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The Committee will inquire into and report on literacy needs with particular
reference to:
the impact of low standards of literacy on productivity, safety,
self-esteem and skills improvement in the workplace;
the extent and effectiveness of existing Hteracy programs; and
the need for long term support.

VI

International Literacy Year drew attention to the effects of inadequate literacy on
personal competence, social cohesion and national performance. Literacy is a moving
target, not a fixed one. With the increasing complexity of Australian society,
especially in our huge, sprawling cities, people are increasingly dependent on
communication and transport systems, and their supporting technology, in order to
get to work, to shop, to carry out family and social obligations.
They must be literate in a technological urban context.
The traditional Unesco definition of literacy as the capacity to read and write a
simple letter is not enough in the age of push-buttons, microelectronics, automation
and complex packaging.
Literacy involves, as the National Consultative Council for International Literacy
Year asserted, the integration of listening, speaking, reading, writing, critical
thinking and numeracy and involves cultural knowledge as well. Australians once
accepted the 'lifeboat model' of education - that pupils received a lifetime's supply of
education at school and that basic competency was enough. Now we recognise that
skills can decay and education needs renewal throughout life.
In its terms of reference, the Committee was directed to examine literacy needs in
the workplace, rather than in society as a whole. Nevertheless, there are no clear
boundaries between work and society so a degree of overlap became inevitable.
Studies suggested that more than 1,000,000 adults are functionally illiterate, and
about 35 per cent of these are native English speakers.
With Australia facing unparalleled competition from trading neighbours with a
strong commitment to improved educational standards, the problem of illiteracy is
far too serious for a token response.
vii

The Committee recommends that:
Recommendation 1

develop an adult Eteracy strategy as a matter of urgency; (paragraph 5.48)
Recommendation 2

Immigration, Local Government and Ethnic Affairs co-ordinate delivery of literacy
and language services; (paragraph 5.26)
Recommendation 3
the Commonwealth Government, through the provision of special purpose funds,
encourage State and Territory education authorities to train adult literacy providers
as an urgent priority, (paragraph 5.45)
Recommendation 4
the Commonwealth Government encourage business and employer associations to
programs in the workplace; (paragraph 5.8)
Recommendation 5
the Commonwealth Government fund community literacy programs on a three
yearly basis; (paragraph 5.20)

vin

Recommendation 6

such a campaign to use prominent and popular Australians; (paragraph 3.15)
Recommendation 7

agencies; (paragraph 5.50)
Recommendation 8

with low literacy skills participating in their courses; (paragraph 3.7)
Recommendation 9
the National Training Board in ratifying competency standards developed by
industry ensure that appropriate literacy standards are included; (paragraph 5.28)
Recommendation 10

Taxation Office be directed to literacy programs in the workplace; (paragraph 5.37)

IX

Recommendation 11

workplace, (paragraph 5.14)
Recommendation 12

Australian commercial law; (paragraph 5.17)
Recommendation 13
the Commonwealth Government review the eligibility requirements of existing
irrespective of their participation in previous programs; (paragraph 4.24)
Recommendation 14
to enable applicants for citizenship to fulfil their obligations under the Australian
Citizenship Act, the Minister for Immigration make adequate basic English courses
available; (paragraph 4.22)
Recommendation 15
the Commonwealth Minister for Justice negotiate with State Ministers responsible
to establish literacy programs as a part of their basic education courses within all

(paragraph 3.18)

Recommendation 16

Recommendation 17

iv I I

In.

authorities provide increased allocation of resources to enable the diagnosis of, and
response to, children identified as "at risk" with literacy. These resources should
remedial teacher support; (paragraph 4.14)
Recommendation 18

school should be Eterate. (paragraph 4.35)
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1.1

On 23 May 1990 the Minister for Employment, Education and Training

requested the Committee to inquire into Literacy Needs in the Workplace. On
31 May 1990 the Committee agreed to accept the inquiry with the following terms
of reference:
the impact of low standards of literacy on productivity, safety, self-esteem and
skills improvement in the workplace;
the extent and effectiveness of existing literacy programs; and
the need for long term support.
The Committee appointed a Subcommittee chaired by Mrs Carolyn Jakobsen MP to
conduct the inquiry.

1.2

The inquiry was advertised in all States and Territories in major metropolitan

and regional newspapers. Interested individuals, organisations and industries were
invited to make submissions as were government departments, members of the
House of Representatives and Senators.

The Committee received over 100

submissions and a number of exhibits to the inquiry. A list of these is included at
Appendix B and Appendix C.

1.3

Public hearings were held in various locations across Australia. Witnesses

who were invited to give evidence before the Committee represented a range of
views. They included individuals, representatives from State Governments, the
Commonwealth Department of Employment, Education and Training, tertiary
institutions, industry (employers and unions), education providers and community
organisations.

The schedule of public hearings and witnesses is included at

Appendix D.
1.4

Inspections were also conducted during the course of the inquiry.

The

Committee visited workplace education centres in a number of locations and spoke
to adult literacy and English language students, teachers involved in workplace basic
education programs and industry representatives.

Details of inspections are

included at Appendix E.

1.5

International Literacy Year has focussed attention on the literacy deficiencies

of a significant number of Australians.
1.6

The Committee reviewed information on the extent of the problem across

various groups and workplaces. The needs of English speaking background and
non-English speaking background workers and the types of programs required to
assist them were investigated.
1.7

A common concern expressed in many submissions and by witnesses to the

inquiry was that there is a need to identify the causes of low literacy as well as
treating the symptoms. Although the terms of reference for the inquiry did not
require the Committee to examine possible causes, considerable evidence was taken
on this aspect of the issue. Whether the problem is one that is imported through
immigration, is linked to an individual's background, is perpetuated by our school
system or results from the demands of an increasingly technological workplace, were
issues that were investigated during the inquiry.

1.8

The impact of inadequate literacy on the individual was examined, not only

in terms of lost opportunity in the workplace and the effects on workplace safety but
also in terms of its social and personal costs.
1.9

The economic costs of poor literacy and English language skills cannot be

ignored. Evidence received from a number of workplaces established a clear link
between the improvement in workers' Hteracy skills and an improvement in
productivity.
1.10

The question of responsibility for workforce education was considered during

the inquiry. Evidence was received from around Australia highlighting the unequal
distribution of resources and development within the different States and Territories
in providing for the literacy and English language needs of workers and those
seeking to enter the workforce.
1.11

The Committee was concerned to see that social justice was being achieved

and to ensure that access for those most in need of literacy programs was available.
1.12

The role of governments, educational providers, employers and unions in the

development of policy and support frameworks for basic education in the workplace
was examined.

2.1

Changed international economic conditions have highlighted the need for

structural adjustment in the economy particularly in the manufacturing and services
sectors. It is essential for enterprises to be more involved in skilling their workforce.
The current emphasis on award restructuring is in part, a recognition of the need
to restructure skills and production methods. There is now general agreement that
Australia needs a more flexible and highly skilled workforce capable of maximising
its productivity producing quality goods and innovatively exploiting both new
technologies and market opportunities.1 In the drive to achieve these results it has
become apparent that poor literacy, numeracy and English language skills of a
significant number of adults and youth is an impediment to this occurring.

2.2

The Committee recognises that there are Australians who do not possess the

basic skills of reading and writing their own names and addresses. In our modern
society even this ability can no longer be considered to be an adequate level of
literacy. The ability to fill in forms and understand reading material specific to the
workplace is essential but to define literacy in terms of vocational competencies
alone is a short term approach to the problem which will not necessarily meet the
long term needs of the individual or society.
2.3

In the first national survey of adult literacy, conducted in 1989, it was found

that it was not possible to identify an upper or lower level by which a person's
literacy standard could be defined. Different kinds of literacy are required of adults

National Board of Employment, Education and Training, Industry Training in Australia: The Need
for Change, Interim Report on consultations by the Employment and Skills Formation Council, AGPS,
Canberra, May 1989, p.7.
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and these will vary in complexity depending on the situation in which they find
themselves.2
2.4

The definition of Hteracy adopted for this report is the official one presented

by the National Consultative Council for International Literacy Year:

Literacy involves the integration of listening, speaking, reading,
writing and critical thinking; it incorporates numeracy. It includes the
cultural knowledge which enables a speaker, writer or reader to
recognise and use language appropriate to different social situations.

For an advanced technological society such as Australia, our goal must be an active
literacy which allows people to use language to enhance their capacity to think,
create and question, which helps them to participate effectively in society.
2.5

This definition:
allow us to think in terms of degrees of Hteracy;
not focus on illiteracy as an individual problem; and
incorporates a cultural dimension; a factor of particular importance in
a multicultural workforce.3

2.6

A survey of the reading ability of adult Australians conducted in Sydney in

1977 found that of the representative sample of people interviewed 56 per cent from
non-English

speaking countries

were functionally

illiterate

compared

approximately 4 per cent of people whose first language was English.

to

4

R. Wickert, No Single Measure: A Survey of Australian Adult Literacy, Department of Employment,
Education and Training, Canberra, 1989, p.5.
Building Workers' Industrial Union of Australia Submission, Section 1.
Judith Goyen, 'Reading ability of Australian Adults' Current Affairs Bulletin, January 1985, p.22.

2.7

The 1989 national survey sampled 1500 people aged 18 and over, across

Australian states and the ACT using three main dimensions that included items of
varying degrees of difficulty. These dimensions consisted of:
document literacy: identifying and using information from maps,
telephone book (yellow pages), memos, timetables;
prose literacy: interpreting prose read in books and newspaper articles; and
quantitative literacy: interpreting the information contained in
such items as a menu or flight schedule and applying numerical
operations.5
2.8

This study indicates that between 10 per cent and 20 per cent of the adult

population is functionally illiterate.6
2.9

Poor literacy skills have traditionally been associated with migrant workers

whose first language is not English but the research has shown that a significant
number of native English speakers experience difficulty (on various levels) with
print material.
2.10

Of particular concern is the numbers of people who had difficulty with prose

literacy involving technology related issues. Table 2.1 shows a comparison of nonEnglish speaking background and English speaking background people who were
able to correctly complete tasks tested in the national survey. The tasks included
items at the rudimentary, basic, intermediate, adept and advanced levels. Differences
were apparent between the two groups, with a higher percentage of English
speaking people getting items correct on all but one item.

However literacy

difficulties were experienced by a significant number of English speaking background
people particularly on the more difficult prose items and on the tasks requiring the
ability to apply numerical operations.

0

Wickert, pp.3-5.
Functional literacy enables a person to meet the normal written and oral communication
requirements of society.

ESB
sample

NESB
sample

Difference

Bankcard - sign name

98

96

-2

Licence - circle expiry date
Medicine label - instructions

97

91

-6

55

52

-3

Deposit slip - enter date

99

98

-1

Map - locate intersection

97

93

-4

Yellow Pages - find tel.no

92

88

-4

Deposit slip - cheque entry

96

94

-2

Deposit slip - cash entry

88

74

-14

Pay slip - gross pay to date

85

71

-14

Yellow Pages - find heading

75

64

-11

Document Items

Paint Chart - identify use

75

64

-11

Charge account - write cheque

72

50

-22

Job application form - past details

69

48

-21

Paint chart - identify product

62

53

-9

Swimmer - age

92

90

-2

Swimmer - food

84

79

-6

Technology - what Aus.did

55

35

-20

Technology - issues

32

26

-6

Deposit slip - total

84

77

-7

Menu charge

71

60

-11

Record of financial transactions

66

47

-9

Prose (Newsoaoer) Items

Quantitative Items

Flight schedule - from Sydney

59

59

0

Flight schedule - from Brisbane

55

45

-10

Menu - 10% surcharge

51

43

-8

(Source: Wickert 1989, p.30)

2.11

Canadian research indicates that between 10 and 15 per cent of the

population may be affected by learning disability. There is no reason to suppose
that a similar situation does not exist in Australia. A learning disability in an adult
may not be as obvious as it is in a child. Often the blame is placed on poor school
attendance, illness and family movement. The most common forms of learning
disability in adults involve reading, spelling and handwriting difficulties.7
2.12

A Brisbane study involving 1929 remedial students in 72 state primary

schools showed that approximately 25 per cent of parents of children in remedial
programs had admitted or were suspected of having literacy difficulties. Within
those families, the study claims, there appears to be a lack of a role model in reading
and little encouragement for children to develop appropriate literacy skills. The
study provided a strong connection between the influence of the parents on children
learning to read.8

2.13

Workers with inadequate literacy, numeracy and language skills have been

identified in a wide cross section of industries and workplaces. While the full extent
of the problem is not known the available evidence demonstrates that it is an issue
of serious concern.
2.14 An examination of language skills conducted by the Adult Migrant Education
Service in an operating department of a BHP steel plant found that of the people
from non-English speaking backgrounds tested, 90 per cent were experiencing
difficulty with writing tasks and 67 per cent had reading difficulty. The audit also
showed that 30 per cent of English speaking background people were experiencing
reading and writing problems that could restrict their efficiency.9

7

Australian Federation of SPELD (AUSPELD) Submission, pp.2-3.
North Brisbane Adult Literacy Centre Incorporated, Parents and Children - is There a Literacy
Lin k? February 1990.
9
BHP Submission, p.3.

2.15

The National Food Industry Training Council, for instance, believes that 50

to 80 per cent of workers in food and beverage manufacturing, are functionally
illiterate.

Seventy per cent of workers at the State Transport Authority had

difficulties in writing an accident report, taking a phone message or filling out a
form for worker's compensation. In NSW State Rail it was found that 40 per cent
of non-English speaking background workers could not speak English, 61 per cent
had significant reading difficulty and 72 per cent had writing problems.1"
2.16

During inspections conducted in Melbourne Committee members held talks

with representatives of Holden's Engine Company.

This company has a high

proportion of employees from non-English speaking communities. A survey of the
language abilities and needs of non-English speaking background employees found
that 54 per cent of those interviewed did not have survival English and 84 per cent
would have difficulty coping with the written requirements of re-training programs.
2.17

Comments were received from the Department of Defence on the literacy

levels of personnel within the various defence areas. Although applicants for each
of the Services are screened for literacy and numeracy skills it has been found that
some remedial literacy action is needed for people in particular areas of Defence.
For instance, staff at Army training schools have found that some of their trainees
have required remedial training in spelling, writing grammatically and in
comprehending written instructions. It has been found that 60 per cent of cadets
have needed remedial assistance as an additional program to the main English
Communication Program.

n

2.18 At Hobart Technical College records kept over the last twelve years have
shown that between 25 and 35 per cent of TAFE trade students have inadequate
technical reading comprehension skills to cope with manuals and course texts while

Social Change Media in association with the Trade Union Training Authority, An Equal Chance,
Literacy in Your Workplace, A Union Brief, International Literacy Year Secretariat, Department of
Employment, Education and Training, Canberra, 1990.
Department of Defence Submission, p,2.
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a further 25 per cent have limited ability to identify key points from technical
articles and to organise this material for their own study.12
2.19

In 1990 Newport TAFE (Victoria) found that out of 288 apprentices tested 21

had literacy difficulties requiring a change in teaching strategies while 6 had
deficiencies severe enough to require extra tuition on an individual basis. It was
also found that out of 192 apprentices tested in numeracy, 81 had some difficulty
with all or part of the requirements of their course. Steps have been taken at the
College to provide the tuition needed to bring these students up to an acceptable
standard. The College recommends that all entrants to training programs be
required to meet specific standards, with testing being used to determine the entry
level.
2.20

i3

There is sufficient evidence available to indicate the need for the provision of

literacy programs within TAFE Colleges for those students who are experiencing
difficulty with technical materials. There is also a need for bridging programs in
literacy and numeracy where funding is not dependent on non-recurrent funds.
2.21

The national survey on adult literacy referred to previously did not include

Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders. Data on the level of literacy skills of
Aboriginal people is limited. However, it appears that a serious problem exists
across all age groups.14 Given that surveys have indicated that many Aboriginal
people have never attended school and that some children in remote areas have no
access to education at all, the lack of literacy skills amongst this group of
Australians is likely to be extensive.
2.22

At Canning Vale Prison (Western Australia) discussions were held with staff

and prisoners about the dimensions of the literacy problem. Prisoners in Western

Hobart Technical College Submission, p.5.
Newport College of TAFE Submission, pp. 1-2.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission comments, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs
Submission.
13
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Australia with sentences longer than six months are screened for literacy at the
beginning of their sentence. The information provided in Table 2.2 summarises the
findings of the literacy screening covering the period from November 1989 to June

2.23

The information contained in this table supports other estimates received by

the Committee and the general belief that a significant literacy problem exists
among prisoners.

Aboriginal

non-Aboriginal

Total

Proficient

13(17%)

88(37%)

101(32%)

Assistance Needed

44(59%)

141(59%)

185(59%)

Major Literacy Need

18(24%)

11(4%)

29(9%)

TOTAL

75

Profile Distribution

240

315

(Source :W.A. Corrective Services)
2.24

In New South Wales it is estimated that approximately 80 per cent of

prisoners have literacy problems. Prison industries require workers to have the same
skills as other industries. Prisoners need to be able to read instructions, warning
signs and communicate in writing.15
2.25

Many reports have pointed to poor literacy skills impeding progress in awai'd

restructuring and the need for action to be taken to combat illiteracy. The

full

extent of the literacy problem in Australia is still emerging. However, it is already
a matter of considerable consequence and concern and must be addressed.

J

NSW Corrective Services Division Submission, p.l.
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3.1

It is not always possible to determine the cost of inadequate literacy skills in

quantitative terms. However there is little doubt that such cost impacts appreciably
on several levels. There is the personal cost to the individual where the lack of
adequate literacy skills largely prevents those affected from functioning to their
fullest potential; there is the cost to the community in terms of support needed to
compensate, accommodate or educate the adult concerned; and there is the cost in
terms of lost productivity and the negative resultant effect on the economy.

Sometimes you think of ending it all by killing yourself but you would
have to leave a note so you go on in fear.1G

3.2

The difficulties experienced by people who are unable to achieve their true

potential because of poor literacy skills are often hard for more literate people to
appreciate. Literacy skills are needed in every aspect of daily life. People who
endure literacy deficiencies often live in fear that their problem will be discovered
and used against them. Considerable emotional and mental energy is used in
protecting their secret.17

Adult literacy student
17

Gribble and Grant Submission, Attachment p.257,
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3.3

Employees who have sought help through TAFE have identified a number of

areas where they encounter difficulties. Many display a lack of self-confidence and
self-esteem which makes them hesitant to approach study at a formal institution18.
Most of these workers believe that they lack the ability to do anything but jobs
involving tasks with which they are familiar. Accordingly, they tend to stay in the
one job, resisting any changes in their work routine.
3.4

In the experience of one witness, lack of literacy skills was a definite barrier

to negotiating with others. Following his adult education program to improve his
literacy skills he stated:
Five years ago I got into the trade union movement. I was elected as shop
steward and safety and health representative ... I never knew there were so
many rules and regulations ... The rank and file would come and ask me what
the award conditions were, this, that and the other, and every five minutes
I would be on the telephone to my particular union asking how to determine
the award. It was clearly written down, but I could not understand it ... I
caused a fair few industrial problems because I would have negotiations with
particular employees or site managers, and my attitude was just to storm out
and go home on strike. The climate today is that the industrial relations have
completely changed. You sit down and talk about it.19

3.5

Staff of the Australian Trade Union Training Authority have observed

inadequate literacy skills in people with whom they have contact. Many of these
people hold honorary union positions which necessitate their involvement in
workplace industrial relations.20 While Authority staff have provided advice on
available resources for people wishing to improve their literacy skills the Committee
believes that the Trade Union Training Authority should accept more responsibility
for improving the literacy and numeracy skills of workers.

18
19

Department of Employment and Training and TAFE - WA Government Submission.
Green Evidence, pp.59-60.
Department of Industrial Relations Submission, p.10.
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3.6

There is evidence to show that literacy deficiencies are a definite barrier to

people participating in consultative processes. The Trade Union Training Authority
has a major role to play in the training of people in these processes.
3.7

The Committee recommends that:
the Commonwealth Minister for Industrial Relations ensure that the

3.8

Although there is limited data available on literacy levels of the unemployed,

that which is available shows a significant number have poor literacy skills. Lack
of literacy and numeracy skills is a real barrier to the prospects of people attempting
to re-enter the workforce and limit the opportunities for training or retraining which
would assist in re-entry. The low self-esteem of those concerned, combined with poor
job-search abilities in the context of a restricted job market, results in severe
disadvantage and reinforces the poverty cycle.
3.9

The Committee recommends that:
the Department of Employment, Education and Training as a part of the
Active Employment Strategy, for people entering or re-entering the
workforce, focus on the literacy needs of participants by ensuring that there
are sufficient Hteracy modules and courses available.

3.10

There is evidence to indicate that many job applicants with low levels of

literacy and numeracy are prevented from obtaining positions for which they possess
adequate skills. This is because applicants are screened through a testing process
and employers use a variety of tests such as past education and qualifications,
clerical and typing trials, interviews, and specific literacy and numeracy assessments.
The tests rarely objectively measure the applicant's literacy ability against specific

15

work criteria.21
3.11

In 1991 Australia the labour market no longer offers the same opportunities

for unskilled work as it once did for those people who are illiterate. Jobs for people
with poor literacy and numeracy skills are diminishing in number, however the
Committee believes that there should be a recognition by employers that literacy
ability should match the requirements of the job.
3.12

The Committee endorses the Australian Council for Adult Literacy

recommendation that employers, unions and education providers work together to
clearly identify the requirements of the job to guarantee objective and relevant
assessment of skills.22
3.13

Changes in the demands of the workplace may further contribute to the

concern felt by many of those affected by poor literacy and numeracy skills. In one
submission it was observed that a literacy student who had been in his job for many
years found that his skills were no longer adequate. As a result of the pressure he
is now under to improve his skills he is receiving medical attention for severe
depression.23 Although a direct link between literacy and self-esteem was not easy
to quantify, examples were cited where people had avoided change, promotions,
undervalued their contribution to the industry and were reluctant to participate in
any training where demands for reading and writing could occur.24

3.14

Another of the barriers to people admitting that they have a problem and

consequently seeking help is the misconception that the person must be "dumb" if
he or she cannot read or write. Unfortunately many people who have low levels of
literacy have such low self-esteem that they tend to believe this themselves. The
Committee believes that continued effort to break down the myths surrounding
P.Long, Literacy for Productivity, A Report for the Australian Council for Adult Literacy, Network
Australia, 1989, p.71.
Australian Council for Adult Literacy Submission, Recommendation 19.
Queensland Council for Adult Literacy Submission, p.4.
Goulburn Valley Community College Submission, pp.2-3.
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illiteracy is needed at national, state and local levels, as it is obvious that such
people possess a variety of important skills and practical expertise which are
valuable to their employers, the community, the economy and themselves.
3.15

Promotional activities must continue past International Literacy Year.

Accordingly the Committee recommends that:

Broadcasters and the Federation of Australian Commercial Television
Stations, through their members, to undertake a community service

such a campaign to use prominent and popular Australians.
3.16

There is sufficient evidence, from within Australia and overseas, to establish

a link between illiteracy, poor education and people in gaol. A disproportionate
number of prisoners have literacy problems. Those with literacy problems have a
high rate of re-offending.

Literacy should be a basic right; prisoners who are

illiterate at the beginning of a prison term must be provided with every opportunity
to become literate before leaving prison.25
3.17

Low literacy skills involve high costs to the community and to the individual.

The Committee believes that an improvement in literacy skills has a positive flow-on
to rehabilitation and employment prospects for prisoners on completion of their
term. As prisoners cannot access programs provided for the community it is essential
that they are given the opportunity to improve their literacy and numeracy skills
while in prison. Adult literacy educators in the United States however, have
questioned the value of mandatory prison programs. They point out that effective
learning is reduced if there is no motivation and if the person involved does not feel
Eileen Byrne, Unlocking Minds:From Retribution to Rehabilitation, A Review of Prisoner
Education in Queensland, Department of Education, University of Queensland, 1990, pp.20-21.
17

it is relevant.26

Literacy and numeracy programs in prisons must be provided.

These programs must be relevant to the needs of prisoners and provide the
incentives needed for inmates to participate.
3.18

The Committee recommends that:

3.19

Examples provided to the Committee relating to the costs and impact of low

literacy in the workplace included:
worker safety (such as inability to heed warning signs or handle
dangerous chemicals);
inability to follow written directions;
possible damage to equipment where the employee cannot read the operating
instructions;
additional time required to give instructions and provide clarification;
comprehension gaps;
communication difficulties requiring additional use of supervisory time;
difficulty in working as a part of a team;

9fi

R.Hartley, The Social Costs of Inadequate Literacy, A Report for the International Literacy Year,
AGPS, Canberra, 1989, p.41.
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wasted training provision for those who are unable to comprehend
technical materials and resultant cost of remedial programs;
lost opportunities for promotion;
less potential for understanding information relating to innovations and
technology;
costly mistakes if employees misunderstand instructions; and
inability to access further training.
3.20

In some situations where employees have been promoted to supervisory

positions based on prior knowledge, a lack of communication skills has created
difficulties in negotiations with subordinates and management. Workers who have
refused

promotion due to poor literacy skills represent a considerable

underutilisation of experience and expertise. For workers who have a grievance a
requirement may be to report the complaint in writing. Under these circumstances,
for those with inadequate writing skills no action would be taken no matter how
legitimate the complaint.27

Poor writing skills will prevent these people from

participating in employee suggestion programs and formalised safety programs.

3.21

Telecom believes that poor supervisory practice could possibly be linked to low

literacy skills. Where an employee has had a history of inadequate performance on
the job or unacceptable behaviour there may be no supporting evidence on file.
Performance reports may have been ticked as satisfactory only because the
supervisor has lacked the ability to write the comprehensive comments needed if an
unsatisfactory performance is recorded.28
3.22

Workers with low literacy skills who are injured during the course of their

employment face specific problems. To be rehabilitated an injured worker needs to
be able to meet certain requirements of the Work Care procedure.
requirements

These

usually involve reading, comprehending and responding to

Bandiana Logistic Group Submission, p.2.
Telecom Submission, p.2.

instructions. The illiterate person is thus doubly handicapped by injury and by lack
of literacy skills.29

This country can't afford to have one million adults unable to perform fairly
basic tasks ... it's a question of economic common sense.30

3.23

No studies in Australia have yet provided an accurate assessment of the cost

to the country incurred as a result of poor English language skills and inadequate
literacy. It has been estimated that a lack of English language skills alone could be
costing Australia at least $3.2 billion a year in extra communication time needed in
the workplace. It was noted that this is a conservative estimate and that the figure
would be considerably higher if it took into account the costs of industrial safety,
poor product quality, limited job mobility and flexibility, and high turnover of
staff.31 It has been claimed that considering the numbers of people involved (over
one million) this figure could be closer to $6.5 billion in lost production time.32

3.24

Calculations by the Australian Bureau of Statistics using data from the

Labour Costs Survey found that workers' compensation costs exceeded $3 billion in
1986-87 and 1987-88. If a person is unable to read or comprehend warning signs or
health and safety instructions in the workplace he or she faces a much greater risk
of injury or death than someone who has adequate literacy skills for the job.33
3.25

Low levels of literacy directly influence productivity in several ways. The

production cycle is- increased because employees have difficulty in understanding
written instructions. They are unable to complete production reports or

29

Vickers Submission, p.2.
His Excellency Bill Hayden, Governor General of Australia, February, 1990
31
S.Singh, 'The Hidden Costs of Illiteracy', Business Review Weekly, June 1989.
•>2 Australian Council for Adult Literacy Submission, p-6.
Department of Industrial Relations Submission,
n, p.2.
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