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Foreword

In	the	first	edition	of	this	report,	soft	skills	based	on	
communication were highlighted as being vital for children’s 
futures but not given enough attention. 

Five years on, the fact that many children and young people are not 
leaving school with these skills has become even more of  
an issue. 

Employers tell us that they place great value on skills such as team 
working, customer relations, negotiation, confidence, and problem 
solving. Communication skills continue to top their list. It’s hard to think 
of a job or profession where good communication isn’t essential – 
whether in hospitality, retail, construction, public or business services.

Yet, despite recent attention from business and education sectors 
recognising the role soft skills play in work-readiness, the skills gap 
continues – with young people being overlooked because they lack 
this core skill set. 

Year on year, employers report that communication is the skill that is 
most frequently lacking in new recruits to the workplace, school leavers 
and graduates. Recent changes in education have resulted in less of a 
focus on teaching these skills, potentially disadvantaging young people 
who need the space, time and support to develop the speaking and 
listening skills needed for employment. This is so for all young people, 
but in particular those who struggle with their communication skills. In some areas of deprivation upwards of 50% of 
children and young people have poor communication, many with difficulties that have not been identified. This group 
is also at increased risk of unemployment, and so there is even more urgency to join up what goes on in schools, 
with what is needed to get and keep a job. 

This updated report explores what is meant by soft skills in education and the workplace. It positions language 
as the foundation of all other skill areas. The report reflects on the opportunities and risks of current changes in 
policy and practice – in both the education and business sectors. It examines how schools are preparing children 
and young people for the world of work and adulthood, how businesses are supporting the transition and how 
young people themselves can make a difference. Where young people are taught skills with an emphasis on 
communication, they find the transition to the workplace easier. Drawing on examples of good practice, the report 
presents solutions in a 5-point framework. 

Soft skills are worth over £88 billion in Gross Value Added to the UK economy each year, underpinning 
around 6.5% of the economy as a whole – and this is expected to grow over the next five years. Closing the skills 
gap has never been more important. Close partnerships between schools and employers are key to  
this happening.

Communication is our core business. But it needs to be everyone’s business. It is too important to leave to chance 
or take for granted. The cost to young people, to families and to the economy is too great.

Bob Reitemeier CBE 
I CAN Chief Executive
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Introduction
Communication skills are central 
Basic communication skills are essential, whether for the workplace or for life. 

 “ Firms need young people who are resilient, good communicators and understand how  
to work as part of a team.” 

 John Longworth, Director General of the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC), 2014

Effective speech and language skills develop from birth and continue to be honed throughout the secondary school 
years. These skills lay the foundation for other essential soft skills.

Communication skills shortage
However, this recognition of the importance of communication skills is balanced by an equally clear concern about 
their shortage in the workforce and the impact this has on the economy.

 “ ...many young people are turning up for interviews lacking even basic social skills. There is  
absolutely the danger that we will have a lost generation of youngsters if we do not help them  
develop the skills they will need for the new world of work.” 

 Antony Jenkins, Chief Executive of Barclays, February 2015

Furthermore, the situation appears to have been worsening over recent years, with ever greater proportions 
of employers who hold vacancies reporting a lack of core oral and written communication skills.

	 “	...deficiencies	in	the	UK’s	current	stock	of	soft	skills	impose	severe	penalties	on	our	economy,	 
affecting	all	sectors	and	regions	of	the	UK.	These	skills	deficits	are	not	just	a	minor	irritant	for	
employers:	they	can	cause	major	problems	for	business	and	result	in	diminished	productivity,	
competitiveness	and	profitability.”

 McDonald’s UK, The Value of Soft Skills to the UK Economy, January 2015

We are not helping the development of communication skills in young people 
A strong foundation of speech, language and communication underpins the soft skills employers need. However, 
communication skills currently have little prominence in policy or practice. Within an educational context, they are 
not sufficiently understood nor emphasised as critical to the development of skills for the workplace, and yet in 
employment policy and in the workplace they are considered central; this disconnect is of growing concern.

Education policy is not placing sufficient value on communication skills
There is a much reduced focus in the new curriculum on communication skills and no built-in element to support 
them in the functional skills qualifications. The recent removal of the speaking and listening assessment from the 
overall GCSE English grade effectively tells young people and their parents that these skills are not important. 

Vocational training and apprenticeships, where greater opportunities exist to hone communication skills ‘on the 
job’, are rarely promoted effectively. The A-level route to universities is seen as the gold standard by young people, 
their parents and teachers.1 With a current job market that is complex, producing more graduates will not address 
the issue, especially as graduates are still reported to be lacking appropriate literacy and communication skills.2,3 
Most new job opportunities are being created mainly in high-skilled, professional occupations and in the caring and 
personal services sectors4, where oral communication skills are central to success. 

1  Ofsted (2013), Going in the Right Direction, Ofsted.
2 CBI (2013), Changing the Pace, CBI and Pearson. 
3 CBI (2014), Gateway to Growth, CBI and Pearson.
4 Clifton, J. et al (2014), Winning the Global Race? Jobs, Skills and the Importance of Vocational Education, IPPR Briefing. 
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5  Bercow, J. (2008), The Bercow Report: A Review of Services for Children and Young People (0–19) with Speech, Language and Communication Difficulties, Department for Children,  
Schools and Families.

6  Sage, R. (2005), Communicating with Students who have Learning and Behaviour Difficulties: A Continuing Professional Development Programme: Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties,  
Vol 10 (4).

7  Snow, P. and Powell, M. (2012) Youth (In)Justice: Oral Language Competence in Early Life and Risk for Engagement in Antisocial Behaviour in Adolescence, Trends and Issues in Crime and 
Criminal Justice No. 435. 

8 Elliott, N.L. (2011), An Investigation into the Communication Skills of Unemployed Young Men, PhD thesis, University of Glamorgan.
9 Department for Education (2013) Newly Qualified Teachers: Annual Survey, Department for Education.
10 Lee, W. (2013), A Generation Adrift, The Communication Trust.
11 Lee, W. (2013), Talk of The Town Evaluation Report, The Communication Trust.
12 www.nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk

Too many children and young people have difficulties which remain undetected  
or unsupported
Significant numbers of children and young people have difficulty developing effective speech, language and 
communication skills.5 In areas of social disadvantage, greater numbers of adolescents are likely to have  
undetected communication difficulties6, placing them at increased risk of becoming NEET (not in employment, 
education or training).7

Having a good vocabulary, being able to explain ideas and working collaboratively are examples of the language 
and communication skills that underpin academic success. They are also examples of precisely the language and 
communication skills underpinning those needed for work and life.8 Worryingly, in a recent survey only a third of 
newly qualified teachers felt they were teaching language well9, yet in many schools problems with language are 
missed or mistaken for something else.10 Even in schools with experienced and committed staff, communication 
difficulties are often not identified as reasons for failure to thrive academically.11

This report highlights the fundamental importance of speech, language and 
communication in developing many of the skills needed for success in the workplace
This report looks at the issue from both an employer and educational perspective, and highlights the potential 
impact of the continued lack of joined up, strategic focus on these skills.

It is often assumed that communication skills are difficult to teach, or are simply personal characteristics that 
develop naturally.12 It is also taken for granted that all young people will have the necessary speech, language and 
communication ability to access learning and develop the range of soft skills that are required before leaving school. 
These are views that are challenged in this report.

This report emphasises the importance of speech, language and communication as a necessary and integral 
element of skill development. We propose a 5-point framework to ensuring young people develop these essential 
life skills, including:

1.  Speech, language and communication embedded into the educational framework, so that the curriculum 
gives them adequate weight. This means that exams, as well as the accountability framework, would clearly 
show levels of attainment in speech, language and communication.

2.  Educational settings with a commitment to communication that works to support all children to leave 
education with a good level of speech, language and communication. 

3.  Workforce skill – Teaching staff across the whole school-age spectrum who know the fundamentals  
of how to support all children and young people’s language and communication development and how  
to recognise when there are gaps, through their initial training and continuing professional development.

4.  Employers who become more demanding in terms of the specific communication skills they are looking for in 
employees, who understand how the education system accredits good communication skills in young people, 
and who work closely with schools to make this happen. 

5.  Young people themselves, who understand that good language and communication are essential skills  
for work. But crucially these are not skills that are set at birth, or even completed in the first five years of life.  
They are learnt and given the right support can be improved. 
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1. Embedding 
speech, language 

and communication 
in an educational 

framework

3. Effective workforce 
development

2. Schools making 
a commitment to 
communication

5. Informing  
children, young 
people and their 

familiies

4. Better mutual 
understanding 

between schools and 
employers

Figure: 5-point framework

The issue from different perspectives 
The ‘soft skills’ or competencies that employers seek are defined by the National Careers Service as: 

	 “	...personal	characteristics	or	skills	that	have	been	fine-tuned	over	a	period	of	time	and	include	
communicating,	making	decisions,	showing	commitment,	flexibility,	time	management,	leadership,	
creativity and problem solving, being a team player, accepting responsibility and working  
under pressure”.13

There is increased recognition amongst employers of the need for a ‘soft skilled’ workforce. However, neither 
educational policy nor practice consistently acknowledges the central role of speech, language and communication 
in underpinning many of these skills needed for life and work. 

There are many different ways of describing speech, language and communication skills, whether in the typically 
developing population or in those children and young people who have difficulty acquiring these skills. In this paper 
we use the terms ‘communication’ and ‘communication difficulties’ as overarching terms covering different skills and 
levels of difficulty. A more comprehensive description of what this means can be found in the glossary at the end of 
this document. The following table gives examples of how these skills underpin the ‘soft’ employability skills sought 
in today’s workforce. 

Soft skills employers want Underpinned by effective communication skills which help you to...

Being a team player Listen effectively to the views of others; express opinions; initiate and maintain 
relationships

Accepting responsibility Give and receive criticism constructively; reflect on how you will approach a task

Resolving conflict Change the style of how you talk so that you diffuse rather than inflame a 
situation

Influencing Use persuasive language; for example if you want someone to buy what you’re 
selling or change their behaviour

Working independently Recognise when you don’t understand and ask for clarification

Creativity Explain a new idea to a manager or colleague

13  www.nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk
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Despite examples of good practice, there is no systematic approach14 to supporting these skills nationally. As a 
result, a disconnect exists between what is ‘required by’ and ‘offered’ to many young people to enable successful 
transition to the workplace. It has been suggested that academic literacy and literacy for the workplace may be 
qualitatively different.15

The lack of a systematic approach risks perpetuating a cycle of blame between business, schools and government, 
leaving young people stuck in the middle. It also potentially widens the skills gap for the next generation of young 
people leaving school, failing to prepare them for work and life.

 “ A critical reason for youth not getting the skills employers need is that education 
providers, young people, and employers do not understand one another”.16

Employers’ perspective: The skills they need
For over a decade, employers have consistently promoted the need for a common set of soft skills17, as well as 
the need for candidates to have basic literacy and numeracy skills.18 A major study carried out by the Teaching, 
Learning and Research Programme (TLRP)19 found that leading companies across the world were more concerned 
with ‘competence’ rather than skill. For virtually all jobs, behavioural competencies or soft skills were identified as 
a priority. The authors felt the outcomes of the study “...challenge current policy assumptions about the role of 
education and skills in the global knowledge economy.”20

This is further reflected in a wide range of employer views, surveys and research studies, across a range 
of professions. 

“Soft skills are increasingly important for young people to access and maintain employment,  
with customer-facing skills often required for work in sectors which employ large numbers 
of young people such as retail, leisure and hospitality.”21

In the changing employment market,22 success often depends on the quality of interactions between employees and 
their customers or clients.23 

In the service industry, young people need to be able to quickly acquire service specific language and to adapt their 
communication style and register to a range of customers and clients.

Having the language and communication skills to effectively listen, empathise and present information and options 
clearly and concisely are also essential in a range of professions. In our legal system, for example, the ability to deal 
with people effectively and politely can determine professional success more than technical skills.24 In medicine, these 
skills are seen as integral to effective practice and do not develop automatically with experience.25

Generations of business people have been educated to believe that effective management and leadership principally 
requires ‘hard’ strategic and analytical skills, a clear understanding of business dynamics and the ability to make 
effective decisions.26 However, more recently soft skills development has overtaken leadership training to become 
the top priority for organisational learning.27

14  Wolf, A. (2011), Review of Vocational Education, The Wolf Report Department for Education.
15  All-Party Parliamentary Literacy Group (2012), Youth Literacy and Employability Commission, National Literacy Trust and KPMG.
16  Mourshed, M. et al (2014), Education to Employment: Getting Europe’s Youth into Work, McKinsey Centre for Government. 
17 McDonald’s UK (2015), The Value of Soft Skills to the UK Economy, Development Economics. 
18  CBI (2006), Working on the Three Rs, Department for Education.
19  Brown, P. et al (2008), Teaching and Learning Research Briefing: Are We Witnessing the Rise Of A High Skilled, Low Waged Workforce?, Teaching and Learning Research Programme. 
20  Ibid.
21  Sissons, P. and Jones, K. (2012), Lost in Transition? The Changing Labour Market and Young People not in Employment, Education or Training, The Work Foundation Alliance Ltd. 
22  Wolf, A. (2011), Review of Vocational Education: The Wolf Report, Department for Education.
23  Coats, D. (2009), Advancing Opportunity: The Future of Good Work, The Smith Institute.
24  Giusti, G. (2008), Soft Skills for Lawyers, Chelsea Publishing.
25  Fallowfield, L. et al (2002), Efficacy Of A Cancer Research UK Communication Skills Training Model For Oncologists: A Randomised Controlled Trial, The Lancet. 
26  Holbeche, L. (2006), The Soft Skills Are The Hardest Of All, Personnel Today. 
27 Kilkelly, E. (2014), There’s Nothing Soft about Soft Skills, Personnel Today.
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Employers’ perspective: The skills gap 
As many as four in ten employers taking on school leavers at age 16 from schools in England, Northern Ireland or 
Wales described recruits as poorly prepared, as do three in ten employers taking new recruits from Scottish schools.28

In disadvantaged parts of the 
UK, half of children starting 
school don’t have adequate 
speech, language and 
communication skills for their 
age.

Four in ten employers 
described young recruits as 
poorly prepared, as do three 
in ten employers taking new 
recruits from Scottish schools.

If out of work for more than 
six months, young people are 
four times more likely to be 
out of work again in the future.

The most frequently reported 
missing skills are job-specific 
skills, customer handling skills 
and oral communication skills.

If out of work for more than 
six months, young people are 
three times more likely to 
develop depression.

If out of work for more than 
six months, young people are 
five times more likely to have a 
criminal record.

28  Winterbotham, M et al (2014), UK Commission’s Employer Skills Survey 2013: UK Results, UK Commission for Employment and Skills. 
29 McIntosh, S. (2013), Skills Conditionality: Preparation and Training for Entry-Level Jobs, UK Commission for Employment and Skills.
30 Lowden, K. et al (2011), Employers’ Perceptions of The Employability Skills of New Graduates, Edge Foundation. 

 “ Overall, across all occupations, the most frequently mentioned skills that are reported as  
missing	are	job	specific	skills,	customer	handling	skills	and	oral	communication	skills.”29 

Given that good communication skills are vital for customer handling it could be argued that they are a major 
missing skills set.

Moreover, the communication skills deficit is not just found in young people who start work at 16. Some graduates 
and their employers report that more could be done to develop students’ wider skills and attributes, including  
team-working, communication, leadership, critical thinking and problem solving.30 

Five years on from the original edition of this report, employers continue to see a gap in skills in their new recruits.

% of employers dissatisfied with school / college leavers skills in problem solving

%
 o

f e
m

pl
oy

er
s

2010

44%

2014

50%

2011

43%

2013

41%

2012

46%

CBI (2010-2014) Education and Skills Survey CBI and Pearson
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31 CBI (2013), Changing the Pace, CBI and Pearson.
32 General Medical Council (2012), The State of Medical Education and Practice in the UK, General Medical Council.
33  Sissons, P. and Jones, K. (2012), Lost in Transition? The Changing Labour Market and Young People Not in Employment, Education or Training, The Work Foundation Alliance Ltd.
34  Elliott, N.L (2011), An Investigation Into The Communication Skills of Unemployed Young Men, PhD thesis University of Glamorgan.
35  Audit Commission (2010), Against the Odds Re-Engaging Young People in Education, Employment or Training, Audit Commission.
36  Hartshorne, M. (2006), The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication, I CAN. 
37  ACEVO (2012), Youth Unemployment: the Crisis We Cannot Afford, ACEVO. 
38  Department for Education (2011), The National Strategies 1997-2011, Department for Education.
39  School Performance Data Unit (2013), School and College Performance Tables Statement of Intent, Department for Education.
40  Ofqual (2014), Setting Standards For New GCSEs in 2017: Press Release, Ofqual.
41  Department for Education (2011), The Framework for the National Curriculum, a Report by the Expert Panel for the National Curriculum Review, Department for Education.

The CBI estimate the scale at nearly a fifth of graduates having a problem with team working.31 Despite a sea 
change to doctors’ training during the last 10 years, with a greater focus on communication skills, the General 
Medical Council’s annual report The State of Medical Education and Practice in the UK, pointed to a 69% rise in 
complaints about doctors’ communication skills in the past 12 months.32

Economic impact of the skills gap
Employers are not only concerned about the lack of skills in the short term. The longer term impact of the skills 
shortage on the UK economy is increasingly understood:

 “ Economic growth and recovery may be constrained by skill shortages as the labour 
market responds to employer requirements.”

 Mark Winterbotham, UK Commission’s Employer Skills Survey 2013 UK Results, Executive  
 Summary, 81, January 2014 

Furthermore, numbers of young people aged between 15 and 29 years old who are not in employment, education 
or training (NEET) have risen over the last decade.33 Often with unidentified communication difficulties, young people 
who are classed as NEET are at even further risk.34 If out of work for more than six months, these young people are 
four times more likely to be out of work again in the future, five times more likely to have a criminal record and three 
times more likely to develop depression than those who are not.35

Together, these factors make a substantial and concerning impact on the economy36 and to how far tax-payers’ 
money must stretch. It is an unfortunate irony that in the UK, youth unemployment alone cost the country £4.8bn  
in 2012 – more than the entire budget for educating 16- to 19-year-olds.37 

Education perspective: A changing landscape of opportunity and challenge
Since the original edition of this report, there have been some of the biggest and most far reaching changes to  
the educational landscape in recent history. A move away from the centralised, prescriptive approaches to teaching 
and driving up standards in schools38 has, on the one hand, given schools increased opportunity to innovate.  
The introduction of the Academies Act 2010 and a radical slimming of the national curriculum gave freedom of 
choice on the ‘how’, if not the ‘what’ of teaching. However, this same freedom has been balanced with ever higher 
academic targets39, 40 and overall Ofsted judgements that rely much more heavily on these targets. 

Encouragingly, powerful expert advice that informed the review of the national curriculum recognised the importance 
of spoken language.41 

 “ There is a compelling body of evidence highlighting the connection between oral development, 
cognitive development and educational attainment.” 

 Expert Panel for the National Curriculum Review, December 2011
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Also positively, Ofsted now look for how well schools support communication, and its inspection framework no 
longer prescribes set teaching methods. This affords teachers the freedom to adopt practice that supports their 
students’ communication skills.42 

However, a dichotomy persists: despite being a foundation for the development of literacy, in schools oral language 
is seen as secondary to reading and writing. As a result, it is the latter that is more explicitly taught and assessed. 
There has been an increase in the levels schools are expected to achieve43 for literacy and numeracy, but no similar 
expectation for spoken language and no breakdown of the stages of development of this skill, even in primary 
schools. This makes it much harder to measure progress in spoken language and identify any particular gaps a child 
may have. 

In secondary schools, Ofsted looks for active engagement in learning; language for problem solving and rich 
vocabulary knowledge are crucial for this. And yet, teachers continue to report a lack of confidence in their ability 
to support the development of oral language skills.44 Despite all subject teachers now being responsible for the 
development of students’ literacy, the revised curriculum does not show clearly how the inter-relationship between 
students’ spoken language, reading, writing and vocabulary functions and underpins this. Speaking and listening 
no longer ‘counts’ towards GCSE English, reportedly because it was not feasible to measure in a robust way45 and 
although A levels are being reformed, they lack a spoken language element across all courses. 

So, although opportunities for the development of communication skills remain in this new education system, 
there is no measurement of their development against which schools are held accountable. This means there is 
less impetus for schools to prioritise the teaching of spoken language, which in turn puts the development of the 
communication-based skills needed for the workplace at risk. Equally concerning is the message to young people 
that spoken language is unimportant either as a foundation for literacy or as a fundamental life and work skill in its 
own right. 

42  Ofsted (2015), School Inspection Handbook, Ofsted.
43  School Performance Data Unit (2013), School and College Performance Tables Statement of Intent, Department for Education.
44  Reed V.A. (2005), An Introduction to Children with Language Disorders, 3rd edition, Allyn and Bacon/Pearson.
45  National Archives.gov.uk (2013), Speaking and Listening in GCSE English and English Language, available at: http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20141110161323/http://comment.

ofqual.gov.uk/speaking-and-listening/background/the-case-for-change/comment-page-1/.



13

SKILLS FOR WORK, SKILLS FOR LIFE 

13



14

SKILLS FOR WORK, SKILLS FOR LIFE 

14



15

SKILLS FOR WORK, SKILLS FOR LIFE 

Education perspective: The debate between skills and knowledge 
The longstanding debate about the balance between teaching knowledge and teaching skills is one of the main 
themes running through the radical educational changes of recent years. 

Criticised by some for being burdensome and overly prescriptive, the approaches promoted centrally during 
1997–2011 through the government’s ‘National Strategies’ served spoken language well. They were instrumental 
in improving more widespread understanding of speech, language and communication as foundation skills for the 
development of literacy, particularly in the early years.46 During this same period, frameworks such as Personal 
Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS) and Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL),47,48 designed to support 
the development of transferable skills for life and work, resulted in many examples of good practice in individual 
schools. However, the underlying communication skills required and implicit within these frameworks were often 
poorly understood by many secondary schools. 

Despite progress overall in GCSE grades, pass rates for English dipped in 201449 and recent measures have 
placed young people in England among the lowest literacy levels internationally, ranking 21st out of 24 in a recent 
comparison of the richest countries in the world.50 It is perhaps unsurprising then that there has been a pendulum 
swing back towards a focus on the ‘what’ as opposed to the ‘how’ within educational policy. In the current national 
curriculum, the focus has been taken off skills as separate entities.

 “ Teachers should develop pupils’ spoken language, reading, writing and vocabulary  
as	integral	aspects	of	the	teaching	of	every	subject.”51

Although this positions spoken language positively as fundamental to learning across the curriculum it no longer 
breaks these skills down into what is expected at each year or key stage. Communication skills do also need to  
be explicitly taught,52 with young people with communication difficulties requiring more targeted support.53,54  

Without a clear progression of skills as guidance this is compromised. 

Character awards55 introduced by the Department for Education in December 2014 sought to redress the balance 
between academic and soft skills by rewarding schools that support young people to ‘develop the character and 
resilience they need to succeed in modern Britain’. However, the initiative fails to acknowledge the central role of 
communication in these qualities. 

To polarise the debate to an either/or choice is avoiding the real issue. For successful transition to the workplace and 
adult life, neither qualifications nor skills alone are sufficient in themselves. To enable this crucial transition all young 
people need to leave school ready for the next steps in life, with both the hard skills and soft skills they need.56 

46 Department for Education (2011), The National Strategies 1997–2011, Department for Education.
47 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (2011), Personal, Learning and Thinking Skills, Qualifications and Curriculum Authority.
48  Primary National Strategy (2005), Excellence and Enjoyment: Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning Guidance, Department for Education and Skills.
49 Ratcliffe, R. (2014), GCSE Results: English Pass Rate Drops for First Time in 20 Years, The Guardian. 
50 OECD (2013), OECD Skills Outlook 2013: First Results from the Survey of Adult Skills, OECD Publishing.
51 Department for Education (2013), The National Curriculum In England; Framework Document, Department for Education.
52 Alexander, R. ed. (2009), Children, Their World, Their Education: Final Report and Recommendations of The Cambridge Primary Review, Routledge. 
53 Better Communication Research Programme (2010), 1st Interim Report, Department for Education.
54 Better Communication Research Programme (2011), 2nd Interim Report, Department for Education.
55 Department for Education (2014), Measures to Help Schools Instil Character In Pupils Announced: Press Release, Department for Education.
56 Centre for Social Justice (2014), Closing the Divide, Centre for Social Justice.
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Perspective of young people and their families 
In some parts of the country, particularly in areas of social disadvantage, around half of children starting school 
do so without adequate speech, language and communication skills for their age.57 There is growing evidence 
identifying significant numbers of secondary school pupils with similar needs.58,59 In a study in one inner city 
secondary school, 75% of young people were identified as having poor language skills.60

The evidence of a link between social disadvantage and language delay61,62 is strong. However, the Avon Longitudinal 
Study of parents and children63 importantly found in the early stages of language development, it is the child’s 
communication environment that predicts early language rather than the broader socio-economic background of  
the family. This stable and supportive home environment continues to be important as children grow older, identified 
as a preventative factor against the poor language skills associated with poor life choices.64 Crucial to this is a 
family’s understanding of the importance of communication, as well as that of young people themselves.

Wrongly, many parents believe these skills develop entirely naturally and that they have no role in facilitating the  
development of these skills in their children.65 As well as this, advice around the importance of speech, language 
and communication and how to support its development is not always accessible.66 In families of children with 
communication difficulties, there is more awareness of these skills’ importance, but a need for clear signposting 
towards help and consistent advice from the professionals working with their child remains an issue in many areas.67 

Young people with communication difficulties are often proficient at hiding the true nature of their difficulties68 or may 
themselves not realise the extent of them,69 making it harder for schools to identify and support needs. However, 
both they and their families say they value independence as a desirable outcome on leaving school.70 Although some 
young people acknowledge the link between knowing or using long words with success in adulthood,71 
many do not necessarily link their poor language with the challenges they have in securing qualifications or 
employment.

This is also true more generally with only 20% of 18- to 24-year olds in a survey conducted by Reed citing a lack of 
skills as a barrier to securing employment.72 More young people would benefit from understanding the value placed 
on communication skills in the business world, and the ways in which these skills can be enhanced to support  
their aspirations.

A growing number of initiatives are in place to support young people’s transition to the workplace such as 
quality work experience, apprenticeships and entrepreneur programmes. However, if young people lack effective 
communication skills, and schools are poorly equipped to recognise and support these skills, many of these 
initiatives will not be fruitful for those who need them most. 

57  Beaufort Research (2002), Summary Report into Young Children’s Skills on Entry to Education, Basic Skills Agency.
58  Spencer, S. et al. (2006), Language And Social Disadvantage: A Preliminary Study of the Impact of Social Disadvantage at Secondary School Age, Proceedings of the Royal College of 

Speech and Language Therapists Conference.
59  Spencer, S. (2007), Language and Social Disadvantage: Does Language Play a Role in the Attainment and Outcomes of Mainstream Secondary Age Pupils in Areas of Social Disadvantage? 

Presentation at Afasic Fourth International Symposium. 
60 Sage, R. (2005), Communicating with Students who have Learning and Behaviour Difficulties: A Continuing Professional Development Programme, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties.
61 Locke, A. et al (2002), Development And Disadvantage: Implications for the Early Years, International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders.
62 Cooper, J. (2013) Stoke Speaks Out Acting Together Achieving Change, Stoke on Trent City Council.
63  Roulstone, S, et al (2011), Investigating the Role of Language In Children’s Early Educational Outcomes, Department for Education.
64 Bryan, K. (2004), Preliminary Study of the Prevalence of Speech and Language Difficulties in Young Offenders, International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders. 
65 Bercow, J. (2008), The Bercow Report: A Review of Services for Children and Young People with Speech, Language and Communication Needs, DCSF Publications.
66 TNS Social (2009), Sure Start Children’s Centres – Survey of Parents, Department for Children, Schools and Families. 
67 Bercow, J. (2008), The Bercow Report: A Review of Services for Children and Young People with Speech, Language and Communication Needs, DCSF Publications.
68 Simkin Z. and Conti-Ramsden, G. (2009), I Went To A Language Unit: Adolescents’ Views on Specialist Educational Provision and Their Language Difficulties Child Language Teaching  
 and Therapy.
69 I CAN (2014), Talk about Talk Evaluation, I CAN. 
70 Roulstone, S. and Lindsay, G (2010), The Perspectives Of Children And Young People Who Have Speech, Language And Communication Needs, and their Parents, Department  
 for Education.
71  Spencer S, Clegg J and Stackhouse J (2010), I Don’t Come Out with Big Words Like Other People: Interviewing Adolescents as Part of Communication Profiling Child Language Teaching 

and Therapy, Vol 26 (2).
72 Reed in Partnership (2010), Learning from Experience? Young People and Unemployment, Reed in Partnership. 
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Supporting the skills journey: What works?
In October 2014, John Longworth, Director General of the British Chambers of Commerce, stated:

	 “	...	it	is	a	joint	responsibility	between	businesses,	the	education	system	and	government 
to provide the right skills and support that young people need to make it in the world of work.”

Speech, language and communication are essential skills in themselves as well as foundation elements for the 
development of the wider range of skills for work. 

Addressing the communication skills gap is complex and multi-factorial, requiring a shared but also a coordinated 
responsibility between policy makers, the educational system, employers and young people themselves, together 
with their families. These softer skills can be harder to teach than a knowledge base but the task is made more 
challenging if a framework for the necessary skills and training is lacking. In this section we expand on the structure 
of the 5-point framework proposed on page 8.

Improved skills for young people

1. Embedding speech, language and communication in an educational framework
Putting communication skills at the centre of what schools do supports the development of both soft skills and other 
aspects of learning. Many of these aspects, such as understanding and gathering information and explaining what 
you know in a concise and well structured way, depend on effective language and communication skills. 

School 21, a Free School able to set its own curriculum, has a spoken language curriculum which is viewed as 
being as important as the development of reading, writing and maths.”73 Ofsted recently noted that the school’s 
strong focus on oracy, the ability to talk fluently and accurately and express ideas, developed pupils’ confidence, 
self-esteem and communication skills and strengthened the quality of teaching. They noted that pupils in Years 7 
and 8 talked and discussed with a maturity and confidence that was remarkable for their age.74 

1. Embedding 
speech, language and 
communication in an 

educational framework

3. Effective workforce 
development

5. Informing  
children, young people 

and their familiies

2. Schools making 
a commitment to 
communication

4. Better mutual 
understanding between 
schools and employers

73 School 21 (2015), School 21 for Success in the 21st Century, Available at: http://school21.org 
74 Wellham, A. (2014), School Inspection Report: School 21, Ofsted.
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This type of framework also works on a wider, community basis. I CAN’s A Chance to Talk project75 conducted 
across 30 schools in four local authorities demonstrated that a three-level model focusing on language accelerated 
the progress children made academically. The Communication Trust’s Talk of the Town76 programme applies a similar 
integrated framework across a whole community. A pilot showed promising signs of improving the longer term life 
chances of young people in a socially deprived area of Manchester. Similar positive results have been achieved 
through city-wide strategic initiatives that address language delay as a protective measure against later literacy 
difficulties such as Every Sheffield Child Articulate and Literate (ESCAL)77 and Stoke Speaks Out.78 Increasingly, 
whole authorities are seeing the value of a system-wide approach.

Beyond the UK, some educational settings in the USA are embedding learning outcomes for soft skills as well as 
course-content knowledge in complex projects. Some states are using this framework to fuse the 3Rs and the 
4Cs (critical thinking and problem solving, communication, collaboration, and creativity and innovation) within their 
standards, assessments and professional development programs.79 

Education systems in Sweden and Finland also tackle this issue differently; the first few years of school life are  
spent building the social and emotional abilities which make children ‘school ready’. Both nations are at the top  
of the educational attainment leagues.80

2. Schools making a commitment to communication
Where schools make use of the new freedoms of the curriculum, they are able to adapt teaching approaches to lay 
the strong oral communication foundations needed for the transition to work.

Although evidence has shown that providing opportunities alone for children to work and talk together has no real 
benefit,81 explicit teaching and teacher demonstration of the communication skills required, such as listening and 
questioning. have been found to be effective.82 Approaches such as these are highly effective, easy to implement 
and low cost.83 They can also help develop precisely the planning, monitoring and evaluating skills needed in the 
workplace. 

The Communication Commitment, developed by the Communication Trust, encourages the development of a 
whole-school approach to communication by breaking down the task into small steps. I CAN’s Secondary Talk 
programme84 supports all students to develop the communication skills they need for work, through a sustainable 
strategic whole-school focus on communication. 

There are also many individual examples of recognised good practice within ‘conventional lessons’ in schools 
across the country. In these, students have opportunities to learn and practise the foundation speech, language 
and communication skills they need to develop the range of soft skills that can make the transition to the workplace 
successful. Examples from the initiative ‘No Pens Day Wednesday’85 illustrate the incorporation of these skills well.

75 I CAN (2012), A Chance to Talk Evaluation, I CAN.
76 Ainscow et al (2012), An Evaluation of the Communication Trust’s ‘Talk of the Town’ Project, Centre for Equity in Education, University of Manchester.
77 Sheffield City Council (2014), Every Sheffield Child Articulate and Literate (ESCAL) A City Wide Strategy, Sheffield City Council. 
78 Cooper, J. (2013), Stoke Speaks Out Acting Together Achieving Change, Stoke on Trent City Council.
79 Partnership for 21st Century Learning (2015), P21 Framework Definitions, Partnership for 21st Century Learning. 
80 Allen, G. and Duncan Smith, I. (2008), Early Intervention: Good Parents, Great Kids, Better Citizens, Centre for Social Justice and Smith Institute.
81  Beaufort Research (2002), Summary Report into Young Children’s Skills on Entry to Education, Basic Skills Agency.
82  Spencer, S. et al (2006), Language and Social Disadvantage: A Preliminary Study of the Impact Of Social Disadvantage at Secondary School Age, Proceedings of the Royal College of 

Speech and Language Therapists Conference. 
83  Education Endowment Foundation (2014), Sutton Trust – EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit, The Education Endowment Foundation.
84  Clegg, J. et al (2011), An Evaluation of Secondary Talk, I CAN.
85  Communication Trust (2014), No Pens Day Wednesday. Available at: http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/projects/no-pens-day-wednesday/no-pens-day-wednesday-

evaluation-2014.
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 “Instead of using pens and paper to create a graph of hair colour frequency, pupils    
 used their language and communication skills to work together to create a human graph.  
	 Listening	and	negotiating	with	each	other	throughout,	they	illustrated	five	pupils	with	brown	hair,			
	 three	with	blonde,	one	with	ginger	and	sixteen	with	black	by	sitting	in	four	rows	on	a	large 
 mat in the playground.”

 Holy Trinity Primary School,  
 West Yorkshire

 “A group of Year 8 English students were supported to hold a meeting about the 
 proposed building  of a ‘lorry lock up’. Each student had to put forward their argument for 
 or against the proposal. Their teacher commented ‘although this class can often be quite 
 shy or easily distracted, they really stepped up to the challenge that they had been given’.” 

 Archbishop Temple School,  
 Lancashire

Likewise, with a focus on more specific readiness for work skills, some schools and colleges are adopting innovative 
ways to learn leadership and team working, taking account of others’ perspectives and using language to create 
persuasive, well organised and coherent arguments.

 “Newlands Girls School in Maidenhead is passionate about embedding employability 
 throughout the school curriculum. Activities across all year groups including mock 
 interviews and student debates about topics such as university vs apprenticeships 
 develop students’ communication skills.” 

 Improving Employability Skills,  
 Enriching our Economy

Some universities are also aiming to embed employability skills within their teaching.86 They aim to provide students 
with a variety of inter- and extra-curricula opportunities alongside work experience that will enable them to enhance 
their employability.87 Other projects focus on non-cognitive skills such as team working, communication and 
assertiveness 88 or other soft and employability skills.89 

3. Effective workforce development 
A shared understanding of the importance of communication within both the education and employment sectors 
will ensure more young people successfully enter the workforce.90 This includes staff being able to recognise young 
people with language and communication difficulties and also knowing how to support them.

86 Higher Education Academy (2006), Personal Development Planning And Employability, The Higher Education Academy.
87 Atkinson, P. ‘A Successful Development of Employability Modules and Subsequent Links With Local Arts Organisations’, University of Central Lancashire PowerPoint presentation. 
88 Panel on Fair Access to Professions (2009), Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, Cabinet Office.
89 Ibid.
90 Ofsted (2012), From Training To Teaching Early Language And Literacy: The Effectiveness Of Training To Teach Language And Literacy In Primary Schools, Ofsted. 
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In schools, it is encouraging that the need for this development is acknowledged.91,92 A recent review of initial 
training routes93 pushes for teacher training with much greater consistency in delivering key elements such as child 
development with specific mention of language and communication. 

For staff already in schools, the well-established Speech, Language and Communication Framework94 provides 
a way for the whole of the children’s workforce to audit their knowledge and skills in supporting language and 
communication. The framework signposts a range of development routes, which include organisations offering  
short and accredited courses and consultation services.95 

The same applies to the workplace workforce. With an awareness of the importance of communication, they can 
support the development of communication skills for colleagues already in work. 

 “I CAN’s Talk about Talk includes an impactful short workshop for employer organisations 
	 which	is	co-delivered	by	young	people	with	communication	difficulties.	Employee	delegates 
 are supported in highly practical ways to consider how to support the communication skills of   
 individuals and more widely in their organisations.” 

 An Evaluation of Talk about Talk, (2014)

In the same way, business organisations who link the presence of soft skills inextricably to profitability96, invest in 
communication skills training for their workforce. McDonald’s, for example, places a premium on the development 
of the soft skills of its own workforce, including communication, teamwork, and time and self-management. Training 
in communication can also lead to improvements in the quality of social interactions between staff and older people, 
which in turn can lead to improvements in quality of life and well-being.”97

4. Better mutual understanding between schools and employers 
Neither schools’ efforts, nor the initiatives of businesses that develop the soft skills of their own workforce are 
enough in isolation. Working together, schools and businesses can ensure that today’s workforce has the specific 
communication skills it needs.

Despite criticism of the decision from both educational researchers98 and practitioners99, work experience 
for young people is no longer statutory.100 A widespread view from within schools and business is that work 
experience helps young people develop their employability skills; indeed some employers think increased 
work experience is the way to learn rather than focusing on individual skills.101 Where there is a reciprocal 
partnership between schools and employers with both parties actively involved there are real benefits,102 and 
this can be an effective way to bridge the skills gap.

91 Department for Education (2011), The Framework for the National Curriculum: A Report by the Expert Panel for the National Curriculum Review, Department for Education.
92 Stackhouse J. and Wright J. A. (2011), Introduction: Children’s Language and Communication Needs: Evaluating Intervention and Service Provision in Schools, Child Language  
 Teaching and Learning.
93 Carter, A. (2015), Carter Review of Initial Teacher Training (ITT), Department for Education.
94 The Communication Trust (2011), The Speech, Language and Communication Framework, (3rd ed.), The Communication Trust.
95  The Communication Trust (2015), Consortium Resources Catalogue, available at: https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resources-for-practitioners/consortium-

catalogue.aspx. 
96 Bloom, M.R. and Lafleur, B. (1999), Turning Skills Into Profit: Economic Benefits of Workplace Education Programs, The Conference Board.
97 Moriaty, J. et al (2010), Communication Training for Care Home Workers: Outcomes for Older People, Staff, Families and Friends, SCIE.
98  NFER (2012), Removing the Statutory Duty to Deliver Work Related Learning at Key Stage 4, NFER.
99  Association of Teachers and Lecturers (2012), Removing the Statutory Duty to Deliver Work-Related Learning at Key Stage 4 – A Department for Education Consultation, The Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers. 
100  Department for Education (2013), Wolf Recommendations Progress Report, Department for Education. 
101  Mann, A. (2013), It’s Who You Meet: Why Employer Contacts at School Make a Difference to the Employment Prospects of Young Adults, Education and Employers Taskforce.
102  CIPD with Job Centre Plus and Department for Work and Pensions (2012), Work Experience Placements that Work, CIPD.
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 “ Teachers can be disconnected from the world of work. We have also been educating  
school	staff	through	our	work	experience	programme.	They	understand	more	about	the	 
work we do, what we look for in our employees and how we work with the community to  
develop	these	relationships.	It	doesn’t	have	to	be	a	lot	of	hard	work	and	jumping	through	 
hoops to get it right between schools, employers and young people.”103 

 Steve Straw, Linney’s 2015

With their statutory requirement made broader through careers guidance legislation104 many schools 
continue to recognise the value of work experience and offer a structured programme as part of their work 
preparation offer. 

Aside from work experience, the most innovative schools and employers, large and small, are engaging in 
programmes that link the two sectors in a range of ways. The charity Education and Employers aims to ensure 
that every school and college has an effective partnership with employers105 thereby extending what can be 
achieved through basic work experience alone.

Recognising the contribution that planned links between even small businesses and schools can make to the 
employability of students, the NFER connect card106 provides practical reminders to small businesses on how 
to connect with schools and corresponding reminders to schools on how to connect with business.  
The Hampshire Investors in Young People Award,107 at Bronze, Silver and Gold, takes this further, recognising 
and raising the profile of employers who are actively supporting young people through pre-employment or 
employment activities. 

Education programmes in national corporate such as Barclay’s Life Skills,108 joins schools and business 
to equip young people aged 11-19 with the skills they need for work. For more vulnerable young people, 
Business Class,109 operating in over 290 partnerships, helps pupils particularly at risk of social exclusion 
understand the world of work and the qualifications they need. Words for Work 110 from The National Literacy 
Trust links schools and business volunteers together by providing a programme of specific teaching materials 
to students aged 12-15.

Notably, countries with widespread work-experience programmes, offering recognised vocational 
qualifications, see higher levels of young people in employment and lower NEET rates.111 There is also 
evidence that employer engagement in schools can prevent young people from becoming NEET, as well as 
enhancing earning potential. Young people who had undertaken four or more activities such as mentoring and 
enterprise competitions were five times less likely to be NEET. 112

103  Straw, S. (2015), ‘Steve Straw from Linney Group Spoke to I CAN about the Established Partnership the Local Nottinghamshire Business has with I CAN’s Dawn House School’. Available 
at: www.dawnhouseschool.org.uk.

104  Department for Education (2014), Careers Guidance and Inspiration in Schools Statutory Guidance for Governing Bodies, School Leaders and School Staff, Department for Education 
105  Education and Employers Taskforce (2010), Helping Young People Succeed: How Employers can Support Careers Education, Deloitte.
106  NFER, London Councils, the London Enterprise Panel and South East Strategic Leaders (2015), Improving Employability Skills, Enriching our Economy, NFER.
107  Ibid.
108  LifeSkills (2014), Transforming the Opportunity of a Generation Lifeskills: First Year Impact Report, LifeSkill.
109  Grant, P. (2010), Business Class: An Evaluation, Business in the Community. 
110  Melvin, S. (2010), Words for Work Evaluation Report, The National Literacy Trust.
111  Education Indicators In Focus (2013), How Difficult Is It To Move From School To Work?, OECD.
112  Mann, A. (2013), It’s Who You Meet: Why Employer Contacts At School Make A Difference To The Employment Prospects Of Young Adults, Education and Employers Taskforce. 
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5. Informing children, young people and their families 
Parents and families are a key influence on young people’s decisions113, but many parents or young people 
don’t understand what it takes to progress in education and attain desirable employment.114 It is important to 
involve and inform young people themselves so they understand the importance of communication in securing 
employment – making sure they have accessible information is key to this.

Approaches that involve face-to-face contact between school staff and families, such as the ‘Structured 
Conversation’ advocated by Achievement for All,115 or a parent to parent model such as the I CAN 
Communication Ambassadors approach are effective ways of ensuring information is shared regardless of 
family background.116 There is an increasing range of information in a variety of formats available from third 
sector organisations such as I CAN and Afasic. These range from hard copy fact sheets and posters,117 online 
interactive progress checks118 and most recently Symbol UK’s website designed specifically for parents giving 
up to date information and evidence about language and communication.119 

For those families of children and young people with identified communication difficulties, there is now good 
information about the long term benefits of support, such as speech and language therapy,120 defined in terms 
of improved quality of life including employment, as well as cost savings for health and social care services, 
and productivity gains. 

Young people themselves need support to recognise the importance of communication skills. Some young 
people, when given the opportunity to consider the skills explicitly, consider speaking and listening skills as the 
most important skill to succeed in life.121 They also identify that they need to be taught these skills, as well as 
being given opportunities to practise them in a range of contexts.122 Many, however, may also overestimate their 
communication skills and may not appreciate what specific communication skills are required for work. Print-
based resources such as BT’s The Personal Skills Journey123 explore the basic soft skills commonly used in the 
world of work. Online initiatives such as ‘jobmi.com’124 challenge young people to consider the soft skills they 
already have and raise awareness of those they need to develop for their preferred careers. 

For young people who need more specific support, projects like I CAN’s Talk about Talk125 can increase 
their understanding of the skills required through coaching while the Communication Trust’s Communication 
Leaders project126 supports children and young people to take on a leadership role in communication within 
their homes and schools.

113 Nelson J. and O’Donnell L. (2012), Approaches to Supporting Young People Not in Education, Employment or Training – A Review, NFER.
114 Kintrea K. and St Clair Rand Houston M. (2011), The Influence of Parents, Places And Poverty on Educational Attitudes and Aspirations, Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
115 Humphrey, N. and Squires, G. (2015), Achievement for All National Evaluation: Final Report, Department for Education.
116 Oxford School Improvement (2012), The Pupil Premium: Making it Work in Your School, Oxford University Press.
117 I CAN Talking Point (2013), Free Resources for Professionals, available at: http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/directory/free-resources-professionals.
118 I CAN Talking Point (2013), Progress Checker, available at: http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/progress-checker. 
119 Symbol UK (2015), The Better Communication Research Programme Explained by Symbol UK, available at: http://www.bettercommunicationforparents.org.
120 Marsh, K. et al (2010), An Economic Evaluation of Speech and Language Therapy Final Report, Matrix Evidence.
121 Clark, C. And Formby, S (2013), Young People’s Views on Literacy Skills and Employment, National Literacy Trust.
122 Communication Trust (2009), Children and Young People’s Views What Do Children and Young People Think About Speech, Language and Communication Skills?,  
 The Communication Trust. 
123 BT PLC (2010), BT Personal Skills Journey, Key Skills Training For Young Adults, BT plc and Learning to Earning.
124 Jobmi (2015), Jobmi, available at: https://www.jobmi.com.
125 I CAN (2014), Talk about Talk Evaluation, I CAN.
126 Communication Trust (2015), Communication Leaders, available at: https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/projects/communication-leaders.
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We know from an increasingly wide range of evidence that employers greatly value transferable skills such 
as communication, team work and problem solving. These skills are becoming more important in the rapidly 
changing global economy; they are the currency the UK workforce needs for economic success.

We also know that these skills are lacking in the UK workforce, with particular concern around young people 
entering the workplace without the necessary foundation communication skills for the acquisition of other ‘soft 
skills’ required by employers across the spectrum. The impact of this skills deficit on UK economic success is 
potentially devastating.

Speech, language and communication, although vital components of these skills, are either taken for granted 
or misunderstood. Little emphasis is given to explicitly nurturing communication skills at school or in the 
workplace, and oral language skills remain the ‘poor relation’ of reading and writing in the curriculum. This 
is despite their potential tocontinue developing throughout adolescence and into adulthood. These skills are 
inadequately measured or quantified in schools and rarely broken down into the component parts necessary 
to ensure young people understand and develop them.Teachers report a worrying lack of confidence in 
developing and assessing speaking and listening skills in their students, despite an increasing recognition of 
their role in underpinning written literacy.

A growing number of programmes and interventions focus on developing skills in children, young people and  
young recruits. However, the picture is disparate and non systematic; many interventions, although effective, 
are short term or project based and fragmented in their use. Too few acknowledge or have explicit focus  
on communication.

Clarity for both employers and educators is needed around what good communication looks like and how 
these skills can be developed and used to support aspects of employability skills. Holistic approaches, which 
include a common language about skills between schools, young people and employers, need to be adopted 
to embed communication in good practice strategies. A long term approach to explicitly and systematically 
include communication within skills development would enhance development of these skills in all children 
and young people, including those with communication difficulties. This should have a particular focus on the 
transition from education to work.

In today’s global economy, we want and need young people who are confident communicators regardless 
of the audience or situation. Young people who can communicate well with their customers and colleagues 
are able to promote their business, build a team, negotiate and problem solve. More than ever, young people 
need a wide range of personal employability skills that can be applied in any workplace setting. With continued 
changes to the employment landscape and reduction in ‘job for life’ careers, raising young people’s awareness 
about the importance of communication skills for getting – and keeping – a good job will be important for years 
to come.

Communication is at the core of many generic skills needed for work and for life. Ensuring a systematic 
approach to developing these communication skills could make a fundamental difference to the life chances of 
young people and the economic success of the UK.
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Glossary
Communication
Verbal and non-verbal means of communication including the way in which language is used to interact with 
others, using verbal and non-verbal rules.

Communication difficulties
Difficulties with any aspect or a combination of speech, language and communication. Communication 
difficulties can be ‘hidden’, as they are not always easily recognisable or can be mistaken for other things such 
as lack of confidence. Children and young people can become quite proficient at hiding the true nature of  
their difficulties.

Complex	or	persistent	communication	difficulties
Difficulties that are long term or complicated in nature; estimated to be around 10% of all children, around 7% 
of whom have communication difficulties as their main area of difficulty and others who have them as part of 
another condition, such as autistic spectrum disorder, hearing impairment or learning difficulties.

Employability skills
The skills almost everyone needs to do almost any job.

Functional	skills	qualifications
Qualifications in English, ICT and Mathematics being introduced in England (2010). Introduced nationally 
across schools, colleges, work-based learning and adult learning providers. Also being introduced as key 
features of GCSEs, Diplomas, Apprenticeships and Foundation Learning Tier, as well as being available as 
standalone qualifications.

Generic skills
Skills needed for most jobs, such as team working and communication skills.

Influencing	skills
A closely correlated set of activities associated with communicating, analysing and persuading. 

Language
Understanding and using words to build up sentences, which are deployed in conversations and narratives.  
It means understanding and following the rules of grammar so that what we communicate makes sense.

Personal, learning and thinking skills (PLTS)
A set of skills identified in education aiming to develop independent enquirers, creative thinkers, reflective 
learners, team workers, self-managers and effective participants.

Prevalence 
Numbers of young people with communication difficulties.
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Skills
Capabilities and expertise in a particular occupation or activity.

Soft skills
Term used mainly in the business world to encompass a range of skills such as interpersonal skills, team 
working, negotiation skills, communication skills, time management, team management and delegation skills.

Speech
Speech sounds used to build up words, without too many hesitations or repetitions to enable clarity.

Transferrable skills
General skills you can use in many jobs.

Qualifications
The most common measure of skills.
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I CAN Talk Series

I CAN Talk is a series of reports exploring contemporary issues in children’s speech, language and 
communication. I CAN Talk reports review current research and literature and offer practical evidence based 
solutions to inform debate on speech and language and to support practitioners, parents and policy makers.

I CAN Talk 1: Speech, Language and Communication Needs and Literacy Difficulties

I CAN Talk 2: The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication

I CAN Talk 3: The Cost to the Nation of Children’s Poor Communication (Scotland edition)

I CAN Talk 4: Language and Social Exclusion

I CAN Talk 5: Speech, Language and Communication and the Children’s Workforce 

I CAN Talk 6: Speech, Language and Communication Needs and Primary School-aged Children

I CAN Talk 7: Speech, Language and Communication Needs and the Early Years

I CAN Talk 8: Skills for Work, skills for life (1st edition)

I CAN Talk 9: Children with severe and complex SLCN 

I CAN Talk 10: Speech, Language and Communication in Secondary-aged Young People

Author: Maxine Burns 
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