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Background

I selected this topic for my project because a number of employers had approached the ESL program I worked with in 1998 with an employee whose English skills did not match the requirements of the workplace.
  The employer in each case had made several attempts to work out a way to deal with the language issues but had met barriers and had been unable to find a satisfactory solution to the problems.

Their concerns were largely related to OHS issues, with productivity and team issues as additional concerns.

The first step, a solution that our organisation offered, was to assess the employees’ English proficiency using the ASLPR.
  The employer was provided with a detailed report indicating the employee’s proficiency in the four macro-skills (Listening, Speaking Reading and Writing), and a series of descriptions of what kinds of activities a person assessed at this level could be expected to do.

The response of the employers to this information was that what they had perceived, but had been unable to adequately describe, was confirmed and the ASLPR gave them an objective way of viewing the issues.  With the information provided by the ASLPR, they were able to consider taking further steps to address the language problems of their employees.

However, the information did not necessarily provide avenues to deal with the problem, as in each case the types of language which the employees required was related to very specific workplace activities, and the courses our organisation and others provided did not have sufficient flexibility to meet these requirements.

The clients whose English was in the 2+ area of the ASLPR ratings were referred to Advanced English courses.  These clients attended classes for a time but informal feedback indicated they had found the content too general.

The client whose English had been rated around ‘1’ was in full time shift work in a highly technical plant and attending classes at regular times was not an option.  In addition the highly specific language he required in the workplace would not have been dealt with in a lower intermediate class, or possibly in any class. 

A solution that was considered for this client was a Workplace English Language & Literacy (WELL) program, however there were problems associated with having only one participant on the site and the funding structure could not accommodate this.

Some time after the initial contact with these employers, I approached them again in the capacity of a private provider, and enquired about the solutions they had found to the issues identified in the assessment process.  The employer who had directed his employees to the Advanced English Program reported a limited degree of satisfaction, although the need for highly specific language had not been met.

The employer in the food processing industry whose staff member was technically skilled, and highly motivated, but had very limited English had found no answer. 

I then developed a proposal to work with this organisation to design and deliver a customised program, and the proposal was accepted.

In light of my observations I selected this topic, to explore issues associated with organisations that have NESB staff with English language skills which do not meet workplace requirements. 

A review of relevant literature

The focus of the study is to ascertain how employers perceive and identify language based barriers experienced by their employees, and what measures, if any, they take to assist the employees overcome these barriers.

As stated by Stapp (1998, 169) 

Employers [in technical workplaces] are often impressed by the competence and motivation of immigrant employees, most of whom are refugees who must make tremendous adjustments in a new country.  However, the career potential of immigrant employees can be undermined by limited English skills. ESL instruction prior to employment has necessarily emphasised general oral and aural skills and functional routines for daily life.  The gap between that level of language and the level necessary for many technical jobs, even at entry level, can leave immigrants in a linguistic void that is uncomfortable for them and their employers.

A range of issues emerge from this problem, three of which I regarded as likely to be of interest and concern to employers or their representative managers.

From reading, observation and knowledge of current preoccupations both in private industry and publicly funded organisations, I identified productivity and occupational health, safety and welfare (OHSW) as two of the most pressing concerns.  I also anticipated that teamwork or relations between fellow workers may be relevant, in that if a team member’s language skills were limited, there was potential for lost time, and greater risk of accidents or injury.  I was interested to ascertain whether my perception of the issues was matched by the responses of a variety of stakeholders.

Another issue that has relevance to the question is the notion described by Noble (1999) as ‘thin markets’ and ‘markets at risk’ in the training arena.  Noble et al. raise a number of concerns about provision of training for identified equity groups including NESB workers, and point to training providers being ‘plagued by the uncertainty of future funding’. 

While the questionnaire did not elicit any clear picture about formal training provision for NESB employees, the following findings have been repeated in a number of articles

Success in this new society depends largely on how successful they are in the job market.  In some instances these people are highly qualified and experienced in a chosen trade or profession, but do not have local experience and their qualifications may not be recognised. (Pithers and Lim 1997, 532)

The two industries I selected have large numbers of women workers in the lower paid classifications:

Women are concentrated in a narrow range of occupations and in jobs that often require little formal or structured training and provide few career prospects.  Occupation segregation is contrary to the spirit of the access and equity philosophy supported by Australian governments at the present time. (Foster and Rado 1992, 18)

This finding is to some extent supported by the study, although the South Australian Food & Beverage Industry Training Council (SAFBITC) is targeting women as an equity group.

Further, Foster and Rado comment

..although NESB migrants participate in the educational system to a greater extent than ESB migrants or the Australian born, they remain disadvantaged in respect of training whether via on-the-job, in-house or external modes (ibid. 19).

And,

Alcorso found little evidence to support the theory that immigrants’ workforce experiences reflect their pre-migration human capital endowments.  It seems that women from a variety of backgrounds finish up after emigrating to Australia, in low status, unpleasant and unrewarding jobs; jobs which for many represent substantial downward mobility (ibid. 19).

Smaller enterprises are generally less likely to spend money on training as is outlined by Billett, and others.

Methodology

The methodology I employed was a combination of:

· reading journals, organisational reports and material from the Internet

· conducting interviews with key stakeholders 

· distributing questionnaires to a selected sample

· attending workshops and conferences

· working with ALNARC staff and fellow researchers

Selecting a sample to work with proved to be difficult and the decision of how to do this took me considerably more time than I had allowed.

One option was to approach the organisations with whom I had already established a working relationship.  I felt reluctant to choose this group, in that this may be invasive of their time and may have been perceived as using information I had access to in an inappropriate way. 

Following a meeting with the Access and Equity officers of Work-cover Corporation, I reviewed and expanded the questionnaire I had developed.  Some questions with a specific OHSW focus were added.

In addition, I used the information that the Access and Equity officers had given me to determine more clearly how I would define my sample.  I selected two industries which are identified in the SA Industries 2001 project; they were Community Services and Health (CSHITAB) and the Food and Beverage Industry (SAFBITC), both of which I predicted would have high numbers of NESB employees.

Prior to distributing my questionnaire I conducted interviews with an executive officer and manager in these Industry Training Councils.  Aspects of their interviews are incorporated throughout the report.

The following statement was at the top of the questionnaire, as a definition of the group being examined. (See appendix for details of the questionnaire)

For the purpose of this study, the term ‘NESB’ means people who would use a language other than English with their family.  They may have arrived in Australia recently, or they may have lived here for many years.

This is consistent with other definitions of NESB:

A person from a NESB is usually defined as someone born in a NESB country who migrates to an English-speaking country, or someone born in such a place with one or both parents born in a non-English speaking country. (Pithers and Lim 1997, 531)

Work-cover’s Access and Equity Officers expressed the view that despite such definitions, gathering accurate statistics about matters such as injury rates of NESB employees is difficult and somewhat subjective.  Reports of accidents and incidents do not always identify people’s language background.

The ANTA publication A New Assessment Tool (Goulborn and Alexander, no date) proved useful in devising the questionnaire, in particular the section on Types of Communication, (ibid. 8-19), which I developed into a series of tables.

Results

While the number of respondents was limited, the responses received provided some interesting and challenging comments to consider. 

Of 16 questionnaires sent to nursing homes in metropolitan Adelaide, three were returned.  However the quality of writing transmitted by fax made one response illegible.  A fourth nursing home contacted me and may be willing to participate in the study pending some clarification.

Of 16 questionnaires sent to food processing enterprises in metropolitan Adelaide, only one was returned, anonymously, and with a limited and defensive response.

The lack of returns from the food industry in itself provides me with some questions about the topic and the possible sensitivity of the industry to questioning, following several public health concerns over food preparation in the last five years in Adelaide.

The responses received from nursing homes provided some diametrically opposed comments and perceptions, and raised a range of issues, which may form the basis of further study.

The most interesting comments from the returned questionnaires are recorded below.

Identification of language problems by employers or their representatives

Respondent 1 commented that there were three assumptions associated with ESB and NESB employees.  She stated that: 

a) English speakers assume that understanding has been achieved

b) it is assumed ‘they’ (meaning NESB employees) will ask if ‘they’ have not understood

c) that we will be upset if ‘they’ say they have not understood (presumably this means NESB employees assume that ESB employees and managers will be upset)

This is interesting in the way the respondent has chosen to identify the two groups of staff, as ‘us’ and ‘them’ to refer to ESB and NESB people within the same organisation.  There is not a distinction between the levels of employment within this description, either workers, managers, or supervisors.

Respondent 2 stated that problems had been identified:

In receiving and interpreting written instruction and legal compliance and their need to record information and legal compliance

Respondent 3 answered only this question with the following comment, without giving any details about the organisation.  From the answer it can be seen that this was the Food Industry.  This was the only answer received from this industry, and is quoted below:

NOTE: Due to the very strict quality assurances which are required in the food processing industries, all employees must have a good knowledge of English, written and oral, to be able to follow all standard food processing requirements which are demanded by law.

Becoming aware of the problem

The two respondents’ answers to the question of how they had become aware of the problems were as follows:
Respondent 1:
Experience, observation, questioning
Respondent 2:
( receiving and interpreting written instruction



( use of the written language to record information
( at job interview stage a high proportion of people are almost illiterate [including 
  Australian educated]

Have there been any critical incidents that alerted you to language barriers between employees?  Please outline.

Respondent 1:
No.
Respondent 2:
( directions in food production

( use of the written language to record information

( few can pass preliminary tests

How has your organisation tried to address the identified problems?

In this section Respondent 1 indicated that some positive steps had been taken. These were:

Appointing an NESB rep and clear direction given on orientation, practical demonstrations

Contrasting with this, was the response of Respondent 2:

Yes, but not much interest from staff

The next issue that attracted comment of note was Question 8.

What have you done that is successful in meeting the needs of NESB employees’ language needs?

Respondent 2 answered:

Don’t employ them as the costs are too high (OHSW) and Work-cover and dismissal laws.  The laws are in English and they can’t read them and yet we are a multicultural society where everyone is supposed to be equal

Contrasting with this, Respondent 1 answered that at her workplace

emphasising their multicultural value, initial buddying and an appraisal system have been successful

Does NESB employees’ lack of English ability ever have an impact on OHS practices?

With reference to the first question under General Issues, Respondent 2 states: 

If the employee cannot read OHSW law and causes an accident the employer is liable.  No employer can afford to interpret [translate] the law into specific language[s].

In the same vein, the last question under General Issues (asking whether employees’ English language skill can affect workplace outcomes or relationships in any other areas) drew a series of concerns about racism and harassment, dismissal laws, ‘multicultural society’ laws and OHSW from Respondent 2, and concluded with the comment TOO HARD, meaning that the previous list made the employment of NESB staff too hard.

The answer of Respondent 1, suggested two perceptions in her answer:

Co-worker interaction in the area of personal relationships

And 
very useful with multicultural residents, benefits residents and co-workers

It can be guessed that the first comment alludes to problems between ESB and NESB workers, or possibly between NESB employees from different cultural backgrounds.

This contrasts with the same respondent’s recognition of beneficial aspects of employing bilingual staff.

Discussion

The small number of responses from nursing homes may confirm the position of an ITAB executive officer, that directors and staff of nursing homes have many issues to deal with and workers’ literacy skills take low priority in the order of things. 

The two respondents appear to have had significant experiences around the question of employing NESB staff.  Both found the topic sufficiently important to return the questionnaire.

Some of the answers presented by Respondent 2 are difficult to interpret, as she did not indicate whether there were any NESB staff employed within the ‘over 100’ employees.  There are some contradictions in her answers, I assume that there may be some current members of staff with whom the problems have occurred, and it would be her inclination not to take the risk of employing anyone else from NESB in the future.

Her final comment however indicates that there are more problems with ESB staff whose literacy levels are very poor.  This is of great concern to the respondent and one would expect to the industry.

The statistics in the Aspects of Literacy (ABS, 1996) do not differentiate between ESB and NESB participants.  For the Health and Community Services Industry, the percentage of employees assessed at levels 1 and 2 total 17.2%.  At these levels people either have ‘very poor skills’ and ‘experience considerable difficulties’ (level 1) or ‘could be expected to experience some difficulties using many of the printed materials found in daily life and at work’ (level 2).  It is not clear from the summary of Aspects of Literacy whether the Health and Community Services Industry includes doctors, but assuming this is the case, the proportion of employees with poor literacy may be noticeably higher.

In the case of the Food Processing Industry, the comment made by the single respondent is not supported by the Aspects of Literacy statistics although the Aspects of Literacy does not separate the Food Processing Industry from other Manufacturing Industries.  The percentage of level 1 and 2 employees is 48.5% for all manufacturing industries.  It is likely that this proportion would not differ greatly from enterprise to enterprise.  This is supported by observations made by Stephens and Bertone (1995).

Foster and Rado (1992) talk about ‘not only degrees of literacy but types of literacies.  These are usually defined to include basic, functional, social, technological, and political literacies.’ 

They offer another typology, based on bilingualism, and describe categories of monolingual literacy in English, monolingual LOTE literacy, and bilingual literacy in English and in LOTE.

The issues raised by Respondent 2 associated with literacy levels of employees and problem of the law being too expensive to translate into LOTE is an implied acknowledgment that NESB employees may be literate in their first language.  It appears from this comment that Respondent 2 is not familiar with any of the translated material which Work-cover provides.  These include leaflets giving an overview of employers’ and employees’ roles in OHSW.

Discussion with two ITAB officers indicated that training provision for NESB staff is not perceived as a priority in many enterprises.  The link between language proficiency and productivity and OHSW management is not sufficiently recognised to encourage employers to address literacy and language.  Industries with larger numbers of NESB employees access WELL program funds and benefit from the Federal Government’s contribution of between 25-50% of funding.  Where there are smaller numbers of employees the avenue of WELL is closed.

There was a difference in the way the ITAB officers spoke about their respective industry’s perception of the need for training.  In the Community Services sector, the need for literacy training for both ESB and NESB workers was seen by the officer as a matter which was much less pressing than many other matters, associated with funding.  He commented on a conflict that exists for employers; if employees gain qualifications they are paid more, and in a ‘cash-strapped’ industry, in which people earn less than a bar assistant, this can be a problem.

One ITAB officer had a different view about training. The officer spoke with enthusiasm about the tripartite nature of the ITAB, how the training system is being driven by the industry through a consultative process, and how the New Apprenticeships Scheme is providing opportunities for training and reducing ‘red tape and bureaucracy’.

She also spoke about the FILLIP project
 which had been ‘dramatically successful’ in delivering both language and literacy, and vocational skills.  He indicated that although the program no longer existed there was still a need for it.  The interview did not cover how WELL and FILLIP differ.

In conclusion, while the response to the questionnaire was limited, this in itself may indicate that language and literacy is not seen as a priority.  A number of other interpretations are also possible.  The limited response certainly does not mean that all employees have the language skills that are necessary to be productive and safe workers.
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� Where the term ‘employer’ is used please read ‘employer or manager representing the employer’.


� The Australian Second Language Proficiency Rating – an assessment and reporting tool for English as a second language speakers.


� Food Industry Language and Literacy Initiatives Project
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