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1. Motivation 
1.1 Province of Noord-Brabant

Cubiss carries out various activities under the direction of 
the Province of Noord-Brabant. First of all, Cubiss executes 
projects related to the statutory provincial tasks in the field of 
library innovation and the interlibrary loan system. Secondly, 
Cubiss executes projects as part of the additional multian-
nual provincial commission Taal en Media (‘Language and 
media’) that it was assigned in 2017. 

The project Versterken taalvaardigheid (‘Improvement of 
language skills’) is part of this additional commission. 
Within this project Cubiss contributes to preventing and 
combating illiteracy and delays in language development. 
Besides contributing to the further extension and consolida-
tion of the (language) networks in Brabant there is a special 
focus on employability, people who are new to Brabant (e.g. 
refugees and migrant workers) and activities aimed at 
children with weak language skills (specifically activities 
that are not linked to school).

1.2 Employability, essential skills 
and Literacy Houses 

As stated above, the province of Noord-Brabant has 
commissioned Cubiss to place special emphasis on 
the importance of (the improvement of) essential skills 
in the workplace as well as the essential role employers 
can (and should) assume in prioritising this topic. 

Over 50% of the people in the Netherlands with low essential 
skills are employed. Consequently, employers are a very 
important partner in the improvement of essential skills. 
They can help in finding and - even more importantly - 
reaching the target group. In addition, they can play an active 
role in the improvement of their employees’ essential skills. 
At present, employers are hardly ever involved in our 
Literacy Houses approach. This case study looks into 
ways in which we can actively include employers in our 
approach both within the regional/local networks as well 
as the Literacy Houses.

Another perspective concerning employability and 
essential skills involves the effect the improvement of a 
person’s essential skills can have on his or her ability to 
find a suitable and fulfilling job. This case study, therefore, 
also looks into ways in which the Literacy Houses and 
local/regional networks in which they operate can play 
a part in this development.

Cubiss
Cubiss is a Dutch organisation that advises and sup-
ports organisations and networks that are faced with 
issues related to reading, learning and information ser-
vices. Think of educational institutions such as schools, 
public sector organisations and libraries. It is Cubiss’ 
objective to make sure that everybody can successfully 
participate in our modern society.

Cubiss achieves this through structural partnerships, 
research, training, events, products and publications. 
A large diversity in knowledge and experience, effective 
collaborations and good client contact all contribute to 
the desired end result: lifelong learning!
• Adult education: Cubiss wants all citizens to be able 
to actively take part in society. Cubiss looks for 
effective and appealing ways to work together with 
Literacy Houses, libraries and other partners in the
 social domain in order to improve the essential 
skills of the people in Brabant. 
• Digital literacy: Cubiss wants all children to be able
to actively, critically and consciously take part in our 
society. This requires a certain level of digital literacy. 
Cubiss advises schools and libraries about how they 
can incorporate digital literacy in their vision 
and policies. 
• Language and reading development: every child 
should be a reader! This is a joint challenge for Cubiss, 
libraries, schools and childcare organisations. Cubiss 
advises on the joy of reading, develops products, makes 
connections and supports organisations that focus on 
lifelong learning. 
• Organisation and innovation: Cubiss intends to
 improve the innovative power or libraries and other 
organisations in the field of reading, learning and 
information services. This is always done in 
cooperation with partners. Cubiss stimulates 
entrepreneurship and develops products and services. 

¹ See chapter 2 and appendix I for further information concerning 
essential skills and Literacy Houses. 

¹
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2. Essential skills, employability 
and work performance

This chapter, in which several definitions and classifications 
of skills will be discussed, provides the theoretical frame-
work for this case study. Based on this theoretical framework 
several research questions are formulated that form the basis 
for the rest of the case study.  

2.1 Definitions

Essential skills
Essential skills are the skills needed for life, learning and 
work. They provide the foundation for learning all other skills 
and enable people to evolve with their jobs and adapt to 
workplace change. Essential skills include the basic skills 
associated with literacy, numeracy and digital skills but goes 
beyond to also include thinking skills, oral communication, 
working with others and the skills associated with continuous 
learning. They provide the foundation for learning all other 
skills and enable people to better prepare for, get and keep a 
job, and adapt and succeed at work.

Essential skills are sometimes also referred to as so-called 
non-technical skills. These: 
• are essential to preparation for employment.
• are generic to the kinds of work and work organisation 
emerging in the range of occupations at entry levels within 
industry rather than being occupation- or industry-specific.
• equip individuals to participate effectively in a wide range 
of social settings including workplaces and adult life more 
generally.
• involve the application of knowledge and skill.
• are able to be learned.
• are amenable to credible assessment.

There are many different definitions of non-technical skills. 
However, the various definitions all seem to share six com-
mon elements:
• Basic/fundamental skills, such as literacy, using numbers, 
using technology.
• People-related skills, such as communication, interpersonal, 
team work, customer service skills.
• Conceptual/thinking skills, such as collecting and organi-
sing information, problem-solving, planning and organising, 
learning-to-learn skills, thinking innovatively and creatively, 
systems thinking.
• Personal skills and attributes, such as being responsible, 
resourceful, flexible, able to manage one’s own time, having 
self-esteem.
• Business skills, such as innovation skills, enterprise skills.
• Community skills, such as civic or citizenship knowledge 
and skills.

Skills and employability
When looking at skills and employability, a distinction that 
is often used by employment agencies and HR specialists 
is hard versus soft skills: 
• Hard skills: quantifiable, tangible skills that e.g. include 
technical skills. Hard skills include conducting research on 
the Internet, using a specific computer application or 
operating a specific piece of machinery or equipment.
• Soft skills: unquantifiable, intangible skills that are also 
known as ‘people skills’. Some examples of soft skills 
include having a positive attitude, communicating well, 
creative thinking, teamwork and problem solving.

hard skills soft skills

Figure 1: Hard vs. soft skills
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Both types of skills affect a person’s ability to gain and main-
tain employment and to make transitions between jobs and 
roles within the same organisation. It is all about having an 
effective mix of skills, attributes and attitudes in order to be 
employed and function successfully in required roles. Van der 
Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006, p. 453) state that employa-
bility refers to ‘the continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating 
of work through the optimal use of competences’.

The Institute for Employment Studies² uses the following 
distinction between skills: 
• Baseline skills such as essential skills and personal 
attributes (such as reliability and integrity).
• Intermediate skills such as occupational specific skills, 
generic or key skills (such as communication and problem 
solving) and key personal attributes (such as motivation and 
initiative).
• High level skills involving skills which help contribute to 
organisational performance (such as team working, 
self-management, commercial awareness, etc.).

Research shows that employability positively influences work 
performance3. The employer makes an effort to invest in 
employability and in turn the employee feels obliged to give 
something in return by delivering a better performance (de 
Cuyper & de Witte, 2011). Previous research has confirmed 
this theory. For example, Stoffers and Van der Heijden (2009) 
argued that stimulating and investing in employability is 
expected to contribute to organisational performance. 

• Core language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) skills.
• Core skills for work: a set of non-technical skills, 
   knowledge and understandings, which are grouped 
   under three clusters: 
 o Navigating the world of work:
    • Manage career and work life.
    • Work with roles, rights and protocols.
 o Interacting with others:
    • Communicate for work.
    • Connect and work with others.
    • Recognise and utilize diverse perspectives.
 o Getting the work done:
    • Plan and organise.
    • Make decisions.
    • Identify and solve problems.
    • Create and innovate.
    • Work in a digital world.
• Technical or discipline specific skills. 
• The context in which the skills are applied.

The majority of the skills mentioned in the framework are 
essential skills which clearly confirms their importance. 

 

4 ‘Core skills for work development framework’, Australian Government, Department of Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary 
Education and Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2013.

Core skills 
for work

Context

Work
Performance

Technical 
or

discipline 
specific 

Skills

LLN
Skills

Figure24: Core skills for work development framework

² Institute for employment studies, the Department for Education and Employment, Employability: developing a framework for policy analysis, report summary, 1998
³ ‘The influence of employability on employee performance and employee commitment and the effect of the type of contract on these relations’, Amarins Nonhebel, 
Bachelor Thesis Human Resource Management Tilburg University, 2016
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2.2 The increasing importance 
of essential skills

The importance of language, digital and other essential skills 
when looking for a job or suitable employees has increased 
over the last few years. The accelerating changes on the la-
bour market, the demand for higher skills and the penetration 
of digital technologies in all aspects of daily life give added 
urgency to the need to upskill people who have not mastered 
basic skills and have not gained a qualification to ensure their 
employability. 

Between 2002 and 2016 employment for low-qualified people 
in the EU declined by 10% 5  with less work available taken 
up by workers with low levels of education and training. The 
OECD’s Survey of Adults Skills (PIAAC Survey), shows that 
a poor skills supply severely limits people’s access to high 
quality and rewarding jobs. 

People without the right skills are more vulnerable to labour 
market change which calls for continued investments in 
education and training. What is needed is a labour force with 
higher adaptability and a higher level and variety of skills 
and competences. To ensure the best match of skills people 
should acquire a combination of essential skills alongside the 
specific skills needed for a job and then develop their skills 
further throughout life. 

The European Pillar of Social Rights6 acknowledges their right 
to lifelong learning as a way to acquire the skills necessary 
to participate fully in society and successfully manage work 
transitions.

2.3 Impact on the workplace 7

When employees lack essential skills it can impact their 
ability to:
• Understand safety and work instructions.
• Fill in forms.
• Understand labels.
• Understand figures/data.
• Read and/or write emails.
• Take part in courses or training sessions.
• Report and transfer information.
• Navigate the Internet.

It also has an effect on their confidence and self-esteem 
which can impact on engagement and participation in the 
workplace  (confidence to e.g. question, contribute, make 
suggestions, etc.).

Research has shown that adult learning - any learning that 
takes place after leaving formal initial education and training 
- brings considerable benefits for learners themselves, for 
employers and for the wider community. 

Benefits for learners
• Economic benefits: increased wages, higher incomes 
   and improved employability.
• Wellbeing benefit: improved general wellbeing, 
   life satisfaction, self-confidence and health.
• Social benefits: improved engagement in community 
   and civic activity.

Adult learning in the workplace is an accessible and attrac-
tive way for adults to maintain and update the knowledge 
and skills they need for life at work and at home. This, in turn, 
improves their lifelong employability. 

Low-skilled adults will likely benefit most from adult learning 
as they have often not been successful at school and may 
have negative prior experience with formal education and 
training. They benefit from additional training to re-engage 
with the labour market. Medium- and high-skilled individuals 
also benefit from adult learning in the workplace because 
the competences they require will change over time due to 
changes in work practices and as the speed (and quality) 
of their work improves. This means they will also need to 
develop continuously essentially reskilling or even upskilling 
themselves.
 

6 The Pillar of Social Rights is about delivering new and more effective rights for citizens, built upon 20 key principles.
7Promoting adult learning in the workplace, Final report of the ET 2020 Working Group 2016-2018 on Adult Learning’, European Union 2018.

5 Employment and Social Development in Europe, 2018, European Commission.
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Benefits for employers
• An increase in innovation and modernisation, performance   
  and economic competitiveness.
• A higher motivation of the workforce, more commitment 
  and a higher rate of staff retention.
• An increase in economic benefit due to reduced breakdown  
  rates, reduced costs due to mistakes and sick leave, fewer   
  incidents at work, an increase in productivity and a higher  
  customer retention and/or attraction.
• A better image.

Benefits for society
The OECD’s Survey of Adults Skills (PIAAC Survey) highligh-
ted the wider benefits of higher proficiency in essential skills 
for individual well-being and overall social cohesion. Positive 
correlations were found between proficiency in essential 
skills and health, beliefs about one’s impact on the politi-
cal process, trust in others and participation in volunteer or 
associative activities.8  

Cedefop research on the economic and social cost of 
low-skilled adults in the EU9  shows that apart from the 
employment consequences, low-skilled people may be more 
prone than others to social exclusion, poverty and crime, 
their participation in civic life is negligible, they tend to have 
low incomes and lower levels of health, well-being and life 
satisfaction. 

 

Confidence Employee involvement Work pressure and stress

Enthousiasm employees Sick leaveIndependence

Courage to ask questions Team spirit Faults and repairs

Pride and fun Effectiveness communication Complaints

Customer satisfaction Employee turnover

Employee satisfaction

Production

Personel development 

Opportunitie labout market

According to this Cedefop research, investment in upskilling 
and reskilling would translate into:
• Increased employability and higher earnings for individuals 
as well as higher productivity and economic growth for the 
economy as a whole.
• Productivity and growth in tax revenues and reduced costs 
to the public purse.
• Improved health, social and civic engagement, and lower 
involvement in criminal activities.
• Promoting trust, civic engagement, active citizenship and 
social inclusion.
• A more skilled and competent population which is able to 
generate and adopt new ideas that stimulate innovation and 
technological progress.

Figure 3: Benefits of adult learning

Benefits 
for employees

Benefits 
for employers

8 Skills Matter: Further results from the survey of adult skills, OECD Skills Studies, OECD (2016), Paris.

9 Investing in skills pays off: the economic and social cost of low-skilled adults in the EU, Research paper Cedefop, Luxembourg: Publications Office of the Euro-
pean Union, 2017.
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2.4 Research questions

In the Netherlands, almost 1,8 million people (working 
population, ages 16 to 65) struggle with essential skills 
like literacy and numeracy. 

Reaching adults with essential skills needs can be challen-
ging. However, 57% of adults in the Netherlands with low 
levels of essential skills are already in employment ¹ º. The 
workplace therefore offers an opportunity to reach individuals 
with provision to improve their literacy, numeracy, digital and 
financial skills. 

As a result, there is increased interest in answering the 
following questions ¹ ¹ : 
• How can workplace learning help the many adults who    
  struggle with essential skills like literacy and numeracy? 
• How can we turn every workplace into a learning-friendly   
  environment?
• How can we make high-quality workplace learning 
  available to everyone? ¹ ²

Literacy
272.971

Literacy and numeracy
1.060.379

1.333.350

1.779.848

Numeracy
446.498

Figure 4: Low literacy and low numeracy in the Netherlands (Algemene Rekenkamer, 2016)

Table 1: Top 10 sectors with a high percentage of low literacy 

Facility management, 
cleaning and landscape maintenance
Manufacture of clothing 
Manufacture of leather, 
leather goods and shoes
Manufacture of other goods
Wellness and other services; 
funeral industry
Agriculture and hunting 
Manufacture of basic metals 
Manufacture of cars and  trailers
Catering/hospitality
Manufacture of foodstuffs

1

2
3

4
5

6
7
8
9
10

50

29
27

24
22

17
16
15
15
15

53

33
30

25
22

18
17
17
17
16

1

2
3

4
5

6
7
8
9
10

Facility management, 
cleaning and landscape maintenance
Manufacture of clothing 
Manufacture of leather, 
leather goods and shoes
Manufacture of other goods
Wellness and other services; 
funeral industry
Agriculture and hunting 
Manufacture of basic metals 
Manufacture of cars and  trailers
Catering/hospitality
Manufacture of foodstuffs

LOW LITERACY ESTIMATED % LOW NUMERACY ESTIMATED %

¹ º Buisman, M. & Houtkoop, W. (2014). Laaggeletterdheid in kaart. ’s-Hertogenbosch/Utrecht: ECBO.
¹ ¹ Promoting adult learning in the workplace, Final report of the ET 2020 Working Group 2016-2018 on Adult Learning’, European Union 2018.
¹ ²  Research shows that often those who benefit most from workplace learning are those who already have a good level of education and skills and that there are  
fewer learning opportunities for those with lower levels of skills and employment.

In answering these questions, it is good to keep in mind that 
there are certain sectors with a relatively high percentage of 
low literacy and/or numeracy. 
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Jobseekers are another important target group. The per-
centages of low literacy and low numeracy are significantly 
higher amongst jobseekers than amongst people who are 
employed (respectively 16% versus 9% and 20% versus 10%).

Consequently, we should also answer the following question:
• How can we ensure that jobseekers with a potentially large 
distance to the labour market acquire the skills and 
competences they need to find employment?

In answering this question, we should keep the following 
information in mind.

This case study, which is one of the outcomes of the Eras-
mus+ KA2 Project ‘Paving the way for essential skills houses’, 
addresses these research questions from the perspective of 
the Literacy Houses and language networks in West-Brabant. 
In doing so it takes into account recent developments as well 
as inspiration from best practice across Europe.

16% 20%

Table 2: Low literacy and low numeracy amongst jobseekers

Figure 5: Low literacy and low numeracy amongst jobseekers

Short (< 12 months)
Long (≥ 12 months)
Short (< 12 months)
Long (≥ 12 months)
Short (< 12 months)
Long (≥ 12 months)

Very low (260 and >)
Very low (260 and >)
Slightly lower (275 - 285)
Slightly lower (275 - 285)
Very high (315 and >)
Much higher (300 - 315)

LOW

AVERAGE

HIGH

Very high (25% and >)
Very high (25% and >)
Slightly lower (5 - 8%)
Around the country average (8 - 11%)
Much lower (0 - 5%)
Much lower (0 - 5%)

Very low (260 and >)
Very low (260 and >)
Much lower (260 - 275)
Much lower (260 - 275)
Much higher (300 - 315)
Much higher (300 - 315)

Very high (25 % and >)
Very high (25 % and >)
Slightly higher (11 - 15%)
Slightly higher (11 - 15%)
Much lower (0 - 5%)
Slightly lower (5 - 8%)

EDUCATION 
LEVEL

UNEMPLOYMENT 
DURATION

LOW LITERACY LOW NUMERACY

Average score Average score% low literacy % low numeracy
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3. European inspiration 

In 2018 and 2019, three international work visits took place 
with a delegation consisting of representatives of all project 
partners as well as several associate partners¹³. During these 
work visits to Wales, Belgium and Norway, knowledge and 
experiences were exchanged about the influence of programs 
for the development of essential skills on the participation of 
adults (both socially and in relation to work). Projects, activi-
ties and organisations were visited with varying backgrounds: 
from educational institutes to companies and from govern-
ments to cultural or social institutes. 

This chapter looks into best practice from Wales, Belgium and 
Norway with a focus on employability. It is divided into three 
paragraphs:
• The role of the trade unions: we looked specifically at the 
driving force of the trade unions in Wales when it comes to 
adult learning in the workplace in order to see what possibili-
ties there are of also getting the Dutch trade unions involved 
in the realisation and implementation of adult learning in the 
workplace in the Netherlands.  
• Consistent and constant guidance, schooling and training in 
the workplace: our aim is to make adult learning in the work-
place a structural part of employers’ HR policies. We looked 
into how this is organised abroad and which aspects of these 
approaches are relevant and applicable to the situation in the 
Netherlands. 
• Assistance for people with a large distance to the labour 
market: Literacy Houses offer people the opportunity to 
develop themselves and to keep their knowledge updated. In 
doing so they contribute to labour force participation and the 
sustainable employability of personnel. We looked into ways 
in which the Literacy Houses can extend these services and 
how they can be made available to a wider public. 

3.1 The role of trade unions in Wales

Promoting education to working people has been at the heart 
of the trade union movement in the UK from its early pionee-
ring days. A range of initiatives to develop learning services 
within the trade union movement has evolved. Members now 
have access to a range of learning and skills opportunities 
as part of their membership of a trade union and issues 
around access to learning and skills have also been part of 
the collective bargaining that trade unions have undertaken in 
workplaces in the UK.

The trade union movement in the UK believes that the life 
chances of all people can be transformed through access to 
learning throughout their working lives. Such learning oppor-
tunities must be available to the entire workforce regardless 
of their employment status or educational background. Eve-
ryone should have fair and equal treatment to develop his or 
her potential free from discrimination. Learning and skills can 
best be delivered collectively in partnership with trade unions.

Wales TUC ¹4  (learning, employability and skills)
The Wales TUC works closely with the Government in Wales 
to deliver shared adult learning priorities. They organise 
learning campaigns all over Wales that widen participation in 
learning and encourage employer engagement. They help de-
velop and support union led workplace learning projects and, 
crucially, embed this work through collective bargaining. 

Wales Union Learning Fund (WULF) and Union 
Learning Representatives (ULRs)
Since 1999 unions in Wales have been able to apply for finan-
cial support from Welsh Government backed WULF.

¹³ Blenders, Learning & Work Institute Wales, Bergen Offentlige Bibliotek, de Nieuwe Veste, Curio, the Reading & Writing Foundation, Cubiss Brabant, 
    Municipality of Breda and representatives of the libraries and Literacy Houses in West-Brabant.

¹4 Trades Union Congress, an organisation which represents trade unions and to which most trade unions belong.
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WULF supports union learning projects to transform the lives 
of workers all over Wales. It helps members to explore learn-
ing, develop skills, achieve qualifications and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities within the workplace. It has helped 
hundreds of thousands of workers on their learning journey, 
with the support of over 1.200 dedicated ULRs. It is the job of 
ULRs in Wales to promote learning in the workplace, recruit 
and support learners and negotiate with their employers to 
improve the acquisition of skills and ensure equality of 
access for all workers.

WULF has supported 185 projects over 20 years supporting 
many thousands of workers back into learning. In that time 
it has engaged over a thousand employers and developed 
learning programs in over 2.000 workplaces all over Wales. 
The key factor of WULF success is the unique role that trade 
unions can play in embedding the best practice developed 
by the project by using collective bargaining. Unions can 
negotiate paid release for learners to attend courses. This 
overcomes significant barriers for the most hard to reach 
whilst ensuring far higher completion rates. WULF projects 
strengthen union engagement with employers through the 
establishment of joint workplace learning programs and the 
signing of learning agreements.

A recent evaluation undertaken by Welsh Government in 2018 
found that WULF projects are extremely effective at engaging 
the ‘hard to reach’. Nearly 4 out of 10 participants on TUC 
education courses left full time education with no qualifi-
cations. Afterwards 8 out of 10 felt confident to go on to do 
further learning. WULF projects are specifically aimed at wi-
dening access and ensuring equality of opportunity. Projects 
utilise the unique role of trade unions to negotiate access to 
learning often for the most vulnerable workers. WULF  effecti-
vely engages non-traditional learners in learning in a ‘suppor-
tive’ environment in their workplaces (Estyn15, 2009).

In Appendix II, some more information about the successful 
example of the ‘Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water Advocacy Model’ 
is included as well as some case studies involving learner 
experiences. These clearly show the impact adult learning in 
the workplace can have on a person’s life.

Fair Work Wales
In July 2018 the Fair Work Commission was appointed. 
This is an independent commission set up by the Welsh 
Government after longstanding demands from the Wales 
TUC and the trade union movement for Wales to become 
a fair work nation.

Fair work is where workers are fairly rewarded, heard and re-
presented, secure and able to progress in a healthy, inclusive 
environment where rights are respected. This includes the 
availability of high-quality workplace learning for everyone.

Six characteristics are identified within this definition. 
Tackling inequality and promoting equality and inclusion 
for all protected groups is integral to all six characteristics.
• Fair reward.
• Employee voice and collective representation.
• Security and flexibility.
• Opportunity for access, growth and progression.
• Safe, healthy and inclusive working environment.
• Legal rights respected and given substantive effect.

Ceri Williams, Wales TUC policy officer: “The commission 
was asked to analyse how work can be made fairer in Wales. 
Wales TUC provided evidence to the commission which 
then made forty recommendations which reflected our long 
established policy. (…) The report calls for employers in Wales 
to be fair work employers and the Welsh government to be 
pro-active in helping to bring this about. That means Welsh 
government taking steps to supporting trade unions in pro-
moting collective bargaining governing pay and everything to 
do with the workplace.”

Focus on enforcement
In order to make sure that employers are motivated to active-
ly execute and adhere to the fair work principle, the Fair Work 
Commission recommends several provisions. 
• They recommend that tailored First Work Wales standards 
are developed through a process of multi-stakeholder social 
dialogue. These should be reinforced through a form of 
accreditation.
• Public money should be provided only to organisations 
fulfilling, or working towards fulfilling the definition and 
characteristics of fair work (i.e. organisations meeting 
the Fair Work Wales standard).
• Welsh Government should implement a strategy to improve 
the effectiveness of existing rights enforcement in Wales and 
press the UK government for a stronger state inspection and 
enforcement regime with deterrent penalties.  

Lessons learned
Best practice in Wales shows that trade unions can play 
an important role in the realisation of adult learning in the 
workplace. In chapter 5 we will look into how the insights 
obtained during the work visit to Wales can be used to involve 
the Dutch trade unions in our approach. We will also look into 
what we can learn from the activities of the Fair work 
Commission in Wales.  

15 Estyn is led by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales and inspects quality and standards.
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3.2 Consistent and constant 
guidance, schooling and training 
in the workplace

National Skills Strategy Norway
In Norway, the government, the social partners and other 
important skills stakeholders launched a National Skills 
Strategy (2017-2021) to revitalise and further develop a 
coordinated skills policy ensuring a well-qualified work force. 
Adult learning in the workplace and upskilling of adults who 
are out of work due to skills shortages are important parts of 
the strategy. 

Enhance skills among adults with weak labour 
market attachment
A main objective is to ensure that as many adults as possible 
participate in the labour market but for various reasons many 
are left outside of the workforce. One reason is little formal 
education, poor basic skills and/or poor Norwegian skills. The 
basic skills include reading, writing, numeracy, digital skills 
and being able to express oneself orally.

Basic skills are the basis for acquiring more skills. There is a 
clear correlation between the level of basic skills and parti-
cipation in the labour market. In a society where more and 
more services are digitised it is also important that the entire 
adult population acquires digital skills.

Skills Plus Program 
The workplace is often the most suitable place for learning. 
SkillsPlus is a program directed towards developing basic 
competence for working life. Any enterprise in Norway - pri-
vate or public - can apply for funding. The aim of SkillsPlus is 
to give adults the opportunity to acquire the basic skills they 
need to keep up with the demands and changes in modern 
working life and civil society. Funding and participation have 
increased every year since the program was established in 
2006. The number of participants who have received training 
now exceeds 30.000.

For unskilled employees participating in training in basic 
skills that in the longer term is aimed at a craft or certificate 
may be a motivating factor. In companies with many em-
ployees with little education, it may be helpful to have people 
in the workplace who act as a driving force to encourage 
training. 

Folkeuniversitetet Bergen: Basic Job Skills Profiles
The Basic Job Skills Profiles are a tool meant to facilitate the 
design of basic skills courses tailored to the needs of each 
work place and individual learner. The profiles describe how 
reading, writing, numeracy, oral and digital skills are part of 
the work tasks in various occupations. The profiles are based 
on competence goals. Through the use of these profiles, 
employers can get an overview of the skills that need to be 
strengthened and workers can increase their awareness 
about their need for further training in literacy, numeracy, oral 
communication and digital competence. The profiles can be 
used to give:
• relevant training in basic skills in the SkillsPlus program.
• make language teaching work oriented.
• give a vocational aspect to the common core subjects in the 
VET (vocational education and training). 

The Goddeeris Academy Belgium
Goddeeris is a company that specialises in process and 
utility piping. It is in the process of developing a new way of 
working to make sure the company is ‘future-proof’. The idea 
is to work more in self-managed teams. Goddeeris has more 
than 100 employees and over 15 nationalities are represented 
in its workforce. Specialists are hard to find in Belgium so the 
company often has to look for them abroad. Sometimes peo-
ple come for a few months and sometimes they come with 
the intention to stay in Belgium.

At Goddeeris, they focus more on attitude and motivation 
than on certificates. The underlying thought is that exploring 
and problem-solving employees demonstrate the flexibility of 
dealing with change. All employees, from the cleaning lady to 
the CEO, are treated equally. The organisation’s whole mind-
set is based on equality and intrinsic motivation.

The academy mainly focuses on language and technical 
skills but also on digital skills and how to keep morale high 
and to coach a team. It is focused on helping and facilitating 
people to do their job.

Through constant guidance, (re)training and education at the 
Goddeeris Academy, the Goddeeris team can continuously 
grow and further develop itself and its talents. Goddeeris’ 
ultimate goal is become market leader with offices all over 
Europe. Their goals and motivation are thus not just socially 
but also economically driven. 
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The future
The Goddeeris Academy is developing a competency model 
in which an employee’s role is based on his skills and com-
petences and not on the function he originally entered the 
company in. It is also looking to cooperate with government 
education programs when it comes to retraining people who 
are looking for a new job. 

At present the Academy is only available to employees of 
Goddeeris, but in the long term other companies are expec-
ted to also join in. Goddeeris mainly works on a project basis 
which makes it easier to use various roles and to employ 
people based on their specific skills and competences. In 
most mainstream organisations this could prove to be more 
difficult which will be a consideration for other organisations 
that might want to join the Academy in future.

Lessons learned
Best practice from Norway and Belgium provides a lot of 
inspiration for the implementation of consistent and constant 
guidance, schooling and training in the workplace. In chapter 
5, we will look into how this inspiration can be incorporated in 
our current approach aimed at employers in West-Brabant.

3.3 Assistance for people with 
a large distance to the labour market

Kirkens Bymisjon
Kirkens Bymisjon, or the Church City Mission, is an inclusi-
ve, non-profit organisation that works in towns and cities 
across Norway amongst people who face challenges in life 
for various reasons. Their vision is that all people in the city 
experience respect, justice and care. As their slogan states, 
there is ‘room for everybody’. 

Kirkens Bymisjon has 1.800 full- and part-time employees 
and 4.500 volunteers. It is organised as twelve independent 
foundations across Norway and is present in over 40 towns 
and cities (at this moment they are still growing). Part of its 
mission statement says ‘in this work, it is important that both 
individuals and groups are given courage, authority and op-
portunity to bring about positive changes for themselves.’

One aspect of Kirkens Bymisjon’s work focuses on helping 
people with health and/or social issues towards the labour 
market. Their focus is on getting work experience in a safe 
environment. Think of making clothes out of leftover fabrics, 
wood work, catering or repairing bicycles. Supervisors try to 
equip people with the appropriate skills to enable them to 
stand on their own two feet ánd to prepare them for actual 
employment. 

Kirken Bymisjon gives people a safe place to go to, often as 
an alternative to substance abuse, prostitution and crime. 
They also get a daily structured routine that they before 
lacked. People are referred to Kirkens Bymisjon by social 
services. The municipality determines the duration of the 
state program but the supervisors also have a say in this.

Fretex
Fretex is a Norwegian organisation that is entirely owned by 
the Norwegian Salvation Army. NAV, the Norwegian Adminis-
tration for Labour and Welfare is its largest customer. Fretex 
aims at giving better choices to people in difficulties, e.g. 
people with health or substance abuse issues. It tries 
to achieve this ambition through four major activities: recy-
cling textile and paper, running second hand shops, offering 
vocational rehabilitation programs and qualifying people to 
competitive employment.

People get outplaced in ordinary work and receive support. 
Fretex offers various programs, each participant enters the 
program that best fits his or her needs. Participants get no 
training at Fretex, but at the place where they work.
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All Fretex programs follow the following three steps:
• Plan: determine a person’s career goals, perform motivatio-
nal activities, try out certain jobs by means of job placements.
• Match: find a job that matches the goals and preferences 
of a client (as well as a client that matches the goals of the 
company).
• Support: if clients are not supported after they start a job, 
they will often not be successful and relapse. 

Every year, more than 3.000 people participate in various 
vocational rehabilitation programs. Fretex is the first compa-
ny of its kind in Norway that offers a job guarantee relevant to 
each participant’s program during the qualification period.

Service Center Den Travoo
Service Center Den Travoo in Balen (Belgium) is a place 
where people meet, eat together, work together and train to-
gether (both formally and informally). It is a catalyst for social 
cohesion seeing as it e.g. offers services for local residents, 
people who need care, people who are lonely and pensioners. 
When it comes to workshops/training they focus on digital 
skills, literacy, numeracy, making a CV, how to apply for a job 
and how to talk to groups (assertiveness).

One of Den Travoo’s main objectives is to improve people’s 
employment opportunities. They mainly work with people 
who have no income, low skills or a disability or people who 
have been unemployed for a long time. They are generally re-
ferred to Den Travoo (sometimes as a condition for receiving 
welfare) but they can also come by on their own accord. 

The support Den Travoo offers is not meant to be long-term 
but more as a first step towards paid employment. People 
are encouraged to arrange things themselves (within their 
individual scope of capabilities), in order to empower them 
and improve their self-sufficiency. If they struggle help is, of 
course ,always available.

In order to optimally improve people’s chances of 
employment, Den Travoo offers:
• an extensive preliminary stage, during which there is 
attention for all aspects that influence a person’s situation.
• guidance in looking for interesting, relevant and suitable 
vacancies.
• training on work ethics and attitude (e.g. the importance 
of being on time and communicating effectively).
• general courses on making connections with other people 
(social contacts), assertiveness and self-sufficiency. 

Lessons learned
Best practice from Norway and Belgium provides a lot of 
inspiration for making the services of the Literacy Houses 
available to a wider public, including people with a large dis-
tance to the labour market. In chapter 5, we will look into how 
this inspiration can be incorporated in our current Literacy 
Houses approach. 

3.4 Overall conclusion

The organisations visited in Wales, Norway and Belgium 
provided a lot of food for thought. We were inspired by new 
approaches and ideas and obtained confirmation for our own 
assumptions about the importance of adult learning in the 
workplace.

In order to determine to which extent approaches used 
abroad can also be implemented in the Netherlands, it is 
important to gain insight into the current climate for adult 
learning and essential skills. This will be looked into in the 
next chapter. 
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4. A positive climate for adult 
learning in the workplace

4.1 Developments in Europe

New Skills Agenda for Europe ¹6
Skills are a pathway to employability and prosperity. With 
the right skills people are equipped for good-quality jobs 
and can fulfil their potential as confident, active citizens. In 
a fast-changing global economy skills will,to a great extent, 
determine competitiveness and the capacity to drive inno-
vation. They are a pull factor for investment and a catalyst in 
the virtuous cycle of job creation and growth. They are key to 
social cohesion.

Yet the situation in Europe calls for action. 70 million Europe-
ans lack adequate reading and writing skills and even more 
have poor numeracy and digital skills, putting them at risk of 
unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. Skills gaps and 
mismatches are striking. Many people work in jobs that do 
not match their talents. At the same time, 40% of European 
employers have difficulty finding people with the skills they 
need to grow an innovate.  

On 10 June 2016, the European Commission adopted the 
‘New Skills Agenda for Europe’, in which 10 actions were lau-
nched to make the right training, skills and support available 
to people in the EU. 

Council recommendation on Upskilling Pathways: 
New Opportunities for Adults¹7
As part of the Skills Agenda for Europe the ‘Council recom-
mendation on Upskilling Pathways: New Opportunities for 
Adults’ was adopted in December 2016. It sealed the com-
mitment of Member States to take action to address the 
high number of adults in the EU who have gaps in their basic 
skills preventing them from engaging in further education or 
training or progressing towards a qualification or better life 
and work changes. 

Through the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation Member 
States agreed to adopt a strategic and coordinated approach 
to providing joined-up learning opportunities to the EU’s 61 
million¹8  low-skilled adults. It aims to support adults with 
low levels of skills and qualifications to enhance their basic 
skills (literacy, numeracy and digital skills) and/or to acquire 
a broader set of skills by progressing towards higher qualifi-
cations. 

Growing importance
Adult skills are increasingly gaining in importance in the con-
text of the European Semester¹9, and given a stronger focus 
in national reform programs. The 2019 Annual Growth Survey 
²0 calls for stepping up efforts to provide access to upskilling 
for low-skilled adults, helping them to acquire labour market 
relevant qualifications.

4.2 Developments in the Netherlands

Long-term funding for approach to tackle low-literacy

Follow-up approach to low-literacy Tel mee met Taal 
(‘Count on skills’), 2020-2024 ²¹ 
Various Dutch ministries²² feel the urgency of working 
towards a higher skill level in the Netherlands. They are com-
mitted to a society in which everyone can participate: young 
and old, with a practical or theoretical education background, 
with a migration background or otherwise. Literacy, numeracy 
and digital skills are indispensable in today's society. Thanks 
in part to a structural addition of € 5 million per year included 
in the coalition agreement, the government will invest almost 
€ 125 million (€ 24.8 million per year) in measures to tackle 
low-literacy among adults as well as to encourage reading 
skills and language acquisition among children over the next 
five years. This sum is in addition to the structural budget for 
adult education received by municipalities (€ 60.4 million per 
year). As a result, a total of more than € 400 million will be 
spent through to 2024 on improving the skills of people who 
are currently missing out on opportunities to participate in 
Dutch society.

More focus on employers and learning in the workplace
Within the follow-up approach to low-literacy more focus 
will be on employers. An increasing number of employers are 
convinced that investments in employee skills pay for them-
selves. As a result, the employer-oriented approach of Tel 
mee met Taal will be shifted up a gear. The budget available 
for the employer-oriented approach, including co-funding 
of employee training courses, will be raised by more than 
€1 million a year to € 3 million annually. Moreover, steps are 
being taken to ensure that this budget can be deployed not 
only for literacy and numeracy skills but also to improve 
digital skills.

¹6 ‘A new skills agenda for Europe, Working together to strengthen human capital, employability and competitiveness’, European Commission, Brussels, June 2016
¹7 ‘Council recommendation on Upskilling Pathways: New opportunities for Adults; taking stock of implementation methods’, Commission Staff working document, 
European Commission, Brussels, 27-02-2019.
¹8 Eurostat, Labour Force Survey, 2018.
¹9 The European Semester (ES) is a multi-annual exchange/discussion between the European Commission and Member States to achieve the EU’s targets, both in   
terms of the Europe 2020 Strategy and of the Stability and Growth Pact.
 ²0 Annual Growth Survey 2019: for a stronger Europe in the face of global uncertainty, European Commission, Brussels, 21-11-2018.
²¹ ‘Samen aan de slag voor een vaardig Nederland: vervolgaanpak laaggeletterdheid 2020 - 2024’, Kamerbrief Ministeries OCW, VWS, SZW en BZK, March 2019
² ²  Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (OCW); Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport (VWS); Ministry for Social Affairs and Employment (SZW); Ministry for 
the Interior and Kingdom Relations (BZK).
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Advice SER²³ 
A large diversity of partners is needed to work together in or-
der to achieve the ambitious goals stated in the follow-up ap-
proach Tel mee met Taal. This includes employers who come 
into contact with people with low essential skills in various 
ways. According to SER²4 it is also up to them to make an 
important contribution to the improvement of essential skills. 
They can e.g. incorporate it in their HR policies which always 
requires customisation. It is also of great importance that 
employees with low essential skills receive the support and 
guidance that they need both from their employers and from 
their colleagues. Trade unions can also fulfil a prominent role 
by schooling executives in recognising and correctly referring 
people with low essential skills.

Taalakkoord werkgevers (‘Employer Language Agreements’)
Employers can contribute to the language skills of their 
employees by making it a topic of discussion and by schoo-
ling them. Joining the Taalakkoord werkgevers, a  growing  
movement  of  employers  that  have explicitly  stated  their  
commitment  to  better  skilled  employees can be a first step 
in the right direction. Employers who share the same ambiti-
on together focus on literacy and share their knowledge and 
experiences. This means employers do not have to discover 
everything for themselves. The regional training and employ-
ment helpdesks of the Leerwerkloketten (‘Employee Insu-
rance Agencies’) are available to answer questions, provide 
advice with respect to (funding for) training possibilities, 
refer people to the right parties and act as an overall sparring 
partner. Since 2016, 162 employers, 19 sectors and  
78  language  course  providers  have  joined the 
Taalakkoord werkgevers.

Available online programs
There are also several online programs people can use to 
improve their essential skills (either at home or in the work-
place). A selection of the most relevant online programs can 
be found on the website Bibliotheek en basisvaardigheden.  

Structural cooperation and a joining of forces
Seeing as employers are a relatively new partner for the local/
regional networks and because they require a rather diffe-
rent approach than many of the partners the networks have 
worked with in the past, it has taken quite some time to find a 
way in which to approach them.

It quite quickly became clear that this should always be a 
joint effort of various partners in the region. Consequent-
ly, several organisations in West-Brabant (as well as in the 
rest of the province of Noord-Brabant) have joined forces in 
so-called ‘employer teams’ to create awareness about the 
importance of essential skills in the workplace. In doing so 
they work together with local and regional networks in offe-
ring language, digital and other programs to actually improve 
the essential skills of workers. 

Logical partners within the employer teams are municipali-
ties, Literacy Houses, libraries, training organisations (such 
as regional training centres), the Leerwerkloketten and nati-
onal and provincial partners such as the Reading & Writing 
Foundation and Cubiss.

By joining forces in the employer teams and by working 
towards a common goal you  extensively widen your net-
work and can offer a broad and integrated range of products 
and services. Of course, these can - and should - always be 
tailored to the specific needs, wishes and requirements of the 
employer in question. 

Despite the fact that there is now a joint way of approaching 
employers it is not always easy to get an appointment with 
them. They have little time and this subject is hardly ever a 
priority for them. This is mainly due to the fact that employers 
are not always aware of the fact that essential skills is an 
issue that also affects them. 

² ³ SER: Sociaal-Economische Raad (‘Social-Ecnomic Council’). This is advisory body in which entrepreneurs, employees and independent experts work together to 
come to an agreement on important social-economic topics
²4 ‘Samen werken aan taal, een advies over laaggeletterdheid’, SER, April 2019
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5. Recommendations for 
Literacy Houses and the 
networks they operate in

Based on the information we gathered abroad and on the 
current developments in the Netherlands there are several re-
commendations we can make to the Literacy Houses and the 
(local/regional) networks they operate in from the perspective 
of employability.

5.1 Engage and activate 
the trade unions

Implementation of the Union Learning Reps approach 
in the Netherlands
The trade unions in the Netherlands are organised differently 
than in Wales but what are the possibilities of implementing 
(parts of) the Union Learning Reps approach in the Nether-
lands?

As it happens, the Union Learning Reps approach is not 
completely new to the Netherlands. In 2007, the FNV²5  was 
inspired by it and an attempt was made to implement it on a 
national level in the Netherlands. Unfortunately this attempt 
was unsuccessful. Instead a small initiative was devised for 
the metal industry. Soon similar projects followed at e.g. VDL, 
Albert Heijn, Philips and ING.

Due to various reasons the approach never took flight in the 
Netherlands as it did in Wales where Union Learning Reps 
now have statutory recognition. First of all, there was a lack 
of capacity to make the approach work. Secondly, the focus 
of various parties involved changed due to mergers, reorgani-
sations and strategic reorientations.

Interest in the approach has recently been boosted so there 
is new momentum. This is a result of the following develop-
ments: 
• the end of the financial crisis.
• a stabilisation of radical reforms within institutions that
  play an essential role in the approach.
• the establishment of the regional training and 
  employment helpdesks of the Leerwerkloketten.
• the increased attention for and focus on essential skills 
  and lifelong learning, especially due to increased 
  digitalisation in the workplace which makes it harder to    
  disguise a possible lack of essential skills.
• the fact that the provision of funding for education within   
  organisations does not seem to be enough. More is needed   
  and the Union Learning Reps could be the missing link. 

Why should trade unions be involved 
(and how to achieve this)? 
The involvement of the trade unions in the process of reali-
sing and implementing adult learning in the workplace can be 
mutually beneficial. The trade unions have access to many 
employers which significantly broadens the reach of the 
approach. Trade unions, in turn, have more to offer to their 
members. Given the challenges faced by trade unions in re-
taining members and influence this can be a strong incentive.

Other possible arguments to persuade the Dutch trade unions 
are the increasing focus on topics as the sustainable deploy-
ment of employees and corporate social responsibility. 

In addition to the trade unions several other parties can also 
be considered for the role of the Union Learning Reps. E.g. 
think of sector institutes, national funds for education and/or 
branch organisations. 

Trade unions as catalysts and advocates for adult learning in 
the workplace
Even if the Union Learning Reps approach is not applicable 
in the Netherlands we should take action to engage the trade 
unions and to get them to act as catalysts and ambassadors 
for adult learning in the workplace. 

Stricter enforcement of the Taalakkoord werkgevers 
In practice, adherence to the Taalakkoord werkgevers is not 
always actively reinforced. If an employer joins the agreement 
but does not comply with it in practice there are no conse-
quences. A lot can be learned from following the develop-
ments in Wales with respect to Fair Work. Should the Fair 
Work agenda in Wales be successful we can possibly incor-
porate some aspects of it in our CAO (collective agreements).

First steps
First contact has been made with the trade unions both nati-
onally (within the Tel mee met Taal program) and provincially 
(within the Cubiss provincial program for Noord-Brabant). 
1. We are working on creating awareness within the trade 
    unions (and their members) about the importance of 
    essential skills in the workplace and to make sure it 
    is included in their policy agenda. 
2. We are also researching how the 33 training and 
     employment helpdesks in the Netherlands can cooperate   
     more intensively and effectively with the Literacy Houses   
     and which role trade unions can play in reaching out and  
     offering training courses to employees experiencing 
     difficulties with essential skills. We are establishing 
     agreements with the Labour Foundation in this regard. 

²5 FNV: Federatie Nederlandse Vakbeweging, a Dutch trade union. 

¹9 The European Semester (ES) is a multi-annual exchange/discussion between the European Commission and Member States to achieve the EU’s targets, both in   
terms of the Europe 2020 Strategy and of the Stability and Growth Pact.
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5.2 Ensure structural attention 
within organisations for adult 
learning in the workplace 

Top-down approach
Within the top down approach employers are motivated to 
take action to improve the essential skills of their employees.

Which employers to approach?
1. Use existing contacts within your own personal and   
    work-related networks.
2. Use existing contacts of friends and family.
3. Use existing contacts of colleagues or organisations 
     you work with. 
4. Use your LinkedIn profile or other social media. 
5. Approach employers that have signed the Taalakkoord    
    werkgevers (this information is available via 
    www.taalakkoord.nl or the regional training and 
    employment helpdesks). 

How to approach employers?
1. Speak their language, use the right terminology and 
     be prepared.
2. Get to the point, hit the right note and ask the right 
    (follow-up) questions.
       • Prepare a short pitch with the most relevant 
         arguments for their specific situation.
                • Focus on what is in it for them.
          • E.g. an increase in economic benefit due 
                           to reduced  breakdown rates, reduced costs    
            due to mistakes and sick leave, fewer 
                           incidents  at work, an increase in 
                           productivity and a higher  customer retention   
            and/or attraction. Or a better image due to   
            corporate social responsibility. 
 • Eliminate (existing) prejudice about employees    
    leaving after the employer invests in their 
                   development.
 • Have facts and figures quickly available.
 • Describe some best practices (preferably about  
    employers that are in the same field of business).
 

What to take into consideration when implementing an 
approach for adult learning in the workplace?
1. Make sure that the entire organisation is ‘on board’ and    
     also inform all relevant stakeholders.
 • Internal and external awareness campaign.
  • Communicate about adult learning in the  
     workplace using the language of those 
      who need to be encouraged.
 • Secure long-term commitment.
2. Determine the correct approach for your organisation.
 • Ensure a thorough understanding of the learning  
   possibilities that are available, the 
                  organisations that can offer advice and support 
                  and the funding options that are available.
 • Ensure that workplace learning is tailored to the  
   adult learners’ needs.
 • Ensure that adult learning in the workplace res 
    ponds to the employers’ needs.
  • E.g. make the decision to directly rollout  
     the approach across the entire 
                                   organisation or to first start with one or  
      two departments.
 • Ensure effective planning and coordination 
                   between all stakeholders and agree on roles 
    and responsibilities.
 • Ensure sustainable long-term co-funding systems    
                   in which all see the benefit of structurally investing  
    in adult learning in the workplace.
 • Assure the quality of adult learning in the 
                  workplace.
 • Set up effective monitoring and evaluation systems   
   to ensure that adult learning in the workplace 
                  remains relevant and effective.
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Bottom-up approach
Within the bottom-up approach employees are motivated 
to demand attention for their personal development in the 
workplace.

Which employees to approach?
It might be hard to approach employees directly. A better 
way might be to approach them indirectly via work councils, 
branch organisations or trade unions. 

How to approach employees?
1. Speak their language, use the right terminology 
     and be prepared.
 • It is essential to focus on outreach and activation.  
   Involve employees, find out what their needs and  
   wishes are, find out about their ‘goesting’
   (enthusiasm) as well as their skills.
2. Get to the point, hit the right note and ask the right 
    (follow-up) questions.
 • Prepare a short pitch with the most relevant 
   arguments for their specific situation.
 • Focus on what is in it for them.
 • Ask questions about their work practice and try 
   to find out if they experience difficulties (e.g. due 
   to the digitalisation of tasks) or limitations (lack 
   of promotion opportunities),then explain how adult  
   learning in the workplace can make a difference 
   for them.
   • Also try to make the link with their personal lives  
     (e.g. reading to their children or grandchildren or  
     helping them with their homework). 
 • Make sure they are informed about their rights 
   and the possibilities available to them.
 • Eliminate (existing) prejudice, e.g. about people  
   who have difficulties in reading and/or writing 
   (break cultural taboos). 
  • Have facts and figures quickly available 
                   (make it clear to them that they are not alone).
 • Describe some best practices (preferably about  
   employees that are in the same field of business).

Alternative approach
It is, of course, also possible that employed people who visit 
a Literacy House for advice and guidance ‘get the ball rolling’ 
within their organisations, e.g. by addressing the issue with 
their HR officer.  

Awareness campaign
In addition to the abovementioned approaches aimed at 
respectively employers and employees it is of the utmost 
importance to make sure there is structural attention for the 
importance of adult learning in the workplace. This can be 
achieved through an awareness campaign that is developed 
and executed in cooperation with the national organisations 
that focus on the improvement of essential skills  such as the 
Reading & Writing Foundation.

5.3 Encourage, stimulate, 
coordinate and facilitate 
cooperation within regions 

Low literacy is a problem that cannot be solved by national 
policy alone. Organisations such as local authorities, educa-
tional institutions, employers, workers’ organisations, trade 
unions, health care workers and social services also have 
to play their part. Seeing as it can be quite hard to find and 
reach the target group structural cooperation between all 
these organisations is needed to achieve the best result. It is 
for example essential that organisations detect and recognise 
signals of low literacy and that they know how to adequately 
and correctly help or refer people²6.   

What is needed to make the cooperation within regions as 
successful as possible?
1. Make sure all relevant parties are included. Think of 
    municipalities, Literacy Houses, libraries, Leerwerk-
    loketten, language training providers (to ensure the link      
    between formal and non-formal education), the Reading  
    & Writing Foundation and provincial organisations such 
    as Cubiss.
2. Identify what each party has to offer and use this 
    information to create a joint standard offer with room 
    for customisation.
3. Determine the common goals and ambitions as well 
    as the division of roles within the cooperation.
4. Set up a joint plan of action which includes some 
    quick wins as well as more long-term activities. 
5. Get started and make sure communication lines 
    are short and transparent!

5.4 Position the Literacy House as 
a place that can help people with a 
large distance to the labour market 
find a job  

Literacy Houses offer people the opportunity to develop 
themselves and to keep their knowledge updated. In doing 
so they contribute to labour force participation and the 
sustainable employability of personnel.

Literacy Houses can help people by focusing on several 
aspects:
1. The knowledge, attitudes and skills a person possesses.
2. The way in which a person presents him- or herself. 
3. The personal circumstances a person has to deal with. 

²6 Samen werken aan taal, een advies over laaggeletterdheid’, SER, April 2019 

¹9 The European Semester (ES) is a multi-annual exchange/discussion between the European Commission and Member States to achieve the EU’s targets, both in   
terms of the Europe 2020 Strategy and of the Stability and Growth Pact.
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Possible activities
1. Accessible and approachable courses and programs 
    in cooperation with (local) partners. E.g. ‘Walk & Talk’, 
    ‘De Praktijkbieb’, ‘De Broekriem’, job related speed 
    dates and workshops or lectures for entrepreneurs or    
    self-employed people.
2. Weekly consultation hours for jobseekers where they 
    can e.g. practice writing their CV and application letters.   
    They can also get assistance with respect to werk.nl.
3. Empowerment courses for people who want to actively  
    work on their future but struggle with one or more 
    essential skills. 
4. Digital courses which focus on a person’s online 
    presence and on applying for jobs online, e.g. workshop   
    ‘Presenteer jezelf’ or workshop LinkedIn. 
5. Various programs developed by the Reading & Writing   
    Foundation: ‘Werk ze’ (about finding a job), ‘Voor jezelf’   
    (about starting your own business) and 
   ‘Jouw leven  & werk’ (about what finding or having 
    a job entails).
6. Essential skills courses for employees and jobseekers. 
7. Teaching materials and language coaching about work.  
     E.g. ‘Lees en Schrijf! Taal op je werk’ (Oefenen.nl), 
     free online courses on werk-portal.nl and blended 
     learning programs such as ‘Zoek werk’ and 
     ‘Jouw voorsprong op de rest’ (developed by De 
     Levende Sollicitatiegids).
8. Flexible workplaces for jobseekers. 

²7 UWV: Uitvoeringsinstituut Werknemers verzekeringen (Executive Institute for Employees’ Insurances).

¹9 The European Semester (ES) is a multi-annual exchange/discussion between the European Commission and Member States to achieve the EU’s targets, both in   
terms of the Europe 2020 Strategy and of the Stability and Growth Pact.

A safe place for people with a large distance 
to the labour market
Many Literacy Houses already offer (some of) the activities 
mentioned above. Think of e.g. Walk & Talk networking 
sessions and workshops provided by De Levende Sollicita-
tiegids. Within these activities, however, there is not always 
attention for the improvement of people’s essential skills. 
In addition, these activities are hardly ever aimed specifically
at people with a large distance to the labour market. In order 
to reach this group a different approach is required. By wor-
king together with organisations as UWV²7, food banks, social 
housing agencies, the salvation army and shelters, the 
Literacy House can really make a difference in people’s 
lives. The initial focus does not always have to be a job 
but the Literacy House can also be a linking pin and help 
people to interesting and meaningful day experiences 
(social activation). 

5.5 Use a creative approach and the 
available Toolkit for Literacy Houses

In addition to this case study two other intellectual outputs 
have been created within the project ‘Paving the way for es-
sential skills houses’. All three intellectual outputs are closely 
related which is demonstrated below. 

Figure 6: the three ways in 
which creativity can contribute 
to personal development and 
achieving goals in life 
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Creativity
De Nieuwe Veste looked into more creative methods of ac-
quiring language and other essential skills besides the more 
classical methods for the transfer of knowledge. In doing so 
they have developed a model which clearly demonstrates the 
ways in which creativity can contribute to personal develop-
ment and the achievement of life goals.

This includes finding and/or progressing in a job. As can be 
gathered from figure 6, creativity can also be used to improve 
participation through employment. Creative learning methods 
can help people find out in an informal and playful way what 
they want to do in their (working) life.

All of de Nieuwe Veste’s findings can be found in their case 
study ‘Essential creativity: the relationship between creativity 
and the process of learning essential skills.’

Toolkit Literacy Houses
Over the last few years many instruments have been deve-
loped that can be used to set up, operate and/or improve 
a Literacy House. All these instruments together make up 
the Toolkit for Literacy Houses which was developed by the 
Reading & Writing Foundation.

Based on the experiences within the project ‘Paving the way 
for essential skills houses’ the Toolkit has been critically 
reviewed and enriched with input from all project partners. 
In addition, the Toolkit is structurally updated based on the 
experiences of the Dutch Literacy Houses.

If Literacy Houses e.g. intend to focus on a new target group 
such as people with a large distance to the labour market 
they can consult the Toolkit and will probably not have to find 
out everything for themselves because they can benefit from 
the knowledge and experiences of other Literacy Houses. 

Seeing as the project partners cannot decide on the new 
name for the Literacy House this information has been shared 
with the organisations that can make this decision.

5.7 Research questions 

The recommendations included in this chapter clearly show 
that the Literacy Houses and language networks can play 
an important part in achieving the goals as described in the 
research questions that we formulated in chapter 2:
• How can workplace learning help the many adults who   
  struggle with essential skills like literacy and numeracy? 
• How can we turn every workplace into a learning-friendly   
  environment?
• How can we make high-quality workplace learning available   
  to everyone?
• How can we ensure that jobseekers with a potentially 
  large distance to the labour market acquire the skills 
  and competences they need to find employment?

Some of the recommendations have already been initiated 
and others can also quite easily be set up thanks to the 
already existing infrastructures surrounding the Literacy 
Houses.

Given the recent developments - both European and 
Dutch - the time to take action is NOW!
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APPENDIX:
I. Project Background

The project ‘Paving the way for essential skills houses’ is a direct result of our previous KA1 
project 'Extending the Literacy Houses approach' and focuses on the further development and 
embedding of the Literacy Houses concept as implemented in the Dutch region West-Brabant.

Main question and themes
We want to make sure that everyone can successfully participate in our society. In order 
to be able to do so people need to be equipped with certain essential skills (see definition 
below). The proposed activities are directly related to the main challenge of the consortium in 
West-Brabant to extend its current Literacy Houses concept (see definition below) to include 
not only language skills but all essential skills. In doing so, it can become the centre of deve-
lopment that our society so desperately needs (a centre of lifelong learning).

Our main research question is: “How can we extend our current Literacy Houses concept to 
include all essential skills and transform it into a centre of development?” We will focus on 
participation in its broadest sense. In doing so we have selected two main themes which - in 
the field of essential skills - are relatively new to the Netherlands..

Creativity
Besides the more classical methods for the transfer of knowledge we intend to research other 
- more creative - methods of acquiring language and essential skills or methods that lead to a 
better embedding of lessons learned.

Employability
Over 50% of the people in the Netherlands with low essential skills are employed. Consequent-
ly, employers are a very important partner in the improvement of essential skills. In practice, 
however, they are hardly ever involved in our current Literacy Houses concept. Secondly, Liter-
acy Houses can play an important role in helping people with low essential skills and a large 
distance to the labour market find a job. 

Commission from the province of Noord-Brabant
The province of Noord-Brabant has commissioned Cubiss to place special emphasis on the 
importance of (the improvement of) essential skills in the workplace as well as the essential 
role employers can (and should) assume in prioritising this topic. 
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Definitions

Literacy House
A Literacy House is a place for everyone who wants to work on (the improvement of) his or her 
language skills. Besides a physical location it is a partnership between various local stake-
holders and a catalyst for (further) local and regional cooperation. Literacy Houses are mostly 
located in libraries or community centres. A Literacy House provides an overview of all formal 
and non-formal language courses on offer in the region as well as educational advice and ma-
terials for volunteers. In the majority of cases the library coordinates the daily activities and 
the regional training centre provides professional support to the volunteers.

Essential skills
Essential skills are the skills needed for life, learning and work. They provide the foundation 
for learning all other skills and enable people to evolve with their jobs and adapt to workplace 
change. Essential skills include the basic skills associated with literacy, numeracy and digital 
skills but goes beyond to also include thinking skills, oral communication, working with others 
and the skills associated with continuous learning. They provide the foundation for learning all 
other skills and enable people to better prepare for, get and keep a job, and adapt and succeed 
at work.

Essential skills are sometimes also referred to as so-called non-technical skills. These: 
• are essential to preparation for employment.
• are generic to the kinds of work and work organisation emerging in the range of occupations   
  at entry levels within industry, rather than being occupation- or industry-specific.
• equip individuals to participate effectively in a wide range of social settings, 
  including workplaces and adult life more generally.
• involve the application of knowledge and skill.
• are able to be learned.
• are amenable to credible assessment.

There are many different definitions of non-technical skills. However, the various definitions 
all seem to share six common elements:
• Basic/fundamental skills, such as literacy, using numbers, using technology.
• People-related skills, such as communication, interpersonal, team work, 
  customer service skills.
• Conceptual/thinking skills, such as collecting and organising information, problem-solving,    
  planning and organising, learning-to-learn skills, thinking innovatively and creatively, 
  systems thinking.
• Personal skills and attributes, such as being responsible, resourceful, flexible, 
  able to manage one’s own time, having self-esteem.
• Business skills, such as innovation skills, enterprise skills.
• Community skills, such as civic or citizenship knowledge and skills.

Project partners
The following partners have taken part in the project: Cubiss Brabant, de Nieuwe Veste, Curio 
(formerly known as ROC West-Brabant), the Reading & Writing Foundation, Bergen Offentlige 
Bibliotek, Learning & Work Institute Wales and Blenders (formerly known as SPK vzw). 

Long term sustainability
The project strongly focuses on the long-term sustainability of the current Literacy Houses 
concept. All partners within the project are solid organisations with long-term funding. They 
will all incorporate the insights and results obtained within this project in their structures, 
approaches and instruments.
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The Wales TUC is the voice of Wales at work. With 49 member unions, the Wales TUC represents just 
over 400,000 workers. They campaign for a fair deal at work and for social justice at home and abroad.

Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water Advocacy Model
In 2002, Wales TUC made initial contact with the GMB Trade Union branch to develop ideas around 
a WULF project (WULF: Wales Union Learning Fund) to roll out in United Utilities. This initial project 
proved to be highly successful and provided training to over 100 members of staff. The project saw a 
shift in workplace attitudes and improved the culture of learning with both members and employers 
and, in 2009, United Utilities signed the Employer Pledge to mark their commitment to staff develop-
ment and providing access to basic skills provision for all staff.

In 2013, a new WULF GMB project was launched. This project aimed to increase participation in learn-
ing by using effective and innovative ways to firstly promote learning in the workplace and then work 
in partnership with many relevant organisations and employers to provide good quality courses. The 
project had two broad objectives: firstly to promote learning and widen engagement in learning by both 
employer and employee, sharing knowledge and fostering best practice and secondly to undertake acti-
vities to identify learners’ needs and provide training and support. In the three years of the project, over 
500 colleagues at Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water signed up to the Essential skills program and have achieved 
over 1.000 qualifications in literacy, numeracy and IT. 

Mike Wilson, GMB’s WULF project manager and the coordinator of the Essential Skills program at Dwr 
Cymru/Welsh Water has always understood the key role of the union in negotiating such successful 
projects and initiatives. Unions are uniquely placed to successfully coordinate access to training in 
workplaces and encouraging take up. “It wasn’t easy in the beginning. We had to convince the manage-
ment of the benefits of essential skills training, and also gain the confidence of staff, many of whom 
were nervous of asking for training on these areas. But we were determined to do something to help, 
and as so many staff were struggling with the new computers that were being brought in at the time, we 
realised that IT training was a good hook to get people into learning and that we could offer additional 
training on literacy and numeracy at the same time. (…) It has been a lot of work for the union learning 
reps in negotiating with management, liaising with training providers, getting the courses adapted to 
suit business and learner needs, setting up and promoting courses. It’s not been an overnight thing, but 
now we are starting to see the long-term results.”

Initial aims to greatly increase the network of union learning reps, develop a network of digital cam-
paigns and essential skills ambassadors in order to achieve the project aims are continuing to be met. 
The number of recruited learners and engaged employers keeps on growing. 

“The networks and partnerships established by the advocacy model will continue to deliver better 
access to workplace learning and skills across Wales. From the work that I have been doing with other 
unions and WULF projects, it seems that this network is going to spread to more sectors and more 
workplaces over the coming years. The advocacy approach is not completely reliant on public funding 
and therefore many of the benefits it provides are sustainable. It is a simple idea, to engage employers 
and unions so they can work together to improve access to training and to spread good practice across 
Wales. The GMB will continue to support this and embed it more widely across the trade union move-
ment.”

Link to several case studies: Tony Price, Mark Church and Paul Leadbeater.
Link to Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water film: https://youtu.be/n5SnsgfSNOM
 

APPENDIX:
II. Best practice DWR Cymru/
Welsh Water Advocacy Model
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