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Funding
The development of this initial Literacy, Language and Numeracy (LLN)  indicator 
tool was funded by DEST in response to a number of key issues identiþed both in 
South Australia and nationally by correctional services managers and staff.

Various approaches to Literacy Screening
Initial Language, Literacy and Numeracy screening in correctional services
Facilities across Australia has been historically the responsibility of each state and 
territory correctional jurisdiction across Australia. Each jurisdiction has developed 
strategies to identify prisoner risk factors and a range of well-respected risk 
assessment instruments are currently available across Australia.

Prison and Prisoner Management
Prisoner induction and risk assessment processes have traditionally focused 
on criminogenic risk factors and harm minimisation as the basis for individual 
case plans. The LLN skills of prisoners have not been assessed consistently 
and, when identiþed, have not always been shared with those involved in the 
case management processes in the various correctional services. There have 
been instances where the poor literacy skills of prisoners have reduced the 
effectiveness of programs and interventions targeted at their criminogenic 
needs. Western Australia is the only state with a centralised, holistic assessment 
system which identiþes the LLN skills of all prisoners at induction and ensures that 
this information is available to case managers involved with pathway and future 
planning.

Data Collection
Lack of data on prisoner LLN levels collected in a nationally consistent manner 
has also been identiþed as an issue. Consistency in the ways of measuring 
and collecting prisoner literacy levels would enable national and state-based 
analyses, as well as identiþcation of patterns, trends and areas of greatest need. 
The lack of a consistent methodology for capturing LLN data has been a barrier 
to the development of prison literacy analysis and informed policy debates.

To address this need, the South Australian project proposed a liaison with key 
stakeholders in each state, with the intent of working towards a nationally 
consistent approach. A detailed scoping study conducted by Prue Madsen 
identiþed a range of good practice models for LLN assessment in the various 
states and territories. However, Prue also identiþed many gaps in assessment 
practices, including planning vocational pathways and integrating LLN delivery in 
VET training. Whilst signiþcant resource allocation has been invested in prison and 
prisoner management in some jurisdictions, approaches to initial LLN assessment 
in correctional settings across Australia has been inconsistent and in some cases 
non existent.
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Prison Literacy Issues for Prison Management
The LLN skills of prisoners are an issue not just for prisoner educators. LLN skills 
impact upon a prisoner’s capacity to engage in educational programs and 
vocational planning. They also impact upon a prisoner’s ability to actively
engage in rehabilitation programs in prison. If psychological and crimeopathic 
programs are planned, it is vital that the LLN skills of prisoners are also taken into 
account.

Prisoner literacies are also an issue for prison management. Processes and 
procedures based on written documents are often dense and confusing to 
prisoners with literacy reading levels below level 3 of the National Reporting 
System (NRS). This situation can lead to misunderstandings, blocked information 
ÿow, or ofþcer time being spent explaining such information verbally. It is 
important that LLN courses relate both to the prisoner’s everyday life and living 
skills while in custody and upon release, as well as to any offence-related and 
rehabilitative programs they are required to attend.

Moves towards developing an LLN indicator tool
The premise of this project is that identifying the LLN skills of all prisoners is essential 
to effective prison and prisoner management, and that identifying these skills 
in a nationally consistent manner based on current models of good practice is 
essential.

At a meeting in Melbourne in May 2005, state managers and literacy educators 
from each state and territory discussed what a model of good practice of 
prisoner initial literacy assessment might look like. Participants shared their 
approaches to assessing the LLN skills of prisoners, including the timing and form of 
the assessment, the manner in which data is collected, and the credentials and 
role of the assessors. The different ways that prisoners are inducted and assessed 
at different prison entry points were outlined. It quickly became clear that the 
various states and territories have very different structural, industrial, funding and 
educational approaches to these matters.

Many participants at the Melbourne meeting were impressed by the Western 
Australian model of holistic assessment, wherein educators and LLN assessment 
are integral to the initial induction procedure. In Western Australia, LLN assessment 
is conducted upon all inmates by teachers trained in LLN assessment, in a process 
that takes about an hour and encourages the prisoner to be relaxed so that an 
accurate proþle of LLN skills is produced. The results are collated and used to 
inform the case management process. 

Whilst participants agreed this was an exemplary model, not all jurisdictions have 
sufþcient resource allocation to fund educator participation in an induction and 
LLN screening which includes all prisoners. Many state managers stated that their 
resources would prohibit their participation in any national literacy screening that 
required assessment by educators assessing. 
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Other discrepancies between the states and territories make consistency in 
national data collection problematic. For example, some jurisdictions such as 
Western Australia do not use the National Reporting System (NRS) as an indicator 
of LLN skill levels. In some jurisdictions there is a communication divide between 
prison management and education aspects of prisoner planning, which makes 
liaison between education and prison management a major task. At some 
locations, prisoner induction is conducted by custodial services ofþcers.  While 
opinion was divided on these issues, everyone at the Melbourne meeting as 
unanimous that all comprehensive literacy assessments should be conducted by 
qualiþed educators. 

At the Melbourne meeting, and after much discussion, consensus was reached 
on some key points: 

•	First, an initial LLN indicator tool should be developed which would be based 
around the NRS and enable case management staff to identify prisoners with 
the highest LLN needs before individual case plans were determined. Prisoners 
identiþed at NRS 1, NRS 2 or NRS 3 skill levels would be referred for a more 
comprehensive LLN assessment by education staff.

•	Second, the indicator tool should be capable of being used in a variety of 
ways: as a stand alone process that could be locally customised to reÿect 
particular prison populations and proþles; incorporated into an already 
established, general risk assessment process; and/or incorporated into a more 
comprehensive holistic LLN assessment system. Western Australia managers 
made it clear that they wanted to continue with their current approach, but 
would ensure that their LLN measurements were mapped to NRS levels for the 
sake of national consistency.  

•	Third, it would be a tiered tool with a common entry point. 

•	Fourth, all prisoners sentenced to 3 months or greater would be assessed. 
Prisoners would be asked to complete only as many tasks as they could 
independently manage.  Identiþcation of LLN needs would lead to referral to 
educators for a closer LLN assessment.

•	Fifth, as the initial indicator tool may be used by a range of employees with 
limited training, it should be short and easy to use, and the manner of data 
collection should be straight forward. 

•	Sixth, the comprehensive LLN assessment tools currently in use across the states 
should be collated in a consistent format organised according to NRS levels, to 
provide a bank of detailed assessments which could be used by educators as 
a follow on after the Indicator Tool. This would provide also a set of common 
resources for correctional services in all states to build some consistent common 
practices.

Finally the importance of staff training and support for interviewers, interview 
guidelines and principles of best practice, was acknowledged.  
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Can an indicator tool accurately determine LLN skills levels?
Some participants at the Melbourne meeting were concerned that an initial 
indicator tool was too short and blunt an instrument to provide accurate or 
reliable data on LLN skills. This not withstanding, there seemed to be agreement 
that it could provide a snapshot of skills useful enough to inform the case 
management process. It would also provide a snapshot of skill levels across states 
in a nationally consistent form which would enable policy and planning analysis in 
a language which relates to the wider LLN þeld.

Discussion suggested that the indicator tool would not inÿate a prisonerõs NRS 
levels, though a prisoner affected by drugs, on medication or highly stressed 
might perform below their actual NRS level. Such cases should be followed up by 
a more thorough interview with an LLN assessor if required.

Nationally consistent approach
The development of a nationally consistent approach to prisoner risk assessment
and LLN skills assessment is still a few years away. Variations in state policy,
resource allocation, and educational integration in crimeopathic planning make 
it a difþcult task. However it is in the interests of all state and territory jurisdictions 
to work more closely together to þnd models of best practice with the aim of 
improving outcomes. It is also in the interests of all state and territory jurisdictions 
to collect data in nationally consistent ways using the NRS as a framework 
to describe adult literacy and numeracy skills.  Until nationally consistent 
approaches are followed, policy development, needs analysis and even inter 
country comparisons will be difþcult to research.

New policy analyses are emerging from the UK are a direct result of
consistent data management in prisons. It is much easier to argue for improved
services if needs are comprehensively documented. Similarly, the links between
low level literacy and numeracy skills and recidivism rates can be
discussed and researched more easily when prisoner proþle information is
available.
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FOR INTERVIEWERS

This Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) indicator tool is designed to provide 
a snapshot of the skill levels of prisoners entering facilities across Australia. It may 
be conducted by an ofþcer or an educator, usually in the induction phase of 
prisoner admission.

The indicator tool is designed to identify prisoners with:

• English as a Second Language needs

• Reading, Writing and Maths needs

Å Learning / intellectual disabilities

Å Speciþc cultural needs

The indicator tool is not a comprehensive literacy assessment. Rather it is 
designed to identify those who may need to be referred for further assessment 
by LLN assessors. However the indicator tool can provide information for case 
management which may inÿuence the timing or sequence of a prisonerõs 
participation in intervention programs or in education programs. 

The interview
The interviewer should keep in mind that it can be an intimidating and 
embarrassing experience to disclose to a stranger that one cannot read or write 
very well.  

It needs to be noted that this not a test in the traditional sense and it does not 
provide a score or a grade. It does, however indicate whether or not a prisoner is 
likely to have difþculty with reading, writing and numeracy tasks in their everyday 
life. It will enable those with low skill levels to be identiþed and referred to an LLN 
Assessor for follow-up.

The indicator tool process will take 10 – 30 minutes to conduct. The interviewer 
should try to assist the prisoner to relax, by explaining that this tool is being 
conducted across Australia with all prisoners on a sentence of 3 months or more.
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Instructions for Interview Staff
Prepare the LLN Indicator Tool by copying onto coloured paper and separate into sections: NOT 
compiled together. 

You should have the following sections:

Cover Sheet
This is for the interviewer to complete at the end. When the prisoner has þnished, staple it onto 
the completed cluster of tasks. Take care that all the details are þlled out. You are being asked to 
note what you observe in your casual dealings with the prisoner. You might complete this once 
the prisoner has þnished doing the tasks because you will then have talked and observed them for 
a while.

Cream Sheet – NRS 1
Start with the NRS 1 Cream sheet and ask the prisoner to have a go at þlling out the form starting 
with name and address details. If they appear to have difþculty completing this form, you can 
assist them by asking the questions about their contact details, education history and areas they 
might need assistance with on page 1. If they can write a small amount on one of the pictures 
which follow that’s ideal but do not push them. If it is clear that they are unable or unwilling to 
complete the cream sheet then stop the interview and complete the coversheet.  

•	 This paperwork is referred to the LLN Assessor who is nominated to follow up and prepare a 
report for the case management team.

Yellow Sheet – NRS 2
If the prisoner can independently complete the Cream sheet, offer them the NRS 2 Yellow sheet. 
As before, if they appear to have difþculty encourage them to do what they can, particularly the 
writing task on page 3 then stop the  interview, complete the coversheet. 
 
•	 This paperwork is referred to the LLN Assessor who is nominated to follow up and prepare a 

report for the case management team.

Blue Sheet – NRS 3
If the prisoner can independently complete the Yellow sheet, offer them the NRS 3 Blue sheet. 
As before, if they appear to have difþculty encourage them to do what they can, then stop the 
interview, complete the coversheet. 

•	 This paperwork then is sent on to the LLN Assessor who is nominated to follow up and prepare a 
report for the case management team.
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Cover Sheet

Prisoner Details 
Observations to be 
completed 
by interviewer

Cream Sheet – NRS 1

Prisoner to complete

Yellow Sheet – NRS 2

Prisoner to complete

If not completed  
successfully

Blue Sheet – NRS 3

Prisoner to complete

If completed  
successfully

Internal Flowchart

If completed  
successfully

If not completed  
successfully

When 
completed  

LLN Assessor to 
review, and follow 
up referral to Case 
Management
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  Prisoner Details – INTERVIEWER TO COMPLETE	
	
Date of interview	

Name	

Prisoner ID Number	

Date of Birth	

Remand or Sentenced	

Initial Communication Skills Observation Guide
Was an interpreter required? YES NO

Was the prisoner difþcult to understand? YES NO

Does the prisoner understand English? YES NO

What is the prisoners preferred language?

Did the prisoner require assistance?	

NRS 1 – Cream						    

 
NRS 2 – Yellow

NRS 3 – Blue

	
Interviewing Ofþcer	

Contact Number	 	

Other information	

	

		
Attach any completed LLN indicator sheets and forward to LLN Assessor for review.

COVER SHEET

NB:  This page will be customised for local application.





NRS 1


