learning Progressions be used to map the literacy and numeracy demands 
of courses within the programme? 

o What methods are used to identify opportunities within the programme (including individual 
courses) to embed literacy and numeracy? 

o How are decisions made about the ways in which literacy and numeracy will be embedded 
within a programme? 

The diagram illustrates the ways in which literacy and numeracy can be woven through a 
vocational programme. In some courses, the strands are closely woven together, in one or two 
courses, there may be a strong literacy or numeracy focus that supports the programme as a 
whole.  

 
 

 

 

Action: 

Identify the literacy and numeracy needs of the target learner group before programme entry 
and as a part of the end-of-programme assessment. 

Prompts: 

o What does data from past cohorts show about the literacy and numeracy needs of the 
learners? 

o What methods will be used to establish needs at a high level before entry (for example, 
pre-programme screening that may use Learning Progressions as a reference)? 

o Is planning in place to ensure a roll-out of pre- and post-programme literacy and numeracy 
assessment by 2010?  

o How is literacy and numeracy assessment information at programme entry and exit shared 
and used at the programme and course levels? 

 
Guideline 4 

Analyse staffing within identified programmes and identify how the programme-wide teaching 
team will operate so that it takes account of programme demands, learner needs, staff 
capabilities, management and organisational structures, and teaching and learning materials. 

Action: 

The areas of expertise required for embedding literacy and numeracy in the programme must 
be acknowledged. Within the programme’s teaching team,4 there needs to be expertise in all 
relevant areas (vocational subject, literacy and numeracy) as required for the learner group. 

Prompts: 

o Do managers with responsibility for staff timetables ensure staff who are to work together 

                                                        
4   Teaching team refers to all teaching staff involved in a programme. It will include vocational or other content 

tutors as well as literacy and numeracy tutors (for example, learning support staff).  
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have dedicated time to plan together and opportunities for informal discussions? 
o What are the structured opportunities for sharing literacy and numeracy skills within the 

teaching team to build on current expertise and experience? 
o Has there been an analysis of the skills of current programme staff to teach literacy and 

numeracy within vocational programmes? 
o What professional development will be needed for staff to gain the skills necessary for 

them to embed literacy and numeracy within courses in both the short and long term? 
o Are specialist literacy and numeracy tutors or learning support tutors available? If so, how 

will these resources be used within the programme and what opportunities are there for 
the specialist teachers to become familiar with the content and style of vocational teaching 
and learning? 

Action: 

All tutors need to have an understanding of the importance of embedding literacy and 
numeracy, and of how literacy and numeracy will be taught within the programme. This should 
include the use of assessment and teaching methods, target setting and teaching resources. 

Prompts: 

o Have tutors had and used opportunities to belong to literacy and numeracy cluster groups 
and to receive relevant professional development? If not, how will this be planned? 

o What are the opportunities for active planning within the teaching team to support the 
strengthening of learners’ literacy and numeracy?  

o Is there a shared process for addressing each stage of learning, including initial diagnostic 
assessment, target setting and progress review?  

o What resources will be required across the programme to support tutors and learners to 
meet literacy and numeracy demands? 

o How will learners with high levels of literacy and numeracy needs be supported at the 
programme level?  

 
Guideline 5 

Evaluate at programme level to ascertain the outcomes of embedding literacy and numeracy, 
to report against KPIs and to inform planning.  

Action: 

Evaluation systems are developed and used to monitor literacy and numeracy aims and 
objectives, and the teaching team’s ability to meet the aims and objectives. 

Prompts: 

o To what extent have the literacy and numeracy aims and objectives been met? 
o Have the literacy and numeracy of learners improved? 
o Has embedding of literacy and numeracy enabled learners to better meet vocational or 

other programme outcomes (for example, retention, completion)?  
o Is the teaching team able to identify and meet the literacy and numeracy needs of learners 

(check for attitudes, knowledge, classroom practice)?  
o How will assessment information gathered at the end of programme be used to report in 

relation to KPIs and to inform future planning? 
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Embedding literacy and numeracy at the course level  
The model for using the Learning Progressions has three points of reference or decision 
making that work together at the course level: knowing the demands of the course, knowing 
the learner and knowing what to do. This model is used to inform the guidelines at this level, 
with the addition of a fourth element: knowing how to do it.  

Guideline 6 

Identify course learning outcomes for both strands: the vocational or other strand, and the 
literacy/numeracy strand.  

Action: 

Identify literacy and numeracy outcomes as well as the vocational or other content outcomes 
for courses.  

Prompts: 

o Does the course documentation make the literacy and numeracy outcomes explicit (either 
within a vocational outcome or expressed as specific literacy or numeracy outcomes)? 

o How are the literacy and numeracy outcomes communicated to the learner? Are their 
benefits made clear? 

 
Guideline 7 (knowing the demands) 

Analyse course requirements, content and materials to identify the opportunities for 
embedding and strengthening literacy and numeracy within the course context. 

Action: 

Identify requirements and expectations with respect to literacy and numeracy of learners 
entering this course.  

Prompts: 

o Are expectations realistic in relation to the literacy and numeracy demands of the course 
(for example, are they higher or lower than required to complete the course)? 

o How are the expectations and the supports available communicated to the learners? 
o How flexible is the course structure towards learners whose literacy and numeracy needs 

are greater than expected or required? 

Action: 

Use the Learning Progressions and supporting resources to map the demands of the course 
content and materials. 

Prompts: 

o Have the Learning Progressions been used to map the literacy and numeracy demands of 
the key tasks, texts or problems within the course? 

o Have the Learning Progressions been used to map the demands of course workbooks and 
other print materials that learners are required to use?  



Embedding Literacy and Numeracy: Theoretical Framework and Guidelines 41

o Has consideration been given to replacing, rewriting or adapting course materials that 
place a higher literacy or numeracy demand on learners than they can reasonably be 
expected to meet? 

 
Guideline 8 (knowing the learner) 

Ascertain the literacy and numeracy strengths and needs of individual learners and take these 
into account in the context of the vocational or other course. 

Action: 

Identify the strengths and needs of the individual learners in relation to the literacy and 
numeracy demands of the course. 

Prompts: 

o What tools and methods will tutors use to determine learners’ literacy and numeracy 
strengths and needs (for example, using the diagnostic tools in the resources that support 
the Learning Progressions)? 

o How is information about the learners’ literacy and numeracy strengths and needs 
gathered, analysed, used and monitored throughout the course? 

o How will assessment information be recorded, stored and shared with other tutors and the 
learners? 

 
Guideline 9 (knowing what to do) 

Plan literacy and numeracy activities to meet the needs of the learners and to fit within the 
work scheme of the course. 

Action: 

Based on identified demands and needs, plan a sequence of literacy and numeracy activities 
to match the vocational or other course outline and the literacy and numeracy needs of the 
learners. 

Prompts: 

o What are the key learning activities in the course that are designed to strengthen the 
learners’ literacy and numeracy? 

o Where are the opportunities for literacy and numeracy activities in existing materials 
(including workbooks)? 

o What support will tutors need to teach the literacy and numeracy skills (for example, the 
materials that support the Learning Progressions; time to plan, review and collaborate; 
support from literacy and numeracy tutors)? 

o Are relevant literacy and numeracy teaching materials available to all teaching staff to 
support their practice?  

 
Guideline 10 (knowing how to do it)  
Consider the significant and sustained change in the professional practice of many vocational 
and specialist literacy/numeracy tutors that will be needed to embed literacy and numeracy as 
the norm in vocational classes. 
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Action:  

Support the teaching practices of vocational, literacy and numeracy tutors so that these 
practices incorporate the features of best practice based on the theoretical understandings 
about embedded instruction.  

Prompts: 
o Is the explicit teaching of literacy and numeracy linked to practical vocational content and 

activities and to the diagnosed literacy and numeracy needs of the learners? 
o Are the literacy and numeracy materials used contextualised to the vocational area? 
o Is there differentiation of the vocational subject according to the literacy and numeracy 

needs of the learners? 
o What shifts in practice will be needed to make the current teaching practice most effective? 

Action: 

Develop and use agreed processes for evaluating literacy and numeracy teaching practices 
and the effectiveness of these practices in embedding literacy and numeracy into the course 
content. Evaluation of literacy and numeracy teaching practices is built into every course. 

Prompts: 

o How will literacy and numeracy teaching practices be evaluated? 
o What opportunities are there for individual and teaching team review at the course level? 
o How will evaluation information be recorded, shared and used to inform future planning (for 

example, to identify training needs)? 
o For large programmes with multiple courses, how are staffing and timetabling issues 

evaluated and addressed to meet literacy and numeracy needs across a programme? 
 
 

Guideline 11 

Build assessment and evaluation of literacy and numeracy outcomes as well as vocational or 
other outcomes into every course.  

Action: 

Develop and use agreed processes for shared reviews of learner progress in the course 
against both vocational and literacy and numeracy outcomes. 

Prompts: 

o How will the literacy and numeracy be assessed in relation to the stated outcomes?  
o How are learners helped to assess their own literacy and numeracy needs in relation to the 

course?  
o How do learners receive feedback on their progress in literacy and numeracy?  
o What are the consequences if learners do not meet desired literacy and numeracy 

outcomes by the end of the course? 
o How are overall course outcomes evaluated and reported? 
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Glossary of Terms 
Competency The knowledge, cognitive and practical skills, and the 

attitudes (including motivation) needed to meet demands 
or carry out tasks successfully. 

Context, contextualise Contextualising literacy and numeracy learning means 
using topics, tasks or situations from the contexts 
learners are in (for example, a vocational course, a 
workplace) as the basis for literacy or numeracy 
instruction. 

Course A specific and prescribed series of instructional or study 
tasks or sessions. Several courses may together form a 
programme of study. 

Curriculum The content of a course or programme; the topics, tasks 
and activities that, together, form the teaching and 
learning within a course. 

Demands Requirements or needs for a task, for example, the 
reading skill required to read and interpret a document 

Diagnostic Used to identify, indicate or characterise something. For 
example, a diagnostic assessment is used to identify 
specific skills. 

Embedded teaching and learning Teaching and learning of one subject or skill (for 
example, literacy) within the context and tasks of another 
subject or skill (for example, panel beating). 

Integrated instruction This term is used to describe the weaving together of 
vocational instruction with literacy and numeracy 
instruction. In New Zealand this is now referred to as 
“embedded instruction”.  

Key performance indicators The most relevant indicators or achievements used to 
evaluate the work performance of an organisation, a 
team or person. 

Learning support tutor A tutor who provides support to learners (and/or their 
tutors) who have learning difficulties. These difficulties 
typically include literacy or numeracy. Support may be 
provided in a variety of ways. 

Literacy Literacy is the written and oral language people use in 
everyday life and work. A person’s literacy refers to the 
extent of their oral and written language skills and 
knowledge and their ability to apply these to meet the 
varied demands of their personal, study and work lives. 

Needs The knowledge, skills and abilities that are necessary in 
order to perform particular tasks or to carry out particular 
activities. 

Numeracy Numeracy is the bridge between mathematics and real 
life. A person’s numeracy refers to their knowledge and 
understanding of mathematical concepts and their to 
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ability to use their mathematical knowledge to meet the 
varied demands of their personal, study and work lives. 

Outcomes Results. The achievement of the goals set for a particular 
programme, course or learners. 

Programme A planned and coordinated sequence of study to achieve 
a specified aim. A programme is often made up of 
separate or linked courses.  

Qualification A recognised acknowledgement that a person has 
satisfactorily completed a prescribed programme or 
course of study. 

Specialist literacy and/or numeracy tutor A tutor who has expertise in literacy and/or 
numeracy instruction. Specialist literacy and/or numeracy 
tutors provide support to learners and other tutors in a 
variety of ways, most often through supporting embedded 
literacy and numeracy in vocational or other 
programmes.  

Strengths    Abilities, skills or knowledge. 

Teaching team The group of people who, together, are responsible for 
instruction within a programme. In a tertiary organisation, 
teaching teams may comprise a mix of tutors who are 
specialists in subject, discipline, vocational or work areas 
as well as tutors who are specialists in teaching literacy 
and/or numeracy. 

Tertiary education organisation  Institutes of technology and polytechnics, universities, 
wānanga, private training establishments, industry 
training organisations, other tertiary education providers, 
rural education activities programmes. 

Vocational Related to work or other purposeful outcomes. Vocational 
programmes prepare learners for a specific community or 
employment area or teach general work-related skills. 

 


