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Overview

Europe needs numerate citizens who are able to maximize their life chances and make a positive 
contribution to society. We need numerate populations in order to build strong economies and 
to be able to compete globally, as well as to improve social equality and civic trust. New research 
shows that we are currently failing to achieve this. 

What needs to be done?

In order to improve adult numeracy, we need to change the way we think about numeracy. 
Numeracy should not be seen narrowly as an academic subject taught in school, but as the active 
and critical use of mathematics in everyday tasks, including in workplaces. The European Basic 
Skills Network, EBSN, recommends that policy makers in Europe prioritise numeracy development 
and adopt an approach to the teaching and learning of numeracy that emphasises how adults use 
it in everyday life. 

Research

•	 The OECD PIAAC Adult Skills Survey (2013)I found 24% of the EU population at or below level 
1 in numeracy on the five point scale. The European Commission recognised that “The Survey 
exposes serious skills gaps in Europe's labour force. This skills gap not only contributes to high 
unemployment now, putting the least-skilled in a kind of "low-skills trap", ... it also poses a 
threat to future growth and competitiveness.”

•	 Some EU countries (Fi, Cz, Nl, Be, Sk, Dk, At, Ee) have significantly better adult numeracy scores 
than others (UK, Ie, Fr, Es, It). However, the EU average numeracy scores compare poorly to 
Japan, Korea and Australia. 

•	 The OECD research is of working age populations and shows proficiency declines with age.  
Data at national level (e.g. France)II confirms numeracy skill levels among over 65’s are even 
weaker than other age cohorts.

•	 There are both social equity and economic arguments for supporting people with basic 
numeracy needs. Numeracy is even more closely associated with disadvantage than literacy, 
and has significant correlations with productivity and competitiveness (UK NRDC 2005 & 2010, 
Bynner and Parsons 2006)III.  

•	 The relationships between low numeracy and outcomes for individuals are equally true for 
national economies. ”Per capita incomes are higher in countries with larger proportions of 
adults who reach the highest levels of literacy or numeracy proficiency and with smaller 
proportions of adults at the lowest levels of proficiency” (OECD, 2013)IV.

•	 Numeracy courses tend to be less expensive than ESOL or literacy courses (UK NRDC, 2010)V.

•	 The result of the NIACE inquiry on adult numeracy learning (2011)VI recommends a radical 
reshaping of priorities. Relatively poor numeracy can no longer be seen as a "badge of honour". 
To raise numeracy skills among Europe's adults, a cultural shift in public attitudes, and a change 
in its teaching, is required.
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•	 While numeracy teaching generally becomes meaningful to students when it is related to their 
own purposes and needs, the main motivations of adults to participate in numeracy classes 
include to help their children and for understanding, engagement and enjoyment (UK NRDC, 
2005)VII. This indicates that a broad range of courses should be available to attract more adults 
and to keep them engaged in their learning.

•	 There is compelling evidenceVIII from the UK, Ireland and Australia that programmes are more 
effective when literacy and numeracy are embedded or integrated with the subject specfific 
content, leading to:

 º higher retention rates, 
 º increased skills development in the vocational area and in literacy and numeracy, and
 º increased achievement of qualification outcomes – in the core subject or vocational area 

and in language, literacy and numeracy.

Practice

•	 Provision in Ireland and Scotland is recognised for the flexibility it encourages around adult 
learners’ curriculums. Funding in both countries is to address the needs or goals of the 
individual, and is not tied to qualifications. This flexibility has encouraged much creative and 
innovative practice. The Adults Learning Mathematics international research forum references 
the CraftWorks and BEADazzled projects in ScotlandIX. In Ireland, the initiative http://www.
haveyougotmathseyes.com supports numeracy awareness and practice, while NALA published 
a set of case studies in 2013X to inform practices. 

•	 In Denmark, numeracy provision is guided by the understanding that Numeracy changes in 
time and space along with social change and technological developmentXI. There is a national 
curriculum in adult basic numeracy with national assessment, as well as a national teaching 
guide and training supportsXII.  However, the content of courses are finalised by the teachers 
and students themselves. Participation in numeracy and literacy has increased steadily since 
the Act on Preparatory Adult Education was introduced in 2001XIII.   

•	 England developed an adult numeracy core curriculumXIV and set required teacher qualifications, 
and family learning programmes are covered by the inspectorates for education and training 
in Wales and England.

•	 The recently launched (12/12/13) NIACE app ‘Maths everywhere’ demonstrates how new 
technology can make numeracy learning accessible, everyday and fun. See http://www.
mathseverywhere.org.uk/ 

Results

•	 OECD - Raising adult literacy and numeracy levels directly impacts on gross domestic product, 
while the greatest impact can be gained by investing at the lower levels (Coulombe et al, 2004)XV.   

•	 Korea - The Adult Skills Survey shows that Korea is among the three lowest-performing countries 
when comparing the skills proficiency of 55-65 year-olds, yet Korea ranks second only to Japan 
for proficiency among 16-24 year-olds, indicating that substantial progress is achievable. 

•	 UK - The Skills for Life strategy is an example of a large scale and effective response to basic skills 
development among adult populations. Evaluations of Skills for Life (2009)XVI identified increased 
participation and qualification levels, significant buy-in from employers, as well as positive impacts 
on individuals. Evaluation of the Scottish Adult Literacy and Numeracy strategy (2006)XVII also 
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found strong benefits at both national and individual levels, particularly on health and well being.  

•	 Denmark - Numeracy skills are relatively better than literacy skills for all age-groups (OECD 2013)XVIII.

•	 Finland - In Finland, the Noste programme ran from 2003-2009. Among its aims 
were to prevent a projected skills shortage, to raise the employment rate, to enhance 
equality in society, and it focused on the most disadvantaged groups. Approximately 
26,000 learners undertook studies through NosteXIX, with just under 20,000 achieving 
qualifications, and approximately 12,000 of that group achieving full qualifications. It 
had a significant impact on participation among low skilled employees.  Noste was one 
of 16 top ranked activities by the EU for raising awareness of adult learning (2012)XX.  

•	 Ireland - The NALA Distance Learning ServiceXXI provides web-based self directed 
learning programmes, including a system for the recognition of prior learning (RPL). These 
programmes, delivered online through www.writeon.ie, include a range of 9 numeracy 
awards at EQF levels 1 and 2. This system is recognised as being “an effective RPL mechanism” 
(2011)XXII, and the service was another of the 16 top ranked activities by the EU for raising 
awareness of adult learning (2012)XXIII. The distance and blended learning approach is being 
promoted by national policy makers to support provision and practiceXXIV as a learning 
solution that offers particular promise for basic skills development, including numeracy. 

Reflection

Successive OECD international literacy and numeracy surveys (IALS, ALLS, PIAAC and PISA surveys) 
identify the considerable scale of the challenge of raising adult numeracy levels at national and EU 
levels. However, EU and most national responses have been relatively weak. For the development 
of numerate behaviour, EBSN argue that it is not sufficient to focus only on what mathematical 
knowledge and skills are necessary and should be taught in a numeracy programme. The emphasis 
should also be on the way in which they are learned, and on the way teaching influences how they 
are learned. Developing numerate behaviour is a matter of acquiring and constructing knowledge 
and skills by solving real problems and meeting learner needs in authentic, meaningful situations, 
as well as learning how to reflect on new insights.

The Adult Skills Survey results show that people’s skills are influenced by how they are practised, 
reflecting better scores when skills are used in work and day to day living or participation in adult 
learning and training. This gives policy makers a key to unlocking the low skills trap. The way 
forward is to engage more people in better quality adult learning more often, particularly those 
with numeracy difficulties, and to involve employers and social partners in the strategic response 
to skills development. Enhancing initial training and continuing professional development for 
teachers and tutors will be needed to reflect this more nuanced approach, including for embedding 
numeracy in vocational training. Defining qualifications for adult numeracy teachers and trainers 
may also be required.   

The OECD Skills Outlook 2013XXV recommended a number of actions to policy makers, including 
that the most disadvantaged adults not only need to be offered, but also encouraged, to improve 
their proficiency, through learning opportunities tailored to their needs.

To be numerate means to be competent, confident, and comfortable with one’s judgements on 
whether to use mathematics in a particular situation and if so, what mathematics to use, how to do 
it, what degree of accuracy is appropriate, and what the answer means in relation to the contextXXVI.
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Recommendations

•	 Policy makers should adopt a broader definition of numeracy (e.g. as above) in order 
to support the kinds of numerate behaviour that contribute to a stronger and more 
equitable society and economy. 

•	 Shift our approach to the teaching and learning of numeracy to support adults to learn 
for a variety of purposes (including enjoyment) and to use numeracy in everyday life.
In line with the findings of the NIACE inquiry on adult numeracy learning, EBSN recommend 
that policy makers adopt a new approach to adult numeracy which “focuses on how adults use 
it in everyday life and that is how it should be taughtXXVII”.  

 º Provide a wide range of high quality numeracy learning opportunities for people to 
engage in numeracy learning for their different purposes.  

 º Enhance initial and continuous training for teachers and tutors who support numeracy 
development, including embedding numeracy in further education and vocational 
training. 

•	 Raise the profile of numeracy and enhance the value placed on numeracy skills.
The development of adult numeracy, underpinned by a high-profile, media–led campaign, 
should be central to economic and social policy. With the support of media, especially public 
broadcasting service, EBSN urge each nation’s policy makers to bring a new appreciation of the 
value of numeracy.

•	 Invest in research to ensure we know what works best for adult numeracy learning 
and achievement in different contexts, and to inform teacher training and continuing 
professional development.  
EBSN recommend that the policy makers and appropriate partners should continue to research 
and evaluate adult numeracy provision to chart the progress on what works best for adults. 

EBSN Secretariat
HU - 1046 Budapest Klauzál u. 10.
Tel: +36 1 399 0772, Fax: +36 1 399 0773
E-mail: secretariat@basicskill.eu
Web: www.basicskills.eu

https://twitter.com/EBSN01

How to use this brief: To promote numeracy development in their countries, EBSN members may wish 
to translate or adapt this brief to their own contexts and culture. The EBSN asks you to inform us of any 
impact you achieve at secretariat@basicskills.eu. 

Acknowledgements: The EBSN thanks the Numeracy Task Team for developing this brief, including 
Aarhus University (Denmark), ANLCI (France), NIACE (UK), Vox (Norway), and led by NALA (Ireland).
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