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Abstract 
 

This thesis traces the development of adult literacy provision in NSW over its 40 year history, 

with particular focus on the discursive tensions between policy and practice. A major and 

overriding theme has been the move away from a philosophy of humanist education and a 

socio-cultural view of literacy, towards an economically driven, human capital view of 

literacy.  

 

The study analyses the changing socio-economic background to the development of the field 

of adult literacy (later called adult basic education) and the ways in which resulting public 

and policy discourses have impacted the field. In the foundation years, the public discourse 

of liberal humanism was reflected in the professional discourse. From the early 1990s 

however, a tension began to emerge as the public and policy discourse moved increasingly 

towards an instrumentalist, human capital view.  

 

The study illuminates the increasing discursive tensions between policy and practice and 

between the public and professional discourses that have sought to shape the field. 

Discourse theory, with its focus on power relations, as developed for example by Foucault 

(1972), and elaborated by Gee (2015) and Fairclough (2015), informs the analysis of the 

ways in which these discursive struggles have defined and redefined the field over the 

period discussed.   

 

Building on this understanding of discourse, the main conceptual resource employed is that 

of Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Callon 1986; Latour 2005). It is chosen as a useful lens 

through which to view the multiplicity of ‘actors’ both human and non-human, that have 

interacted in a non-linear and fluid fashion to influence the direction of the field. The study 

uses a number of the concepts described by ANT theorists to illuminate the ways in which 

some assemblages of actors came to exert power and advance a dominant discourse of 

literacy, whilst the influence of others declined.  
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A number of past and present practitioners were interviewed in order to capture the 

teachers’ voices or ‘stories from practice’, thus informing and giving life to our 

understanding of the development of the field. Analysis of documentary and archival 

evidence provides a further perspective on the ‘official stories’.  

 

The primary rationale for the study was a wish to commit the narrative to the public 

memory in order assist present and future practitioners to contextualise their practice. The 

study concludes with a consideration of some possible implications that it offers to 

practitioners and activists in their challenge to the present discourse surrounding the field.  
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Chapter 1 
Introducing the Study 

 

This study traces the development of adult basic education provision in the state of New 

South Wales (NSW) in Australia, over its 40 year history, a history of prolonged and 

recurrent periods of destabilising change impacting on the field.  The study focuses in 

particular on the interface and tensions between policy and practice and between public 

discourse and professional discourse. A major and overriding theme has been the shift in 

the public and policy discourse away from a philosophy of humanistic education and a socio-

cultural view of literacy, towards an economically driven, human capital view of literacy.  

This shift mirrors the story of a number of other social programs in their trajectory towards 

neoliberalism and the ‘new capitalism’; programs that have been subject to similar 

influences of global neoliberalism.   

The study is a qualitative one, using the methodology of narrative inquiry.  A number of past 

and present practitioners were interviewed in order to capture the teachers’ voices or 

‘stories from practice’, thus informing and giving life to our understanding of the 

development of the field. Analysis of documentary and archival evidence provides a further 

perspective on the ‘official stories’.  

Whilst the background to the study requires examination within the context of the wider 

Australian and indeed international adult literacy narratives, the study focuses on 

developments in the state of New South Wales (NSW). NSW has been subject to its own 

particular influences that have produced state-specific responses to national and 

international pressures, and that have not previously been coherently and critically 

documented.  

Background 
Adult Literacy (later termed adult basic education) has only existed as a separate, named 

field of education in Western, developed nations such as Australia since the 1970s (Green, 

Hodgens & Luke 1994). The development of this new field had its roots in the socio-political 

climate of the late 1960s and early 1970s. This was a period of widespread social change in 
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the Western world, and optimistic belief in a new world order, giving rise to a range of 

worldwide liberation movements such as the gay rights movement, black power movement 

and the feminist movement. Socially conscious and liberal minded citizens began rallying 

around issues of human rights and inequality with a general concern to increase access to 

adult and higher education for working class and other disadvantaged groups. Concern for 

the rights of adults who could not read therefore found fertile ground (Hamilton & Hillier 

2006; Street 1995).  

Against this climate of social optimism, the election of the Whitlam Labor government in 

Australia in 1972 provided a platform for educational reform, with the Whitlam reforms 

placing a new emphasis on social equality. Two important reports, commissioned by the 

new government, paved the way for the emergence of this and other new fields of adult 

education. The Kangan report, TAFE in Australia (1974), and the subsequent Richardson 

Report (1975) charged the state Technical and Further Education (TAFE) systems across 

Australia with the responsibility for developing adult literacy programs. These early 

programs provided informal, student-centred, needs-based provision, informed by ideals of 

humanist education (White 1983) reflecting the socio-economic and cultural backdrop of 

the era. 

However, in response to fears concerning the decline in the economic health of the nation, 

the period since the mid-1980s has been one of increasing government involvement 

resulting in a shift in the policy discourses surrounding the field. Adult literacy was co-opted 

into the cause of improving national productivity, and the public narrative of workplace 

literacy crisis propelled rapid, commonwealth-funded growth in a range of provision, such 

as literacy and numeracy assistance for the unemployed (Wickert et al. 2007; Wickert & 

Zimmerman 1991).  In response to the influence of a number of powerful actors in the field, 

government policies at both commonwealth and state levels aimed at aligning vocational 

education even more closely with the needs of industry and severely limiting the number of 

non-vocational courses that were offered by government funded institutions (Wickert et al. 

2007; Zimmerman & Norton 1990).  The fact that in NSW in particular, the department of 

TAFE had become the major provider of adult basic education programs and the major 

employer of practitioners in the field, facilitated this integration of adult literacy/ numeracy 

into the vocational education and training (VET) sector.  
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Against the background of the neoliberal agenda that swept Australia and similar Western 

democracies from the early 1980s, the funding for these employment-based programs was 

distributed through an acceleration of the process of competitive tendering and the 

inevitable privatisation of the training market. This move was accompanied by an 

intensification of requirements for assessment and accountability in the use of these funds 

(Black 2010) , ‘sometimes with little awareness by regulators of the underpinning 

philosophies of the field and the nature of its students’ (Wickert et al. 2007, p. 276). The 

voices of concerned practitioners were ignored. The study is therefore set against a 

changing constellation of national and international actors and governance practices. 

The adult literacy programs that were provided by TAFE and other community providers, 

and the humanist discourse that accompanied them, were rendered almost non-existent by 

government’s priority attention to vocational literacy. The state funding, which in the past 

supported what was known as community (non-employment related) programs, has been 

almost completely withdrawn and those working in the profession, such as the teachers 

interviewed for this study, express concern that there are, or will be, very few adult basic 

education programs for adults with non-vocational literacy/ numeracy needs: programs that 

would enhance their sense of self and their sense of connection to their community, thus 

building on their (and the community’s) social capital.   

Rationale 
Most significant investigations into adult basic education in Australia since the late 1980s 

have referred to a sense of the field being ‘at the crossroads’ (for example, Kell 1998; Searle 

1999; Wickert et al. 2007). This study was undertaken with the sense that the field is still, 

perilously, at the crossroads. Amongst other challenges, the road to student-centred 

education for those with non-employment needs has been progressively blocked off. For 

the profession to understand how it might challenge this situation, an understanding of the 

history of the field is a useful starting point. 

In 2000, Lee and Wickert noted that there had been no substantial history or systematic 

analysis of the field written, so that ‘teachers have few places to go to contextualise their 

own practice’ (pp. 143-4) adding that ‘In order to intervene in and assume control of the 

future of their field, teachers must develop an understanding of the complexities and 
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inconsistencies that constitute the field’ (pp. 140-1).   McCormack (2016) also referred to 

the need to remedy the loss of public memory which he regards as the ‘foundational  

resource  for  any  community  in  articulating  its identity,  values,  aspirations  and  

practices’ (p.185).  State-based histories have been written specifically for Queensland 

(Searle 1999) and Victoria (Campbell 2005, 2009a). However, to date there has been no 

attempt to document a history of the adult basic education field in NSW, nor has there been 

a comprehensive study attempted of the field nationally. 

The main policy initiatives that impacted on the discourse and practice of adult basic 

education have been well detailed to the period up to 2007 (for example, Lo Bianco & 

Wickert 2001; McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004a; Wickert et al. 2007). However, the period of 

considerable change that has occurred in the past decade, largely in response to a radical 

shift in funding patterns, has not been added to the narrative.  

Whilst the studies cited above have focused largely on public policy, this study investigates 

the interface between policy and practice, capturing practitioners’ voices and responses to 

the public policy story. If the profession is to re-invent or regenerate itself in a way that will 

serve the interests of its target students, then it is important that the events and responses 

of the past 40 years be documented while the institutional memory is still alive in the minds 

of those professionals who helped to shape events or who were required to respond to 

them. 

A further rationale for the importance of this study lies in the fact that the field of adult 

basic education reflects in microcosm much of the post-secondary education field in 

Australia, since the whole field of adult education and training and indeed social institutions 

more generally have been subject to similar national and international policies and 

pressures. Street uses the term ‘telling case’ to justify the relevance of his history of 

research and practice in the UK (Street 1995). The history of adult basic education in NSW 

should likewise provide a ‘telling case’ in that it ‘helps us see and understand connections 

and principles that generate questions and insights with regard to other programs’ (p. 33). 

An additional impetus for this research is a personal one. I share in the institutional memory 

of the field and have connection to many in the wider network of practitioners whose 

reflections have been important in giving ‘life’ to the history. I was appointed as one of the 
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first permanent adult literacy teachers in NSW in 1979 and have been engaged in the field 

continuously to the present. The history of the field therefore traces much of my 

professional history and my response to it is not a dispassionate one.   

Framing the research question  
The study set out to trace the discursive struggles that have surrounded the field of adult 

basic education in NSW and to analyse the socio-economic and cultural influences, or 

network of actors that have shaped the field in each phase of its development. It sought 

answers to the following questions: 

 In what ways have the changing socio-political contexts influenced the public and 

institutional policies that have framed adult basic education developments?  

 What has been the relationship between the professional and the public and policy 

discourses?  

 To what extent have teachers’ reports of their pedagogy reflected 

- the rhetoric of the professional discourse, and  

- the dictates of public and institutional policies? 

In undertaking the study I sought to explore the ways in which my fellow practitioners have 

viewed developments in the field during their careers and the ways in which they have 

viewed the public and policy discourses.  

Chapter 5 will discuss the professional discourse that arose from the foundation years of the 

field and that included a body of firmly held beliefs that came to characterise to varying 

extents, the professional discourse for many decades. Throughout the study, I refer to these 

beliefs as the ‘Adult Literacy Discourse’ (Searle 2000). Although the study traces the 

development of a number of other discourses that the field has embraced, I refer to this 

foundation discourse as the Adult Literacy Discourse. I was interested in the extent to which 

these strongly held beliefs have endured in the professional discourse in successive decades 

in spite of the changes in the socio-economic climate and the public and policy discourse.  

The questions that arise from this are: what was the basis for this humanist-liberal discourse that 

arose? Where did it come from? To what extent and by what means did it come into the 

professional discourses of practitioners? And do these principles represent any evidence-based 
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truths that are still relevant in newer, more hostile contexts? Moreover, in the current context, 

there remains a question of the extent to which the work-related context and the discourse 

surrounding it is compatible with this earlier professional discourse and the extent to which it has 

influenced current pedagogy.  

Terminology 
The title of the study uses the term adult basic education to refer to the professional field 

that is the subject of this study. However, many terms have been used to identify the field in 

the years since it became a recognised and distinct field of adult education.  

UNESCO first named and defined a field as adult literacy in the 1950s, in relation to 

developing nations (Jones 2006, cited in Hamilton 2012a). This was the label by which it was 

generally known in the early years in Britain and USA, and adopted in Australia, although the 

definition was wider than that originally suggested by UNESCO. It was generally understood 

to include more than just the cognitive skills involved in basic reading and writing.  

Although the term adult basic education is the chosen terminology for this study, other 

terms will occasionally be used as appropriate to the discussion of particular discourses or 

contexts of provision. In general, the terms have similar denotative meanings, although they 

can be interpreted as code for different discourses. For example, the term Foundation Skills 

has come into common use more recently, as the discourse of the field has moved from 

‘education’ towards ‘skills training’. 

What is literacy? 

The meaning of the term ‘literacy’ is much contested, with each attempted definition 

revealing more about the ideologies and social visions of their authors than any claim they 

might make to epistemological truth (Gee 1990). Gee writes that:  

we can choose to use this word in any of several different ways. Each such 

choice incorporates a tacit or overt ideological theory about the 

distribution of social goods and has important social and moral 

consequences (1990, p. 27). 

In the context of the narrative of the adult literacy field, the notion of the power 

relationships that lie behind this ideological concept of naming, is a crucial one. ‘To name 
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something is to position it somewhere in a nexus of power relations that are sustained by 

the rhetorical force of the naming term. Naming something also positions the nominators 

somewhere on a spectrum of values ’(Hager & Halliday 2009, p. 1). This study attempts to 

illuminate the values of the various nominators of the term literacy as they have sought to 

influence the development of the field.  

The major theoretical framework that has underpinned the adult basic education field in 

Australia and similar Western countries has been called the social practice view of literacy 

(Hamilton & Hillier 2006) and although the literature refers to the social practice view of 

literacy, it can be understood as a means of viewing numeracy also (Tett, Hamilton & Hillier 

2006; Yasukawa, Rogers, et al. 2018). This is the view that has become influential through 

the writings of  the ‘New Literacy Studies’ group (Baynham 1995; Gee 1991; Street 1996, 

2011) and further elaborated by the Lancaster school (for example, Barton, Hamilton & 

Ivanic 2000) . It sees reading, writing and meaning as  ‘always situated within specific social 

practices within specific Discourses’ (Gee 2000, p. 189). Street writes that: 

 Literacy is more than just a skill: the last decade of research and practice 

in literacy has made it apparent that literacy is a social practice that varies 

from one context to another and is part of cultural knowledge and 

behaviour not simply a technical competence to be added on to people as 

though they were machines being upgraded. (1996, p. 8) 

The definition of literacy that has been promoted by the Australian Council for Adult 

Literacy (ACAL), the peak professional organisation for adult basic education in Australia, is 

consistent with this understanding: 

Literacy involves the integration of listening, speaking, reading, writing 

and critical thinking; it incorporates numeracy. It includes the cultural 

knowledge which enables a speaker, writer or reader to recognise and use 

language appropriate to different social situations. For an advanced 

technological society such as Australia, the goal is an active literacy which 

allows people to use language to enhance their capacity to think, create 

and question in order to participate in society  (Australian Council for 

Adult Literacy 1989a). 
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St Clair (2010) offers a shorthand version of this: ‘the ability to achieve a desired purpose by 

applying appropriate skills in a specific situation of engagement with texts’ (p.8).  

The social practice view gives expression to a social theory of literacy, an understanding of 

what literacy is for and how it functions in society. It also has implications for literacy 

pedagogy and for research.  It is the view of literacy that informs this study from the 

perspective of these three aspects: the theory of literacy that underpins it, the approach to 

pedagogical practices that it will discuss and the methodological approach that was 

selected.  

Although the social practice view is the dominant professional discourse with currency in 

Australia at the present time (Lonsdale & McCurry 2004), there are nevertheless, contested 

views of literacy in the popular media and the public discourse. Since these contested views 

appear in a number of contexts in the narrative of this study they will be discussed in 

chapter 2.  

A historically situated term 

Although the field originally bore the title adult literacy, this soon came to be qualified in 

the professional discourse.  In their report on the success of the early British adult literacy 

programs, Charnley and Jones (1979) wrote: 

What the educational world has been calling literacy provision is often, in 

the perceptions of students, much more akin to what has been described 

as basic education. Progress in reading and writing was the proximate 

means towards affective achievements in personal and social life, towards 

the assertion of self-in-society, and achievements in the literacy skills 

themselves, even in their application to material situations, came lower in 

order of importance. Where success was most clearly felt, students were 

receiving a general basic education and were not simply in classes for the 

three Rs (p. 184). 

The term adult basic education (ABE) then came into general use, especially in NSW.  It is 

the term that will be generally used in this study and is favoured by the author, largely 

because of the priority given to ‘education’ thus connecting it to a wider narrative.  The 

term refers to programs that are designed for adults who wish or need to improve their 
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reading, writing and numeracy skills. It is also used to refer to the field in general, and its 

implied ideologies and discourses. 

However, alternative terms have come into use from time to time in response to changes in 

public and policy discourses. For example, in an attempt to foreground the numeracy aspect 

of the field, it also came to be referred to as Adult Literacy/ Numeracy provision (as a 

reaction to what some saw as the tokenistic reference in the literacy definition ‘…it 

incorporates numeracy’).  

The acronym LLN (Language/ Literacy/ Numeracy) was widely used in the 1990s when, for 

administrative reasons, literacy and language policy came under the same umbrella, 

following the release of Australia’s National Policy on Languages in 1987. In more recent 

years, Foundation Skills has been the term adopted by the Commonwealth government 

department responsible for the relevant policy and funding provision. In 2012 the 

Commonwealth Government released its most recent policy document, the National 

Foundation Skills Strategy for Adults (SCOTESE 2012), further reifying the term.  

The ‘field’ 
The term ‘the field’ is frequently used in the study as shorthand to refer to the professional 

discourse, the practitioners and academics who comprise the community of practice, and 

the sites of practice. The study traces the shift in the sites of provision of the field over the 

periods covered. In Australia this has involved public and for-profit and not-for-profit private 

providers, and charitable and community organisations. It has also been integrated into 

workplace and vocational education and training (VET) and labour market programs. In 

NSW, TAFE dominated the field in the early years, so that the early part of the narrative is 

largely centred on TAFE NSW, with later entry of non-profit and for-profit private providers.  

As Hamilton and Hillier (2006, p. 3) write of the emerging field in the UK, it was an 

‘imaginary space’ which could shift its identity to fit any organisation that was to host it. The 

shape that the field was to take in NSW from the late 1970s when the government came to 

‘own’ it, was just one of many possibilities. The field that is referred to in the study 

therefore is a changing, socially and historically created one. 
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Who are the students? 
Although the students are not the focus of this study and are not considered directly, they 

are nevertheless important actors in the narrative, actors whose characteristics have 

changed in response to separate sets of influences. Although they can be considered to be 

actors in this narrative, they are actors that will not be directly considered in this study. 

They have been represented in the public imaginary in a number of ways, with policy 

decisions following on from particular, though invariably superficial representations (Belzer 

& Pickard 2011). 

In the foundation years, the expectation was that the target learners would be adults for 

whom English was their mother tongue but who had experienced educational disadvantage: 

‘the native-born competent speaker who cannot read or write his mother tongue’ (White 

1978). However, it soon became evident that the target learners, particularly in 

metropolitan areas, included many for whom English was not their first language; they were 

adults for whom English was an additional language or dialect (EAL/D) but who had some 

competency in the oral English language. Many had been in Australia for many years but 

had not had the opportunity to learn to read and write English. In more recent years, given 

the demographic shift in the Australian population, the proportion of those for whom 

English is not their first language has accelerated. For example, by 1990 an estimated one 

third of students in TAFE NSW adult basic education classes were EAL/D learners, of whom 

one half had been resident in Australia for more than ten years (Hammond et al. 1992, p. 

41).  Many of these are from socially and educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, for 

whom the pedagogy traditionally offered by the liberal progressive traditions of adult basic 

education is seen as offering an appropriate learning environment (see, for example, Bee 

1990; Ollerhead 2016). Whilst an increasing number of ABE teachers are dually qualified, 

with formal qualifications also in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL),  

adult basic education has nevertheless been seen as a separate discipline, with a separate 

tradition from that of TESOL (Hammond et al. 1992) and with separate sites of provision. 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) specific classes are not the subject of this 

study although, in recent years the distinction has become blurred in some sites of 

provision.  
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In the early years also, there was an assumption that the target learners would require 

basic, functional literacy learning. Mace reminds us that the adults on whose behalf the UK 

waged the adult literacy campaign of the early 1970s, were ‘those who could barely read 

and write at all and who were seen as having a “need” to read and write for everyday life’ 

(1992, p. xi).  Their needs were seen as being related to everyday, functional literacy, a 

concept aligned with that which had been promoted by UNESCO in its earlier mass literacy 

campaigns in developing nations. As the field developed more sophisticated understandings 

of literacy as a socially constructed term, the term has come to encompass a wider 

understanding of literacy.  

It is important to acknowledge also that those students who have come forward for (or have 

been coerced into) formal adult basic education, and who are referred to in contexts such as 

this study as ‘the students’ form an estimated small sub-section of adults who struggle with 

the literacy/ numeracy demands of modern life. Moreover, many who would be designated 

(according to surveys and assessment tools) as being in need of adult basic education, do 

not define themselves as part of that sector of the population and need to be ‘persuaded of 

the role the government has imagined for them’ (Hamilton 2012c, p. 87).   

Is there still a need? 
There is ample evidence that, whilst the demographics of the target population has shifted, 

the need for diverse provision, for diverse sectors of the population, exists still. One source 

of evidence is in the stories of student lives and experience that continue to be published. 

The practice of publishing student written stories, which was prevalent in the foundation 

years, continues in a limited way still. The NSW Adult Literacy and Numeracy Council 

(NSWALNC) published regular collections of student writing until 2012. In 2015 ACAL, in 

partnership with the UK organisation Research and Practice in Adult Literacy (RaPAL), 

published a collection of stories of Resilience: Stories of adult learning (Furlong & Yasukawa 

2016, p. 3), a collection that aimed to demonstrate ‘the critical role of lifelong learning, and 

how adult literacies weave through our journeys, visibly and invisibly’. The Victorian Adult 

Literacy and Basic Education Council (VALBEC) also published a collection of stories, A Fuller 

Sense of Self (Bowen 2011), demonstrating what involvement in adult basic education had 
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meant for the adults whose stories were represented. Sue’s story is one of those that testify 

to the personal and civic value that the students themselves attach to their learning: 

When you find some success in learning you can be more open and 

involved in the community. Suddenly I took note of what was going on and 

why it was going on. I had never voted before, up until five years ago 

which was precisely the time that I started coming to school. Learning 

gave me the confidence to want to vote and be interested in doing it. 

Previously, I used to avoid coming up the street to do my shopping. I’d 

always had this feeling that people might be looking through me and into 

me. I know with me, when I took that first step I never dreamed I would 

still be here, that I would still be learning. I’m a different person now 

(Bowen 2011, p. 9). 

Whilst most of the students whose stories are referred to above were students of 

institution-based classes, there are nevertheless many adults who do not find their way to 

such classes. Evidence exists of the particular needs of disadvantaged groups in the 

community whose adult education needs cannot be met within an institutionalised 

framework but for whom appropriate, flexible, community based provision is urgent. For 

example a report on the perceptions that homeless people have of literacy classes in Sydney 

(Morris et al. 2017) found that  what the interviewees ‘perceived as structured classes in 

institutions such as TAFE would not be suitable’ (p. 14). Their needs were particular to their 

circumstances, as are the needs of many other groups of adults who are at risk of social 

exclusion. 

Further evidence of continued need for diverse types of provision comes from the Reading 

Writing Hotline, a national referral centre for adults wanting information about adult 

literacy/ numeracy classes (Iles & Finch 2017; Osmond 2017). The Hotline’s statistics have 

consistently shown that adults who call the Hotline with employment-related needs to 

improve their literacy, are in the minority; and yet, classes for job-seekers are in the 

majority. In fact, for many callers with non-employment related needs, there is no 

appropriate provision in their location in NSW. Although caller numbers to the Hotline have 

fluctuated from year to year, they have remained remarkably consistent in the 27 years 
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since its inception. However, in recent years, an increasingly disproportionate number of 

callers to the Hotline were from NSW, indicating that in NSW adults seeking adult literacy 

services simply do not know where to go (Osmond 2017).  

Boundaries of the study 
Adults have participated in literacy, numeracy and basic education programs in a range of 

contexts in NSW in the past forty years. However, in order to contain the boundaries of the 

study it is limited to what has been conventionally called adult literacy, adult numeracy, 

adult basic education and foundation skills provision. This excludes programs that are 

specifically set up for migrants, (although many students who speak English as an Additional 

Language (EAL) are enrolled in adult basic education classes if their spoken English is 

deemed to be at a sufficient level). It excludes also provision offered in prisons and 

programs set up for specific groups such as women or indigenous communities. 

It includes programs that were state and commonwealth government funded and those that 

were community or industry funded; those that were taught by professional, paid teachers 

and those that were taught by volunteer tutors; those that were taught in class groupings 

and those that were taught individually or were integrated into other vocational programs. 

‘Practitioner’ here is taken to mean teachers, volunteer tutors or managers of adult basic 

education programs. 

Methodology 
The study is a qualitative one, using the methodology of narrative inquiry (Andrews, Squire 

& Tamboukou 2013; Connelly & Clandinin 1990; Riessman 1993), an approach that most 

closely reflects the educational philosophies and theories of literacy that have underpinned 

the study, in particular, the social context view of literacy (Hamilton & Hillier 2006). It is 

ontologically and epistemologically sympathetic to the adult literacy field, valuing, as it 

does, the participant viewpoint. Furthermore, the chosen methodology of narrative inquiry 

validates the place of the researcher as a participant in the inquiry, a position that I value in 

the case of my relationship to this study. 

The two methods of data collection were from semi-structured interviews with past and 

present practitioners, and a literature search and artefact analysis. The artefacts consisted 
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of what Hamilton and Hillier (2006) refer to as ‘the grey literature’: archival materials such 

as newsletters, letters and meeting minutes.  

 

My professional identity 
The epistemological implications of my own position as an emic researcher must also be 

taken into account as part of the theoretical framework. The values that influence me as 

researcher need to be made explicit since my identity, personal values and beliefs have 

shaped the production and analysis of my data (Lincoln & Guba 1985). I share the 

emancipatory scholars’ ‘assumption that all research projects are (and should be) political 

and that researchers who represent themselves as detached only camouflage their deepest, 

most privileged interests’ (Fine, 1994 p 15, cited in Mertens 1998, p. 16). 

My conversations with fellow teachers and past colleagues to gather data for the ‘stories 

from practice’ began with questions relating to their personal journey into the field: what 

attracted them to adult basic education in the first place and the personal values they 

brought to it. I was struck by the similarities between my background and the backgrounds 

and values expressed by many of these teachers, particularly the older women, who had 

joined the profession in its early years. Their personal and professional narratives very often 

sprang from middle class backgrounds and families who had instilled in them strong values 

of social justice (often associated with the church). They found themselves, serendipitously, 

working in the new field of adult basic education in the 1980s and discovered that they had 

found their professional spiritual home.  

I too was brought up in a conservative middle class family.  My parents ran a small business 

in the Blue Mountains of NSW. In post-war Australia this was a deeply conservative, safe 

and comfortable community.  My mother was what would be termed today as ‘aspirational’, 

so I was sent to a private girls’ boarding school. As was probably the norm for private girls’ 

schools in the 1950s, my education was a genteel and academically unchallenging one. 

Heavy emphasis was placed on doing ‘good deeds’. In this tight social world I was 

nevertheless exposed to a small number of role models of charismatic women teachers, and 

I wanted to be like them. So in 1959, on a Teachers College Scholarship, I enrolled in Sydney 

University to do an Arts degree.  
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As a high school English and History teacher in the early 1960s in western Sydney I 

encountered many students who were the Australian born children of post-war European 

migrants who struggled with literacy; yet during our teacher training as high school teachers 

it had never been suggested that approaches to teaching beginning literacy might be 

required as part of the professional practice knowledge we needed to bring to the task. My 

first such encounter was deeply humbling and its memory has remained with me for over 

fifty years. As a new and nervous teacher I had made a grown boy (almost a man) cry when I 

insisted that he should take his turn reading around the class. I saw his refusal as defiance 

and used the moment to assert my authority. ‘You WILL read’. School must have been a 

miserable and alienating experience for him and I hope that he later found his way to a 

warm and welcoming adult basic education program to begin to undo the damage that I and 

my fellow teachers, in our ignorance, had done. 

The social movements of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s seemed to offer a wider scope to the 

‘doing good deeds’ of my adolescence and I embraced many of these enthusiastically, 

especially the feminist movement and the anti-war and anti-nuclear movements. I cut my 

teeth as a political activist, including standing as a candidate for a centre-left minor political 

party in a state election. On reflection, I see a direct line between this feminist activism in 

particular, and the adult literacy movement that I later embraced. The politics of discourse, 

or an understanding of the discursive struggles (Yeatman 1990) that critical feminist theory 

had opened up, served us well in the field of adult basic education (Sanguinetti 1994). This 

activist position was brought to the positions that I held over many years on the executive 

committees of the NSW Adult Literacy and Numeracy Council (NSWALNC) and the national 

peak body, the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL). 

My introduction to the world of reading education came with my employment as research 

assistant to Dr Peter Rousch, then Dean of Teacher Education at Riverina College of 

Advanced Education (RCAE). Peter had recently returned from USA where he had worked 

with Drs Ken and Yetta Goodman in the new field of psycholinguistics, which he was 

instrumental in introducing to Australia. I was encouraged to enrol in the Graduate Diploma 

Educational Studies (Reading/ Language) at RCAE. The Reading Language Centre at RCAE 

was then led by Dr Brian Cambourne, who had also recently returned from a period working 
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with the Goodmans. This was an exciting and ground-breaking place to study and work in 

this period.  

In 1979 when a position was advertised as TAFE Adult Literacy Officer for the Riverina 

region, I was appointed as one of the first permanent employees in the newly minted field 

of adult literacy. The position involved developing and managing volunteer tutor programs 

in a very large region in south west NSW. There were no resources available to this new 

discipline, apart from those that were being imported from the UK, so with my small band of 

colleagues scattered throughout the state, and those in other states, we set about to create 

a body of new professional practice knowledge.   

There followed a career in TAFE as adult literacy teacher and a range of middle management 

positions. On retirement from full time employment in TAFE I added a further role as 

teacher educator. These various roles have placed me as a participant in the changing 

narrative of the field, enthusiastically embracing a range of ideals that were from time to 

time embraced by the professional discourse. Many of these ideological positions (such as 

the discourse of literacy as human capital) later came to be critiqued by the professional 

discourse and are positions that I examine in this study. This forty year career in adult basic 

education has mirrored very closely the narrative of the field.  I reflect, along with many of 

my interviewees, that it has been a privilege to work in such a field, but it is a field (if, 

indeed we can continue to use that term) from which I now feel alienated, so that this study 

is undertaken with a deal of sadness, reflecting the sadness that is expressed by my 

interviewees. 

Overall structure of the thesis 
Section 1 – Background to the Study 

Chapter 2 - The Theoretical Framework – A Literature Review 

The next chapter provides an overview of the literature relative to the theoretical 

frameworks underpinning the study. Actor Network Theory (ANT)  (Latour 2005) provides a 

lens through which to view the interrelatedness of events and external influences framing 

the narrative of the field.  

I employ discourse theory as developed for example by Foucault (1972) and explore the 

various discourses surrounding our ideas of literacy. The value that has been attached to 
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literacy in public discourse is central to the study and is discussed in terms of the concept of 

capital (for example Schuller 2004). The literature related to the goals and values that have 

been ascribed to adult education in general will be explored in order to link them to 

developments in the field of adult basic education. 

The literature related to the nature of public policy, and that related to the concept of 

community of practice and professional practice knowledge, will be considered in order to 

provide a theoretical framework for the ‘official stories and stories from practice’ aspects of 

the study. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach employed. It considers the literature 

related to qualitative research and narrative inquiry in particular and details the data 

collection methods and approaches to data analysis employed. 

 

Section 2 - Official stories and stories from practice 

The following four chapters analyse the development of the field in NSW in roughly 

chronological order, divided into approximately decade long eras.  The events documented 

have not been chosen on a strictly chronological basis, rather, they have been selected to 

illustrate the predominant discourses of each period. Each chapter analyses the main socio-

political influences that the era brought to bear on developments in NSW, including national 

and international influences. These are followed by a focus on developments in NSW in 

particular and practitioner response to these developments. 

Chapter 4 - The Early Years - Before 1975 

Although the main story of the field of adult basic education in NSW begins in the late 

1970s, this chapter identifies a number of precursors to that development in order to 

highlight some patterns and influences that were to be echoed in subsequent decades.  

Chapter 5 - From the margins: emerging from the ground up - From the late 1970s to late 

1980s 

This period was characterised as emerging from ‘the margins’ (Wickert et al. 2007), and this 

chapter traces the remarkable growth of the field in NSW in these formative years. It 
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analyses the development of the ‘Adult Literacy Discourse’ (Searle 2000), a professional 

discourse that encompasses student- centred, humanistic education at a time when this was 

reflected by the public discourse related to adult education. 

Chapter 6 - Out of the billabong and into the mainstream: From the late 1980s to 2000 

This chapter analyses the period of most destabilising change for the field and traces 

changes to the policy settings that were to have repercussions through the decades to 

come. Although the field gained recognition and increased funding in this period by being 

drawn into the mainstream of vocational education and training (VET) provision, it was to 

progressively lose control of its agenda. The chapter will show that the professional 

discourse came to be in conflict with the public and policy agenda, which emerged as one 

that increasingly privileged the development of the human capital argument over the 

development of identity and social capital.  

Chapter 7 - Living with tensions and contradictions - The new millennium  

This era marks an acceleration of the developments begun with the changed policy settings 

of the previous era. The chapter documents the findings of the study concerning the effects 

that the intensification of the neoliberal climate has had on the field of adult basic 

education as the government ceded governance of the VET system to the private sphere, 

thereby further negating practitioner agency. 

Section 3 - Conclusions and Implications 

Chapter 8 – Conclusion 

The final chapter returns to the research question and synthesises the key findings 

suggested by the data. It summarises the present context and the contradictions and 

tensions that are presently evident. It then suggests some ways forward: some actions that 

present practitioners might consider in light of the field’s history as discussed in the study.  
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Chapter 2 
The Theoretical Framework – A Literature Review 

 

Introduction 
This chapter presents the theoretical framework for the study and discusses the literature 

that supports the choices of analytical lenses employed.  The over-arching theoretical lens 

that I employ is Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Callon 1986; Latour 1987, 2005; Law 1999). In 

my analysis of the developments in the field, I have been constantly reminded of the 

interrelatedness of events and external influences, the importance of which is illuminated 

by Actor Network Theory (Hamilton 2012a) on which I elaborate below.   

The study focuses on the increasing discursive tensions between policy and practice; 

between the public and professional discourses that have sought to shape the field. I 

employ discourse theory as developed for example by Foucault (1972), and elaborated by 

Gee (2015) and Fairclough (2015) to analyse the ways in which these discursive struggles 

have defined and redefined the field over the period discussed.   

My focus on the socio-political drivers of change suggests a social context view of literacy: a 

view which sees literacy as inseparable from the social context in which it is used (for 

example, Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic 2000; Gee 2015). This is the view of literacy that I adopt 

in this study and that is elaborated here. 

One of the significant areas of change that has to a large extent defined the development of 

the field has been in the value placed on literacy development and adult basic education. 

What is it for and who does it serve?  This shift in values has been a key driver of a range of 

developments related to the provision and pedagogy of the field. I explore the literature 

related to capital, particularly human and social capital (for example Schuller 2004) in order 

to provide a framework for discussion of this aspect of the study. 

The chapter will also examine relevant theories of professional practice since a central focus 

of the study is on the communities of practice that have helped to shape the field (and have 

been shaped by it) and that were required to respond to the constant socio-economic 

change that impinged on it. Theories of professional practice provide a further lens through 
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which to examine these changing influences on practice to which practitioners have 

responded.  It is argued (Barton & Hamilton 2005) that concepts from these theoretical 

frameworks, relating to communities of practice; language, literacy and discourse; and Actor 

Network Theory complement and strengthen each other.  

Actor Network Theory 
The conceptual resource of Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Callon 1986; Latour 1987, 2005; 

Law 1999) is selected as a useful lens for the study and one that adds further layers to the 

social context view of literacy. It is introduced here as a theoretical and philosophical 

approach to the study and the field that it will examine, rather than as a methodology using 

the analytical tools suggested by some of its proponents. It is a lens through which to view 

developments in the field of adult basic education as a ‘project of social ordering’ (Law 

1994, pp. 1-2). ANT is described as an approach that:  

examines the  interconnections of human and nonhuman entities … The 

objective is to understand how these things come  together - and manage 

to hold together - to assemble collectives or  'networks' that  produce 

force and other effects: knowledge, identities, routines, behaviors, 

policies, curricula, innovations, oppressions,  reforms, illnesses and on and  

on (Fenwick & Edwards 2012, p. x). 

This would seem to be an appropriate ontological stance for a study of the development of 

a social phenomenon such as the adult basic education field, with its multiplicity of ‘actors’ 

both human and non-human, interacting in a non-linear and  fluid fashion and shifting 

according to context and purpose. For example, this study is concerned with the 

interactions between human actors and a number of artefacts such as curricula, 

teaching/learning resources and government and transnational policy documents, as well as 

other actors such as place (the social and geographic location of programs) in the process of 

forming and re-forming the social project of adult basic education. It is concerned with 

questions of how some assemblages of entities came to exert power, whilst the influence of 

others declined. Importantly, ANT helps make the connection between the local and global, 

a connection that is found to be important in the narrative of the study. 
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Hamilton describes ANT as a ‘promising approach to use for tracking and understanding the 

histories of educational policy reforms which are typically sinuous, layered, conflicted and 

time-bound’ (2012d, p. 41). She makes the close connection between ANT and the view of 

literacy as a social practice that underpins her work and that of many who share her view of 

literacy as socially situated and occurring within particular power structures and cultural 

domains. Hamilton (2001, p. 178) argues that ‘ANT demonstrates the contingent and 

precarious way in which social order is created’, and suggests that it offers a way in which 

we might begin to challenge this order. It has therefore been frequently used as a 

conceptual resource by writers in what came to be called the New Literacy Studies (NLS) 

group (discussed below), and by others who share this view of literacy (for example, Clarke 

2002; Hamilton 2001; Hamilton 2012d, 2016; Yasukawa & Black 2016b).  

A number of concepts and key processes of ANT (Callon 1986) have been drawn on in the 

study. An actor network is described as one that is ‘simultaneously an actor whose activity is 

networking heterogeneous elements and a network that is able to redefine and transform 

what it is made of’ (Callon 1987, p. 93). It is organic and dynamic and can be more or less 

powerful dependent on the number and status of the elements or actors within it. One of 

the key processes is that of translation, the process whereby previously unconnected 

entities are drawn together to form something new and in the process some of those 

entities are changed. The terminology of actor and actant are useful also; the worked-upon 

entity is the actant, and if the translation is successful, becomes an actor in the project. The 

stages of translation are also concepts that have been employed: problematisation, 

interessment (the selection of those entities to be included), deletion (the exclusion of other 

entities), the enrolment of agents into networks, and their mobilization; all realized through 

particular moments (Callon 1986). The term moment is used in both senses: as an important 

event and as a temporal interval (although in ANT this is stretched across time and place). At 

the point of mobilization, the project is stabilized (temporarily). ‘Like a black box it appears 

naturalised, purified, immutable and inevitable, while concealing all the negotiations that 

brought it into existence’ (Fenwick & Edwards 2012, p. xiii). The narrative traced by this 

study can be seen as a series of processes of translation, where each of these stages 

described above could be mapped upon them. 
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The concept of ‘immutable [or stable] mobiles’ (Latour 1987) is also a useful one. These are 

entities that can be invisible and that act at a distance but develop sufficient solidity to 

enable them to bring about material effects. These are representations of aspects of the 

world that are portable and thus can be accumulated and combined in new ways at a 

distance, and used to co-ordinate action from within centres of power (Hamilton 2012d, p. 

47). 

Hamilton has made a strong claim for the usefulness of ANT as an analytical tool for future 

research in adult basic education, arguing that it ‘defines a research agenda for the future’ 

(2001, p. 193).  She goes on to describe the kinds of ANT based research that could have an 

impact on policy agendas, including examinations of ‘the experience of practitioners and the 

dilemmas and decisions about advocacy in a field where the focus on “literacy” can be 

framed in a variety of ways’ (p.193), an approach that has directed the framing of my study.  

Discourse theory 
Discourse theory is understood to mean the ways in which texts (both spoken and written) 

are connected to and reflect cultural understandings and norms and articulate ideological 

positions (Foucault 1972). As a theory of language, it is central to most contemporary 

understandings of literacy and is central to the understanding of literacy that frames this 

study. Foucault, one of the names most closely connected with discourse theory, was 

interested in the central role of language in the construction of power relationships and the 

ways in which language is involved in the construction of the social meanings that constitute 

these relationships.  

Although Foucault’s focus is on language, he makes it clear that it is not language per se 

(that is, spoken or written texts) that constitute a discourse, but rather the structures and 

rules that constrain and define it (Foucault 1972). It is ‘the conditions under which certain 

statements are considered to be truth’ (Ball 2015, p. 311). Discourses therefore are more 

than the texts that display them, and Foucault argues that ‘it is this “more” that we must 

reveal and describe’ (1972, p. 49).  

Gee’s work elaborates on this concept of discourse. He defines Discourses as ‘ways of 

behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and, often, reading and writing 

that are accepted as instantiations of particular identities (or “kinds of people” …) by specific 
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groups’ (2015, p. 4). These are the socio-cultural aspects of the ‘more’ that are involved in a 

discourse. Gee refers to ‘Discourses’ (with an upper case D) (2015, p. 2) to refer to ways of 

thinking or speaking or being in the world, as distinct from discourse (with a lower case d), 

meaning a tract of text; a convention that I do not adopt in this study since it has not 

become widely adopted. 

This understanding of discourse sees concepts of literacy as reflecting deeply held 

ideological positions, some of which are explicit and some of which are implicit. Crucially 

then, discourses also make a claim for truth through their ideological stance. Foucault 

(1972) termed this process of acceptance of a statement’s inherent or obvious truth as 

‘normalisation’. This concept has been elaborated under the title of hegemony: a theory of 

the ways in which certain discourses become normalised and achieve the status of power 

and privilege (Fairclough 1992; Gramsci 1971, 1995).  Gee (2015) refers to ‘Discourses that 

lead to social goods in a society’ as dominant discourses (p. 145).  As a history of the field, 

tracing the dominant discourses that have framed it moves the focus from not only what 

happened, but also to actor networks or socio-cultural conditions that made change and 

development possible.  

The policy discourse 
In the context of this study, it is pertinent also to view policy as a discourse (Ball 2015). Ball 

describes the discourse of education policy as ‘the ways in which teacher subjects and 

subject positions are formed and reformed by policy and are “invited” (summoned) to 

speak, act, read, work, think, feel, behave and value in particular and specific ways’ (2015, p. 

307). He draws on the Foucauldian concept of discourse as constituting, rather than just 

reflecting social reality: as ‘form[ing] the object of which they speak’ (Foucault 1972, p. 49).  

This concept of powerful discourses as the drivers of policy has been interpreted as 

suggesting a determinist view of policy making, against which, not only does the individual 

have no agency, but also in which the individual is implicated by the hegemonic nature of 

the dominant discourse (Ball 2015). However, Foucault makes it clear, especially in his later 

work (for example, Foucault 1993), that he recognises the possibility, and indeed the need 

to resist the dominant policy discourses. He urges that ‘nowadays, the struggle against 

forms of subjection – against the submission of subjectivity – is becoming more and more 
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important’ (Foucault 1982, p. 213). The individual practitioner as subject of dominant policy 

discourses, becomes the site of struggle. As Ball notes, in the now extensive body of policy 

analysis, there has been much more text analysis than discourse analysis or analysis of ‘how 

those statements are formed and made possible’ (2015, p. 311). We are urged to attend not 

only to policy texts but to policy discourses also, as was my intention in this study. 

Discourses surrounding ‘literacy’ 
The concept of discourse is a useful lens through which to view the ideologies behind the 

ways literacy has been discussed in policy and practice. This section will discuss the ways in 

which a range of discourses or ‘ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing 

[and] speaking’ (Gee 2015, p. 4) related to literacy have been represented in the narrative of 

the study. Gee describes literacy as a ‘socially contested term’ (2015, p. 139), thus implying 

the ideological nature of any attempt to define it. Although my view of literacy as a socio-

culturally determined practice (discussed below) is at odds with the discourses represented 

by many of the powerful actors at many stages in the narrative traced by the study, each of 

these discourses will be discussed here. This section therefore presents not only the 

theoretical framework supporting this study, but introduces some important theoretical 

constructs, or traditions of belief, that are central to the research question concerning the 

relationship between the professional and public discourses and the ways in which both sets 

of these discourses have been reflected in practice. 

The various definitions and conceptions of literacy that have been evident in the literature 

and in the statements of the participants of this study therefore represent particular, 

though often taken-for-granted world views. An understanding of the range of responses to 

questions regarding the nature and value of literacy is at the heart of this study as different 

phases of the development of the field in NSW have been characterised by different 

understandings of the term literacy and the value attributed to it. 

 

What is literacy? 

In response to the question, ‘what is literacy?’ Street refers to two main conceptions of 

literacy, the traditional, individual-based view that he refers to as the ‘autonomous’ view 

and a context-dependent view that he refers to as the ideological view (Street 1984).   
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The cognitive or autonomous view 

The traditional or autonomous view of literacy sees a cognitive relationship solely between 

the text and the reader (or writer); rather than being context-dependent it is autonomous of 

social context.  The writings of Brian Street (1984; Street & Lefstein 2007) have been 

influential in differentiating this view from the social context view of literacy discussed 

below. In Street’s definition, the autonomous view sees literacy as involving a context-free, 

cognitive, technical set of skills to be learnt which ‘isolates literacy as an independent 

variable’ (1984, p. 2). Literacy skills, in this view, are often referred to as ‘the basics’; a 

checklist of surface structures such as the rules of traditional grammar, punctuation and 

phoneme/ grapheme correspondence.  If the reader has the ‘right’ interpretation, then that 

interpretation will be roughly the same for all readers.  

Freebody refers to this autonomous view of ‘Literacy’ (with an upper case L) as a 

‘unidimensional construct’ (1997, p. 9), one of the consequences of which is that it enables 

the ‘commodification and thus marketing of a selection of practices taken to index this 

valued commodity’ (p. 9). It is a simplistic construct that lends itself to easy and reductionist 

solutions and validates the development of techniques that ‘purport to measure Literacy’ (p. 

9).  

Associated with this view was the belief that literacy skills, once possessed, have certain 

positive intrinsic effects or characteristics leading to the development of intellectual tools of 

abstract thought and analysis, that the technology of writing enabled a different way of 

thinking, and literacy per se was responsible for the development of societies towards 

modernity (Gee 2015; Graff 1979; Street 1995). This view of literacy, as an individual 

attribute or cognitive skill, suggests a corollary: a deficit view of literacy. The deficit is with 

the individual, rather than the society that fails to recognise and validate the literacy 

practices that people actually engage in (Crowther, Hamilton & Tett 2001). Failure is seen as 

evidence of a personal deficit, with the individual seen as being largely responsible for this 

deficit, which is a problem to be remediated in some way.  

The ideological view 

Street (1984) described the alternative to the autonomous view of literacy as the ideological 

view. In this view, concepts of literacy are framed by particular ideologies and contexts.   
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Literacy is seen as a social practice, learnt in specific cultural contexts, and therefore imbued 

with epistemological significance. What we mean by literacy, and what we understand to be 

its value, varies from context to context. It is dependent on the ideology of those contexts 

and is embedded in local cultures, and its ‘uses and meanings are always embedded in 

relations of power’ (Street 2001, p. 18). 

As Gee explains, we do not just read. We read something, and if we read that something 

with understanding, we must concern ourselves with the context in which it was written. 

We read something in a particular way, so that our understanding of the text cannot be 

divorced from our understanding of aspects such as the temporal context, the purpose for 

which it was written and its intended audience (Gee 2015). Gee  argues that the ideological 

view illuminates ‘literacy’s connections to political power, to social identity and to 

ideologies’ (2015, p. 49), connections that are obscured in the autonomous view. 

This view has profound implications for the teaching of literacy. Street (2001, p. 20) writes 

that teaching ‘the basics’ in this model of literacy involves helping learners to understand 

‘how the rules work, not simply learning the rules themselves’, as with the autonomous 

model. This acknowledges the changing and context–bound nature of the language and the 

need to help learners to recognise its ambiguity, creativity and provisionality’ (p. 20). 

Functional literacy 

The concept of functional literacy in many ways is synonymous with the ideological view 

discussed above and was the term that had common currency in the foundation years of the 

field.  Functional literacy was described by Gray in a UNESCO publication in 1956 as the 

ability to ‘engage effectively in all those activities in which literacy is normally assumed in 

[their] culture or group’ (p. 24).  This was an early definition of literacy as a contingent, 

socially situated concept.  However, it stopped short of recognising the multiple literacies 

present in any culture, and that what one adult may require in order to function in their 

culture may differ from what others require. In practical terms, It has been accepted that 

this ‘often meant teaching literacy as a set of skills thought to be universal and applicable 

anywhere’ (Barton 2007, p. 193) and gave rise to the approaches and resources that were 

created in the early years of the field in developed countries such as the UK and Australia. In 

this era, functional or survival literacy resources were developed (for example, Derkow, 
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Hargreaves & Moorhouse 1975) to help adults navigate transport, shopping, banking and 

community facilities, on the evident assumption of a unitary social context for all. They 

focused on word recognition and phonic awareness in the context of everyday activity. This 

was an understanding of literacy learning in a social context, but a social context which, it 

was assumed, was an homogenous one.  

This was the assumption underpinning many of the testing regimes to determine a 

community’s literacy levels; tests such as Goyen’s study into Adult Illiteracy in Sydney 

(1977), which was designed to measure ‘survival literacy’ of a sample of Sydney residents. In 

order to be classified as literate in the Goyen survey, ‘it was necessary to answer correctly 

more than 75% of the items’ (p. 13). These included texts such as telephone dialling 

instructions and classified housing advertisements. 

Thus the term came to be associated with some undefined but minimum level of literacy, 

‘less rudimentary than the capacity to provide a signature and read a simple message, but 

less than full fluency’ (Levine 1986, p. 25). From the outset it became connected to the 

concept of employability, a fact which is not surprising, given its genesis in the context of 

UNESCO’s concern with developing nations. For some years, functional literacy became a 

term almost synonymous with adult literacy learning as it appeals to the community’s 

common-sense understanding of literacy (Levine 1986).  

The concept of functional literacy raises a further question; ‘whose functions are being 

considered?’ (Barton 2007, p. 194).  Viewed through the lens of emancipatory literacy and 

critical literacy (for example, Freire 1972), we can recognise the concept of functional 

literacy as a means of control, of producing compliant consumers and workers and efficient 

users of community utilities, and of efficiently bringing them under bureaucratic control. 

Levine describes the notion of survival or functional literacy as ‘irremediably a political and 

moral abstraction’(1986, p. 41) and argues that: 

whether intentionally or not, functional competence has been defined in 

such a way that it is just sufficient to bring its possessor within the reach 

of bureaucratic modes of communication and authority. (p. 41)  
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Those deciding what constituted functional literacy represented the powerful in society, 

with functional literacy being associated with imposing literacy on others, rather than 

starting with the stated needs of literacy learners. Writing in 1986, Levine claimed that: 

‘functional’ [has become] the acceptable buzz-word, the essential 

ingredient every adult programme had to contain. It endured its setbacks 

and it flourished still, largely because it promises substantial collective and 

personal returns from equipping individuals with an ill-defined but 

relatively modest level of competence (1986, p. 35). 

In NSW in the new millennium, although it is no longer a buzz-word, the concept of the ‘ill-

defined but modest level of competence’ promising economic returns, continues to hold 

sway, as will be discussed in chapter 8. 

The social practice view 

The ideological view that has underpinned much of the professional discourse related to the 

adult basic education field in countries such as the UK and Australia in recent decades 

(Freebody 1997; Lonsdale & McCurry 2004) has come to be called the sociocultural view or 

the social practice view (Gee, Hull & Lankshear 1996). This view sees reading, writing and 

meaning as  ‘always situated within specific social practices within specific Discourses’ (Gee 

2000, p. 189).  Street writes that: 

 Literacy is more than just a skill: the last decade of research and practice 

in literacy has made it apparent that literacy is a social practice that varies 

from one context to another and is part of cultural knowledge and 

behaviour not simply a technical competence to be added on to people as 

though they were machines being upgraded. (1996, p. 8) 

In analysis and discussion, and indeed in the pedagogy of literacy, we cannot just extract the 

‘bits’ involved with literacy and ignore the other sociocultural aspects in which a particular 

literacy event is embedded, aspects concerned with interaction with others, the values and 

attitudes underpinning those interactions, and the physical context in which the literacy 

event takes place.  
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The social practice view of literacy has become influential through the writings of  the ‘New 

Literacy Studies’ (NLS) group (Gee 2015; Street 1996, 2011) and further elaborated by the 

Lancaster School (for example, Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic 2000; Baynham 1995). These 

writers have had a strong influence on Australian adult literacy/ numeracy teacher 

education and research and the professional discourse in general, through strong personal 

links. For example, Baynham was previously Director of the Centre for Language and 

Literacy at the University of Technology Sydney and Baker (whose work is discussed later in 

this chapter) and Hamilton have visited Australia as guests of the Australian Council for 

Adult Literacy (ACAL).  

Barton and Hamilton have elaborated the position in terms of a set of six propositions about 

the nature of literacy as a social practice, propositions that encapsulate the view:  

 Literacy is best understood as a set of social practices; these can be inferred 

from events which are mediated by written texts.  

 There are different literacies associated with different domains of life 

 Literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and power 

relationships, and some literacies are more dominant, visible and influential 

than others. 

 Literacy practices are purposeful and imbedded in broader social goals and 

cultural practices 

 Literacy is historically situated 

 Literacy practices change and new ones are frequently acquired through 

processes of informal learning and sense making    (2000, p. 8) 

Barton illustrates the socially situated nature of literacy with the metaphor of ecology, 

which he describes as ‘the study of the interrelationship of an organism and its 

environment… It is concerned with how the activity – literacy in this case – is part of the 

environment and at the same time influences and is influenced by the environment’ (2007, 

p. 29).  
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The concept of different or multiple literacies is central to the social practice view of 

literacy, so that ‘contemporary life can be analysed in a simple way into domains of activity 

such as home, school, workplace’ (Barton & Hamilton 2000, p. 11).  Gee describes the 

concept of multiple literacies in reference to primary and secondary Discourses. All humans, 

he argues, are members of a primary Discourse. ‘This is our socioculturally  determined 

ways of  thinking, feeling valuing and using our native language … which we achieve in our 

initial socialization’ (2015, p. 150).  Beyond one’s primary discourse, most of us engage with 

and learn a number of secondary discourses later in life. Hamilton uses the terms 

‘vernacular’ and ‘dominant’ literacies to express a parallel concept (2001, p. 179). It is 

argued that in the different domains of one’s life, people participate in different discourse 

communities, some of which are more powerful and visible than others, the most dominant 

discourses being those that are supported by powerful institutions such as those of 

education, the workplace and government (Barton & Hamilton 2000).   

The view of literacy as a social practice illuminates the situated nature of acquisition of 

literacy (or literacies) and the pedagogical practices which are thought to facilitate it.  Gee 

(2015) cites a number of proponents of the sociocultural approach to literacy who argue for 

the necessity for literacy learners to be embedded:  

as a member of a social practice wherein people not only read texts of this 

type in this way, but also talk about such texts in certain ways, hold certain 

attitudes and values about them and socially interact over them in certain 

ways (p. 48). 

St Clair (2010) has elaborated further on the social practice view of literacy with the concept 

of the ‘capabilities approach’, in order to focus on ‘what people can do and achieve with 

their literacies’ (p. 33). This approach ties the social practice view to the role that mental 

operations play in literacy, thus bringing us closer to the instructional implications suggested 

by both. These conceptions of literacy as elaborated by writers such as those of the NLS 

group indicated above, have formed an ‘elegant and parsimonious theoretical framework 

for the study of literacy, with high explanatory power, [and] valid in explorations of literacy 

across different time periods’ (Kell 2011). 
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Although the literature refers to the social practice view of literacy, numeracy has also been 

described as a social and cultural practice (for example Baker 1998; Coben 2006; Yasukawa, 

Rogers, et al. 2018). Baker was largely responsible for adapting the NLS view of literacy to 

numeracy, with an ideological definition of numeracy. The focus was placed on ‘what people 

do with numeracy through social interactions in particular contexts, rather than on people’s 

performance of mathematical skills in isolation of context’ (Yasukawa, Jackson, et al. 2018, 

p. 13). Coben argues that this conceptualisation of numeracy avoids the context-free 

‘atomised [treatment of mathematics] with mathematical elements ticked off in the process 

of education’ (2006, p. 101). She argues however, for a more nuanced understanding of 

numeracy as a social practice, that there is a danger of a view that sees numeracy simply as 

one of the multiple literacies in the social practice view ‘with scant regard to its peculiarities, 

so that it becomes as invisible within literacies as it has been when subsumed within 

literacy’ (p. 103).  We are reminded that ‘doing mathematics’ (p. 101) nevertheless has to be 

taught even within a social practice view of numeracy and that there are significant 

pedagogical differences between literacy and numeracy that risk being overlooked.  

The value of literacy 

The social practice view gives expression to a social theory of literacy; an understanding of 

what literacy is for and how it functions in society. The question, ‘what is it for?’ is usually 

answered, in the public and professional discourse, in reference to the capital that accrues 

from literacy. In this section I discuss the literature related to the economics driven model 

associated with human capital and productivity; the social capital model; and the individual 

capital model. Each of these models of literacy have been reflected in the discourses that 

have characterised the adult basic education field in NSW and each can be seen to be 

central to the ways in which literacy has been understood and discussed over the phases of 

its development.  

The Three Capitals 
The value attributed to literacy is frequently expressed in terms of capital. Although there 

has recently been a proliferation of ‘capitals’ in the lexicon of social science, I will restrict my 

discussion to only three; human capital, social capital and identity capital (Schuller 2004). 

The term ‘capital’ in socio-political terms is taken to mean the resources or profit that an 

individual or community can draw on.  
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Human capital view 

Currently, the common understanding of human capital is that ‘investment in knowledge 

and skills brings economic returns, individually and therefore collectively’ (Schuller 2001, p. 

5). It is an employment related, economics driven model. In the discourse of human capital, 

literacy is seen as a vehicle for productivity and for national economic progress: as being 

essential not only to the individual’s employment prospects but to the nation’s economic 

competitiveness.   

The influence of the discourse of human capital has always been evident in the adult literacy 

story, given its beginnings in and continuing influence of the OECD (Hamilton 2012a). The 

OECD’s definition of human capital is ‘the knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes 

embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-

being’ (2001, p. 282). Although, in Australia we associate the human capital discourse of 

adult literacy with the period following the international economic downturn of the late 

1980s, references to the connection between education and economic growth have always 

been a feature in international and national policy statements of adult literacy. 

The social practice view of literacy discussed above is inclusive of an understanding of 

literacy as human capital: the world of work is one of the range of social contexts which 

might involve us in ‘secondary discourses’ (Gee 2015).  Until recently, the discourse of 

human capital existed alongside an understanding of literacy as an individual and civic right. 

It is only since the late 1980s that tensions have increased between these competing 

discourses, such that currently the human capital discourse is not only the predominant 

public discourse, but it has almost eclipsed all other understandings of the value of adult 

literacy. In her discussion of the increasing global influences on adult literacy policy, 

Hamilton concludes that, in current policy discourses, ‘the good adult literacy learner is 

imagined not so much as a person with human rights and entitlements, but as a responsible 

citizen obligated to contribute to national prosperity in a global marketplace’ (Hamilton 

2012a, p. 18). 

This position is exemplified in the following excerpt from a keynote address to the 2011 

ACAL conference, when Robin Shreeve, the then CEO of Skills Australia had this to say: 
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 My core argument  [is] If by 2025 we can increase workforce participation 

from 65% to 69% there will be huge economic and financial benefits ($24 

billion to bottom line) to the Australian economy. … To achieve this we will 

need to see people in the workforce we have not seen for some time [so 

there is an] urgent need to improve foundation skills…. A 1% higher 

national literacy score = 2.5% higher labour productivity and an associated 

increase in GDP per capita (Shreeve 2011). 

Such direct attribution of the economic benefits of increased literacy has received a number 

of critical responses over many years (Falk 2001a; Hartley & Horne 2006; NALA 2011) and 

was challenged as early as 1979 with Graff’s interrogation of The Literacy Myth (1979). 

Fundamental to much of the criticism of literacy as human capital is the view that the 

relationship between literacy and productivity (whether individual or national) is more 

nuanced and resistant to simplistic measurement than the rhetoric would have us believe. 

Whilst there is a well-established relationship between literacy and individual earning 

potentials, and between the average literacy levels of a community and its economic well-

being, the causal connection is complex and involves a range of factors other than literacy 

(Black & Yasukawa 2011; Hamilton 2012c; Reder 2013 ; Tett 2014b; Wolf & Evans 2011; 

Yasukawa & Black 2016a). As Graff observes, the notion of a literacy myth does not suggest 

that the assertions wrapped up in that myth are necessarily false, rather that they are only 

partial truths: 

Like all myths, the literacy myth is not so much a falsehood but an 

expression of the ideology of those who sanction it and are invested in its 

outcomes. For this reason, the literacy myth is powerful, resistant to 

revision, and longstanding.  (2010, p. 638) 

Some of the other ‘partial truths’ that the human capital view obscures from our 

understanding are social attributes such as race, gender, ethnicity and social status (Levine 

1986). These attributes are likely more powerful predictors of employment success than 

levels of literacy alone. Hamilton and Pitt (2011b) have analysed the ways in which the 

human capital discourse is represented as a discourse of deficit in public and policy 

discourses, and warned that the neoliberal agenda that supports it is ‘dangerous for literacy 
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policy’ (p.603) that might otherwise aim to address inequality, since it focuses on the 

individual, and obscures structural inequality.  

Other researchers, such as Yasukawa and Black (2016b) have identified the ways in which 

literacy myths such as the simplistic human capital discourse have gained the status of the 

predominant public discourse such that: 

It is not possible to even have a dispute about what ‘counts’ as literacy 

and numeracy unless it is framed in terms of productivity.  

… it is difficult to imagine how literacy and numeracy that exist in other 

social worlds can win a ‘dispute’ or even enter a debate with those who 

engineer literacy and numeracy in the industrial world (p. 36). 

Critics have argued that, not only is the connection between literacy and productivity a 

complex one, but that the discourse diverts attention from other values that literacy holds 

for the individual, community and society (Falk 2001a; Hartley & Horne 2006), and from the 

need for economic and social reform. In place of long-term structural solutions to address 

questions of economic competitiveness, attention to human capital alone represents only a 

short- term, victim-blaming response (Coffield 2002).  

We are reminded that the issue is a global one (Belzer & Kim 2018; Hamilton 2012b; Hunter 

2016; Tett 2014b). For example, in describing the many short term job seeking programs 

offered in the community education sector in the USA, Rose (2012) provides a trenchant 

critique of the argument that an increase in basic occupational skills will lift the country’s 

productivity. This, he sees as blame shifting and argues that this short term training in job 

seeking strategies or basic skills does not make an appreciable difference in helping people 

to get a shrinking number of jobs:  

The de facto philosophy of education we do have is a strictly economic 

one. This is dangerous for without a civic and moral core it could easily 

lead to a snazzy twenty-first-century version of an old and shameful 

pattern in American education: working class people get a functional 

education geared only toward the world of work. 
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For all the hope and opportunity they represent, our initiatives lack the 

imagination and heartbeat that transform institutions and foster the 

wondrous, unrealized abilities of the full range of our citizenry (Rose 2012, 

pp. 141 - 2).   

We are warned, however, against demonising the discourse of human capital entirely.  

Schuller and Field (2002), for example, remind us that it is mostly the political choices that 

are made in the name of human capital, and not the theory itself that are to blame for most 

of the ‘unpalatable developments’ (p. 77)  that are associated with the concept. In 

Coleman’s (1990) words human capital is ‘probably the most important and original 

development in the economics of education in the past 30 years’ (p. 304).  Its narrowness 

springs in large part from the fact that it focuses on individuals and ignores the wider social 

context and relationships through which learning takes place (Schuller & Field 2002). As 

Graff concluded, ‘literacy is neither the major problem [of economic progress] nor is it the 

main solution’ (1986, p. 82). 

Social Capital 

Although currently the most familiar term is ‘human capital’, the concept of ‘social capital’ 

has entered the educational policy lexicon more recently and draws on socio-political 

disciplines (Schuller 2004).  The concept is a much contested one, with each attempt at a 

definition adding some detail, albeit context-dependent detail. For this reason, the concept 

has been regarded by some as ‘flabby’ in that it undermines the rigor of economic 

discussion (Schuller 2007, p. 12). The definition adopted by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) (2004), and which is drawn from the OECD places the focus on networks 

over other components. It refers to social capital as the ‘networks, together with shared 

norms, values and understandings which facilitate cooperation within or amongst groups’ 

(p. 5). 

Unlike other forms of capital, social capital exists in the relationships between people rather 

than in individuals or physical means of production (Coleman 1990). It is significant then, 

that the discourse of social capital has gained significance in this era of individualism, a 

doctrine that suggests that society consists of a set of independent individuals, each of 

whom acts to achieve goals that are independently arrived at, and that the functioning of 



37 
 

the social system consists of the combination of these actions of independent individuals 

(Coleman 1990, p. 300).  Coleman (1990, p. 301) describes this doctrine as ‘fiction’ and 

credits Loury with introducing the concept of social capital into economic discourse in the 

1970s, in an effort to counter the prevalent individualist bias.  

The concept of social capital has certain properties that distance it from both neoclassical 

individualist economics and from other forms of capital. One such property is that it is 

usually considered to be a public good rather than a private good or the private property of 

any one individual (Coleman 1990). Schuller writes however, that although it is sometimes 

referred to as an individual asset, as an analytical tool it is ‘most powerfully applied to the 

relationships that exist within and between social networks’ (2007, p. 18). This focus on the 

relationships between groups and individuals thus injects a moral dimension into its use in 

policy formation and analysis in that it sees social capital as a result of social cohesion and 

more importantly, as a producer of social cohesion (Schuller 2007). As an indication of the 

complexity of such a relationship, Schuller (2001) suggests that: 

 Looked at from a social capital perspective, the direct impact of training 

may be as much in the strengthening of networks and information flows 

as in the acquisition of individual competencies or improving productivity 

(pp. 15 - 6). 

As such, social capital is not antithetical to the concept of human capital discussed above, 

but complementary to it and inclusive of it, albeit in complex ways (Schuller 2007; Schuller & 

Field 2002). The social practice view and the human capital view therefore do not constitute 

a dichotomy. Indeed it is argued that socio-economic well-being involves both conceptions 

of capital (Balatti, Black & Falk 2006; Black & Yasukawa 2010). Moreover, Coleman (1990) 

argues that levels of human capital are dependent on the resources of social capital: when 

the resources of social capital are available for individuals to draw upon, levels of human 

capital tend to be increased.  

Schuller argues that unless human capital is linked to social capital ‘it is weakened … as an 

asset, since it is harder to acquire and its value is harder to realize’ (2007, p. 18). Whilst 

social capital is difficult to measure and quantify in the way that human capital is measured, 

it is nevertheless important for that very reason since unless attention is paid to social 
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capital, institutions such as education that also serve economic life might otherwise go 

unrecognised since they impact the economy in those aspects that are not served by 

markets. 

Increased social and community participation are the aspects of social capital that have 

traditionally been most valued in the professional discourse of literacy. For example, Hartley 

and Horne (2006) report on studies that show increased participation in sporting and 

education activities and voter registration as a result of engagement in an adult literacy 

program. Balatti, Black and Falk (2009a) describe two domains in which literacy as social 

capital can be understood. One is at the group level, evident in the partnerships amongst 

individuals and institutions or agencies implicated in the provision of adult literacy and 

numeracy provision. The other is at the individual level and refers to the social capital 

outcomes that literacy learners experience in the way they interact with their existing 

networks and in the number of networks that they access.  

This connection to community is highlighted in Falk and Guenther’s suggestions as to What 

Makes ‘Good’ Adult Literacy and Numeracy Provision (2002). A qualitative study of a number 

of programs led them to suggest that amongst the principles that lead to effective literacy 

and numeracy provision in regional Australia, the principle of ‘trust and collaboration 

between providers and communities underpins successful programs’ (p. 25). 

Balatti, Black and Falk’s (2009a) study of the social capital approach to developing adult 

literacy and numeracy provision developed a number of guidelines for pedagogical 

strategies to draw on and build social capital. They included strategies such as those that 

lead to increased trust levels by ‘empowering learners in their everyday interactions …[and]  

building self-efficacy and self-confidence’ (p. 22). Other strategies refer to building network 

structures and transactions, such as ‘remove social distance between learners and others 

including teachers’ (p. 22). Wickert and McGuirk  refer to these concepts of trust and 

reciprocity as both a source and an outcome of the social cohesion and capacity building 

which are its goals (Wickert & McGuirk 2005).  

It is argued (Black & Yasukawa 2010) that the literacy and numeracy skills taught in basic 

education programs are of little practical use unless they are embedded in complementary 

social processes. ‘These skills in themselves count for little unless they can be put to good 
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use (for example, in employment), and it requires social processes (i.e. social capital) to 

enable this to happen’ (p. 45). Falk (2001b) also demonstrated that job seeking skills alone 

will be of little use without consideration of the bridging ties to outside networks, to enable 

jobseekers to access the context in which to use their skills.  

Identity Capital 

Although the term identity capital has much less currency than the terms human capital and 

social capital, it is a useful one in the context of adult basic education. The term identity 

capital was coined by Cote (2005) and draws largely on the discipline of social psychology. 

Schuller (2004) drew on and extended Cote’s concept, including ideas such as self-

confidence and self-esteem. He included it in his ‘three capitals’ framework to explain the 

benefits of learning, with identity capital, social capital and human capital at the three 

vertices of a triangle and the various outcomes or benefits of learning such as civic 

participation, qualifications, enjoyment, attitudes and values, self-concept and qualifications 

arranged within the triangle (Schuller 2004, p. 13).  Schuller conceives of learning as ‘a 

process whereby people build up – consciously or not – their assets in the shape of human, 

social or identity capital, and then benefit from the returns in the shape of better health, 

stronger social networks, enhanced family life and so on’ (p. 12). He then elaborates on the 

model by describing how these benefits feed back to the capitals and enable them to grow.  

Falk (2001b) also describes the interrelatedness of social and identity capital. He cites 

research to show that knowledge and identity resources ‘only become used and useful 

when brought into play through the interactions between people’ (p. 210). This is an 

appropriate framework from which to view the benefits or outcomes of adult basic 

education learning, avoiding, as it does, a simplistic interpretation. It relates closely to the 

stories that students themselves relate: stories that are primarily couched in terms of 

identity capital (for example Bowen 2011; Charnley & Jones 1979). 

Professional Practice Knowledge 
The interview and archival data in the study is analysed against a framework of professional 

practice knowledge: the professional beliefs and practices that are shared by members of a 

particular community of practice (Lave 1991; Wenger 1998). Practice theories that 

endeavour to explain social and organisational phenomena have become increasingly 
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popular, in part because they resonate with the contemporary sense that our social and 

organisational worlds are increasingly fluid ones with growing challenges to professional 

authority and agency in particular (Green 2009b).  Whilst the term professional practice is 

widely but loosely used, I adopt Schatzki’s (2012, p. 14) definition as an ‘open-ended, 

spatially-temporally dispersed nexus of doings and sayings [and relatings]’. It is an 

‘organised constellation’ (p. 13) of the activities of multiple people interacting with artefacts 

and discourses. Schatzki’s conception of the social is that it is ‘composed of nexuses of 

practices and material arrangements’ (2005, p. 472). This understanding of professional 

practice is consistent with the social context view of language discussed above and the 

concepts of ANT, in that it is historically and spatially situated and responsive to and 

reflective of multiple actors.  

It provides a framework from which to explore the possible actors involved in disruptions to 

particular routines of practice such as those that have characterised the field of adult basic 

education. Reckwitz describes a practice as ‘a routinised type of behaviour’ (cited in Green 

2009a, p. 47); behaviour that Green describes as operating ‘below the “radar” of 

consciousness or awareness’ (Green 2009a, p. 49). An examination of the mesh of practice 

arrangement bundles is therefore a useful starting point in developing an understanding of 

sources of interruptions and disruptions to the routinised behaviours that have 

characterised the practice of adult basic education. It provides a framework also for 

practitioners themselves to attempt possible disruptions of imposed routinised behaviours.  

The theory of professional practice knowledge that has been largely drawn on in the study is 

that which has been developed by Kemmis (Kemmis 2005a, 2005b, 2009; Kemmis et al. 

2014).  Kemmis stresses the extra-individual features of practice such as the social contexts 

and discourses that are the background to practice; ‘beyond the individual person of the 

practitioner, practice is also socially, discursively, culturally and historically formed (2005a, 

p. 23).  He refers to these extra-individual spaces elsewhere as: 

a kind of ‘exoskeleton’ of arrangements … [that] might better be described 

as the mediating preconditions of practice, arranged in terms of cultures 

and discourses, social and political structures and dynamics, and material 

and economic conditions under which a practice is practised (2009, p. 33). 
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The image of the extra-individual features of a practice as an exoskeleton is a useful one in 

that it highlights the inseparableness of the socio-political background from the practice. 

The image however, suggests something fixed and constraining; an image that is at odds 

with that of a dynamic and organic actor network discussed above. Whilst the two are not 

compatible as metaphors, I accept them as being complementary.   

The perspective of the client is seen as an important addition to the mix of influences in 

Kemmis’ theory of professional practice. This is a particularly salient inclusion in a field of 

practice such as adult basic education with its traditionally central focus on the needs and 

perspectives of the individual student (Lee & Wickert 2000; White 1985).  

Theories of professional practice knowledge provide a means to examine the ways in which 

practitioners have represented their professional practice knowledge and what factors 

might have influenced their practice. Higgs Titchen and Neville (2001, p. 5) refer to  

‘propositional knowledge, … professional craft knowledge (how to do something) and 

personal knowledge about oneself as a person and in relationship with others’ . In other 

words, professional practice knowledge involves knowing ‘cognitively, performatively and 

affectively.’ (Kemmis 2005b, p. 397). The authors stress, however, the interrelatedness of 

these categories. The category of ‘personal knowledge about oneself as a person and in 

relationship with others’ is important in the stories related by the interviewees in the study 

and is referred to elsewhere by a number of labels, such as ‘tacit knowledge’ (Polanyi 1978) 

and ‘searching for saliences’ (Kemmis 2005b).  

The literature relating to communities of practice is also of interest to this study. Lave and 

Wenger first coined the term community of practice (Wenger 1998, p. xiii) and have 

outlined what they believed to be the necessary features of a community of practice. They 

include relationships based on mutual engagement, a shared repertoire of approaches to 

practice and a shared discourse ‘reflecting a certain perspective on the world’ (Wenger 

1998, p. 126).  The concept of professional learning is a situated, non-formal one. Recent 

organisational theorists (for example, Gherardi, Nicolini & Odella 1998; Kemmis et al. 2014) 

have stressed that participants in a community of practice do not interact in an unmediated 

way, but encounter each other and construct their learning within particular socio-cultural 
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settings; in ‘intersubjective spaces’ (Kemmis et al. 2014, p. 4) of practice arrangements that 

are already organised in particular ways. 

The connection between the concept of communities of practice and situated learning on 

one hand, and theories of language, literacy, discourse and power on the other is one that 

has recently been drawn out, but which, it is argued was overlooked by Wenger (for 

example, Barton & Hamilton 2005; Barton & Tusting 2005). In fact, Barton and Hamilton 

argue that ‘the framings provided by theories of language, literacy, discourse and power are 

central to understanding the dynamics of communities of practice’ (2005, p. 14) and 

highlight the fact that most social interactions characterising communities of practice are 

textually mediated. The concept of ‘reification’ (2005, p. 14) of these texts or literacy 

artefacts is the key to the link that they make between the theories of language, literacy, 

discourse and power, and the communities of practice approach, since texts have a central 

role in solidifying and reifying power.  Wenger defines reification as: 

the process of giving form to our experience by producing objects that 

congeal this experience into “thingness”. In doing so we create points of 

focus around which the negotiation of meaning becomes organised (1998, 

p. 58).    

The link is further extended to ANT with the parallel drawn between Latour’s ‘stable 

mobiles’ and Wenger’s use of the term ‘reification’ (Barton & Hamilton 2005, p. 29). These 

added conceptualisations, drawn from critical social linguistics and ANT, add a dynamic and 

organic dimension to Wenger’s supposedly static conception of community of practice.  

The range of features that are represented in these frameworks thus provide a useful lens 

for interpreting participants’ reflections on their practice and their professional practice 

knowledge and to illustrate the ways in which the body of professional practice knowledge 

came to be created and disseminated amongst the members of the communities of practice 

in adult basic education.  In the first years of the development of the field, participants 

referred to a rich mix of influences that were brought to bear on these communities of 

practice, many of which progressively disappeared as the exoskeleton of the field changed 

over the decades and as new and powerful actors were drawn in. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 

 

Theoretical framework 
The study is a qualitative one, using the methodology of narrative inquiry; a methodology to 

study the ways in which humans experience the world (Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou 

2013; Connelly & Clandinin 1990; Riessman 1993). This is an appropriate research approach 

since it most closely reflects the educational philosophies and theories of literacy that have 

underpinned the subject of the proposed research, in particular, the social context view of 

literacy (Hamilton & Hillier 2006). It is ontologically and epistemologically sympathetic to 

the adult basic education field, valuing, as it does, the participant viewpoint. Furthermore, 

the chosen methodology of narrative inquiry validates the place of the researcher as a 

participant in the inquiry, a position which I value in the case of my relationship to this 

study.  

Narrative inquiry is the term given to a family of research methods that rely on data in a 

storied form (Riessman 2008). The story is analysed to reveal aspects of the social world, 

with the focus on the meanings and ideology the story conveys and the ways in which the 

story links with its historical context (Denscombe 2007). The ‘stories from practice’ in the 

study were constructed from interviews with both present and past practitioners in the field 

of adult basic education in NSW, and also from archival materials.  

 Research methodology based on personal reflections such as these made its appearance 

with the beginning of the ‘narrative turn’ in scholarship, and the gradual shift away from 

realism in the 1960s, with a flowering in the 1980s (Riessman 2008). This, Riessman writes, 

was guided in part ‘by the feminist dictum: the personal is political’ (2008, p. 15). Whilst this 

study focuses in part on the personal reflections of practitioners, the aim of the study is a 

political one: to give present and future practitioners an understanding of the complexities 

of the field in order to inform their policy responses. 

The ‘stories from practice’ in the study place teachers’ voices at the centre of research 

action. They are placed against ‘official stories’ in an endeavour to inject a personal 
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perspective on the historical understanding of the field and its political and theoretical 

contexts. 

Rationale for choice of methodology 
An important validation of my choice of narrative inquiry is that it is the methodology 

chosen by the researchers of major international historical studies of the field (Hamilton & 

Hillier 2006; Street 1995) and by a historical study of adult literacy in Australia in the state of 

Queensland (Searle 1999). Shenton (2004) argues that the credibility of a study is increased 

with the adoption of research methods that are ‘derived, where possible, from those that 

have been successfully utilised in previous comparable projects’ (p. 64). This use of 

comparable methodology also allows for a certain degree of generalisation, and of 

comparison and contrast with other such studies.   

It is not accidental that the vast number of studies cited in this study have used a similar 

qualitative, interpretive methodology, in particular narrative inquiry. As was noted in the 

first significant survey of adult literacy, the seminal Adult Literacy : A Study of its Impact 

(Jones & Charnley 1978, p. 2), ‘research methodology was largely defined through the 

character of the literacy project itself rather than as external and separate’ .  Since that 

study in 1978, the practitioner discourse surrounding the ‘literacy project’ has invariably 

been participant centred and related to the ways in which the participant is positioned 

within the story (for example, the Australian studies of Brennan, Clark & Dymock 1989; 

Campbell 2005; Grant 1987; Sanguinetti 1999; Searle 1999). 

The methodology of narrative inquiry fits within the interpretive/ constructivist research 

paradigm which holds that reality is socially constructed. This ontology reflects that of the 

theory of literacy which underpins this study and that of the studies cited above: a view of 

literacy as a social practice (for example, Barton & Hamilton 2000; Street 1996). The social 

practice view sees reading, writing and meaning as  ‘always situated within specific social 

practices within specific Discourses’ (Gee 2000, p. 189), that is, within specific ways of 

thinking, speaking or being in the world . Interpretive/ constructivist researchers likewise 

attempt to interpret meanings from a certain standpoint or standpoints, believing that ‘the 

researcher’s goal is to understand the multiple social constructions and meaning of 

knowledge’ (Mertens 1998, p. 11). Mertens’ use of the term ‘constructivist’ is perhaps closer 
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to the implied meaning of the term ‘constructionism ’ as used by other researchers, with its 

emphasis on the collective generation of meaning, whilst constructivism is often taken to 

suggest that an individual mind is exclusively involved in the meaning-making activity. 

Whilst the terms are often used in the literature interchangeably, I use the term 

‘constructivist’ here to imply the collective, social generation of meaning. 

The emic researcher and the interviewer effect 
The epistemological implications of my own position as an emic researcher must also be 

taken into account as part of the theoretical framework. The values that influence me as 

researcher therefore need to be made explicit, as they are in the introductory chapter of the 

study. My identity, personal values and beliefs have shaped the production and analysis of 

my data (Lincoln & Guba 1985). I share the emancipatory scholars’ ‘assumption that all 

research projects are (and should be) political; that researchers who represent themselves 

as detached only camouflage their deepest, most privileged interests’ (Fine, 1994 p 15, cited 

in Mertens 1998, p. 16). 

As Mertens argues, in the interpretive/ constructivist paradigm, ‘the inquirer and the 

inquired-into are interlocked in an interactive process; each influences the other’ (1998, p. 

13). The interview process represents a complex web of influences and constraints from the 

perspective of both the inquirer and the inquired-into as they co-produce a narrative. Thus 

the ‘stories from practice’ emerging from the study are not entirely the sole production of 

the interviewees. Although I strove for a certain degree of neutrality in the conduct of the 

interviews, I also strove for a tone of warmth and encouragement, the result of which is a 

co-construction of the text. Interviewees were, to some extent, constrained by the 

questions that I posed and the ways in which I, as interviewer, orchestrated the interview: 

the points at which I moved the focus to another question, or foreshortened a response that 

I did not consider particularly relevant to my inquiry.  Thus, any interview transcript cannot 

claim to be a pure representation of that participant’s viewpoint.  

In addition, research has demonstrated fairly conclusively that ‘people respond differently 

depending on how they perceive the person asking the questions…. The data, in other 

words are affected by the personal identity of the researcher’ (Denscombe 2007, p. 178). 

My biography demonstrates that my position in terms of my attitude towards certain 
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discourses surrounding the field is a public one, and is probably known to a greater or lesser 

degree to the research participants. A number of the participants were long standing 

colleagues with whom I shared a mutual understanding of the issues being discussed and 

shared frames of reference. We shared therefore, not only propositional knowledge, but 

tacit knowledge which must be experienced to be understood: knowledge that ‘mirrors 

more fairly and accurately the value patterns of the investigator’ (Lincoln & Guba 1985). 

The issue of perceived relative status in the profession is also relevant. In the case of my 

position vis-à-vis the interviewees, the position of relative status varied. Some of the 

interviewees were iconic figures with an established position of status in the profession. On 

the other hand, three of the participants had been my students during their post-graduate 

studies, a relationship that must be acknowledged.    

Data Collection 
The study employed two main means of data collection: 

a) Documentary and artefact analysis 

A literature search was undertaken to establish the main public and institutional policy 

influences and establish a chronological narrative of the field. This represents the ‘Official 

Stories’ aspect of the title of the study. A desktop audit was also conducted on a range of 

artefacts reflecting the development of the field. This was included as an element of 

triangulation of the data collection in order to present a fuller picture of these 

developments. A number of the interview participants shared items from their personal 

professional collections. These included items such as conference proceedings, newsletters, 

curriculum documents, resources and reports. Hamilton and Hillier refer to this as ‘the grey 

literature [that] abounds in a field like ALLN [Adult Literacy, Language and Numeracy] and 

awaits future historians’ (2006, p. xiii). These documents informed both the ‘official stories’ 

and the ‘stories from practice’. 

These artefacts and archival materials were analysed chronologically and critically analysed 

in a way that linked them with interview data. After chronological sorting, the themes were 

colour coded to reflect the codes developed in analysis of the interview data. The themes 

that emerged from analysis of the interviews were thus used to link aspects of the 

documented narrative to the ‘stories from practice’. 
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b)  Semi structured interviews with selected practitioners.  

Denscombe argues that ‘when the researcher needs to gain insights into things such as 

people’s opinions, feelings, emotions and experiences’ (2007, p. 173), as was the aim in my 

study, then interviews are a very appropriate method. Fontana and Frey make the 

distinction between structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews (1994, cited in 

Punch 2005, p. 169) The interviews in this study were semi-structured, allowing me to 

specify questions, then to probe beyond the answers and enter into a dialogue with 

interviewees. Semi-structured interviews also allow the interviewee scope to elaborate on 

points of interest for them and pursue their own train of thought, and answer on their own 

terms, an important consideration in a study that places the participant viewpoint at its 

centre  (Denscombe 2007; May 2001).   

Selection of interviewees 

The interviewees for the study were selected mainly by purposeful selection on the basis of: 

 evidence of their active engagement with the field, such as contributions to 

professional journals; presentations at conferences or professional development 

activities; or active membership of the professional association representing adult 

basic education in NSW;  

 representation across the key periods of development in the field such as the 

genesis of the field, the introduction of accredited curricula and of employment 

related programs and the present context of rapid change and instability; and 

 involvement in the various contexts of delivery such as the volunteer tutor program, 

TAFE and community colleges, and private training organisations. 

Although a list of probable interviewees was drawn up in the early design stages of the 

study, this was subject to changes as the design emerged as is typical of naturalistic inquiry 

(Lincoln & Guba 1985). As an example of this non-linear process, of moving back and forth, 

even from analysis back to data collection, I made a decision to invite some additional 

interviewees to add their stories to the narrative after I had begun the analysis and coding 

process. These were practitioners with particular contributions that I had not previously 

considered useful until I began to engage closely with some of the early interview data. 
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My knowledge of the field has guided the selection of participants. Contact was made 

initially by email to make refusal easier. I also used a process of ‘community nomination’ 

(Rogers & Kramer 2008) to help minimize the possible charge of researcher bias in selection 

of participants. This involved an inclusion in the newsletter of the NSW Adult Literacy and 

Numeracy Council (NSWALNC), the relevant professional association, asking for either self-

nomination or nomination of someone else. Three people responded and one was chosen, 

subject to the above three criteria for selection. 

Twenty one people were subsequently invited to participate and all agreed to be 

interviewed. It was considered that this would be sufficient to ensure representation across 

all the significant ‘events’ in the narrative.  More than this would have made the 

transcription and analysis too time consuming for the scope of the study.  

The methodological implications of investigating multiple realities is that the perceptions of 

a range of people should be sought. I endeavoured to include interviewees representing a 

range of experiences of and attitudes towards the changing landscape of the field. All 

interviewees were, or had been at some time, classroom practitioners in the field in NSW; 

all had specialist, post-graduate qualifications; most had been or were still employed by 

TAFE. Some had been employed in several contexts, including Community Colleges, 

Corrective Services or as university academics. Four were relatively recent additions to the 

profession. Some had managed volunteer tutor programs, many had later been employed in 

middle management positions as Head Teachers of adult basic education and three had 

gone on to more senior management and policy positions within TAFE. Four had moved on 

to university academic positions. Only two of the interviewees were male, a ratio that is 

probably representative of the largely feminised adult basic education workforce. The 

strong representation of TAFE amongst interviewees is not accidental, nor is it a result of 

researcher bias: it reflects the fact that in NSW, until very recently, TAFE was by far the 

major provider of Adult Basic Education courses and services in the state.  

Most interviewees were assigned a pseudonym, with the exception of Kath White and Rosie 

Wickert.  Kath holds a particularly significant and influential position as the first adult basic 

education teacher employed by TAFE NSW and as the foundation coordinator of the Adult 

Literacy Information Office (ALIO) (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001). Rosie was particularly 
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influential in her role as executive member and president of ACAL and NSWALNC, and is well 

known as a policy activist and academic. To attempt anonymity for them in a field where 

they are so well known would be disingenuous and both agreed to be named in the study. 

The interviews 

 Most interviews were conducted individually, although three participants were interviewed 

in a group interview. Two of the interviews were conducted by telephone, some in a small 

meeting room at University of Technology Sydney (UTS), three in the interviewees’ 

workplaces, one in my home and the remainder in the interviewees’ homes. 

Approval for the research was granted by the UTS Human Ethics Research Committee in 

February 2015 and approval to conduct research in TAFE was granted by each of the 

relevant TAFE institute directors.  

I conducted a pilot interview some weeks prior to the main interviews. The data from that 

interview is not included in the study. The purpose of the pilot was to test the wording of 

my questions and the flow or order in which I had arranged them. Subsequently the wording 

and order of the focus questions was altered slightly. In particular, I had asked the pilot 

interviewee about her ‘philosophy of education’, a question she struggled to answer and for 

which I struggled to suggest some probing questions. My reflection on the difficulty of 

guiding the interviewee to articulate an answer to this question led me to recognize that 

what I was really interested in was the theoretical underpinning of her practice and that 

those beliefs were central to the study. This led to a rewording of the question and careful 

consideration of some probable prompts. 

An Information Sheet (Appendix A) as required by and approved by the UTS Ethics 

Committee was forwarded to each participant prior to the interview with a list of possible 

questions or focus areas. These questions were a reframing of the research questions and 

varied slightly for some participants dependent on the context of their engagement in the 

field (for example, Appendix B). Interviewees were asked to sign a consent form, also as 

required by the UTS Ethics Committee (Appendix C). 

The questions began with a focus on the interviewees’ professional background before 

entering the field of ABE. Whilst this was not directly related to the research questions, and 
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was not directly subject to subsequent data analysis, it enabled the conversation to begin in 

a neutral, relaxing manner (Denscombe 2007). Subsequent questions related more directly 

to their recollections of and responses to the developments of the field and their responses 

to the discourses surrounding it.  

The interviews were of 1 – 1.5 hours duration and were audio-recorded. Following each 

interview I made some post-interview reflexive notes on a Fieldwork Reflection proforma. 

Interview transcripts were uploaded onto the computer data analysis program MAXQDA 

(VERBI 1989 - 2016) and reflexive notes from the Fieldwork Reflection sheets were 

transcribed as memos onto the program. 

Data analysis 
The methodology literature distinguishes between an analysis of what is said and analysis of 

how it is said (King & Horrocks 2010; Riessman 2008). The focus of my study is on the 

content, or what is said, rather than analysis of how it is said or on the details of the 

participants’ life histories. Reissman uses the term ‘thematic analysis’ to describe analysis of 

what is said, ‘the “told” rather than the “telling”’ (Riessman 1993, p. 2). For an analysis of 

what is said, it was important to keep the data intact so that units of text could be analysed 

as extended accounts, rather than as fragmented thematic categories. This is important also 

in an historical study such as this, in order to retain the chronological context of 

participants’ comments. 

The literature is relatively silent on the meaning of the term ‘theme’. However, King and 

Horrocks (2010) offer the following:  

Themes are recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, 

characterising particular perceptions and/or experiences, which the 

researcher sees as relevant to the research question. 

The researcher is required not only to produce a list of themes but also to 

organise those themes in a way that reflects how they are conceptualised 

to relate to each other. 

Themes therefore have to be well defined and distinct … and the thematic 

structure clear and comprehensible. (pp. 149 - 51) 
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Accordingly, I adopted this conceptualisation of a theme, as being a recurrent and 

distinctive feature of the data that I considered to be relevant to the research question. 

Transcription 

Since the narrative inquiry focused on the told, not the telling, it was not necessary to 

transcribe and analyse interview recordings in their entirety. It was possible to focus on 

thematic elements, and concentrate on the content of what was said. Since there was 

minimal need to focus on how the narrative was spoken, transcription did not need to 

include every paralinguistic feature, every utterance, every non-lexical item and every 

verbal tic (King & Horrocks 2010). These were, in the most part, deleted, whilst retaining the 

accuracy, spontaneity and ‘life’ of participants’ utterances. 

At several points in some of the interviews, the interviewees indicated they did not wish a 

part of the conversation to be reported. In these cases, the respective sections were not 

transcribed. 

Coding procedures 

Hahn describes the goal of the coding process as an activity ‘to focus ideas and to organise 

data that exemplify categories, concepts and themes’ (2008, p. 86). Strauss’ definition of 

coding is that it is: 

the general term for conceptualising data; thus, coding includes raising 

questions and giving provisional answers (hypotheses) about categories 

and about their relations. A code is a term for any product of this analysis 

(whether a category or a relation among two or more categories). 

(Strauss, 1988, cited in May 2001, p. 152).  

I needed to remain mindful of such explanations of the aims of the coding process as I 

navigated the wide range of coding procedures and methodologies that are described as 

being useful for the thematic analysis of narrative data.  Most detail  a structured process 

such as moving through first stage, descriptive coding to interpretive coding to overarching 

themes (King & Horrocks 2010; Saldana 2013). The British Changing Faces study used the 

structured method of grounded theory as the tool for its thematic analysis (Hamilton & 

Hillier 2006). However, that study was managing data from some hundreds of interviews 

and in need of a structured set of tools to manage that. My study involved a small number 



52 
 

of interviews so that the highly structured, objectivist form of grounded theory of Strauss 

and Glasser was not necessary or appropriate (Bryman 2004).  

Template analysis 

From amongst the coding methods described in the literature (Bazeley 2013; Hahn 2008; 

King & Horrocks 2010; Saldana 2013), King and Horrocks’ template analysis appears closest 

to the procedure that I found useful. The coding structure is referred to as the ‘template’, 

and, as with other versions of thematic analysis, it is applied to the data and revised as 

necessary until it captures a sufficiently complete picture of the researcher’s understanding 

of the data. This is an iterative process of moving between the data and the literature and 

even back to data collection. Saldana refers to the cyclical or ‘reverberative nature of coding 

– comparing data to data, code to code, code to category, category to category, category 

back to data, etc.’ (Saldana 2013, p. 58).  

Template analysis does not require a fixed number of hierarchical coding levels. King and 

Horrocks suggest that coding to four or five levels for those aspects which promise the 

richest insights is common (2010, p. 166). The number of coding levels in my final template 

was up to four. This was manageable with computer software MAXQDA.  

Importantly for this study, template analysis does not systematically differentiate between 

‘descriptive’ and ‘interpretive’ coding  (King & Horrocks 2010, p. 186). Rather than referring 

to the first phase as ‘descriptive coding’, I adopt Bazeley’s term ‘initial coding’ which is 

described as ‘using a priori or emergent codes’ (2013, p. 126).  

In my initial coding of the documents I found it difficult in some instances to avoid assigning 

more abstract a priori codes from my already well developed theoretical framework. My 

initial coding was therefore a mix of descriptive codes (e.g. ‘enthusiasm’) and a priori 

interpretive codes (e.g. ‘agency’). Template analysis acknowledges this conundrum as ‘it 

allows the researcher to identify some themes in advance’ (King & Horrocks 2010, p. 168), 

making it well suited to a study which is firmly grounded in a particular theoretical 

framework and in which the researcher plays a central role. The coding process was not, 

therefore a process of moving from description to greater abstraction in a linear way. Some 

codes or themes were more abstract or strongly interpretive than others at all stages of the 
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process, although, on the whole, they tended to become more interpretive as 

understanding of the data grew.  

I have also used some codes that are simply indexing codes or ‘attribute’ codes (Saldana 

2013). That is, codes that allow for the text to be sorted for future management and 

reference according to, for example, chronology. 

The a priori codes that were developed in the initial, planning stage of the study were:  

 Discourses 

 Pedagogy  

 Tensions 

 Agency 

 Deliberative spaces 

Some of these categories were suggested by the British Changing Faces study (Hamilton & 

Hillier 2006), aspects of which were taken as a model for this study. The literature relating 

to the field in Australia also suggested that these categories should provide a useful 

framework. These codes were arrived at by a deductive process to align with the study’s 

conceptual framework and research questions (Saldana 2013). In the process of analysis 

however, they have been revised, the main revision being their place in the hierarchy of 

codes and sub-codes. For example, Deliberative Spaces ultimately became a sub-code of 

Agency. 

Constructivist approach – emerging codes 

The coding process that was followed further exemplifies the constructivist researcher’s 

goal towards an understanding the multiple social constructions of meaning. Jackson and 

Mazzei  (2013, p. 261) describe how they ‘use theory to think with data (and use data to 

think with theory)’ in a process that they have called ‘plugging in’. By this they mean 

plugging data into a number of relevant theories, and vice versa: ‘a plugging in of ideas, 

fragments, theory, selves…’(p. 262). In an argument that is critical of what they claim to be 

the more positivist styles of coding or attempting to force ’the voices to speak for 

themselves’ (2013, p. 261) Jackson and Mazzei argue that the important work of data 

analysis is done in this ‘plugging in’ process. They argue that the process of moving from 
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descriptive codes to discover macro themes usually only takes us back to what is known. ‘A 

focus on the macro produced by the codes might cause us to miss the texture, the 

contradictions [and] the tensions’ (2013, p. 267). Rather than use the coding process only to 

force the data into categories based on sameness, they argue for attention to data that 

seem to be about difference and that may require plugging into theory to make sense of it.  

The main theories that I focused on and which I ‘plugged into’ in initial analysis were 

theories of literacy and theories of professional practice knowledge. This plugging in 

between the literature and the data informed emergent codes, developed by a data-driven, 

inductive process.  

As an example of the interpretive/ constructivist paradigm at work, I approached the initial 

coding of ‘Discourses’ with the expectation that a humanist, student-centred discourse 

would be a focus of discussion for a number of interviewees and that student-centred would 

emerge as an in vivo sub-code. That was certainly the case.  However, it became clear that 

there was a range of understandings attached to the term student-centred, with sometimes 

seeming contradictions within the one interview. This was an example of ‘difference’ which 

led me back to ‘plug into’ the literature on adult education traditions in an attempt to 

categorise the various understandings of the term student-centred, which in turn led to a 

closer reading of the text segments that had been initially coded pedagogy. Theories of 

adult education traditions were thus added to those that I drew on to make sense of the 

data. The next stage of coding of the pedagogy segments was informed by my revised 

conceptions of what student-centred might mean. In this way, by linking the term student-

centred to particular practical pedagogical practices I strove to give it richer layers of 

meaning than have previously been apparent in its extensive usage in the literature of the 

foundation era of the field of adult basic education.  

Quality Criteria 
The methodology relating to quantitative research has well established quality criteria to 

guide the researcher; criteria such as reliability, validity, neutrality and generalisability. 

Quantitative researchers must answer these questions of quality using other criteria, 

appropriate to the ontological and epistemological framework underpinning their research 

and taking into account the subjectivity and instability of their data. In accordance with 
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guidelines in the qualitative research literature, I have employed a range of criteria to 

establish the quality of the findings. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have proposed a number of alternative quality criteria for 

qualitative researchers. They propose credibility in place of internal validity, dependability in 

place of reliability, confirmability in place of objectivity, and transferability in place of 

generalisability (or external validity). 

In terms of credibility, Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 301) list a number of ways that qualitative 

researchers can demonstrate that their findings are credible. My own professional 

biography answers the first two of these criteria: ‘prolonged engagement in the field and 

persistent engagement’.  These criteria refer to the depth and scope of engagement and 

whilst they would seem to be most appropriate to ethnographic studies, in my case, a long 

engagement with the field and established relationships of trust with most of the 

interviewees allowed me to better understand the participant viewpoints and to readily 

identify points of contradiction in the data.  The third criteria they suggest is triangulation. 

In the case of my study, this involved linking different sets of data; document and archival 

analysis and analysis of participant interviews.  

It is argued that the use of research methods that are closely comparable to those of other 

similar projects also adds to their credibility (Shenton 2004). A number of other important 

studies in the field of adult basic education have used narrative analysis and in particular 

participant interviews in their approach to research questions that were in many ways 

comparable to mine (Grant 1987; Hamilton & Hillier 2006; Sanguinetti 1999; Searle 1999). 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it is argued that a further validity procedure is that 

labelled Researcher Reflexivity (Creswell & Miller 2000). This is a procedure whereby 

researchers self-disclose their personal beliefs, values and biases as I have done in the 

introductory chapter of the study and in my interpretive comments in the discussion of 

findings. As is appropriate in the interpretivist / constructivist paradigm I have not 

attempted to objectify my findings. Since the study is a product of my beliefs and values, I 

have clearly disclosed the nature of those beliefs and values.  



56 
 

The use of ‘thick description’ is another procedure for establishing credibility of a qualitative 

study. Denzin describes thick descriptions as ‘deep, dense, detailed accounts’ (cited in  

Creswell & Miller 2000, p. 128) that give life to a study. This is the reason for my use of 

extensive verbatim quotes from interviewees to support the analysis of data. This rich detail 

helps to establish credibility with the readers and helps them to make decisions about the 

applicability of the research for other, similar studies.  

The credibility and confirmability of a study is also increased by ensuring an audit trail of 

decisions leading to the study’s findings. (Creswell & Miller 2000; King & Horrocks 2010; 

Lincoln & Guba 1985). Ensuring an audit trail for my study involved being able to 

demonstrate how I arrived at my themes and my final thematic analysis. My practice of 

recording analytic memos to explain my reasoning for coding decisions in the various 

iterations of the coding template is in part a response to the need to provide an audit trail. 

My use of fieldwork reflexive notes added a further dimension to the development of my 

reasoning. I also kept a reflexive journal or methodological log noting methodological 

decisions and conundrums. The logic used to interpret the data was then made explicit so 

that it would be possible to evaluate whether the procedures used represent ‘reputable and 

reasonable procedures’ (Denscombe 2007, p. 300). 

Lincoln and Guba’s dependability (1985) is elsewhere called reliability in positivist research. 

They argue that a demonstration of credibility is sufficient to establish dependability  (1985, 

p. 316), or the extent to which the results reported in the study actually represent what the 

researcher claims they represent. I argue then that the presentation of ‘thick description’ 

and comprehensive details of the methodology and data, and the laying down of an audit 

trail help my claim for dependability of the study. 

Transferability is the term Lincoln and Guba (1985) use as an alternative to the term 

generalisability which is used in positivist research. This refers to the extent to which the 

findings of a study can be applied to other contexts. Generalisability in qualitative research 

is a contested concept (Denscombe 2007; Lincoln & Guba 1985). Since qualitative research 

generally involves a relatively small number of cases, the question arises ‘How can you 

generalise on such a small number?’  A more appropriate question for qualitative research 
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becomes ‘To what extent could the findings be transferred to other instances?’ (Denscombe 

2007, pp. 300 - 1).   

The ability to establish the degree to which the findings of a study could be transferred to 

other contexts is crucial for the quality of the study. It needs to be able to say more than, 

‘this is what these people said’. Riessman (2008, p. 13) claims that  

A good narrative analysis prompts the reader to think beyond the surface 

of a text and there is a move toward a broader commentary….[It] involves 

generalising to theoretical propositions, which are, to some degree, 

transferable . 

  The transferability or comparability depends to a large extent on the degree to which the 

contexts and participants of a study are similar to another, a further reason for providing 

the reader with thick description of the context of the study and participant backgrounds, as 

I have attempted in my study. 

Conclusion 
Narrative analysis, with its focus on data in a storied form, is chosen as an appropriate 

methodology to investigate my ‘official stories and stories from practice’. It is appropriate 

also in that it proceeds from an ontological view that reflects the theory of literacy that 

underpins the study; that is, a view of reality (and literacy) as a socially constructed concept.    

The data analysis technique of thematic analysis of participant interviews is used in order to 

interrogate the themes or discourses evident in the stories.  The methodology for coding the 

text passages in order to arrive at and illuminate important themes from the data was, as 

much of the literature on this methodology attests, confusing and complex (for example, 

King & Horrocks 2010). However, the process soon demonstrated that the coding process 

and the codes themselves became ‘tools to think with’ (Bazeley 2013). The process of 

coding the data has enabled an interrogation of its meanings beyond the value of simply 

telling a story or representing the points of view of the interviewees. It enabled a more 

nuanced linking of the data to its historical and theoretical contexts. The methodology has 

allowed for a ‘thick description’ of the data, importantly giving voice to practitioners’ 

experience of the development of their field. 
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Section 2 

Official stories and stories from practice 
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Chapter 4 
The Early Years: Before 1975 

 

Adult Literacy has only existed as separate, named field of education since the 1970s 

(Green, Hodgens & Luke 1994; Hamilton & Hillier 2006) and in NSW as a recognised and 

funded system of education since the late 1970s. This chapter examines some precursors to 

that development in NSW in order to highlight some patterns and influences that were to be 

echoed in subsequent decades. It introduces some of the actors that were already becoming 

aligned to influence the development of the new ‘project of social ordering’ (Law 1994, pp. 

1-2) that was to become adult basic education and examines some of the discourses that 

had already characterised the field in these early years. This section relies on documentary 

and archival evidence alone since none of the practitioners interviewed for the study was 

active in the field at the time.  

Socio-political background  
The development of the new field of adult literacy in the mid-1970s in Western, developed 

nations such as Australia had its roots in the socio-political climate of the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. This was a period of general optimism and belief in a new world order that gave 

rise to worldwide reformist movements such as the gay rights movement, black power 

movement, the feminist movement and environmentalist movements. In this period of 

widespread social change, socially conscious and liberal minded citizens began rallying 

around issues of human rights. A general concern to increase access to higher education for 

disadvantaged groups and concern for the rights of adults who could not read therefore 

found fertile ground (Hamilton & Hillier 2006; Street 1995). 

The international scene 
UNESCO 

UNESCO has always been a background player in the development of adult literacy policy 

and provision internationally, assuming the role of driver of global literacy development 

(Levine 1986). It was UNESCO that first named and defined adult literacy as a field of 

education in the 1950s. The context however, was in relation to developing countries where 
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there was little access to schooling (Jones, 2006 cited in Hamilton 2012c).  In its early years, 

UNESCO had promoted its ‘mass literacy campaigns’ in developing nations with limited 

success. These gave way to more targeted programs in the mid-1960s and early 70s, called 

‘functional literacy’ programs (Limage 1993, p. 23). In line with this functional view of 

literacy, UNESCO adopted a functional definition of literacy which stated that:  

a person is functionally literate when he [sic] has acquired the knowledge 

and skills in reading and writing which enable him to engage in all those 

activities in which literacy is normally assumed in his culture or group 

(Gray 1956, p. 24).  

This period was one of great optimism expressed by international bodies such as UNESCO, in 

the value of education to enhance the life chances of young people and workers alike in 

developing countries.  However, these literacy campaigns proved to have limited ongoing 

outcomes, which Limage attributes to the fact that the workers failed to ‘own’ the need for 

literacy development; the issue of learner motivation had been overlooked. ‘They 

discovered that the only functionality involved was to make them better workers’ (Limage 

1993, p. 23), a warning that could have been heeded by policy developers in countries such 

as Australia in subsequent decades. 

In the 1960s and 70s attention was turned to developed countries such as Australia where 

UNESCO also carried much authority, authority that Lo Bianco described thus:  

Even at its weakest, UNESCO commanded an authoritative high ground, 

derived from its universality and the elevated tone of its world mission in 

education, science and culture…  (2009, p. 37).   

One of UNESCO’s major concerns was with developing comparative statistics, initially often 

based on very inadequate data (Hamilton 2012a). However, it is clear that Australia took 

some time to align itself with this international story.  Evidence for this is the government’s 

1964 response to UNESCO’s request for adult literacy data.  The reply was that there was 

zero illiteracy in Australia, since we had had compulsory schooling to the age of 14 for some 

time (Dymock 1982).  



62 
 

UNESCO’s adult literacy focus did not impinge on Australia’s political discourse until the 

mid-1970s when much of the discourse surrounding literacy in developing nations, including 

the definition of literacy as a functional skill quoted above, was translated to developed 

countries such as Australia, as their literacy campaigns began to emerge. Moreover, it has 

remained influential in varying degrees in defining literacy projects in the ensuing decades. 

 Social justice   

The early messages of UNESCO promoted a humanist message related to literacy (Levine 

1986). Article 26 of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights had stated that ‘education 

shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the strengthening of 

respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms’ (United Nations 1948). At the 1972 

UNESCO meeting in Iran, the Declaration of Persepolis was adopted, asserting that ‘literacy 

is not just the process of learning the skill of reading, writing and arithmetic, but a 

contribution to the liberation of man and to his full development’ (Belanger 1989, p. 470). 

This humanist rhetoric of UNESCO quickly came to be echoed in western democracies such 

as Australia as is demonstrated in this chapter. 

UNESCO’s 1972 publication Learning to be: the world of education today and tomorrow 

(Faure 1972) was a highly influential publication. Learning to be outlined four basic 

assumptions that underpinned the document, three of which were to be particularly 

influential in framing the humanist discourse that informed education policy in Western 

countries in particular: 

The second belief is in democracy, conceived of as implying each man’s 

right to realise his own potential and to share in the building of his own 

future. The keystone of democracy … is education. 

The third assumption is that the aim of development is the complete 

fulfilment of man … as individual, member of a family and of a community, 

citizen and producer, inventory of techniques and creative dreamer. 

Our last assumption is that only an over-all lifelong education can produce 

the kind of complete man the need for whom is increasing with the 

continually more stringent constraints tearing the individual asunder. We 

should no longer assiduously acquire knowledge once and for all, but learn 
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how to build up a continually-evolving body of knowledge all through life – 

‘learn to be’ (Faure 1972, p. vi). 

In spite of the optimism surrounding UNESCO’s 1961 World Campaign for Universal literacy, 

the campaign failed to produce the results that had been predicted. Many of the projects 

had not produced even a rudimentary literacy in a small proportion of their populations so 

that by this time the humanist message was already beginning to be challenged. This led to 

a rejection of the global approach and a reformulation of a more targeted approach. The 

1961 global campaign was replaced in 1964 by a five year Experimental World Literacy 

Programme, one of the essential elements of which was that ‘literacy programmes should 

be incorporated into, and correlated with, economic and social development plans’ (cited in 

Levine 1986, p. 31).   

Human capital 

Along with the humanist view of education, a discourse of human capital related to 

education then began to gain dominance.  Education came to be viewed as a key to 

economic growth and its instrumentalist value began to take on prominence. Denison, one 

of the economists promoting this new theory of investment in human capital had argued 

that the ‘x’ factor in stimulating economic growth was education (cited in Marginson 1997, 

p. 35).  In 1968 a UNESCO report titled Readings in the Economics of Education reported that 

‘within a decade there has been a dramatic shift, and concern with potential roles of 

education in economic development has swept the world’ (p. 15). 

Economists had begun to consider the paradox of the success of post-war economies such 

as those of Japan and Singapore; economies that had few natural resources but relied on 

their human resources for their economic success (Lo Bianco 1999). The human capital view 

of development therefore gained credibility. 

In this period the human capital view of education went hand in hand with the view of 

education as a human right and an expectation that education would lead to greater 

equality and social reform. The concept of civic and community benefit as the core rationale 

for education was not in conflict with the human capital concept of education although this 

tension was to emerge as the predominant discursive tension in the decades to come.  
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Emergence of adult literacy provision in UK 

The USA and UK were quicker to respond to the new humanist ethos in terms of adult 

literacy provision than were most other industrialised nations including Australia. The 

development in the UK deserves some discussion here since the UK pattern of provision, 

and its underpinning philosophies were to have a very strong influence on the development 

of the field in Australia. 

The UK had a history of liberal-minded middle class activists, motivated often by religious 

ideals, providing classes for ‘illiterates’ from the 19th century. Street (1995) describes these 

efforts as seeking to remedy ‘”illiteracy” as a kind of disease or lack on the part of the 

working classes … [which they sought to remedy] as they did extreme poverty by means of 

paternalistic gift-giving to “deserving poor”’ (p. 4). He adds that the gift that was to be 

offered to the illiterates was an introduction to proper cultural knowledge, an introduction 

to a liberal education which, it was believed would fix the ‘deficit’. 

Most notable among the early efforts was the Settlement Movement. This began as an 

initiative of a Church of England vicar who proposed that Oxford undergraduates should try 

to bridge the gap between rich and poor and ‘bring the benefits of their higher behaviour 

and culture to the poor’ (Mace 1979 cited in Street 1995). This ideal spread throughout 

Britain (and the Commonwealth, including Australia). The model of using trained volunteer 

tutors was developed by The Cambridge House Settlement as part of its more general 

welfare activity during the 1960s (Street 1995). This was ultimately to be the prototype on 

which the Australian volunteer tutor programs were based a decade later (White 1978). 

It was assumed that only a short-term, remedial program was required (Street 1995). In the 

late 1960s these activists came together around the Right to Read campaign which was 

launched in 1973. The term campaign was used by UNESCO to refer to literacy programs in 

developing nations and was adopted and widely used by the UK. The term itself has a 

suggestion of impermanence. However, as Street (1995) suggests, from the 1970s, there 

was a ‘consolidation of the campaign, not as a single intervention, but as an ongoing 

activity’ (p. 14).  

It is interesting that the term ‘campaign’ has not been widely used in Australia, even in the 

early days. By the time adult literacy came to public consciousness in the 1970s, Australians 
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had learnt from the lessons of UK, that this was likely to require a systemic, on-going 

intervention. 

The Russell Committee’s 1973 report on adult non-vocational education had highlighted a 

general concern for the educationally and socially disadvantaged (Ade-Ojo & Duckworth 

2015; Hamilton & Hillier 2006). This concern was taken up with a campaign, mounted in 

1973 by the British Association of Settlements, the co-ordinating body for voluntary 

organisations. Their campaign document called A Right to Read – Action for a Literate 

Britain, immediately gained considerable publicity.  This was followed by a commitment 

from the central government of significant funding to encourage development of adult 

literacy provision and to set up a co-ordinating agency, the Adult Literacy Resource Agency 

(ALRA). In 1975 the BBC television series On the Move began and propelled adult literacy 

into community consciousness (White 1978). The BBC also produced a range of tutor and 

student resources to accompany On the Move (Derkow, Hargreaves & Moorhouse 1975), 

which were later purchased for use in the TAFE NSW program. The Adult Literacy Resource 

Agency at the beginning had advocated for and encouraged the use of volunteer tutors, 

following the model developed by the Cambridge House Settlement and a number of other 

well-established schemes (White 1978). 

The early UK campaigners for acceptance of adult literacy as a field worthy of public 

attention and funding, were veterans of other social justice campaigns. Hamilton and Hillier 

(2006) report that many entered the field ‘because they saw it as an opportunity to engage 

with a radical cultural politics centred on access to education, class privilege and language’ 

(p. 5), adding that some of the early campaigners ‘were veterans of other contemporary 

social justice campaigns … and brought in tactics they had learned from that experience’ (p. 

9).  

Since the UK’s entry into the field of adult basic education pre-dates that of Australia, there 

is a sense in which the early stages of a global campaign for public recognition and funding 

had already been fought by our British colleagues by the time the small number of 

Australian pioneers in the area began to organise around common issues.  In contrast, 

Australia’s initial campaign appears to have been a genteel affair. Kath White, herself one of 

the early pioneers, refers to ‘the small and persistent efforts of a handful of people’ 
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(Wickert & Zimmerman 1991, p. 180) all of whom were educators and whose contributions 

will be traced in following sections: contributions that were made on the backs of the UK 

campaigners, and whose efforts were occurring in the wake of an already developing public 

and policy awareness.   

The Australian socio- economic context 
The post-war years in Australia were boom years, with a growth in population from 

migration, and strong economic growth supported by expansion of industry and commerce. 

Keynesian economic policies, which informed most Western economies in the 1940s to 

early 70s, argued for strong fiscal government intervention in the effort to bring about 

optimum macroeconomic outcomes (Marginson 1997). Australia therefore had the 

economic ability supported by this economic rationale for a major increase in public 

spending on education and other social programs. ‘No social problem seemed beyond 

solution. A tremendous confidence in government was developing and education was 

becoming a primary governmental instrument for solving problems’ (Marginson 1997, p. 7).  

The two prominent discourses of human capital and social justice existed side-by-side in the 

Australia of 1960s and 70s; they were ‘blended and interchangeable’ (Marginson 1997, p. 

42).  Marginson writes of the importance accorded education in the public discourse during 

the post-war period. It was believed that education was the tool: 

to contribute to economic growth and development, to the broadening of 

the character and reach of modern citizenship, to rising living standards 

and quality of life, to widening opportunities, to greater equality and 

social reform, and to a growing number of individual futures (1997, p. 42). 

Australian developments – ‘a jigsaw from which many of the pieces 
are missing’ 
There is evidence of a number of programs running on an ad hoc basis by church groups or 

other community organisations and educational institutions such as the Mechanics 

Institutes and Schools of Arts, perhaps since the beginning of white settlement (Penglase 

1988). However, as Dymock (1982) noted, trying to trace the development: 



67 
 

is rather like trying to put a jigsaw together: in some areas there are 

enough details to provide a coherent picture while elsewhere areas 

remain blank or provide little information’ (p. 22). 

The period before the 1970s in particular have many pieces of the jigsaw missing. This 

section will attempt to discern patterns in those pieces that exist. One of the reasons for the 

missing pieces of the jigsaw was undoubtedly the lack of a public profile. For example, 

Penglase (1988, p. 40) writes that, in respect to the Mechanics Institutes, literacy programs 

were not regarded by the management as core business so that ‘though these were a vital 

aspect of the program, records of evening classes in reading, writing and arithmetic are 

few’. 

Australian Army WII program 

The one program that has been documented was that run by the Australian Army: it had 

identified literacy issues amongst its recruits and provided literacy classes during both 

World Wars (Dymock 1993).  This provision of literacy classes by the Australian Army 

represents the earliest widespread, institutional response to the issue of adult illiteracy. 

Moreover, it was quite significant in educational terms.  Dymock (1993) reports that in an 

effort to make the training effective the army educators recognised the need to make it 

relevant to the immediate needs of the individuals. A reader was developed called 

Opportunity Book No 1 which drew on aspects of army life and was centred on real-life army 

tasks. Since attendance was compulsory for those designated as in need, and since many 

recruits were resistant and resentful, instructors quickly realised the need to create the 

adult level atmosphere that was to become a deeply held tenet of the provision that 

emerged two decades later. For example, the classrooms in which the recruits received their 

literacy training were made as attractive as possible, ‘providing plenty of reading material 

and wall displays and allowing the men to smoke in class’ (Dymock 1993, p. 60). 

It is not clear what the outcomes were, especially since the training was only of three weeks 

duration. Unsurprisingly, it was suggested that there were probably few lasting positive 

outcomes. However, it is significant that some qualitative outcomes were noted such as the 

men becoming ‘smarter in personal appearance and physical actions and more mentally 

alert …The lesson was …that the development of self-esteem goes hand in hand with the 
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improvement of literacy and numeracy skills’ (Dymock 1993, p. 62). The army had noted an 

effect that was to be noted by many researchers in the decades to come (Brennan, Clark & 

Dymock 1989; Charnley & Jones 1979; Grant 1987). 

It is interesting also that, among the predictable, vocationally oriented aims of the course 

was one that related to personal development: ‘To enlarge the soldiers’ interests and life-

experience by developing requisite skills to read newspapers, books and magazines, and to 

read and write private letters’ (Dymock 1993, p. 59). A humanist discourse had emerged 

from the unlikely source of the Australian Army. 

The lessons of the army experience however, were not to be replicated in the civilian 

population until many decades later. The issue continued to be ignored, even though the 

1942 Duncan Report on Adult Education (cited in Dymock 1982) in discussing the level of 

illiteracy and semi-literacy in the army, recommended that the government take similar 

steps in relation to the civilian population as those that had been taken to address the 

problem in the army. However, it seems that the recommendations were ignored as there 

appear to be no further government initiatives for the next 30 years. 

‘No illiteracy in Australia’ 

As an indication of the lack of public and official of awareness of the issue, in 1964 the 

Australian government’s response to UNESCO’s survey of world literacy was that there was 

no illiteracy in Australia ‘since the compulsory period of schooling in all the states involves at 

least the completion of primary education, no provision at this level is necessary for adults’ 

(cited in White 1978, p. 11). It is curious however, that this was in the same year that the 

Handbook of Australian Education made reference to a number of classes organised by 

evening colleges and the counselling service in TAFE colleges ‘from time to time as the 

occasion demands’ (Dymock 1982, p. 54). 

Election of the Whitlam Government 

Official recognition of the ‘problem’ had to wait until the early 1970s when community 

concern for issues of social justice such as was noted above in relation to the UK, found 

expression in the election of the Whitlam government in 1972. This commitment to social 

justice was an important part of the platform on which the government was elected, with 

Whitlam declaring at his policy speech that ‘education should be seen as the great 
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instrument for the promotion of equality’ (Marginson 1997, p. 46). Along with the 

Keynesian, big-government dictum, this was part of the public discourse that helped to 

sweep the Whitlam Labor government to power in 1972.   This discourse was echoed in the 

first year of the Whitlam government in a report on the government’s Goals and Strategies 

(1973) which argued that:  

universal and high quality education is a basic ingredient of an egalitarian 

and open society [and is essential to] a high degree of personal freedom in 

thought and action [and] the opportunity to choose among various 

lifestyles (cited in Marginson 1997, p. 16).  

The Labor Party platform also specifically recommended a national adult literacy campaign 

as part of its election platform, the first naming of adult literacy in a policy platform. 

Unfortunately, the recommendation was not followed through, although this recognition 

was an important early gain for the field (Wickert 1998). Subsequent government reports 

such as the Kangan (1974), Richardson (1975) and Cadman (1976) reports that are discussed 

below, were amongst the expressions of this commitment. 

The emergence of the Vocational Education and Training sector 

The emergence of the field of adult basic education in NSW is bound up with the history of 

the vocational education and training (VET) sector, and in particular with TAFE NSW. This 

section will therefore focus on national developments in VET in order to provide a context 

for the emergence and development of the adult basic education field in NSW in particular.  

The Kangan Report 

The economic boom conditions of the 50s and 60s, the growth in population and growth in 

industry all combined to drive pressure to reform the technical education system: a system 

that had been a comparatively neglected state based system of technical education 

(Marginson 1997).   There was increasing pressure from several sources in the early 1970s 

for the newly elected Whitlam Labor government to establish a committee to look to its 

funding needs. The establishment of this committee marked the beginning of three crucial 

developments in the field: the marriage of technical and further education, the related 

concept of lifelong learning, and the entry of the Commonwealth Government as a major 

player in the sector (Goozee 2001; Ryan 2011). These were not only crucial developments in 
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the technical education system, but marked the entrance of important actors in the 

emerging field of adult basic education.  Each of these developments, in spite of the many 

positive outcomes, were to have repercussions and give rise to tensions in the field through 

the following decades.   

The title of this committee, Australian Committee on Technical and Further Education 

(ACOTAFE), marked the entry of the term further education into what had previously been 

primarily a system of trade training. ACOTAFE was to be chaired by Myer Kangan, with a 

very wide brief and definition of TAFE. The report, titled TAFE in Australia: Report on Needs 

in Technical and Further Education was handed down in 1974. This widening of the brief for 

the new education sector reflected not only the Australian Labor Party’s commitment to 

lifelong education but entwined with that was the influence of international organisations 

such as the International Labor Organisation (ILO), UNESCO and the Organisation of 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).  

Kangan noted that these transnational bodies had been particularly influential in:  

changing the emphasis in vocational education from primarily seeking to 

meet industry’s needs for manpower to primarily meeting the needs of 

the individual person who wishes, within the limits of his capacity, to 

develop his abilities to the best advantage of himself and the community, 

including industry and commerce (Kangan 1974, p. 9).  

UNESCO’s highly influential 1972 publication Learning to be: the world of education today 

and tomorrow (Faure 1972) had a significant impact on Kangan’s thinking and the framing of 

his report (Kearns & Hall 1994). It was to become, in this foundation era, the ‘immutable 

mobile’ (Latour 1987) exerting influence from afar to bring authority to the arguments being 

prosecuted by the actors mobilising around this new ‘project of social ordering’ (Law 1994) 

that was to become adult basic education.  In fact Kangan included, as one of the 

appendices in the report, a list of key statements from the Faure Report.  Amongst the most 

potent of these are the following: 

1.   We propose lifelong education as the master concept for educational 

policies in the years to come for both developed and developing countries. 
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20.   It  should be made a principle to centre  educational  activity on the 

learner, to  allow him  greater  and  greater freedom, as  he  matures, to 

decide for himself  what  he wants  to  learn,  and  how  and  where  he 

wants to  learn  it and  take  his training.                                                          

(Faure 1972 cited in Kangan 1974, p. 319) 

The Kangan Report was a highly influential watershed report which foregrounded access 

and equity concerns and life-long liberal education alongside the traditional technical focus 

(Goozee 2001). Its release marked arguably the first key ‘moment’ (Callon 1986) in the 

development of the field of adult basic education in Australia, preparing the way for the 

establishment of administrative units and programs in TAFE NSW to encourage those who 

had been educationally disadvantaged to engage with technical and/or further education. 

By the end of the 1970s TAFE NSW had developed a relatively well resourced and extensive 

network of provision for equity groups such as women, Indigenous people, people from 

non-English-speaking backgrounds, and people with disabilities, all of whom had previously 

been underrepresented in training programs. It represented arguably ‘some of the world's 

most innovative and constructive and successful educational programs for adults seeking to 

re-enter education or employment and for many early school leavers’ (Schofield 1994, p. 

61). 

The Richardson Report 

The second report of ACOTAFE made specific recommendations related to adult literacy and 

charged state TAFE authorities with accepting responsibility for developing provision in the 

area (Richardson 1975, p. 95). The report also made specific recommendations that suggest 

the influence of ideas from the UK:  

An effective literacy program will almost certainly have to be conducted 

outside the formal institutional framework.  Literacy task forces of special 

staff are needed to research the problem, including the methodology of 

teaching, and to develop and provide programs, materials and kits for 

mobile teaching of small groups. Ways of reaching the adult illiterate will 

need to be explored, by personal contact through community 

development officers, social workers, and others, and by advertising 
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literacy programs through the medium of TV. Adult literacy should be 

regarded by TAFE as a major challenge. The Committee urges State TAFE 

authorities to regard literacy programs as a high priority in their use of 

Australian Government funds (p. 96). 

This recommendation to locate adult basic education policy and programs within the 

vocational education and training policy area was to have a range of crucial implications and 

foreshadowed the tensions that have characterised the field in the decades to come 

(McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004a).  

Further calls to action  

A third highly influential report was released in 1976. This was a House of Representatives 

Select Committee report, Learning Difficulties in Children and Adults  (Cadman 1976) which 

also urged state TAFE authorities to take a clearer lead in developing and co-ordinating adult 

literacy programs.  This report was important not only because of its recommendations, but 

also because the chairman of the committee, Alan Cadman MP, was to become one of the 

influential patrons and mentors of the fledgling adult literacy movement. His name is 

mentioned in several contexts in the reflections of Kath White, one of the pioneers of adult 

literacy in NSW and in Australia. 

The beginnings of a public profile 

The early 1970s saw the beginning of the recurring ‘literacy crisis’ media reports. Prior to 

this, literacy was rarely mentioned or even named in public debate. Green, Hodgens & 

Luke’s (1994) extensive examination of media reports reflecting public debates over literacy 

and education of the time, uncovered little explicit reference to adult literacy or illiteracy 

prior to the 1970s. In fact child literacy received scant attention also. However, they argue 

that from the late 1960s, significant demographic change had begun to occur in relation to 

participation in education across all sectors. In response to the growing climate of 

progressive liberalism, education was no longer the domain of the upper echelons of 

society. With this democratisation of education and concern for social disadvantage, came a 

range of new ideas imported from educational institutions overseas. These included 

concern for ‘remedial education’ and ‘reading difficulties’: new concerns that brought with 
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them a new media focus on adult literacy and the birth of the ‘literacy crisis’.  Stories such 

as the following began to appear in the media, and have continued to do so: 

More than fifteen percent of Australians who leave high school cannot 

read or write well enough to communicate in the most fundamental way 

(The Australian, March 3, 1975, p 3) 

… in an average Australian community there are probably more than ten 

percent of adults who cannot read.  (Northern Territory News, October 14, 

1976, p 15) 

                                                     (cited in Green, Hodgens & Luke 1994, p. 10) 

Hodgens argues that this new media focus on literacy, both in schools and in the adult 

context, related, not primarily to literacy per se but to ‘the shifting social order’ (1994, p. 

17). The shift in social order that he refers to was this growing emphasis in Australia, and 

elsewhere in the developed world, on social equality and rectifying disadvantage, an 

emphasis that was reflected in the reformist zeal of the new Whitlam government of the 

70s.  It is argued that it was not a ‘literacy crisis’ per se that propelled the issue to media 

prominence, but the underlying assumption that illiteracy was an indicator of a deeper 

moral malaise. Green, Hodgens & Luke describe this public concern with literacy as 

‘codeword’ for conservative politics (1994, p. 9). They see this response as a backlash 

against this changed demography of education and general mood for social justice. Their 

survey of media reports suggest that the causes of illiteracy were seen to ‘lie in defective 

brains, defective homes, defective teaching and teacher training as well as defective 

governments’ (Hodgens 1994, p. 22). Hodgens argues that: 

What I think this history shows is that in its very genesis as a field in 

Australia, adult literacy education has been framed in the public 

imagination in terms of individual ‘lack’ and ‘moral failure’ as a 

consequence largely of the perceived ‘decline’ of the traditional 

institutions of education and the family (1994, p. 23). 
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Paulo Freire 

The Brazilian educator Paulo Friere (1972) is regarded as an important influence on the early 

development of the field in Australia (e.g. White 1978; Wickert & Zimmerman 1991). In 

1972 he visited Melbourne as a speaker at a World Council of Churches seminar. His visit 

there is partly responsible for the commitment of Victorian literacy workers to adult 

education as an agent of social change through community based programs. However 

‘Freire's teachings took much longer to penetrate the other states and with much less 

effect’ (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991, p. 181). Nevertheless, as I will argue later, the Freirean 

rhetoric, if not the pedagogy, was lodged firmly in the discourse of the NSW adult literacy 

field for some decades. Freire had become an important actor in the shaping of the Adult 

Literacy Discourse of the early years.  

Early development of the field in NSW 
This section attempts to trace the existence of adult literacy classes in NSW before the 

emergence of ‘the field’ in the mid-1970s, and to analyse their significance, in spite of the 

missing pieces of the jigsaw. The 1964 Handbook of Australian Education made reference to 

a number of classes organised by Evening Colleges and the counselling service in TAFE 

colleges ‘from time to time as the occasion demands’ (Dymock 1982, p. 54). The classes in 

TAFE colleges were occasional classes run for students who were enrolled in vocational 

courses. However, the Evening College classes in NSW developed into a substantial early 

program. 

Operation Literacy 

The Evening College classes were the creation of Geoff Falkenmire, an important early figure 

in the development adult literacy provision in NSW (Dymock 1982). Falkenmire was an 

Evening College principal within the Ministry of Education. He was later seconded to Head 

Office to develop an adult education program for NSW and was later tasked with developing 

the Adult Migrant Education Service (AMES) in NSW. His adult literacy program was an 

important one in the early development of the field, and deserves discussion here. 

 As a teacher and later school principal in country NSW Falkenmire developed an awareness 

of the need for some sort of adult literacy provision.  As early as 1956 he had published a 
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reading book for adults titled Now Read This which was revised and reprinted in 1976 

(Falkenmire 1976). Falkenmire’s description of the book was that it was: 

completely phonetic; teachers disagree with it like crazy because it is too 

formal and too phonetic but it has worked…. The first five lessons are of 

five vowels, and the next ten lessons are word beginnings, word endings, 

and three other little things that count (1982, p. 10). 

Although details of the early programs in NSW are not consistently documented, it seems 

that in NSW, perhaps the first centrally coordinated and publicly funded program was 

Falkenmire’s Operation Literacy program (Falkenmire 1976, 1982).  In 1970 classes were 

introduced in 54 Evening Colleges in NSW and Falkenmire reported that by the beginning of 

1972 ‘there were a thousand people in NSW who enrolled in Evening Colleges and that 

started us off’ (1982, p. 9).  

 In 1976 Falkenmire visited the UK to study the BBC sponsored program there, and on his 

return, instigated a volunteer tutor program to complement the Evening College classes, as 

stage 2 of Operation Literacy. In this second phase of the program he started to inject some 

of the principles he had been exposed to in the UK. These included a humanist, student-

centred tone in the advice to tutors in his revised edition of Now Read This: advice such as, 

‘In the student-teacher relationship the student always comes first. The teacher serves’ 

(1976, p. 5).  

He had also been influenced by the view of literacy as a relative, context dependent skill, 

arguing that: 

Literacy does not consist just of a single skill or even a set of skills. 

Relevant to the skills and general knowledge areas, functional literacy has 

two dimensions. It is a function of individual capabilities and societal 

requirements. That person is literate only to the extent that he can meet 

the requirements which exist at a given point of time. If they change and 

the person does not adapt then that person becomes less competent  

(1976, p. 2 ). 
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However, there follows an eclectic selection of approaches for the tutor to consider, 

including a standardised test (the Holborn Test), a decontextualized phonic approach, look-

and-say, and a description of the BBC’s TV program On the Move which includes a 

description of the Language Experience approach. This combination of a humanist, student-

centred rhetoric and learning environment, and a largely traditional, cognitive, methodology 

that has been referred to by Street (1984) as the ‘autonomous’ view, was one that was to be 

repeated consistently through subsequent decades. Practitioners were drawn to the 

humanist rhetoric but were not sure how to translate this into pedagogy. 

Falkenmire had an ambitious vision for Operation Literacy. Following his visit to the UK and 

USA he had plans to replicate the multi-modal program of UK. His plans included an 

awareness raising TV program, referral centres, radio programs, tutors’ and students’ 

handbooks and a series of TV lessons based on the student workbook (Falkenmire 1976). 

Most of these ideas eventually came to fruition under other auspices. 

Falkenmire had been an influential figure in the early ‘70s and although he remained active 

in the field his Operation Literacy quickly faded from prominence with the strong 

emergence of TAFE as the major provider in NSW from 1978. However, his position in the 

history of the field is important, as the first real pioneer of provision in NSW.  

Discussion and Conclusion 
The events recorded in this chapter indicate that the discourses that will come to 

characterise the field in subsequent decades can be traced even to these earlier decades. 

The actors that began to coalesce around the fledgling field were powerful ones within the 

cultural, socio-political context of the 1960s and early 70s. The most powerful of these were 

UNESCO, the Whitlam Labor Government and the Kangan Report: the latter representing 

arguably the first key ‘moment’ in the development of the field.  This concluding section will 

look back to some of the developments noted above and identify and examine some of the 

discourses that were to continue to feature in the discursive struggles of the future. 

 Student-centred learning 

The concept of student-centred learning, of programs underpinned by a humanist 

orientation to learning, was to emerge as the dominant discourse surrounding the field for 

at least the first 20 years of its development, and has lingered to the present day.  This 
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humanist discourse can be traced even to these early years, with the strong humanist 

rhetoric emanating from UNESCO and from the general social context of Western societies 

such as our own at the time. 

It is significant that, as early as the Second World War, an important aspect of the Australian 

Army’s experience with adult literacy was the fact that the army educational service had 

been forced to improvise and develop teaching methods that foreshadowed the principles 

of andragogy and student-centred practice that were not articulated for many decades to 

come. The materials that were developed, centring on the immediate interests and needs of 

the participants, and the instructors’ recognition of the need to create an adult, welcoming 

environment, suggests that these are self-evident principles, discovered under difficult 

circumstances, without the benefit of a theory to guide them. Interview data from this 

study, discussed in later chapters, echoes this experience. A number of the interviewees 

recall ‘searching for saliences’ (Kemmis 2005b) in order to solve a problem, and reaching the 

same conclusion: namely, as one participant noted, that ‘it is all about student-centred’. 

The human capital view 

Nevertheless, until the early 1970s adult literacy provision was seen largely in remedial 

terms with employment related goals. The army wanted soldiers who could read maps and 

orders and TAFE colleges wanted students who could manage their vocational courses. This 

is not surprising, since literacy for the masses had always been seen to some extent in 

instrumental terms, either as a vehicle for religious instruction or employment efficiency or 

as an aide to the efficient management of a society. 

The social context view  

The army’s decision to centre their literacy pedagogy in the context of the work 

requirements of army life recognised that literacy for these learners would be best focused 

on an immediate social context and need: that of the workplace. In this era, this would be 

unusual since literacy tuition was seen almost entirely in terms of a decontextualized, skills 

based pedagogy.   

The rhetoric surrounding Operation Literacy can also be seen in contemporary terms as a 

social context view of literacy. By the time he published the second edition of Now Read 
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This, Falkenmire had visited the UK, so that the influence of the BBC resources is reflected in 

advice to the tutors that encompassed this social context view. 

The discourse of deficit and the autonomous view  

Falkenmire’s social context view of literacy however, nestles alongside ideas of literacy 

deficits, as his inclusion of a pre-course standardised test in his Tutors’ Handbook suggests. 

Allied to the discourse of deficit is the autonomous, skills based view of literacy (Street 

1984) which Falkenmire demonstrates with his decontextualized phonic approach. This is 

not surprising, since this was the orthodoxy of the time. The whole language approach had 

been introduced into primary teaching from USA but was still much contested, both publicly 

and professionally with constant calls for ‘back to basics’ (Green, Hodgens & Luke 1994). 

Green, Hodgens and Luke (1994) have demonstrated that a discourse of deficit had taken 

effect from the very genesis of the field and was linked with negative moral and social 

outcomes. This was amply demonstrated in the discourse that developed around the army’s 

experience. Army officers made a link between illiteracy and lack of discipline, general 

morale and efficiency (Dymock 1993, p. 54). It is a discourse that has never faded from 

public rhetoric and the following chapters argue that it underpins much of the public policy 

discourse in future decades.  

Functional literacy 

Functional and survival literacy were terms widely used in the foundation stages of the adult 

basic education field, imported, as they were from the UNESCO literacy campaigns related 

to developing economies.  The following chapters will show that the tension between this 

instrumentalist view of literacy and the liberal humanist view is at the centre of a tension 

which is arguably the defining tension of the next four decades.   
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Chapter 5 
From the margins: emerging from the ground up 

From the late 1970s to late 1980s 
Introduction 
The development of the field of adult basic education in Australia is generally thought to fall 

into four ten-year periods with this first period characterised as ‘from the margins: emerging 

from the ground up’ (Wickert et al. 2007, p. 247). Although it was operating ‘at the margins’, 

this chapter will demonstrate that growth of the field in NSW in this period was remarkable.  

It will analyse some of the significant milestones in that growth, identify some of the key 

actors responsible for that development and examine the emergence of some prevalent 

discourses, many of which have faded in recent times, and some of which were to come into 

conflict with the prevalent discourses of later periods. The welfarist image of ‘illiterates’ 

which had characterised the discourse surrounding the earlier era of the fledgling and ad 

hoc field as discussed in the previous chapter, gave way to a discourse of human rights. In 

this formative era, the data showed that the humanist discourse of student-centredness 

was undoubtedly the most prominent and the one that underpinned the rationale of adult 

basic education practice for many years in Australia as it did in Western countries such as 

the UK and USA (Hamilton & Hillier 2006).  

Although the chapter heading indicates ‘from the late 1970s to the late 1980s’, the events 

documented here have not been chosen on a strictly chronological basis. Rather, they have 

been selected to illustrate the predominant discourses of this foundation era. Towards the 

late 1980s other competing discourses appear which are indicated here but will be 

discussed more fully in the following chapter. 

The International Scene 
This period marked a growing awareness of the literacy issues posed by a proportion of the 

adult population in most Western societies similar to Australia (McKenna & Fitzpatrick 

2004b). In countries such as the USA, UK, Republic of Ireland, Canada and New Zealand, 

community awareness and activism led to increasing levels of government commitment to 

the field. In the UK in particular, development has mirrored, influenced, and in many ways 
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pre-empted, many of the developments in Australia, for reasons that will be suggested 

below. A brief overview of the developments in the UK will serve to highlight the global 

nature of the developments that will be traced in Australia and to indicate some of the ways 

in which developments in the UK have influenced the Australian context and can be 

considered to be an important actor in the development of the field in Australia.  

Adult literacy provision in the UK  

The late 1970s and 1980s saw provision increase substantially in the UK, as it did in 

Australia. Street (1995) refers to this as the second phase, or consolidation of the field of 

adult literacy in the UK. It was marked by a move away from volunteer tutors and towards a 

more professionalised service, and away from awareness-raising of the issue, towards 

finding appropriate ways to address it.  

Adult literacy came to be expanded to include numeracy which became a ‘differentiated 

presence’ (Hamilton & Hillier 2006, p. 12) within adult basic education, rather than just 

subsumed under the heading of literacy as had been the case. The name by which the field 

was known was accordingly changed from adult literacy to adult basic education, a name 

that was soon adopted in NSW.  

Tensions had begun to arise between those committed to the student-centredness of the 

earlier phase, and the growing focus on literacy for employment related reasons. The UK 

had finally joined the European Community, bringing access to substantial funding which 

was channelled through the Department of Employment and the Manpower Services 

Commission (Hamilton & Hillier 2006). Hamilton and Hillier (2006) report that the work of 

the voluntary organisations began to be increasingly marginalised as the Department of 

Employment began to encroach on areas that had previously been the responsibility of the 

Department of Education and Science, a pattern that came to be replicated in Australia. The 

vocationalism of the field grew during the 1970s, so that by 1979 when Thatcher’s 

conservative government was elected, the trend had escalated. Street (1995) reported that 

dilemmas and tensions had begun to arise between those committed to student-based 

learning and the moves towards centrally produced materials and assessment. Ade-Ojo and 

Duckworth (2015) write that ‘the 1970s was initially driven by the value position of social 

capital but later became engulfed in a human capital ethos’ (p.31). Conservative 
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governments’ restructuring of the public service and marketising of educational services in 

this decade also pre-empted similar trends in Australia less than a decade later as discussed 

in the next chapter. 

Australian National developments   
The emergence of advocacy groups 

The growth of the field in Australia in the second half of the 1970s was due in large part to 

the actors identified in the last chapter: non-human actors such as the socio-political milieu 

of the times leading to the election of the Whitlam government with its emphasis on social 

equality and education. This in turn was responsible for the number of influential reports 

recommending government action on the newly articulated issue of adult literacy, in 

particular the Kangan (1974) and Richardson (1975) reports.  Action towards increased 

government responsibility in the field was given further impetus with the appearance of 

national and state advocacy groups, and a range of new, human actors helped shape the 

discourse. 

In this context, the name of Arch Nelson is an important one (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991). 

Nelson was Professorial Fellow in Adult Education at the University of New England and 

Chairperson of the Australian Association for Adult Education (AAAE). He reported that at a 

meeting of that association in 1976, it was recommended that the AAAE should ‘midwife’ an 

adult literacy association, and Nelson was elected as its first chairperson (Nelson 1997, 

2010). He was an influential figure in the early years of the field of adult literacy and 

remained chairperson of the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) until 1984, when 

he became its patron for some years. In 1984 he was awarded an Honourable Mention by 

UNESCO for his services to adult literacy. 

Nelson’s field was community education, and whilst not involved in the provision of adult 

literacy services, his interest in community development helped to mould the early vision 

for the field. In his paper The community development approach to literacy (1985) Nelson 

defines community development as ‘a movement designed to promote better living for the 

whole community with the active participation and on the initiative of the community’ (p. 

25). He had a vision of adult literacy provision in which various sectors of the community 

would play a part. These include, among others: commercial and industrial firms, employer 



82 
 

organisations, trade unions, professional associations, public service boards, local, state and 

federal government departments, service clubs, welfare organisations, women’s 

organisations, ethnically based societies, and religious organisations (p. 30). 

His vision however, was never realised, especially in NSW, as this study will show. His 

conclusion to the paper is a salutary one. ‘My general thesis has been that unless a move for 

literacy is community based, it is unlikely to succeed’ (p. 31). 

In addition to helping steer the discourse of the field towards community development, 

Nelson was a particularly important influence in developing the political know-how of the 

early practitioners and activists and in ‘instilling in them the importance of lobbying and 

making use of politicians’ (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991, p. 181). Archival evidence suggests 

that the access that these early literacy workers had to government ministers such as Alan 

Cadman was due in no small part to Nelson’s networking and the high esteem in which he 

was held in public life.  

Following its establishment in 1977, the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) 

sponsored its first national conference, held in Canberra later that year, attended by over 

100 delegates. Bill Devereux, director of the UK’s Adult Literacy Resource Agency was 

invited as keynote speaker, the first of many UK speakers to be invited, and an early 

instance of the range of ways in which the UK was to influence the developing field in 

Australia.  

The conference was reportedly a lively one, with a hard-fought contest for an appropriate 

philosophy to be adopted by the Council. White refers to conflict over pressure for the 

adoption of a program that had begun in Canberra using a formal lock-step curriculum, 

which the Canberra practitioners at the conference were keen to see adopted nationally. 

This was most likely Michael Stock’s program, referred to by Goyen as ‘a carefully structured 

phonic approach based on …word lists’ (1977, p. 57). This was obviously a watershed 

moment for the field and one that deserves further comment.  The following recollection 

demonstrates the tension between competing discourses which was present from the 

beginning, and the overt ways in which these new actors were mobilised and enrolled in 

what was to become the predominant discourse of the era. It is an important moment of 

‘translation’ (Callon 1986).  
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… this frantic working through the night to try and counter the moves by 

the Canberra [practitioners] who were wanting to straightjacket adult 

literacy into a sort of nation-wide [curriculum]. I think the aspiration was a 

nation-wide program using their step-by-step literacy program, maybe 

with federal funding. It was them and us. These were heady days. It was 

on-edge stuff. And the typewriters were clacking away and we kept 

drafting resolutions and we knew that the Canberra lot was muscling in 

and from our experience of working with individual students we felt sure 

that once it became systematised and once people had to march along 

according to the lock-step system, all the spontaneity and the real service 

to clients would disappear. So there was a lot at stake. And the final 

meeting was very tense and I think I was asked to chair that meeting and 

the arguments were produced, and the result was that the meeting 

decided that we would go with the student-based way and that was a 

really important decision.  (Kath White - interview) 

White also explained elsewhere that part of the tension and animosity at this conference 

concerned the question of whether to seek Commonwealth Government funding and thus 

to be subject to direct government control, or to remain relatively independent (Searle 

1999).  

This decision to remain independent of direct Commonwealth Government control and ‘go 

with the student-based way’ influenced the provision in most parts of Australia and 

certainly in NSW for this first decade. However, as the following chapter shows, from the 

late 1980s with the introduction of vocationally oriented programs, competency based 

curricula and an increasing focus on assessment, the spontaneity that White referred to had 

begun to disappear. 

Commonwealth Government involvement 

In spite of ACAL’s decision that the field should remain independent of direct 

Commonwealth Government control, the Commonwealth Government had been involved 

to some extent in suggesting broad policy guidelines since the 1970s and in providing some 

targeted funding since the early 1980s.  The recommendations of the Kangan, Richardson 
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and Cadman reports that were initiated during the short-lived Whitlam Labor government 

and discussed in the previous chapter, began to be implemented under the succeeding 

Fraser conservative government. These recommendations saw TAFE assume responsibility 

for programs such as adult literacy. Although other sectors of the education budget saw 

severe cuts during the years of the Fraser government, no such cuts were applied to the 

TAFE system (Goozee 2001); it continued to benefit from the Keynesian big-government 

economic policies of the earlier period. 

By and large, the data indicates that the policies of social justice and investment in 

education that had been articulated in the Whitlam era, were continued during the 80s. In 

1983 the Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission (CTEC), the body responsible for 

allocation of funding, made a number of encouraging recommendations, including the need 

to substantially increase funding and the need to maintain diversity of provision. The data 

shows that, whilst funding did increase, the diversity of provision was not maintained. 

This period was considered as ‘the golden age for TAFE’ (Goozee 2001, p. 38) due to the 

continued growth of funding and identifiable role in the education sector.  It also marked 

the beginning of Commonwealth intervention in TAFE policy directions, as an increasing 

range of Commonwealth Government departments viewed TAFE as being implicated in their 

policy directions. 

State responses   

The development of the field in each state in Australia has differed. In some states, most 

notably Victoria, there was a history of community development similar to that in the UK, 

based on a network of active community centres, many of which had a history of ad hoc 

literacy programs (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991). These community centres became the 

birth places of the new adult literacy movement in Victoria.  The Victorian tradition of active 

community or neighbourhood centres at the time does not however appear to have been 

replicated in NSW (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991). In NSW, in the absence of this network of 

community centres, the state government of NSW took greater responsibility for funding 

than the state governments of other states. Zimmerman and Norton wrote that ‘New South 

Wales provision has been the most comprehensive and secure structurally with adult 
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literacy officers and adult basic education teachers in every TAFE college funded from state 

revenue’ (1990, p. 145).  

Development of the field in NSW 
1977 was an important year nationally for the emerging adult literacy movement, with the 

birth of ACAL. It was an important year for the field in NSW also. In June of that year ACAL 

sponsored a public meeting in Sydney at which a steering committee was formed to prepare 

a constitution for the establishment of the NSW Adult Literacy Council (NSWALC) (Ward & 

Wickert 1997, p. 77). At this meeting representatives of a number of organisations were 

involved, including the Board of Adult Education (BAE), the NSW Adult Migrant English 

Service (AMES) and NSW TAFE. The Council was formally inaugurated in August of that year. 

Meeting minutes show that the first president was Doug Werrin from AMES and Kath White 

from TAFE was elected Vice President. That first executive included four employees of AMES 

and two from TAFE, indicating the close relationship between the two fields at this time. The 

meetings were held for many years at Caltex House, the headquarters of AMES. 

Collaboration between statutory bodies 

Most of the remainder of this section focuses on the TAFE Adult Basic Education program, 

since the TAFE program came to dominate the field in NSW, due in large part to the large 

number of full time teachers appointed in a relatively short time. In this early phase 

however, TAFE was not the only provider. Although provision was ad hoc, it was 

nevertheless quite considerable. The significant contribution of BAE and AMES deserves 

recognition, in spite of the scant available information. 

Board of Adult Education 

The Board of Adult Education (BAE) had a number of programs operating since 1972, 

following Geoff Falkenmire’s initiative as discussed in the previous chapter. However, the 

volunteer tutor program, Operation Literacy, appears to have ceased within a few years 

with the emergence of the state-wide TAFE volunteer tutor program. The substantial class 

based Evening College program was also eventually eclipsed by the TAFE program from the 

early 1980s but did not disappear entirely with the emergence of that program. In fact, its 

provision has existed along-side the TAFE provision for the period covered by this study. 

Rosie Wickert, the first coordinator of the BAE’s state-wide program, recalled that 
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 almost every college had an adult literacy program and part time teachers 

… It was a big program, it was reasonably well funded… It has faded from 

the story because of the funding requirements in the mid-80s. (Interview)  

The funding requirements that Wickert referred to were the requirements for Community 

College classes to also have a vocational focus along with the vocational focus on TAFE that 

will be discussed in the following chapter. 

Adult Migrant English Service 

A close association and cooperation between teachers of English as a Second Language and 

teachers of adult literacy was a characteristic of these early foundation years. As well as the 

first president of NSWALC being an AMES practitioner, for many years there was an ex-

officio position on NSWALC for a representative of AMES. However, archival evidence shows 

that the two fields developed different identities, in spite of their many similarities. From 

the late 1980s, tensions began to arise as both sides began to struggle with the political and 

economic imperatives facing them and differences related to theoretical traditions and 

understandings began to distance the two fields (Hammond & Wickert 1993) as will be 

further discussed in the next chapter. 

TAFE NSW  

1977 saw the appointment of the first full-time adult literacy practitioner in the department 

of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) NSW. The NSW department of TAFE had taken up 

the specific challenge of the Richardson (1975) and Cadman (1976) reports enthusiastically 

and within a very short time had appointed a large number of permanent adult basic 

education teachers throughout the state.   

The fact that TAFE NSW was soon to become the major provider of adult basic education 

programs and the major employer of practitioners in the field, facilitated the resultant 

integration of adult basic education into the vocational education and training (VET) sector: 

a sector that was to become a key actor in the ‘project of social re-ordering’ (Law 1994, pp. 

1-2) of the field as discussed in the next chapter.  

The TAFE NSW Adult Basic Education Program 

This part of the story belongs to Kath White. Although other interviewees for this study have 

been given a pseudonym, White has not, since she holds a particularly significant position as 
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the first adult literacy practitioner employed by TAFE NSW and later as the foundation 

coordinator of the Adult Literacy Information Office (ALIO) (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 

2001).  

As a teacher of Higher School Certificate (HSC) English to mature aged students at Ultimo 

campus of TAFE in central Sydney, she was co-opted to help develop a literacy and 

numeracy Individual Learning Centre which had opened there in 1976. 

We produced self-help cards and things so that a person could go to the 

filing cabinet or one of the supervising teachers, and they could work at 

something at their own pace and we would look over their shoulder and 

help them. It became obvious very soon that we were getting people who 

were not literate at all … I remember going to Terry [Tobin, associate 

director] who was very approachable, and said I would like to work with 

those people who are unable to read and write at all or adequately and I 

would like to go to England because I had heard about the BBC adult 

literacy scheme, so I asked if I could go to look at the English model and 

then try to introduce something similar. Terry agreed. (Interview) 

During this self-funded tour of the fledgling programs in UK, White studied the BBC program 

and a number of programs in London, Dorset and Liverpool. 

They were using a model using volunteers. They were meeting in hotels, in 

pubs or in libraries, they were using community facilities, they were 

training volunteers from the community. They had a schema for 

introducing literacy. The BBC teaching materials had almost a Freirean 

approach without its political intent. It was a good program. I took back 

also their volunteer tutor training manuals.     (Interview) 

On her return at the beginning of 1977, White was appointed as Adult Literacy Officer to 

Petersham college of TAFE to coordinate a program using volunteer tutors, using the British 

model that she had been introduced to. The amount of professional agency afforded to 

White in developing this program is something foreign to current practitioners and was a 

reflection of the exoskeleton of the field at the time. She recalled that: 
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There was an openness to innovation … so it was a time of ferment, of new 

thinking directed I think with a compassionate empowerment towards 

those who for some reason or other had missed out. (Interview) 

White is referring here to the culturally liberal milieu of this period that was referred to in 

the previous chapter as an important actor in this early development of the field. 

Personalities also matter at such times and it was perhaps fortunate that Terry Tobin, TAFE’s 

Assistant Director of Schools responsible for TAFE’s entry into this new field was particularly 

open to this ‘new thinking’. 

There was an openness in TAFE policy … Whoever was the director at the 

time, he was a very good director … a very approachable, humane man 

who encouraged Terry’s commitment to egalitarian education. I had 

freedom to do whatever I wished, with Terry’s approval and the director’s 

knowledge. I chose to use the BBC model pretty well unchanged.  (Kath 

White - Interview) 

White offers a further reason for the influence of the UK provision on that of NSW, apart 

from her own commitment to that system of provision: that is, the ready availability of the 

UK resource material in that pre-digital age. Although there had been comparable 

developments, including the use of volunteers, in the U.S.A and Canada, the literature in 

which they had been reviewed at the time was not as accessible to Australians as was the 

English material. Official British reports and other materials found their way into library 

collections and the holdings of the British Council soon after release, and some of the UK 

produced tutor training materials were available copyright-free, enabling rapid and cheap 

reproduction and hence easy adoption of the British structure and pedagogy (White 1978).  

It is unsurprising that Australia’s new adult literacy movement should be influenced by 

Britain, given the very strong influence that British adult educators had had on the 

development of adult education in general since colonial times. Whitelock (1974, p. 3) refers 

in particular to the ‘Great Tradition’ of British liberal adult education of which Australia was 

an inheritor.  
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The Volunteer tutor program 

The model of provision that White first introduced to TAFE NSW was a volunteer tutor 

model, a model that was widely used in all states in Australia in the early years. Evidence 

from the archives suggests that, since this model of provision was adapted from the UK 

model, much of the rhetoric and justification that supported it, as well as the organisational 

aspects of such a program, were borrowed from the UK. 

The use of volunteer tutors was chosen, not necessarily because it was cheap, but because it 

was considered to be educationally well suited to the needs of the target group of learners 

(White 1978) and to be consistent with many of the principles of adult learning (for example 

Knowles 1990) that were becoming central to the discourse. At a conference in the UK in 

1980, Tim Hulbert, consultant for the UK Home Office Voluntary Services Unit said: 

I do not believe that an innovation such as the involvement of volunteers 

was accidental – nor was it merely a response to inadequate resources. I 

believe that it evolved naturally out of the search to find appropriate ways 

of meeting the needs of the client group, and that it emerged as a means 

of providing support that was neither threatening, not professionalised, 

nor distant  (cited in White & Gribble 1986, p. 45). 

The role of the volunteer tutor in fostering growth in self-confidence is one that was 

frequently stressed. For example, Sam Stringer, researcher of the UK national literacy 

campaign in 1981, wrote that this growth in self-confidence:  

…is a vital element in the tuition, perhaps the vital element. And, although 

the amateur tutor may lack in technical expertise, she [sic] may prove 

highly suitable in carrying out this function. There is a strong consensus in 

adult literacy … that the solving of technical problems is subordinate to or 

at least facilitated by – the building in the student of the belief that he can 

succeed. If this view is justified, it goes a long way towards defining the 

role and providing the justification for the use of amateur tutors (cited in 

White & Gribble 1986, p. 46). 

The person of the tutor was believed to be the primary factor that they brought to the 

tutoring situation, rather than formal teaching qualifications. Typical of the advice to 
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program organisers was Victorian literacy pioneer Dominica Nelson’s statement that 

selection should be ‘determined primarily by the individual’s capacity to understand and 

help rather than by professional qualifications’ (cited in White 1978, p. 55). 

Added support for the use of volunteer tutors was the claim that referral agencies reported 

that enquirers ‘will more often choose to be taught by someone who is not a professional 

teacher than one who is’ (White & Gribble 1986, p. 47).  Amongst the reasons given were 

that it helped preserve privacy and was not reminiscent of the experience of school; 

students did not view tuition by volunteers as inferior, but as different from class based 

professional provision. White and Gribble suggest that this very perception that tuition from 

a volunteer is different from a paid teacher may produce a different response in the 

student: if the volunteer is perceived as being ‘more accepting and less authoritarian than 

paid workers … then the student may be more relaxed, responsive, etc.’ (1986, p. 47). 

I had seen how people made progress at least in that introductory area 

with volunteers and I don’t think that they would even have started had 

they not had a sympathetic volunteer.          (Kath White - interview)                                                  

This growth in the popularity of non-professionalised education came in the wake of the 

deschooling movement of the 1960s and 70s (for example Holt 1976; Neill 1968) and its 

disenchantment with institutionalised education. A report by the Victorian Centre for Adult 

Education highlighted this connection with the statement that the centre’s volunteer 

network ‘epitomises the deschooling concept; it is flexible, informal, warm and operates 

where people are’ (cited in White 1978, p. 42). 

Freirean liberationist philosophy provided a further philosophical justification for the use of 

literacy volunteers (White 1978). Freire saw institutional education as fostering 

‘domestication’ rather than ‘liberation’.  The use of non-professionalised tutors was 

regarded as enabling the process that Freire (1972) referred to as conscientisation, or 

becoming conscious of the forces that control their lives in order to become empowered, 

since tutors and students were able to engage in dialogue about issues of personal and 

political importance. This argument however, was contested by a number of my 

interviewees as shown below. 
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Along with these pedagogical reasons for the adoption of volunteer tutor programs, a 

further argument related to the increased social capital that such programs brought. White 

cites the frequent references to the importance of community involvement in the UK 

publications of the adult literacy movement, such as claims that voluntarism is ‘a living 

indication of the caring community’, and that volunteers demonstrate ‘the caring nature of 

the community’ (White 1978, p. 42). 

White and Gribble (1986) wrote that voluntarism is the expression of: 

 a belief in our common humanity and the importance of finding ways 

whereby that humanity can be expressed through sharing and caring so 

that the humanity of both giver and receiver grows and flourishes (p. 44). 

Advocates of voluntarism in general, and of voluntarism in adult basic education in 

particular, argued that voluntarism is a way of encouraging ordinary citizens to take control 

of the community’s own affairs and that it ‘democratises processes and procedures, rather 

than allowing them to become the preserve of a paid elite’ (White & Gribble 1986, p. 44).  In 

1986 an issue of Literacy Exchange, the NSWALC’s journal, was devoted to the topic of 

volunteers. It included, amongst other articles aimed at informing the debate, a Charter for 

Volunteers, developed by the UK’s Volunteer Centre (1986, p. 18), outlining a number of 

ways in which volunteering helps to produce social benefit. The NSWALC was thus making a 

very strong connection between this mode of delivery in particular, and development of 

social capital. 

Class-based tuition 

In spite of the prominence of volunteer tutor programs in these early years, they were never 

viewed as the sole or even optimum response to the needs of all students (e.g. White & 

Gribble 1986). Two years after Kath White and the first Adult Literacy Officers were 

appointed to develop and manage volunteer tutor programs throughout the state, TAFE 

NSW appointed the first adult basic education teachers, whose role was to teach small 

group classes with a student: teacher ratio of 6:1. These were called Reading and Writing for 

Adults (RAWFA) classes and within a very short time were being offered in nearly every TAFE 

college in the state along-side and complementary to the volunteer tutor programs. They 

were usually conducted on TAFE campuses, although some were conducted in community 
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centres and other off-campus locations. The introduction of RAWFA classes was followed in 

1989 by the introduction of Maths Workshop classes, also with a teacher: student ratio of 

6:1. 

Most interviewees agreed that the low student: teacher ratio allowed for student-centred 

learning, and fulfilled many of the humanist requirements for adult literacy provision that 

the advocates of 1:1 tuition claimed for that mode, such as individualised tuition.  The data 

suggests that, in general, 1:1 tuition was the favoured mode if the student was very anxious 

about returning to what he or she perceived as being a school-like environment, or where 

there was no class-based tuition available at an appropriate time or place. However, it 

gradually came to be accepted that class-based tuition had added benefits that the group 

dynamics provided, and the move from 1:1 to class provision was seen to be a desirable 

progression once the student had developed in self-confidence (for example NSW Adult 

Literacy Council 1987; School of General Studies 1987). Brigid, an Adult Literacy Officer at 

the time, recalled arriving at a conviction that was typical of the feelings of many teachers:  

And I used to go and give lessons [myself] once a week to a woman in a 

caravan park out somewhere beyond Wetherill Park … and I used to go to 

migrant homes of women who were too frightened to come into the 

college but I very soon began to see that they could be offered a whole lot 

more in the college, in the group situation… I just came to the position that 

a well-funded RAWFA class where there could be some group and 

individual [work] and keep it small was where the ideal work happened. 

(Interview) 

The emergence of tensions  

Although both modes of tuition were widely seen to be complementary, within a few years 

tensions began to be felt between the advocates and opponents of the volunteer tutor 

scheme. During 1986 and 1987 a controversy arose over whether volunteer tutor programs 

had any place in the NSW TAFE program. In October, 1986 The TAFE Teachers Association 

(TAFE TA) of the NSW Teachers Federation passed the following resolution which was 

overwhelmingly carried: 
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That TAFE TA reaffirms its opposition to the use of [literacy] volunteers… 

We do not believe they provide an adequate quality of service for 

students. We are opposed to the use of volunteers in colleges both 

educationally and industrially (NSW Adult Literacy Council 1987, p. 3). 

The industrial issue had come to the fore largely in response to the first wave of newly 

qualified graduates of the Graduate Diploma of Adult Education (Basic Education) from the 

Institute of Technical and Adult Teacher Education (later to become the University of 

Technology Sydney). For the first time there was a pool of appropriately qualified and 

under-employed adult basic education teachers. Other tertiary institutions in the country 

had also begun to offer similar post-graduate courses so that the field now had a firm 

academic basis. Conflict with the volunteer tutor program seemed to be an inevitability 

(White 1978). 

Underpinning this argument against volunteers and in favour of a professionalised provision 

was the feeling that volunteerism was suggestive of a charity model of provision, a relic of 

the 19th century middle class attitude of ‘help for these poor people’, the paternalistic gift-

giving to the ‘deserving poor’ (Street 1995). The feeling was expressed that this association 

with voluntarism was hindering acceptance of the field into the mainstream of adult 

education (Campbell 2009a).  

Many of my interviewees reflected on this as a tense and bruising time. Meetings were held 

and papers and submissions were written, while the Head of the School of General Studies, 

the TAFE manager responsible for adult basic education policy, considered an appropriate 

response (NSW Adult Literacy Council 1987; School of General Studies 1987). In preparation 

for this response, she co-opted one of the Adult Literacy Officers to prepare the case for the 

continuation of the program, in order to provide a well-argued case to counter that of the 

TAFE TA. The outcome was a policy paper signed by the Head of the School of General 

Studies (1987) which stated that ‘The work of volunteer tutors … is valued as an important 

aspect of the total provision, particularly in assisting those students who are not able, or are 

not ready to have group or individual tuition with a teacher’ (p. 2).  

The argument in favour of preserving a diversity of provision and therefore preserving the 

option of a volunteer tutor program was the argument that eventually prevailed (Wickert & 
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Zimmerman 1991). The NSW Adult Literacy Council’s conclusion to their discussion paper on 

the issue was that ‘reducing the choice of learning opportunities for adult non-readers 

cannot be supported on any grounds’ (1987, p. 6). This need for diversity of programs was 

supported at government level also, for example by the Commonwealth Tertiary Education 

Commission (CTEC), the body through which Commonwealth funding to the states was 

channelled. A report of the Commission in 1984, in addressing the need for an adult literacy 

campaign, made recommendations concerning the need for diversity of provision and ‘the 

need for more full-time permanent staff and the importance of substantial professional 

support for volunteer tutors’ (Wickert & Zimmerman 1991, p. 184).     

The data suggests that the high point in the use of volunteer tutors was reached in perhaps 

the late 1980s.  In 1987 the NSW Council for Adult Literacy reported that ‘there are 

approximately 1000 volunteer tutors in NSW’ (NSW Adult Literacy Council 1987, p. 6). 

However, decline in the number of TAFE adult literacy Officers and the volunteer programs 

they supported began from that time as adult basic education provision began to be 

progressively professionalised and enveloped within the VET system. Archival evidence 

shows that as Adult Literacy Officers who were responsible for managing volunteer tutor 

programs, moved or retired, their positions were not filled, so that the programs frequently 

died of natural attrition.  

The perceived cost of the program was seen to be another reason for its demise. Although 

White estimated that the cost of a properly supported volunteer tutor program 

approximated the cost of a full-time teacher teaching small group classes (1986, p. 50), it 

seems that an Adult Literacy Officer’s program did not represent value for money in TAFE’s 

complex system for allocation of funds.  

It has been argued that the increased funding to the VET sector and to adult basic education 

in general in the late 1980s played a major role in the bureaucratisation of the adult literacy 

field as accountability and cost effectiveness became the major focus of educational 

programs (National Staff Development Committee 1995). The community based work of 

Adult Literacy Officers, offering tuition through volunteers, was an uneasy fit with TAFE’s 

increasingly stringent accountability measures. 
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The phasing out of the volunteer tutor program was perhaps the first of many 

demonstrations that the bureaucratic structures and procedures of TAFE had become 

ultimately incompatible with the requirements of a humanist, student-centred program.  At 

the time of writing, there are very few volunteer tutor programs in TAFE NSW, nor have 

there been for some time. 

Numeracy 

Although it had been implicitly considered that literacy involved some aspects of numeracy 

due to the early focus on everyday functional literacy, Kath White recalls that it entered the 

conversation in Australia as a separate entity at the second ACAL conference when Allan 

Wells, the director of the UK Adult Literacy Resource Agency was invited as keynote speaker 

and spoke about numeracy. 

1989 saw the introduction in TAFE NSW of Maths Workshop, a course designed to be 

parallel to Reading and Writing for Adults. Thiering (1985), who developed the course, 

described this class provision as designed to improve the student’s self-confidence as a 

learner and to address the maths anxiety with which many adults present.  For this reason 

the curriculum focused on spatial and logical processes rather than numerical work, which 

was delayed until students had developed some self-confidence. With a student: teacher 

ratio of 6:1, the teacher was described as the ‘nominal leader’ (p. 66). ‘Everyone works 

interactively on the same tasks at the same time, grouped around a table, talking, 

deliberating and questioning as in a warm family relationship’ (p.66), with the focus on the 

process of the learning, not the product.  

In reviewing the presence of numeracy in editions of the Adult Literacy Information Office 

(ALIO) publication Literacy Broadsheet, Johnston found very few references to ideas about 

maths and numeracy in the early years, although she points to the preponderance of the 

term maths, and particularly basic maths over numeracy in the few references that were 

made. Shirley remembered that it was not just the label ‘maths’ that was prevalent in these 

early years, but the approach to teaching ‘leaned a bit more to schoolie-type maths’ than 

the later developments with numeracy. 

The term numeracy was first officially acknowledged by ACAL in their 1989 policy Statement 

which included the statement that ‘literacy … includes numeracy’ (Wickert et al. 2007, p. 
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256). In that year a whole issue of the publication Good Practice in Australian Adult Literacy 

and Numeracy (Shipway 1988 - 1991) was devoted to numeracy, including an article calling 

for an integrated approach to developing literacy and numeracy skills, an approach that 

gained considerable prominence in the 1990s.  

An accredited curriculum  

In the formative years of the adult basic education program there were no mandated 

curricula, and therefore no assessment protocols, allowing teachers to devise their own 

teaching programs and strategies to meet individual student needs. This placing of the 

program outside of the formal educational frameworks was considered by very many to be 

its strength (White 1978), however, many felt that some students were wanting more than 

this part-time ‘at the fringes’ provision. In response to this need Petersham TAFE college 

trialled a new full time course called Starting Points in 1986 (Hazell 1998b), offering two 

subjects that would be a pathway to TAFE’s equivalent of high school year 10. This was the 

beginning of the concept of articulation from adult basic education to other formalised 

technical or further education programs.  

In 1989 Starting Points became formalised into TAFE’s first accredited adult basic education 

course, the Certificate of Adult Basic Education (CABE).  It became organised into a full time 

program that included vocationally oriented subjects as well as general education subjects 

(Hazell 1998b). Helen Kebby, who was part of the implementation team, described the 

efforts to make the course responsive to students’ needs and interests:  

It is difficult to describe the content of the course as it varies considerably 

depending on where the course is being run, who the students are and the 

interests and goals they have, and the special talents of the teachers and 

so forth (Kebby 1989, p. 15). 

The course was comprised of the compulsory subjects of English and Maths and a choice of 

four electives, selected from a range of fifteen, including electives such as Computer 

Awareness, Science Skills and Research and Study Skills and documented frameworks for 

locally developed electives with titles such as Local Arts and Crafts and Local Culture. 

In commenting on the aim of including electives Kebby added that ‘the object of the 

electives was to provide literacy or numeracy through a different content area’ (p.15).  She 
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wrote of the underpinning adult education principle of drawing on the students’ experience 

and wealth of interests in order to make the learning experience relevant and meaningful. 

For this reason, teachers were required to negotiate the content of the subjects with the 

students.    

The core subjects had externally set components and assessment tasks, which caused some 

concern amongst practitioners, as Kebby recalled:  

There was a huge outcry about the imposition of assessment … It was seen 

as radical and a sell out to ABE learners to do assessment. We were seen 

to be pushing a structure on failed school learners (Hazell 1998b, p. 13). 

Brigid agreed that the assessment aspect of CABE was the one that caused most concern. 

 We began to be confronted with a whole lot of accountability measures 

that really were counteractive to why the people had come there and that 

dilemma was never gotten over. (Interview) 

On the other hand, some of the interviewees for this study were quite accepting of it and 

fitted it into their philosophy of what adult basic education was about. When asked if CABE 

changed any aspects of her practice, Jan replied ‘No, no, that was very much just - keep 

doing what you were doing and change the wording on your reporting documents’. Most of 

the interviewees agreed. 

That was a very interesting time because we moved out of the totally 

individually based program to a structural syllabus based project but it was 

always around manipulating things to suit what you wanted the outcome 

to be … because CABE and CAFE and all of those were written by people 

who knew generally what the skills were that people needed to build so it 

wasn’t that much different … [The curriculum was] very loose so it may 

have introduced a bit more structure around [things like] using the 

newspaper articles. (Joanne – interview) 

It was something quite different to what we had all been practicing 

previously and I remember it being simultaneously exciting and 

simultaneously it was a bit of a sense of – oooh how are we going to make 
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that suit everybody? But of course we did and I think that was possibly the 

beginning of 20 or 30 years of finding ways to get around or to twist or 

interpret documents to suit our learners which is what our game is all 

about.      (Anne – interview) 

Some however, were not as comfortable with the bigger class sizes that resulted from this 

accredited curriculum, with their school associations. Brigid felt she was:  

not as comfortable I guess - the bigger the class got and the more like the 

traditional … Because I mean, what I loved was the satisfaction of helping 

individuals with their individual lives. (Interview) 

Some also were very hostile to the very concept of an accredited course.  

It was the first big change and it further divided the field … I have never 

come around to it and I never taught it. (Sam – interview) 

Adult Literacy Information Office 

Another important milestone in the late 1970s was the establishment of the Adult Literacy 

Information Office (ALIO) in Sydney in 1979 (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001).  ALIO was 

established as a referral and resource agency and professional development centre for the 

field in NSW, loosely following the model of Britain’s Adult Literacy Resource Agency. Its first 

coordinator was Kath White, who with a number of other activists had been a significant 

figure in the lobbying for government funding for its establishment. Although managed by 

TAFE NSW, it was set up as a cross provider service, to support adult literacy services in the 

whole range of the state’s programs, including those developed by the NSW Adult Migrant 

Education Service and the Board of Adult Education as well as other small community based 

providers. They came together as a new coalition of actors with similar interests to lobby for 

this funding.  This relationship between TAFE and other providers later became a point of 

tension within the management of ALIO, but in reflecting on the early years, Kath White 

referred to the ‘collegiality amongst providers from a lot of different statutory bodies or 

organisations. Really ideal conditions for getting something started’ (Johnston, Kelly & 

Johnston 2001, p. 16).   
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The early days of ALIO were emblematic of the field in general. It was housed in a building in 

Redfern, a socially depressed inner-city suburb. White believed that ‘it should be in a down-

market rather than up-market area’ (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001, p. 10). This mirrored 

the physical location of many of the programs in these early days. In the immediate post-

Kangan era, TAFE systems were experiencing considerable expansion and competition for 

facilities, so that in many colleges, Adult Basic Education and other access programs were 

located in un-prepossessing, off-campus rented cottages. In general, these suited the adult 

literacy field of the time well, as many practitioners argued that ABE students would feel 

more comfortable in such surroundings, away from the main institutional buildings, echoing 

Richardson’s injunction that ‘an effective literacy program will almost certainly have to be 

conducted outside the  formal institutional framework’ (Richardson 1975, p. 96). Thus 

geographical location can be considered as another entity in the non-human coalition of 

actors that helped shape and were shaped by the new social project. This early phase of 

ALIO’s existence from 1980 to 1987 was characterised as ‘on the smell of an oily rag’ 

(Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001, p. 7), before the ‘professionalization’ of the service began, 

as described in the next chapter.  

 ALIO became a central gathering point for teachers, volunteer tutors and students. There 

are frequent references to the warm, welcoming atmosphere that was created, with the 

focus in these early years on volunteers. Interviewees confirmed ALIO’s role as a highly 

valued part of the exoskeleton of the field. They referred to the experience of being new to 

the field and being directed to ALIO where they could examine available resources and be 

introduced to the networks in the field. It was considered to be ‘a hub of the literacy field, 

the physical and cultural centre, the meeting place’ (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001, p. 15). 

It became a melting pot for ideas and a focus for the developing body of professional 

practice knowledge. The archive of ALIO’s publications details the workshops that were held 

regularly with sessions delivered by local practitioners or visiting academics such as the 

Canadian Frank Smith, Americans Ken and Yetta Goodman and Australian Brian Cambourne, 

all early proponents of the whole language approach to literacy development (for example, 

Cambourne 1995). When asked about the influences on their practice, many respondents 

mentioned these professional development sessions at ALIO. 
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Sharing examples of practical pedagogy became one of the central functions of ALIO, 

particularly in the early, formative years for the field, and the interview data suggests that 

this was perhaps the aspect that most excited practitioners. The British publications from 

the BBC campaign of the 1970s were disseminated through ALIO, as were a number of its 

own publications. Amongst the early publications was the periodical Broadsheet. The 

importance of these publications in informing their practice was recognised by many 

interviewees.  

The Community of Practice  

One of the striking and recurrent themes from the interview data of practitioners who were 

employed in these early years related to the vibrant and creative community of practice that 

emerged. This community of practice is perhaps one of the defining aspects of the field in 

this era and emerged as a key actor in the creation of the professional discourse.  It was very 

much a product of its era and of the exoskeleton of the field at the time.  

Within a very short time, a relatively coherent body of professional practice knowledge had 

emerged, in spite of the fact that there was little research and published literature specific 

to the field (Lee & Wickert 2000; McCormack 2009; McHugh, Nevard & Taylor 2001). Until 

the 1980s there were no tertiary adult literacy/numeracy specialist qualifications in 

Australia. McCormack noted that, particularly in the early, formative years, none of the early 

practitioners were language, literacy and numeracy natives; we were ‘LLN immigrants’ (2009, 

p. 9) having learnt our pedagogies in other fields of education.   

White (1983) wrote of the early diversity of opinions concerning pedagogy that teachers 

brought with them and held to firmly, prompting disagreements such as that over the place 

of phonics or the advisability of individual versus small group tuition. However, she also 

found that teachers held to an almost universal body of incontrovertible educational 

principles that had come to define the professional practice knowledge of the field. In spite 

of the differences of opinion on matters of practical pedagogy, she wrote that it was 

nevertheless possible to establish:  

some common ground on which we all stood, the principles from which 

we felt all our practice should flow. It seemed possible to do this because, 
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despite the above differences, there was an even stronger unanimity 

binding us (p. 118). 

Very quickly this community of practice had been established with a distinct body of 

professional practice knowledge that is evident in the archival documents and on which 

interviewees in my study reflected warmly.  

I still have a wonderful sense of the energy and camaraderie that was 

around in, I guess, the 80s and very early 90s as adult literacy just 

burgeoned as a movement and you had a sense that you were building this 

fantastic, useful, powerful, (sorry, I’m getting a bit carried away)…  It was 

fantastic. (Anne – interview) 

And we were learning all the time. We were learning new stuff. Working in 

this common thing, and learning stuff together, feeling part of something 

that was a good thing to be doing. (Jan – interview) 

I don’t know – it was a movement - there is no religious in me, but you just 

had that bit of fervor because you believed in [it]. Don’t ask me why. It was 

empowering. (Sam – interview) 

Interview data from the study serves to highlight the ways in which that body of knowledge 

came into being, how the ‘LLN immigrants’ created a body of LLN professional practice 

knowledge. The data indicates a rich mix of influences that practitioners brought to the 

field, a mix of influences that became another coalition of actors mobilising around the new 

professional discourse.  Practitioners drew from their formal tertiary studies in associated 

disciplines, professional development workshops, professional journals, and informal 

influence of colleagues. When asked about her sense of a community of practice, Shirley 

mentioned some of these influences: 

You were getting together every term for a get together, so you were 

building bonds, and you were turning up to professional developments 

with the same people so you knew who people were, you knew their 

stories, you knew what people were teaching, you learnt from them, you 

shared resources, you shared ideas, you had a sense that we were all doing 
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a similar set of things and you belonged to a very big movement and on 

top of that you had journals tying you together so you were reading 

articles that some of us had written. A lot of people had done the same 

qualification so you had that in common and we were run centrally in 

those days so you did have a very strong sense of something that was 

state-wide. (Interview) 

 Formal tertiary studies  

Although in the early days, practitioners did not bring specialist adult literacy formal 

qualifications to their practice, interviewees mentioned the influence of other, related 

studies.  

I did my bachelor of education in the early 70s and I got introduced to 

Freire and I got introduced to a sociological perspective then when I did 

this course at UNSW in 1980. …  They were really revolutionary sort of 

times, and even though I didn’t take on all of that, I was exposed to it - all 

the de-schoolers, Holt, AS Neil and Summerhill and all of those wonderful 

idealistic ideas about what schooling should be. (Sam – interview) 

I did a lot of study over the first couple of decades. I went back and did 

masters in history and masters in public policy. I just liked to learn. I liked 

to be better at what I was doing. Part of it was wanting to learn and … I 

found TAFE, when I joined TAFE, so open to learning and new ideas. (Mary 

– interview) 

However, from the early 1980s when specialist adult literacy / numeracy tertiary 

qualifications became available, these began to have a strong influence on professional 

practice knowledge. In NSW many practitioners were graduates of the Graduate Diploma of 

Adult Education (Basic Education) from the Institute of Technical and Adult Teacher 

Education (later the University of Technology Sydney).  When asked about the influences on 

her practice, Margaret said:  

Academic training certainly, because my Graduate Diploma and my MA – I 

just loved them and learnt a lot from them. I found the Grad Dip 

fascinating – learning how to read – Frank Smith and all that – Freire … but 
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one of the big changes for me came with doing my MA TESOL, which I did 

because I felt as a teacher I needed to know a lot more about language 

itself … it gave me such a broad view of how language is structured. 

(Interview) 

In referring to the influence of her post graduate study, Rose said: 

I think it added to it [i.e. practice]. It certainly added to it and it reinforced 

what we had been doing [in practice]. I liked the theory of it all. I suppose 

my philosophy of education unconsciously agreed with the theory of what I 

was learning. (Interview) 

Collaboration    

All of the interviewees spoke warmly of the spirit of sharing in those early years. Ideas and 

resources were readily shared around:  

We had meetings and talked about good ideas that worked and no one 

seemed to be ‘this is mine’. I think we were very generous and we were 

accepting as well. (Judith – interview)  

A number of the interviewees who had worked in the south-west area of Sydney reflected 

on the fact that the teachers in that region developed an active informal professional 

development circle, ‘absolutely organised by and from the grass roots; [we] got together on 

Saturday’ (Anne - interview). As another indication of the willingness of teachers to commit 

their time to ‘learning stuff together’, Judith also mentioned staff meetings on Saturdays. In 

referring to the part time teachers who had been recruited to manage the growing program 

in Petersham, she said, ‘and we started having meetings and we had to have them on 

Saturday mornings. They were just a brilliant group.’ 

When asked what the influences were on her practice, Fiona remembered that a colleague 

was doing some action research for her post graduate study and the whole section shared 

collaboratively in the professional learning.  

All those little workshops we used to do. Elizabeth was doing some study 

and she had to run focus groups … so lunch time once a week we used to 

have little workshops on practice. (Interview) 
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Kath White spoke of this collegiality as ‘the great inspiring thing that gave us all energy’ and 

referred to the outcome of this collaboration as ‘generative’. 

Another word that I used then and still feel it is a very important word is 

generative - things generating – interaction between colleagues generates 

new ideas. (Interview) 

Professional Development    

Professional development opportunities were plentiful in this early era of investment in 

education. The ‘learning stuff together’ that Jan referred to was facilitated in a large way by 

ALIO and the workshops and seminars that were held regularly there as indicated in their 

publications.  

The ability for people to get together was one of the factors that contributed to the strength 

of this community of practice in the view of many of the interviewees. Rose, who was 

working in a regional area at the time, remembered a sense of a state-wide community of 

practice, 

because there was lots of money for professional development at the time. 

We went to conferences, workshops, came down here [to Sydney] for 

things… there was money for us to attend things around the regions as 

well. (Interview) 

Much of this professional development was of the practical, ‘craft knowledge’ variety (Higgs, 

Titchen & Neville 2001, p. 5), especially in the very early years when volunteer tutors were 

the focus of the ALIO workshops. A trawl through my collection of brochures, newsletters 

and journals of the time reveals advertisements and reports of sessions on topics such as 

spelling, the Language Experience Approach, adapting commercial materials and invariably, 

Introduction to Computers. 

ACAL and NSWALC also ran annual conferences. In 1982 my colleague and I hosted the first 

NSW Adult Literacy Council Conference in Wagga at the Riverina College of Advanced 

Education (RCAE). The staff of the RCAE Reading Language Centre, led by Brian Cambourne 

(1985), were early firm advocates of psycholinguistics and the whole language approach to 

teaching literacy. Cambourne and some of his colleagues were invited to present sessions at 
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the conference in an effort to strengthen the whole language approach as part of the field’s 

professional practice knowledge.  

Journals, newsletters and books  

Many of the interviewees spoke of the access to an abundant array of journals, newsletters 

and books that characterised the 80s and 90s. NSWALC’s Literacy Exchange, ACAL’s Literacy 

Links and ALIO’s Broadsheet were originally newsy publications, with book reviews, notices 

of meetings, seminars and conferences. For many years Literacy Exchange also published 

student writing. Very soon however, these publications began to include articles on 

pedagogy and educational theory. 

In the foundation years, practical pedagogical advice mainly came from the UK publications 

and many Australian practitioners had subscriptions to the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills 

Unit (ALBSU)’s publications. Hilary remembered that: 

I read omnivorously in the field and of course in those early days we were 

very influenced, as Kath was, by the system that had begun in England a 

couple of years earlier so I imbibed a lot of that. [That] was central 

because we had so few resources other than making our own – we relied a 

lot on that. It was primarily journal stuff if I remember rightly, both from 

England and America – I ran subscriptions to 3 or 4 different journals. And 

as books started to become available … I would go and buy them. 

(Interview) 

From the mid-1980s when the field began to become professionalised, practitioners 

themselves began to publish articles in locally produced journals, also adding to the 

cohesion of the community of practice. In Shirley’s words, ‘you had journals tying you 

together so you were reading articles that some of us had written’.  

However, this interview data seems not to be supported by the literature. For example, in a 

survey of teachers to investigate (amongst other things) which authors/ researchers had had 

most impact on their practice, McGuirk (2001) found that the results were ‘somewhat 

disturbing, as they reveal that many supposedly well-known authors and researchers are 

unknown or have had little impact on many respondents’ (p. 59).  
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Searching for Saliences  

A number of the interviewees however also spoke of influences on their practice coming 

from their own moral judgement, or what Higgs et al describe as ‘personal knowledge about 

oneself as a person and in relationship with others’ ( cited in Kemmis 2005a, p. 7), what 

Kemmis (2005) refers to as ‘searching for saliences’ and Polanyi (1978) refers to as ‘tacit 

knowledge’ .  

When asked how she initially knew what to do with a new student or group of students, 

Kath White related her experience of setting up the first individual Learning Centre in TAFE 

in 1975, prior to the development of the adult literacy field and her exposure to the ideas 

coming out of the UK. She had planned a curriculum as she explained above, but ‘as soon as 

I started to use it with real students I knew it didn’t work’, so she developed a needs-based, 

individualised program for each student. 

Judith related a similar experience from her pre-adult literacy employment, teaching a 

group of fire brigade employees who were being given some extra tuition to help them pass 

their exams for promotion. 

And I am stuck in this terrible situation – I don’t actually know what to do, 

except naively I had some gut feelings so I set it up as … individual 

programs for each student ….I did stuff that I didn’t even know was part of 

literacy [teaching]. I’d have them to tell me something and I’d write it 

down and then I’d get them to read it back. I’d never seen that but it just 

seemed to be like a sensible thing to do because it would be their words. 

(Interview) 

These teachers were drawing on their life-experiences reflexively in order to address 

particular practical problems. Many of the interviewees expressed something similar when 

asked about the influences they drew on to solve particular pedagogical problems.  

I think that was part of the beauty of adult literacy, that you responded to 

your students. And you filled in the forms and followed the curriculum or 

whatever but essentially you just kept doing what you thought your 

students needed. (Jan – interview) 
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Agency  

Underpinning this community of practice was the sense of agency that the early 

practitioners spoke of and that Kath White had experienced from the very conception of the 

TAFE program. Several other participants reflected nostalgically on the fact that they had 

the ability to create the field as they went, the ‘learning stuff together’ that Jan spoke of. 

Practitioners’ sense of professional agency over their practice extended to the political 

sphere also. Archival and interview data showed that the establishment of ALIO did not 

originate with a government initiative but an initiative of a coalition of early NSW adult 

Literacy pioneers. Kath White and Geoff Falkenmire had both visited the Adult Literacy 

Resource Agency (ALRA) in UK and envisaged something similar in NSW. White spoke of 

meeting with a group of advocates (referred to above) in the office of Alan Cadman (MP), 

who had been chairman of the Cadman Report (1976) and who was ‘a good friend of adult 

literacy’ in Australia and helped write the application. Nationally also, there was a sense in 

which the profession had agency over the direction of its development through the 

influence of ACAL whose advice was actively sought by the federal government (Zimmerman 

& Norton 1990).  

This genteel advocacy became more strident lobbying in later years, when the need arose, 

as a number of interviewees reflected on. Perhaps the first significant instance of the 

difficulties arising from this new field being accommodated within TAFE’s bureaucracy arose 

over the matter of the TAFE enrolment form in 1982. Advocates had previously managed to 

argue successfully that, owing to privacy and confidentiality concerns, adult basic education 

students would be identified on the enrolment form by initials and date of birth only. Hilary 

recalls a new directive in 1982 that required adult basic education students to complete a 

normal TAFE enrolment form. 

 [and I thought] ‘No, our students aren’t going to do that, their privacy is 

most important to many of them’, … and [the Head of Division] was 

pushing this, so I thought, ‘nup, nup, not having that’, so I made myself an 

appointment with [an assistant director] of TAFE and took myself in to see 

him, and put the case for privacy for our students. [He said] ‘Yeah, yeah, I 

can see your point, yeah, sounds sensible to me. You mean they would just 
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put in their initials but not their addresses or personal details?’ …So he 

called out to someone to say, ‘just organise this for us will you so that 

those who are in the volunteer adult literacy program don’t have to fill out 

the TAFE enrolment form’. (Interview) 

In the late 1980s the tension was again over enrolment procedures and the proposed 

reintroduction of an administrative fee for all TAFE students, including adult basic education 

students. TAFE fees had been abolished in 1974 (Neill 1994), but by the late 1980s financial 

stringency was evident in TAFE. 

I can remember a couple of times in the late 1980s when the Greiner/ 

Metherell government came in and they wanted to introduce fees. That 

really got the council going … someone doing posters, someone writing to 

MPs … and we won that. (Sam – interview) 

That issue was revisited in 2003 and again in 2015, that final time with a different outcome, 

as chapter 7 shows. 

Underpinning principles    

The body of professional practice knowledge that emerged in these early years was, 

predictably, given its socio-political context, grounded in a discourse of individual rights and 

progressive liberalism. Lee and Wickert (1994, p. 58) report that when teachers were asked 

about the principles that underpinned their practice, they typically produced lists of 

principles such as the following: 

• student-centred and student-directed learning; 

• curriculum based on student needs; 

• concern with student as a whole person; 

• use student experience as a resource for teaching; 

• negotiate learning with student; 

• relevant and purposeful learning activities; 

• no external assessment; 

• learning which develops student independence; 

• reflection; 
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• student is active participant; 

 open access and flexible provision; and 

 small group learning 

Lee and Wickert’s article, titled Deconstructing Adult Literacy Teaching (1994), interrogates 

the meanings and implications of these principles, some of which I discuss in the context of 

the recollections of participants and in the documentary evidence cited below. Many of the 

principles overlap or are subsumed into other principles, therefore I will discuss only those 

that emerged as being the key principles. These are: student centred and student-directed 

learning, concern with the student as a whole person, and student as active participant. 

Searle (2000) refers to this professional discourse of the foundation years as the Adult 

Literacy Discourse, a convention that I adopt in this study. 

 Student-centred  

The discourse of student-centredness became the principal discourse of this foundation era 

and was accepted as one of the ‘foundational truths’ of the field (Lee & Wickert 1994; White 

1983). Nearly all of the interviewees mentioned ‘student-centred’ when asked to nominate 

the driving principles of their practice. For example,  

Philosophy in terms of how people learn? That hasn’t changed over the 

years. I think it still has to be student-centred… (Robin – interview) 

The first issue of Good Practice in Australian Literacy and Basic Education (Shipway 1988 - 

1991) was devoted to the theme of student-centred learning. Student-centredness had 

become an omnibus term for a range of related beliefs about adult learning and this issue of 

Good Practice included suggestions for some practical teaching and learning strategies that 

were implied by those beliefs. It included articles on negotiating the curriculum; Barbara 

Bee’s Freirean-inspired Women and Work program; some articles about student-

participation programs; and one asking Do we know what we mean?.   

This centrality of student-centredness in the discourse was not peculiar to NSW or indeed to 

Australia. Hamilton and Hillier wrote of their research findings in the UK that  

People entering the field in 1970 brought with them a range of methods 

and ideologies from other fields. Nevertheless, perhaps more than any 
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other theme in our research, being student-centred underpins the 

rationale of ALLN practice (2006, p. 109). 

Self-direction 

Allied to this is the principle of self-direction, a principle that was also deeply planted in the 

professional discourse of these years. One of the recommendations of a national workshop 

held in 1985 to discuss Adult Literacy and Community Development (Nelson & Dymock 1986) 

was that ‘all concerned recognise the individual learner’s right to share in decision making, 

planning and the direction of his or her own program’ (p. viii). 

One of the related beliefs was the concept of needs-based learning which required 

negotiation with the student. 

Certainly starting with the learner rather than the curriculum, so making it 

student centred and needs driven and all those things. (Anne – interview) 

And always the student was the centre. The program had to fit the 

student, not the other way round. (Hilary – interview) 

At the core of the concept of student-centredness is the nature of the power relationship 

between teacher and student. The humanist and progressive adult education traditions 

place the teacher in partnership with the student; the teacher is seen as the facilitator of 

learning (Elias & Merriam 1995; Merriam & Brockett 2007). It was in this arena that a range 

of interpretations was apparent in the interviewees’ conception of student-centredness. 

There seemed to be some consensus amongst most interviewees that the decision of what 

the student wanted to learn and to read was at the centre of student centred learning, and 

that this decision should belong to the student. Rose gave this example: 

 One guy I remember, he came in because he wanted to read the Bible in 

church and he was embarrassed because he couldn’t read properly so he’d 

come in with the text or the reading and we’d do it all with him and use 

that as the text … and he’d come back really feeling good about himself 

and that fed what he did next. (interview) 
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However, the concept of student-directed learning and negotiated learning was not 

universally embraced. Margaret recalled feeling ‘always very uncomfortable with that. [It 

was] very 70s.’ She was very happy to be ‘freed up from that’ when she gave herself: 

permission to be the expert in the classroom. We had always had this idea 

that we were all equal and you do what they want to do and all that, but 

learners don’t know what they want to do and they have come for an 

expert to tell them how to do it and [I became] freed up from this sort of 

trying not to be the knower in the room. Because we are. (Interview) 

The lack of consensus concerning the pedagogical practices that relate to how the students 

learn may have been at the heart of Margaret’s rejection of the position of the ‘knower in 

the room’.  Interviewees who had professed the centrality of student-centredness to their 

philosophies of education, made reference to their practices of teacher-directed learning 

and of teacher-generated and led activities, without apparently questioning this role of the 

teacher in an avowedly student-centred program. Their descriptions of the classes that were 

typical of this era (and are described more fully below) suggested that the teachers did feel 

comfortable being ‘the knower in the room’ in relation to teaching/learning activities whilst 

nevertheless characterising their pedagogy as being student-centred. Few of the 

interviewees spoke of the practical pedagogy that is suggested by the theoretical premise of 

student-centred learning, apart from the frequent references to the individualised materials 

(usually worksheets) that teachers prepared for each student’s folder.  

Personal Growth    

The ‘concern with the student as a whole person’ (Lee & Wickert 1994, p. 58) was a 

principle that also resonated with the interviewees. This was also associated with the 

principles of adult learning in its assertion that adult education was concerned with the 

development of the whole person in both their affective and emotional dimensions 

(Knowles 1990).   

Literacy was a tool for personal growth. If you have personal growth you 

may be able to get a better job, go to the divorce court by yourself and 

that came from the ‘confidence’ that the personal growth gave you. (Jan- 

interview) 
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This focus on growth of self-confidence is one aspect of the concern for the student as a 

whole person and was given support with the publication of the seminal and influential 

report on the outcomes of the early UK literacy program (Jones & Charnley 1978) and that 

has been noted by many researchers since (see, for example St Clair 2010, pp. 92-8).  

Participation    

The final principle on Lee and Wickert’s list, student is active participant, is related to the 

liberation education philosophy of writers such as Freire (Freire 1972; Freire & Macedo 

1987) and Illich (1973), a philosophy that was prevalent in the early foundation era of the 

field and that Jurmo (1989) describes as involving active participation, with learners having 

‘higher degrees of control, responsibility and reward vis-à-vis program activities’ (p. 17). 

Interview data and archival material highlight the active position that the student played in 

the professional discourse of these early years, including genuine attempts to turn the 

discourse of participatory education in to practical effect. 

Kath White, who had been a keen supporter of student participation and who was 

instrumental in the formation of a student club that met regularly at ALIO, reflected that she 

was:  

… wonderfully privileged to have been involved in those heady days of set-

up … Things like the student wing, the way the student club started and 

having the student stream at the national conference … It was very 

participatory. (Interview) 

The Adult Literacy Students’ Club also produced a student newsletter and organised their 

own conferences. Judith described a student conference at Petersham college of TAFE: 

It was actually very big, there were a hundred and something students 

there. They actually had a committee and they ran it.  I was a consultant 

and that was the role I took. They basically ran it. (Interview)  

Early archival records of the NSW Adult Literacy Council show that there was an ex-officio 

student representative on the council executive for many years, and a report in the 

September 1980 edition of Literacy Exchange notes that a student representative was 

included in a delegation that was formed to make representation to the Minister for 
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Education to lobby for increased provision.  The early journals of the NSW Adult Literacy 

Council had a section devoted to student writing which was edited for some years by 

Maureen Milner, herself a literacy student (McGuirk 1998). State and national conferences 

regularly had a student stream, organised by a committee of students.  

Hilary remembered having students on the committee of her community literacy program.  

Indeed, we had student members on our committee but less and less as the 

years went by; it was very difficult to get any of them to front up. 

(Interview) 

However, as with the concept of student-directed learning, some practitioners were not 

convinced of its value. Their responses reflected those of US practitioners surveyed and 

their responses discussed, for example by Auerbach (2009) and Campbell (2009b).  

That wasn’t my thing. It gets back a bit to teacher as knower thing. I think I 

thought it felt a bit tokenistic. I didn’t do it. I could certainly see a role for 

students who wanted to be involved, but you had to dig them out. I didn’t 

like to do that. (Margaret – interview) 

These may have been tokenistic gestures that touched only a very small proportion of the 

hundreds of students in programs throughout the state, but they are practical exemplars of 

the rhetoric of participatory education that was evident in the adult education field in 

general in that era. 

Emancipation 

Although not nominated in Lee and Wickert’s list of principles, but related to participatory 

education, Brazilian educator Paulo Freire’s ideals of liberationist or emancipatory literacy 

was present in very many journal articles and conference proceedings, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, and mentioned by many of the interviewees who had been active in this 

era. These concepts of emancipation and liberation were prominent in the professional 

discourse for some decades as part of the propositional knowledge of many practitioners, 

but with a range of interpretations of what that might mean in affluent Australia. 

I read Freire omnivorously in those first years. I said … ‘can we call 

ourselves Freireans when we live in an affluent society? We are aiming at 
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emancipation but surely it is a different kind of emancipation. (Hilary – 

interview) 

But for me emancipation is giving people the literacy and learning skills to 

make their own decisions. To me it is not a community thing that he 

[Freire] was on about. It is a personal thing… I think we always have used it 

in a different sense. We still want people to be able to determine their own 

lives – to have enough skills to be able to do that. I think that’s really 

important. And that the skills we give them are transferrable, that they’re 

not narrow skills like domesticating skills, like Macdonald’s training as 

opposed to a broad liberating training. (Margaret – interview) 

Freire’s liberation philosophy had been an important influence on the early development of 

the field in the UK and other Western societies.  Hamilton and Hillier (2006)  report that 

when UK practitioners were asked about their own theoretical rationale, they ‘mentioned 

[Freire’s] name over any other’ (p. 116). Freirean philosophy was clearly an important actor 

in shaping the global discourse especially in its formative years. Since the model for the 

early adult literacy programs in Australia was influenced strongly by the developing UK 

provision, the Freirean philosophy was an integral part of this influence.  

Although the interview and archival data shows that Freirean ideals of progressive and 

emancipatory education were prominent in the professional rhetoric of the era, there was 

little evidence that these ideals were translated into practice, except in a very few instances 

(for example, Bee 1990). This limited place of Freirean inspired emancipatory practice is not 

peculiar to Australia, but was a conundrum that similar Western societies had grappled with 

(Duckworth & Ade-Ojo 2016; Papen 2005). Hamilton reflected that ‘it would be a mistake to 

think that Freire’s ideas were a widespread inspiration for adult literacy work in this country 

[i.e. UK]’ (cited in Papen 2005, p. 17) but rather, there was an effort by those who were 

aware of his work to adapt their philosophies of education to Freire’s (see also Black 2018; 

Black & Bee 2018).  

The connection to feminism is an association that has been noted by many writers (for 

example Sanguinetti 1992; White 1978) and is likewise connected to ideals of emancipatory 

education. Writing in the formative years of the field in Australia, White wrote of the 
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influence of feminist philosophy which the largely female workforce brought to the 

professional discourse. 

In a feminised workforce such as that which I have been part of, the 

feminist perspective of second wave feminists has inevitably made its way 

into the philosophical stance of participants (1978, p. 44). 

Jan echoed this connection with feminism in her interpretation of the term emancipation. 

I wouldn’t have picked it [emancipation] as a Freirean word straight up.  I 

see that as the feminist emancipation stuff. Empowerment would have 

been for me a Freirean word where you are given the power to change 

your world -  well, no, you are not suddenly going to throw off your 

shackles and get a better job or move class or suburb or whatever. But the 

argument was that if you got the confidence then you could take on the 

world in a more outgoing way, so that you could be emancipated from 

your … assuming that you were lacking in confidence and self-esteem, 

which most of the people were. (Interview) 

Social Capital 

Although the term social capital was not in currency in this period, the data showed that 

much of the discourse, including many programs, had many of the characteristics that 

became articulated as the social capital discourse some decades later. For example, in 

reflecting on the programs of the 1980s Anne described the ways in which adult literacy 

practitioners had worked with other community agencies in the western suburbs of Sydney. 

I would also probably add in something about community development. It 

was, I guess a social capital kind of view – that you weren’t just developing 

the individual, you were helping to develop the community…[In Liverpool] 

the literacy teachers and head teachers and Outreach coordinators would 

be setting up classes here, there and everywhere and going to council 

meetings and there would be kind of, community development meetings, I 

guess facilitated by the council with health people and education people 

and settlement workers and aboriginal people and all of that going on, and 

there was again that sort of web of information. Literacy was seen as 
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being part of a developing community and the developing community in 

turn fed into the literacy programs.    (Interview) 

Pedagogy  

Although there had been almost complete agreement amongst practitioners about the 

underpinning principles that served to define the field, such as those listed above, this was 

not the case with statements concerned with practical pedagogy. White (1983) compiled a 

similar set of underpinning principles to those of Lee and Wickert (1994) cited above, as a 

result of an informal survey of a number of practitioners to  produce ‘a statement of our 

deepest-held convictions about the way in which adults in our programs should be helped 

to learn’ (p. 118). She noted however, that they had been able to do this in spite of a range 

of equally deeply held conflicting convictions relating to practice.  ‘Of the variety of reading 

approaches there is no end, and constantly new  prophets arise to convert  the adherents of 

old ways and to initiate new and enlightened practice’ (p. 117). Nevertheless, one of the 

underpinning principles that the practitioners she surveyed had agreed on was that  

There is no one ideal pedagogy of reading and writing. The belief that 

there is one ideal method of teaching reading and writing applicable to all 

should be strongly rejected (1983, p. 121). 

Hazell’s survey of articles in Literacy Broadsheet confirmed this eclecticism. She found that 

from the first edition of Literacy Broadsheet, ‘teachers were encouraged to choose from a 

range of teaching strategies without one approach being seen as “the” way to teach 

reading’. She added that ‘this view has remained unchanged through the years’ (1998a, p. 

13).  

In the very early days, before the whole language approach made its way into the discourse, 

a skills based approach, which Street (1984) refers to as the autonomous approach (of 

which phonics instruction was one strategy) was the orthodox pedagogy. Amongst the 

archival documents are a number of programs, or schemes written by the early practitioners 

especially for the emerging field (for example, Falkenmire 1976; Gawne & Hinde 1977). They 

are undoubtedly representative of many of the reading schemes that were used in the early 

days before the injunction against any one ‘ideal method’ entered the discourse. On 

reflecting on this pedagogy of the early practitioners in the field, White observed that ‘the 
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first emphasis was one that derived from the application of school-based methodology to 

the teaching of non-literate adults’ (1985, p. 33).  

Many of the interviewees agreed that when they came to adult basic education in the very 

early 80s, they fell back on phonics as the only way they knew to teach beginners. 

But when I did come across people who didn’t have the basic literacy I fell 

back to my instinctive sound / letter phonics stuff. But this was 1980 and 

then somehow I got told [about] the Adult Literacy Information Office in 

Redfern … so that’s when I first started getting involved in the theory of 

how you teach adults – I was starting to get part of that network. (Sam – 

interview) 

Interviewees also agreed on the eclectic nature of the pedagogy in the early days. 

There was no strong theoretical framework, it was pretty much a 

hotchpotch of worksheets, cloze, filling in gaps, trying to adapt newspaper 

stuff, workbooks, grammar, CVC worksheets. The theory if any was Smith, 

Goodman, Cambourne, process writing. (Jan – interview) 

This concept of an eclectic pedagogy would seem a contradiction to the strongly held body 

of professional practice knowledge discussed above, which suggests a shared orthodoxy. 

There were however, clearly some regulatory forces involved to determine which aspects of 

pedagogy would be admitted to the ‘hotchpotch’ of shared activities. Theories of adult 

education, made popular in the early 1970s (for example, Knowles 1990) were prominent in 

the professional discourse of the new field and seem to be one of the filters through which 

the eclectic pedagogy was screened. One of the interviewees recalled that, as a high-school 

trained, newly recruited adult literacy teacher, she offered to lead one of the professional 

development workshops and was firmly taken to task for suggesting age inappropriate 

activities. Many of the respondents mentioned adult learning theory when asked what the 

drivers of their practice were in those early years.  

The other teaching approach that the data suggests soon came to be filtered out from 

propositional knowledge but lingered in the shared craft knowledge for some time, was the 

teaching of phonics as a stand-alone or decontextualized activity. The phonics programs 
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that were referred to above were common in the very early years, before the whole 

language approach became common but soon it became clear that this was not part of the 

shared professional practice knowledge: ‘We didn’t really do any phonics, in fact that was 

actually quite “mmm, you shouldn’t do that”’ (Alison – interview).   

Others, however, remembered it differently, and the archive of worksheets and resources 

suggests that phonics remained one of the strategies embraced, though often in the context 

of a whole-language approach. 

I would have to say that amongst some other teachers in the early days, 

there was still quite a bit of ‘learn yer 3Rs and do yer phonics’. There was 

still a lot of very old school stuff going on but from a good place in the 

heart, so that’s not the only thing that was going on in those days. (Anne – 

interview) 

In 1985 another skills based kit was published: The KIS Kit (Knight 1985). By this time it had 

certainly become ‘mmm, you shouldn’t do that’, as an excoriating review of the kit in the 

May/June edition of ACAL’s journal Literacy Link demonstrated. Covering eight closely typed 

pages, the central argument of the review was the following: 

It appears that Ms Knight is not conversant with the work of Frank Smith, 

Kenneth Goodman, Paulo Freire, Herbert Kohl or James Britton. This short 

list names only those educationists whose books appear on standard 

reading lists and easily accessible library shelves. They are psycholinguists 

whose insights have illuminated teacher training, voluntary adult literacy 

training and practices in primary schools for the last decade. (Haughton & 

Treloar 1985) 

This review demonstrates that in this short time the psycholinguistic, whole language 

approach had clearly become a dominant ingredient in the ‘hotchpotch’ of practices.  Whole 

language was promoted for example, through professional development programs 

developed by ALIO, through professional journals and conference presentations.  

For example, a survey of some of the dominant themes of the ACAL conferences shows that 

Language Experience, the most well-known of the whole language approaches, was the 



119 
 

dominant theme in each of the years from 1978 to 1984 (Ward & Wickert 1997, p. 76). This 

is not surprising since this was the era in which the volunteer tutor program was at its 

height and when volunteers were the focus of ALIO (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001), and 

since the Language Experience Approach suggests an individual, 1:1 activity. 

The associated teaching/learning activity of making books from students’ stories was 

introduced into the repertoire of professional practice knowledge very early. Kath White 

remembered that, 

When Helen Gribble brought her ‘Blokes at Work’ series of little books to 

that Melbourne conference [1978] she got us all writing little books and 

that generated a whole new field of reading for the adult new learner 

because they were reading about their own experience or other people’s 

lived experience, not something that was made for them by know-it-all 

practitioners using graded words and things, but it was the way people 

spoke and it gave the formerly voiceless a printed voice. (Interview) 

Encouraging student writing also quickly became an important aspect of the shared 

pedagogy. Early issues of Literacy Broadsheet and Literacy Exchange had an emphasis on 

student writing, providing a forum for publication of their work, for giving a platform for the 

student voice to be heard. Peter Waterhouse, a Victorian practitioner and one of the strong 

advocates for encouraging student writing, believed in ‘the potential of writing to facilitate 

learning, personal growth and empowerment in a wide range of situations’ (cited in 

McGuirk 1998, p. 21).  

Whilst the publishing of student writing was not as prevalent in Australia as it was in the UK 

with for example, the Write First Time project (Mace 1992), many students were 

encouraged to write their stories. Rose told of an older woman who had been a teenager in 

Poland in the Second World War and wanted to write her stories. 

 So we helped her do that. She hadn't been really a writer. Even so, that 

was her thing. She’d join in the group things but that was her individual 

[thing] and we just went with that but as she was learning the computer, 

sentence structure the whole thing - that was really good.  (Interview) 
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The teaching / learning activities that practitioners introduced to the small group Reading 

and Writing for Adults classes largely followed common patterns. When asked what a typical 

adult basic education class might have looked like at the time most mentioned 

individualised programs. Each student had an individual folder in which the teacher would 

place some pre-prepared, customised materials or worksheets. The student: teacher ratio of 

the time of 6:1 made this possible. 

every one of us would follow a different sequence but the sequence would 

have been around conversation, warming everyone up with conversation, 

then some background to a piece of reading that everyone was going to do 

together, then tasks related to that with special focus on sub-skills, so 

spelling skills, maybe a few phonics thrown in there,  a lot of whole 

language, and that piece of reading would probably be the basis of some 

writing later on – so that piece of reading could allow the teacher to 

branch off depending on the levels of the students involved because they 

tended to be different levels all in the one group. She could modify the text 

for some, she could vary the activities so that after the break students 

tended to go into their pair work or their individual work. So the morning 

tended to not to be the whole group working together all the time. (Shirley 

– interview) 

Some however, were critical of the predictability and lack of creativity of this almost 

ubiquitous approach. 

Every single lesson was something current from the newspaper, an 

interesting story and it’s normally something like animals or sharks or 

those sort of topical things that will get people talking and … a 

comprehension exercise with questions after and I remember thinking at 

the time, this isn't what I thought adult literacy was about – this is almost 

like school teacher stuff – you give them a worksheet, get them all 

chatting, relax them, make sure everyone says something and then heads 

down, let’s do the real stuff…and I think a lot of people did the same thing.  

(Sam – interview) 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter has traced the development of the field of adult basic education in NSW from 

the small number of programs operating on an ad hoc basis in the mid-1970s to a system of 

provision in the late 1980s that was more professionalised and more extensive than the 

programs in other states. The welfare image of the field had been left behind and it was 

now a credible, professional field.   The coalition of non-human actors that had created a 

context against which the field developed, was joined in this era by a number of human 

actors and coalitions of human actors. Given the socially and culturally liberal milieu of the 

time, they experienced an agency in their ability to help shape the discourse that is foreign 

to present practitioners, and which was to fade with the end of this era. However, for 

perhaps this first decade, they were powerful actors in shaping this project of social 

ordering. Some were individual actors, as noted above, and some came together in a 

coalition of actors such as those individuals from similar fields who came together to form 

the initial state peak body (NSWALC) and to lobby governments for additional services. 

Most, however, exercised their agency through the vibrant and creative community of 

practice that was a distinctive feature of this era. It developed an almost universally agreed 

on body of professional practice knowledge and a set of widely adhered to underpinning 

principles based on a humanist discourse of student-centredness.  

Importantly, this humanist discourse was not only represented in the professional discourse, 

but reflected much of the public discourse also. These were ideas centred on the 

importance of helping to create a world based on social justice and the holistic development 

of individuals, as reflected in the few government and institutional policies of the time. Ade-

Ojo and Duckworth (2015), in reference to this period in the UK, refer to ‘a range of events 

and factors within the society [which] stood in place of conventional policy’ (p.31) at a time 

before the government became more closely involved with the field. A parallel reading of 

the field in Australia would also serve to highlight the important role of the actors referred 

to in this era, that were standing ‘in place of conventional policy’ which was to emerge in 

the next decade.  

This discourse of humanist education was predictable, given the social milieu and social 

justice culture of the 1970s. However, as the interview participants and the archival 
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evidence suggest, these principles of humanist, liberal and progressive education were more 

apparent in the professional rhetoric, than in the actual pedagogy of the time.  The 

pedagogy, or actual teaching/learning activities referred to do not reflect not the strictly 

humanist approach as discussed in the literature on adult education (for example, Elias & 

Merriam 1995). The data suggests that the approach that developed may have been 

underpinned by humanist principles such as relationships of respect towards the learner, 

but often included teacher-devised and teacher-directed activities, activities that are not 

obviously suggestive of a humanist approach.  In the early years in particular, teachers 

brought with them an eclectic mix from other fields of education, many of which did not sit 

comfortably with the traditions of humanist or progressive education that were referred to 

in the rhetoric of the professional discourse. The interviewees in the study demonstrated 

that they were ‘eclectic pragmatists’ (Hamilton & Hillier 2006, p. 115), adopting strategies as 

they saw appropriate to the needs of their students.  

Several of the participants referred to the field of adult basic education in this period as a 

movement. Sam even likened the sense of belonging to a very big movement to a religious 

experience. This reference to the field as a movement was obvious in the literature of the 

time also (Street 1995; Zimmerman & Norton 1990).   

Eyerman and Jamison (1991, p. 55) write that ‘It is precisely in the creation, articulation, 

formulation of new thoughts and ideas – new knowledge – that a social movement defines 

itself in society’. They describe such social movements as transitions from one ‘historical 

conjuncture’ to another. This definition of the field as a movement almost presupposes the 

transformation and demise that will be traced in the following two chapters of this study. 

Those chapters will analyse the field’s move from the historical conjunctures described in 

this chapter and the previous one, to another, less accommodating political culture. ‘A 

movement, by definition, lives and dies … as its cognitive project disintegrates into its 

various component parts and they become either adopted or discarded‘ (Eyerman & 

Jamison 1991, p. 60).  Subsequent chapters will demonstrate the ways in which the literacy 

project became adopted by the mainstream and began to lose the identity of its foundation 

years as another coalition of actors eclipsed those that have been discussed in this chapter 

and the previous one. 
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Chapter 6 
Out of the billabong and into the mainstream 

From the late 1980s to 2000 
Introduction 
The period covered by this chapter, from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, has been referred 

to as ‘Australia’s literacy decade’ (McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004b, p. 66). This was the period 

in which Australia gained global recognition as a world leader and innovator in adult basic 

education policy and provision (Castleton, Sanguinetti & Falk 2001; NALA 2011). As the title 

of a paper by Kell (1998) indicates, Australian adult literacy had come out of ‘the billabong1 

and into the mainstream’. However, this was to come at a cost in the minds of many 

practitioners, as illustrated by data from this study; the field was to become increasingly 

under government influence and control and increasingly professionalised so that by the 

end of this period, ironically, many felt that they had lost control of the agenda.  

As indicated in the previous chapter, the Commonwealth government had begun to 

demonstrate interest in and commitment to the field.  It was moving from the margins of 

educational provision into the mainstream, but at a time when neoliberalism was becoming 

the dominant economic discourse. With Australia’s economy already in decline and 

unemployment beginning to climb, the tensions between the social purposes of education 

on the one hand, and the human capital, or vocational purposes on the other, were to come 

into sharp conflict.  

Whilst the early programs discussed in the last chapter had aimed to provide informal, 

student-centred, needs-based provision, informed by ideals of humanist education (Lee & 

Wickert 1994; White 1983), the period since the mid-1980s saw a shift to a new discourse as 

a result of increasing government involvement. This chapter will show that the actors 

responsible for shaping the policy and professional discourses of the foundation era were to 

                                                     

 

1 An Australian term for a waterhole in a side-branch of a river. 
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become sidelined and replaced by a new coalition of actors promoting a new discourse. The 

discourse moved from one: 

… based on principles of free public access, social equity, democratic 

participation, cooperation and the public interest, to one in the 1990s 

characterised by user pays, economic efficiency, corporate managerialism, 

competition and private interests (Anderson 1995, p. 21). 

This is a seminal chapter in the ABE narrative. An understanding of the national and 

international socio-political developments of this era and the actors responsible for 

promoting them is particularly significant in understanding the contexts of ABE provision 

and the discourses that have surrounded them for the ensuing decades. The first part of this 

chapter therefore traces and discusses the ‘official stories’ that were to frame the shift in 

discourse.  

 The socio-political background 
The international scene 

The seeds of radical change that the field was to experience in the coming decades had 

been sown as early as the late 1970s, and had diverse roots. In the global sphere, 1974-75 

saw the collapse of the stock market with the resulting collapse of the principles of 

Keynesian economic management, principles that had supported the fostering of citizenship 

through public programs such as the early adult literacy programs. Official government 

support for such education programs had therefore begun to collapse (Marginson 1997).  

President Ronald Reagan’s words at his inauguration in 1980 were emblematic of the global 

transformation of socio-economic policy: ‘In this period, government is not the solution, it is 

the  problem … It is time to check and reverse the growth of government’ (cited in 

Marginson 1997, p. 76). In this climate, Keynesian economics gave way to a market liberal 

position whose best known exponent is perhaps Milton Friedman. For Friedman and his 

fellow market liberals, any investment in non-market based programs that were not 

productive of wealth was seen to be damaging to the economy (Marginson 1997). This came 

to be known as neoliberalism. Gee defines a neoliberal as the 21st century reincarnation of 

the 19th century liberal: ‘someone who is a conservative and who believes in free and 
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unrestricted markets, as well as low levels of government interventions in and regulations of 

markets’ (2015, p. 32).   

The global influence of market liberal economics was accompanied by the ascendancy of the 

political New Right: ‘a political movement uniting market liberals and mainstream political 

conservatives’ (Marginson 1997, p. 78), with the influential Austrian political economist FA 

Hayek as its foremost spokesperson. Both Friedman and Hayek visited Australia on 

extensive speaking tours between 1975 and 1981. The global New Right exercised its power 

through think tanks supported by corporate sponsors and by the lobbying activities of 

influential business interests who felt their interests were threatened by the state 

intervention of the Keynesian era.  

The influence of the global New Right in succeeding decades is not surprising, given that it 

had bipartisan support from both sides of politics, including in Australia from both Labor and 

conservative politicians. Marginson writes that the policy agendas of all OECD countries 

were influenced by New Right philosophies and that although there were partisan 

differences in implementation, ‘overall bipartisan similarities were more important than 

partisan differences’ (Marginson 1997, p. 82). In Australia the 1970s had seen growing 

bipartisan support for this ultimate reversal of the growth of the public sector, thus setting 

the scene for the policy settings that were to emerge in the 1980s (Kell 1998). Harvey has 

argued that ‘future historians may well look upon the years 1978–80 as a revolutionary 

turning-point in the world’s social and economic history (2005, p. 10). This chapter will 

argue that these years had certainly produced conditions which presaged a revolutionary 

turning-point in the field of adult basic education in Australia and beyond.  

The Human Capital Ideology and the OECD 

Chapter 4 referred to the central role that UNESCO had played globally in promoting the 

human rights discourse of the post-war years, and the fact that, as early as the 1970s, it had 

begun to be overshadowed by the human capital discourse of the EU and the OECD, so that  

by the time that adult literacy programs began to materialise in Australia in the late 1970s, 

the rhetoric of access and equity had already begun to disappear from the global political 

discourse (Marginson 1997).  Policy makers felt that the pursuit of access and equity had 

failed to bring about the promised social redistribution so that by the second half of the 
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1970s there was a worldwide shift, not only to remove equality of opportunity from policy 

discourse, but equality more generally. By the mid-1980s the OECD ‘called for the 

abandonment of the more far-reaching equality objectives of the 1960s. … Social 

redistribution through education was too difficult a project, and should be abandoned’ 

(Marginson 1997, p. 195).  Marginson cites excerpts from Labor’s successive election policy 

speeches from 1972 to 1987 to illustrate the declining emphasis that equality of opportunity 

had taken as a driver of its policies.  

The shift in discourse was however, mainly hastened by economic considerations. From the 

late 1980s it started to become clear to the governments of Western economies that those 

economies that were well endowed with natural resources were not necessarily the richest 

or most competitive. The fact that countries such as Japan, Singapore and Switzerland had 

few natural resources but were economically successful, posed a paradox to the orthodoxy 

of the economic advantages of natural resources. The way forward was obviously to garner 

human capital (Lo Bianco 1999), an ideology that was also seen to be an appropriate one on 

which to base an education policy.  

Whilst UNESCO had been a key actor in the field of adult basic education in its foundation 

years, in the late 1980s restructures and internal tensions in the organisation sidelined its 

adult basic education focus and its social justice discourse thus making the way for the 

human capital discourse of the OECD as a policy driver on the international stage (Limage 

2009). A focus on the relationship between vocational education and enterprise skill 

formation took the place of the discourse of social justice. 

The data from this study will show the ways in which this shift was fuelled by a series of 

international research reports during the 1990s, demonstrating for many nations (including 

the UK, USA and Australia) apparent inadequate literacy skills in comparison to other similar 

nations. Foremost amongst these was the first International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 

which was organised by the OECD between 1994 and 1998 in order to provide comparisons 

of literacy levels between countries, and to further cement a connection between literacy 

and the need to improve economic productivity (Barton & Hamilton 2000). The surveys 

aimed to reflect the multiplicity of skills used by adults in an advanced industrialised 

country, adopting a definition of literacy as: 
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the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily 

activities, at home, at work and in the community – to achieve one’s goals, 

and to develop one’s knowledge and potential (OECD 2000, p. x). 

It has been argued however, that the test did not reflect this multiplicity of skills, and was 

based on a view of literacy as an autonomous, context-free information-processing set of 

cognitive skills (Hamilton & Barton 2000) with data collected on responses to a particular 

kind of text only (St Clair 2012). Although these tests have been the subject of such serious 

methodological critique, and critique of the ways in which they have been used (St Clair 

2012) they have remained a powerful actor shaping policy discussions. The view of literacy 

promoted in the tests provided convenient measures to serve the purposes of economic 

planning and to influence domestic debate concerning allocation of government funds (Lo 

Bianco 1999). These surveys have ‘framed the terms of the debate, [and] defined the scope 

and content of ‘literacy need’ (Hamilton, Macrae & Tett 2001, p. 23).  St Clair (2012) argues 

that whilst data from the survey could provide some useful insights for policy makers, it is 

an unjustified leap to suggest that it can measure the distribution of skills and knowledge or 

human capital across economies as it purports to do. Nevertheless, these survey results had 

become the new ‘immutable mobile’, exerting influence from afar and replacing the 

humanist message of UNESCO’s Learning to be (Faure 1972) in public and policy discourse, 

as will be shown below.  

These pressures to re-define the literacy discourse were felt in similar democracies such as 

the UK and USA (Lo Bianco 2010). With the UK’s entrance to the European Union, the 

Manpower Services Commission’s access to considerable funding became a new and 

important factor driving the narrative (Hamilton & Hillier 2006). The literacy skills that 

became prized were autonomous, transferrable and measurable ‘basic’ skills that, it was 

believed, individuals needed to acquire to be competitive in the workplace. The direct 

influence of these developments on the Australian context can be seen for example in the 

‘series of pilgrimages’ of bureaucrats from the Hawke Labor government to fellow 

bureaucrats of the UK Manpower Services Commission during the Thatcher era’ (Ryan 2011, 

p. 9) .  
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Australian National Developments 
The economic conditions that led to the ascendency of Keynesian economics, which 

ultimately facilitated the establishment of the early adult literacy programs, had changed 

almost before the recommendations of the Kangan Committee (which had recommended 

the early programs) could be enacted. The effects of a recession that had begun in Australia 

around 1974 were already being felt by the middle of the 1980s. Australia’s manufacturing 

industry had continued to collapse, there was lingering unemployment and Australia’s 

status in international markets was declining. These were the conditions that prompted 

treasurer Keating to make his famous ‘banana republic’ speech in 1986, warning that, unless 

Australia urgently addressed reform of its industrial base, it risked becoming another 

‘banana republic’, thus raising anxiety in the community concerning the health of the 

economy (Goozee 2001). The crash of the US stock market in 1987 added further urgency to 

the need for reform.  There followed a range of changes to the basic policy settings affecting 

the field that were to have repercussions for decades to come. Business, government and 

unions were in agreement that change was needed in industrial work practices and that skill 

levels needed to be raised to world standards. The VET sector was thus implicated in the 

need for reform and a new and powerful coalition of actors formed around the new project 

of social re-ordering of VET and ultimately of ABE. 

Microeconomic reform and LLN 

Unemployment was increasing steeply, a situation that brought into sharp focus those 

whose literacy skills were deemed to be the cause of their unemployment. As Street (1990) 

remarked:  

governments have a tendency to blame the victims at a time of high 

unemployment and ‘illiteracy’ is one convenient way of shifting debate 

away from lack of jobs and onto people’s own supposed lack of fitness for 

work (p. 6). 

The literature relating to industrial change of this time shows that change was also apparent 

in the types of work opportunities available. A rapidly changing industrial base, the shrinking 

of jobs in the manufacturing industries and growth of jobs in the service industries, all 

brought constant needs for reskilling, retraining and reorganisation of the workplace in the 
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process of industrial award restructuring.  For example, one of the industrial reforms 

recommended was the organisation of workforces into more flexible teams with devolved 

responsibility, thus increasing the need for communication at all levels (Kell 1998). Cope and 

Kalantzis refer to this as the ‘Productive Diversity model of organisational culture’ (1997), a 

model of work that reverses the sameness and centralisation of control of the Fordist work 

model to one that normalises multiskilling and devolution of many of the tasks that were 

once the prerogative of management.  

A further crucial change came with the 1988 national wage case that connected wage gains 

and career progression to training and the gaining of qualifications. Workers whose literacy 

and numeracy skills had been adequate to the requirements of their jobs, now found that 

they needed another set of literacy and numeracy skills to undertake the required 

accreditation for their jobs. There developed a growing awareness on the part of 

government and industry that many in the workforce did not have the literacy and 

numeracy skills to embark on this re-training, that the skills taught in school may not be 

appropriate for the modern workforce. Unions also shared this concern and in particular 

were keen to safeguard the interests of those on the bottom of the ladder and to optimise 

their training opportunities (Brown 2006; Gribble & Bottomley 1989).   The new work order 

put great stress on the need for continual change and adaptation in a process of lifelong 

learning (Gee, Hull & Lankshear 1996). This had implications for language, literacy and 

numeracy competencies of the workplace, and cemented the link with vocational training. 

The link was made clear in the following bold statement made by the Secretary of the 

Australian Council of Trade Unions at a meeting with members of ACAL: ‘Your time has 

come. The door of history has opened for you. Award restructure can’t happen without you’ 

(Gribble 1990, p. 41). An important moment of translation was occurring, with influential 

members of the adult basic education community of practice being mobilised and enrolled 

into the new project. Having been co-opted into the cause of economic competitiveness and 

vocational training, literacy and numeracy provision was about to be ‘shifted from a 

marginalised and peripheral activity outside the VET training system into mainstream 

industrial training frameworks’ (Kell 1998, p. 10). 
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The changed nature of government 

The changes to the VET system that are discussed in this chapter were just one outcome of 

a far-reaching transformation in the way that government conceived of its function. By 1988 

the Australian Government had signalled that its strategies of micro-economic reform would 

be applied to the systems of government also and the work of the public sector became 

dominated by the philosophies of the New Right (Marginson 1997; Yeatman 1993).  It no 

longer saw itself as a public service-deliverer, but rather as a ‘market player’ (Cerny, cited in 

Yeatman 1993, p. 3). The role and identity of bureaucrats who had previously been 

responsible for welfare programs changed and the ‘shared collegial culture [was] 

supplanted by an individualistic, competitive and careerist style of work imported from the 

private sector’ (Foley et al. 2000, p. 119). The goals of portfolio advocacy that earlier 

bureaucrats brought to their roles were replaced by goals of economic efficiency, rendering 

them more impervious to lobbying by special interest groups (Yeatman 1993).  

Nevertheless, in the late 1980s and early 1990s the field of adult literacy still had a number 

of advocates within the bureaucracy, advocates that were referred to as ‘insider policy 

activists’ (Brock 2001, p. 48) who, for a short period, were in a position to influence policy 

directions. They were academics and practitioners with a background in adult literacy or 

allied fields who were co-opted into the bureaucracy.  

In her essay, Political Amnesia: How we Forgot to Govern (2015), Tingle refers to the current 

rapid turn-over of public servants who had become generalists rather than portfolio 

advocates and who now had little institutional memory.  She cites Ken Henry, who was 

Treasury Secretary of the Australian Government from 2001 to 2011, who warned that 

many government departments had ‘lost the capacity to develop policy; but not just that, 

they have lost their memory. I seriously doubt there is any serious policy development going 

on in most government departments’ (p. 13).   

By the end of the 1990s, the role of the bureaucracy had become primarily one of economic 

management, employing the corporate management techniques and business practices 

applicable to economic production; ‘government’ had become ‘governance’ (Ball & 

Junemann 2018, p. 45). These were techniques such as ‘centrally regulated planning, 

program budgeting, product definition, output measurement and cost-control’ (Marginson 

1997, p. 89), all overseen by stringent accountability and compliance protocols. In fact, Black 
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(2018) has referred to the era from the 1990s as ‘the compliance era’ (p. 123). These 

scientific management approaches, when applied to education, led to outcomes such as the 

bureaucratic categorisation of levels of skills in the Australian Standards Framework and to 

competency-based training (discussed below) (Seddon 1994). A new layer of middle 

management was added to TAFE and other government instrumentalities from this time, 

with a layer of public servants who added expertise in development and management of 

systems to their skill sets and their professional knowledge (Apple 2005).  

VET in Australia 

The Australian VET system had undergone remarkable expansion in the period since Kangan, 

due to considerable injection of Commonwealth funding, with the state based public 

providers enjoying almost exclusive access to these funds. This period marked another era 

of expansion of VET provision almost on the scale of the late 60s and early 70s. However, in 

this period the objective was the development of those skills and talents needed for 

national economic competitiveness rather than the Keynesian notion of the broad 

development of skills and talents of the citizenry (Marginson 1997).  

The Kangan report had introduced the concept of education into the previous training 

culture of the technical college system. However, the gap between the training and 

education cultures had been widening since shortly after their marriage by Kangan and this 

gap gained extra impetus from the deteriorating economic climate. The pressure for VET 

policy to return to its earlier vocationalism was receiving increasing support. Ryan reports 

that ‘even insiders in the VET/TAFE policy community were caught unprepared as a 

significant change in values in the wider political stream overran the values of the Kangan 

era’ (2011, p. 10).  

Kaye Schofield, in her paper celebrating 20 years of Kangan (1994), refers to the ‘clash of the 

titans’: the training tribe and the education tribe. She describes it as a struggle between two 

competing world views, those represented by the liberalist education of the Kangan era, 

and those represented by the proponents of the new training reform agenda. ‘TAFE became 

VET and in the process further education tended to drop off the agenda’ (Clemans & Seddon 

2000, p. 118). As this chapter shows, adult basic education also became VET and education 

dropped off its agenda also. 
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Influence of industry 

This period marked the beginning of increasing influence of industry in VET policy and the 

public discourse about education and training (Marginson 1997; Ryan 2011). This chapter 

and the next show how industry bodies were mobilised and enrolled as actors in the new 

project that was the re-invention of the VET system, and thus of ABE provision. Marginson 

cites a number of reports in which industry bodies had been expressing concerns such as 

the ‘disturbingly high proportion of school leavers [who] had not achieved standards of 

literacy and numeracy that would enable them to make a satisfactory transition from school 

to work or further study’ (National Inquiry into Education 1979, cited in Marginson 1997, p. 

133). Comments such as the following began to appear with increasing regularity in the 

media, this one in the Business Review Weekly in June 1989: 

Rough estimates, the only ones available, indicate a lack of English 

language skills could be costing Australia at least $3.3 million a year in 

additional communication time needed in the workplace. The figure would 

be considerably higher if it took into account the increased costs of 

industrial safety, poor product quality, low job mobility and flexibility, high 

turnover and a limited quality of life (cited in Long 1990, p. 20). 

Business interests clearly believed that they had a role in repositioning the VET sector. In 

1986 a survey conducted by the Business Council of Australia found that:  

88 per cent of its members believed business should be more vigorous in 

influencing ‘educational objectives and practices’, and 55 per cent thought 

standards would improve if business was more involved in educational 

decision making and management (Marginson 1997, p. 131). 

New advisory bodies sprang up, wielding strong influence on government policy making, as 

industry moved into a partnership role with government in the VET sphere. Thus, a powerful 

actor network consisting of government, industry and unions, with transnational agencies 

such as the OECD in the background, coalesced around the issue of adult literacy, as an 

integral part of the VET system. As Hamilton writes, ‘a project of social ordering is more or 

less powerful dependent on the size of the network of actants … that gathers around it’ 

(2016, p. 7). The project of social reordering of adult basic education had already acquired a 
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sizeable network of actors and largely by a process of hegemony, was to include many from 

the field of adult basic education itself by the end of the decade, as suggested by the 

interviewees in this study (below).  Language, literacy and numeracy were seen as key skills 

for the new vision of a national, flexible and mobile workforce. 

The National Training Reform Agenda (NTRA) 

A major policy and discourse driver in this transition period was John Dawkins, the minister 

for the new Commonwealth super portfolio of Employment, Education and Training. 

Dawkins was conscious of and sympathetic to the shift in OECD policy direction outlined 

above, since he had been active in the OECD (Ryan 2011). His department was staffed at the 

senior levels by ‘economists who were mostly conservative and market liberal in outlook, 

and espoused key policy positions popularised by the New Right’ (Marginson 1997, p. 152). 

His new and far-reaching policy, Skills for Australia (Dawkins & Holding 1987), further 

formalised the integration of education with employment and training programs.  

As a demonstration of the shift in priorities, Dawkins even insisted on a name change for his 

new department. He stated that: 

Following the 1987 Federal Election, I accepted my present portfolio on 

the understanding that its originally proposed name be rearranged so that 

the word ‘employment’ was placed first. I did this in order to emphasise 

that policies in education and training must be subordinate to the national 

economic imperative of achieving the optimal employment of our people 

(Dawkins, 1990 cited in Goozee 2001, p. 79). 

Reforms to the VET sector came under the title of the National Training Reform Agenda 

(NTRA), a collection of government policies aimed at reforming Australia’s approach to 

development of skills and re-skilling, and achieved through tripartite agreements of 

government, unions and industry. An industry driven national qualifications framework was 

developed, with a competency based training system based on the British model. The 

restructured industrial awards linked wages to these new national qualifications and the 

VET market was opened up to private providers if they wished to register as Registered 

Training Organisations (RTOs) to tender for public funding alongside the newly 

commercialised TAFE institutes.  
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Large areas of the public sector became commercialised, either by applying the principles of 

market driven competition to public institutions such as TAFE, or by contracting out their 

previous functions to market-based private providers. TAFE was required to operate on an 

equal playing ground with these new private providers. In an effort to make TAFE and other 

public institutions more competitive, constant restructuring was a feature of successive 

decades, as the archival evidence bears witness. 

The competitive nature of the market based approach was expected to advance the key 

objectives of the NTRA. These were to promote greater flexibility and diversity in 

responding to the needs of industry and national economic priorities, and to increase the 

quality, efficiency and effectiveness of training (Anderson 1996). One of the proposals of the 

Deveson report of 1990 was for ‘an open national training market, based on a diversity of 

providers’ (cited in Marginson 1997, p. 237). This was to become a key policy of the NTRA 

and provided a mechanism by which private providers and their courses could be registered 

and accredited to compete for the use of public funds in the training market. The main 

remaining difference between public and private training providers was that public 

providers still had some recurrent funding but now had the requirement to fulfil certain 

community service obligations (Anderson 1996). 

One of the key elements of the NTRA was the introduction of competency based training 

(CBT). The Commonwealth’s enthusiasm for CBT began to build from about 1990, following 

the British example and encouraged by support from industry bodies such as the Business 

Council of Australia (BCA), and from the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) 

(Marginson 1997).  Accordingly, a further outcome of the Deveson Inquiry was the 

recommendation that ‘training needed to be converted from a time-served to a 

competency-based system’ (Ryan 2011, p. 11), with competencies defined as work related 

attributes, thus binding education and training to the expectations of industry. Unions were 

also enthusiastic supporters of CBT since they were keen to see the skills of their members 

recognised and to support their career progression, especially for those on the bottom of 

the career ladder (Brown 2006).  

Gonczi (2004) describes how, at the emergence of competency based education, the 

proponents of the concept that guided Australia’s NRTA had little real idea of what 
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competency involved, so that ‘what evolved was a highly reductionist and behaviourist 

concept of competence, based on the British model’ (p. 20). These were the competencies 

that were easily observable and assessable so that the more affective and holistic outcomes 

that adult basic education practice had valued, were sidelined (see also Angus et al. 2013; 

Hager 2004, 2016; Wheelahan 2016; Wheelahan & Moodie 2011). 

Adult Basic Education in Australia 
The late 1980s had represented a turning point in the development of the field of adult 

basic education. The economic utility of the field had been affirmed and it was clear that 

more secure forms of funding would follow. This period was represented above as a key 

moment of translation of many in the field to the new social project of re-ordering. Some in 

the field responded in very positive and optimistic terms about the new opportunities that 

were being offered with the move to the mainstream of VET. For example, at a forum 

organised by ACAL, Sharon Coates, a Victorian literacy pioneer, then working for the 

recently formed Australian National Training Authority (ANTA), told the meeting: 

I see an enormous window of opportunity here for the field, because we 

are at the stage of developing new policy about funding. We can either get 

incredibly pessimistic and worry about how the money at the moment 

seems to be negating the needs of people with literacy problems; or we 

can say, okay, there is a space to slip into, and start to provide some 

solutions (ACAL 1997, p. 56). 

It was, however, a moment of partial translation, as this section shows. Many in the field 

felt, and warned that it was a dangerous moment. In her prophetically titled article, 

Resisting Hijack and Seduction (1990), the Victorian adult literacy pioneer, Helen Gribble 

warned that:  

Those of us who work in adult literacy and basic education shouldn’t 

expect to be bored or short of things to do in the 1990s. But we should 

expect to struggle against aggressive efforts to hijack our work, and more 

subtle efforts to persuade us that a vocationally specific approach is 

appropriate for adult literacy and basic education in the workplace. If we 
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resist there’s hope for success. Surrendering to narrow vocationalism 

without a fight is unthinkable (1990, p. 55). 

What Gribble was warning against was an abandonment of the principles of adult basic 

education that had become central to the discourse of the field. This, she argued, would not 

lead to the development of the flexible, critically thinking workers that the new industrial 

environment would require. Wickert and Zimmerman (1991) also warned of the dangers of 

the current political naivety of the field and argued that since the field had not capitalised 

on the advances that had been made, it was unprepared for the new challenges. 

There has been a reluctance on the part of adult literacy practitioners to 

hear the new tunes. … We are unprepared. We have very little research 

information. Apart from some notable exceptions … we have little idea of 

outcomes, there are no generally agreed indicators of performance and 

thus we cannot demonstrate our effectiveness. What we do have is a 

strong commitment to an educational philosophy which currently carries 

no weight with the new pipers (p. 192). 

Seddon (1994) has argued that the field had been able to develop its particular character 

and its many strengths simply because it had emerged outside of the educational 

mainstream. It had been able to develop ‘a holistic, just and enlightening education because 

it has always been the ‘other’ to mainstream education’ (p. 9). Transferring this body of 

professional practice knowledge to the mainstream was not going to be an easy transition 

and the option of being left alone to develop programs that are responsive to the needs of 

the students was in many senses, an attractive, if unlikely proposition (Wickert & 

Zimmerman 1991).  Rosie Wickert referred to ‘that plus / minus element of gaining 

recognition’ (Interview). 

The main concerns continued to be not only with this new role that ABE would play in VET, 

but with the abandonment of the field’s traditional student base and the educational 

philosophy that supported it.  At the 1989 NSWALC conference the theme of the conference 

was Vocational Literacy – New Directions, New Decisions. Following several days’ talk of 

workplace and vocational education, one of the conference resolutions was that:  
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the rights of community students to have access to adult literacy and 

numeracy programs is not endangered by the emphasis on skills training 

and vocational literacy (NSW Adult Literacy Council 1989, p. 7). 

Wickert and Zimmerman (1991, p. 193) had argued that ‘the need to ally ourselves to the 

new agenda is imperative. To do that with integrity is our challenge’ and many urged the 

need to learn the new language of human capital while retaining the field’s ‘own cultural 

identity and values’ (Zimmerman & Norton 1990, p. 144). This remained a tension in the 

field for the remainder of the decade and beyond, and is an expression of the central theme 

of this study: the transition from the earlier humanist, liberal discourse to the human capital 

discourse surrounding the field.  

Australia’s ‘Literacy Decade’ 

In spite of these fears for the future, the field was about to embark on its ‘literacy decade’ 

(McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004b, p. 66) with unparalleled levels of funding and a heightened 

public and policy profile, framed by three key events that can be viewed as key ‘moments’ in 

the development of the field. These were the National Policy on Languages (NPL), 

International Literacy Year (ILY) and the Australian Language and Literacy Policy (ALLP). 

National Policy on Languages 

The late 1980s marked a high point in the development of the field of adult basic education 

in Australia with the 1987 implementation of the National Policy on Languages (NPL) (Lo 

Bianco 1987), heralding a three year initiative known as the Adult Literacy Action Campaign. 

From early in the 1980s a powerful coalition of multicultural and language education 

advocates had begun to lobby government for a national language policy, with the Hawke 

government finally inviting Professor Joseph Lo Bianco to develop such a policy. This is 

another instance of a coalition of actors with similar, though not identical goals and motives 

coalescing to form a powerful actor network. Thus, the actor network responsible for 

delivering ABE’s first key public policy document was not a network of ABE activists, but 

primarily multicultural and language education activists. Although Lo Bianco’s background 

was language education and multiculturalism, he was another ‘good friend of ABE’ and his 

insistence on inclusion of adult literacy in the NPL was used as a crucial strategy in the 

efforts to secure funding for the field. The NPL was to become in many ways, emblematic of 
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adult literacy’s golden decade, and enjoyed a significant international reputation in the field 

of language policy (Brock 2001). The policy proposed that ‘a concerted and well-planned 

campaign be implemented during 1988 to attempt to improve levels of adult literacy’ (Lo 

Bianco 1987, p. 15), and recommended that ‘$5m be made available in 1987/88 for this 

campaign which is to be implemented on the expert advice and guidance of adult literacy 

groups’ (p.20). 

This became the two year Adult Literacy Action Campaign (ALAC), with funding of nearly 

$2m allocated per year. Most of this was to go to the states, but a significant amount was 

set aside for ‘projects of national strategic significance’ (Wickert 2001a, p. 79).  Acting on 

the recommendation that the campaign should ‘be implemented on the expert advice and 

guidance of adult literacy groups’ the advice of ACAL was sought to decide on and to frame 

many of the resulting ‘projects of national strategic significance’ (Wickert 2001b). The 

NSWALNC was also invited to discussions about how NSW’s share of the money could most 

effectively be used (Wickert 1988, p. 2). This was significant, and data suggests that it was 

perhaps the last occasion on which the views of practitioners and academics in the field had 

been directly sought in the framing of policy.  The archival data points to the frequent 

communication that had occurred between the government and literacy activists leading up 

to this time. For example, Rosie Wickert wrote in her President’s report to the NSWALC in 

1989, that: 

We wrote numerous letters to politicians both State and Federal. Replies 

were received to these letters and as a result, the Minister for Education’s 

policy advisor met with us and listened to our concerns. The [ACAL] 

president has had ongoing contact with the Minister’s office and we hope 

to be consulted when literacy issues arise (Wickert 1989b, p. 1). 

The practitioner network was still an important actor in shaping policy. However, by 1991, 

Wickert and Zimmerman were to write: 

These are heady days and they lay a heavy responsibility on our shoulders. 

This government initiative is the culmination of many years of lobbying, 

and since so little is known about the field, literacy practitioners have 

been given the go-ahead to make the recommendations about how the 
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funds can best be used. I doubt that such an opportunity will present itself 

again (p. 184).  

Indeed, the data shows that such an opportunity did not present itself again. 

Many of the projects funded under ALAC were aimed at extending provision and increasing 

the public profile of the field. However, significant amongst these ‘projects of national 

strategic significance’ were Wickert’s survey of adult literacy, No Single Measure (1989a) 

and a study of the Outcomes of Adult Literacy Programs (Brennan, Clark & Dymock 1989), 

both projects that aimed at producing the much needed evidence on which to base requests 

for funding. Wickert had written in 1987 that:  

There is such a scarcity of information about the scope of the problem and 

the amount of assistance available that it is almost impossible to lobby at 

a political level or attract the interest of the media beyond the human 

interest story level (p. 8). 

Wickert’s survey, No Single Measure adopted a definition of literacy as a social practice and 

advocated for a change to the notion that literacy is a discrete and quantifiable ability. The 

survey was based on a similar one in US by Kirsch and Jungeblut (1986), from which she took 

the title: ‘There is no single measure or specific point on a scale that separates the “literate” 

from the “illiterate”’ (Wickert 1989a, p. title page).  This was more a more sophisticated 

approach than that adopted in previous studies (for example, Goyen 1977). It also aimed to 

gather information about the survey subjects’ literacy activities in order to explore whether 

people’s attitudes to literacy activities is related to their performance’ (Wickert 1989a, p. 

45). 

Another significant project funded under NLP explored the Outcomes of Adult Literacy 

Programs (Brennan, Clark & Dymock 1989). It focused on outcomes from the point of view 

of the learners, a methodology that replicated an earlier study by Charnley and Jones (1979) 

in the UK. The study concluded that: 

For governments, there is reassurance that their funds have been well 

spent, because from the perspective of the adult learners there have been 
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positive outcomes in economic and social, as well as personal terms 

(Brennan 1990, p. 51). 

It is not likely, however, that the government would have taken much reassurance from this 

study in the changing political context, a context in which focus on outcomes from the 

student perspective carried little weight ‘with the new pipers’.  This ambivalence amongst 

policy makers to ABE’s traditional approach to evaluation was expressed in Coates’ (1990) 

response to Brennan’s report of the project in which she stated that there was ‘a need to 

develop more systematic methods of evaluation and statements about achievement that 

will satisfy all the stakeholders with concerns about literacy’ (p. 53). 

NSW’s share of this Commonwealth money funded such projects as a series of videos to 

teach literacy/numeracy and basic vocational skills to hard to reach and isolated groups 

such as prisoners, rural and Aboriginal students, and other projects to target other, 

previously neglected sectors of the community (Persson 1988).  For example a program 

targeted migrant women to enable them ‘to develop their reading and writing skills in order 

to have greater access to community resources and institutions … [and to] fulfil personal 

writing needs in English and to develop confidence and self-esteem’ (Persson 1988, p. 4).  

Archival data shows that such programs with personal objectives, expressed in humanist 

language were unlikely to attract Commonwealth attention or funding in the coming 

decades. This period, following the release of the National Policy on Languages, marked 

perhaps the end of the period in which adult literacy was conceived in both professional and 

policy discourse as having objectives conducive to both humanist and human capital ends. 

The data shows that such language progressively dropped out of the policy discourse for the 

remainder of the narrative.    

International Literacy Year (ILY)     

In 1987 the UN General Assembly had designated 1990 as International Literacy Year (ILY) 

with the ambitious goal of stimulating ‘greater public and government awareness and 

consciousness in furtherance of the objective of eradicating illiteracy by the year 2000’ 

(Verrier 1989, p. 1). In 1989 the Australian ILY Secretariat was set up to commence work on 

Australia’s response to ILY, with the field of adult literacy named as the priority field, and 

the previous president of ACAL appointed as the Executive Director of the ILY Secretariat. As 
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he noted in his report at the end of ILY, although the field had barely attracted public 

attention before ILY, by 1991 ‘literacy had emerged as a broad social and economic concern’ 

(DEET 1992, p. iv). ILY clearly played a central role in the development of the field. 

As Street observed, the UN’s ambitions of using the Year to further the eradication of 

illiteracy are ‘worthy sentiments but … do problems in the construction of literacy and 

“illiteracy” themselves lie at the root of many of the “problems” ILY is supposed to address?’ 

(1990, p. 5).  Street (1990) reminds us that ILY was an opportunity to challenge this concept 

of the ‘Great Divide’ (p. 9), a concept that conceives of literates as being a separate category 

from ‘illiterates’, a difference of kind as well as degree. He urged that one of the aims of ILY 

should be to ‘develop popular sensitivity to the contextual nature of literacy skills’ (Street 

1990, p. 11).  

In many respects, this was the objective of many Australian ILY funded activities and 

projects.  For example, an Australian journal for adult literacy research and practice, Open 

Letter, was launched in 1990, as an ILY project. In a foreword to the first issue, Simpson 

wrote that ‘this journal represents the coming of age of adult literacy as a field of study and 

expertise’ (1990a, p. 1). Open Letter, and its successor, Literacy and Numeracy Studies was 

to become a vehicle for discussion of literacy / numeracy issues based on a social context 

view. Also indicative of the recognition of literacy in its social context rather than as an 

individual deficit, is the inclusion of the promotion of Plain English as one of the goals for 

the ILY program (ILY Secretariat 1989). A further important project that focused on the 

social context was a report on the Social Costs of Inadequate Literacy (Hartley 1989) which 

examined the consequences of poor literacy skills for society as a whole, so that the social 

benefits of active literacy could be promoted (Simpson 1990b). 

Many of the other funded projects, however, reflected the human capital concerns of the 

government department sponsoring the ILY secretariat, that is, Dawkins’ Department of 

Employment, Education and Training. Three of these projects were particularly significant 

and were to have lasting influence. For example, a House of Representatives Standing 

Committee was set up to examine literacy needs in the workplace and in 1991 $3m over 

three years was allocated for workplace literacy. Secondly, $18m was allocated over three 

years for the Special Intervention Program (SIP), a labour market program for jobseekers 



142 
 

whose literacy, numeracy or language skills were perceived to be the barrier to their 

employment (Wickert 1991). The third highly significant project was the development of 

literacy competency ratings scales in order to provide a common national language about 

literacy achievements (Simpson 1990b).  These three projects were to go through several 

iterations and will be discussed below. 

Australian Language and Literacy Policy     

Eventually, after much lobbying from the field, the Commonwealth Government committed 

itself to a successor to the National Policy on Languages. This was the Australian Language 

and Literacy Policy (ALLP) (DEET 1991), a significant policy and funding commitment and 

therefore an important milestone in the narrative (Wickert et al. 2007).  In the opening 

paragraph of The Australian Language and Literacy Policy, the alliance with the now 

dominant human capital discourse is spelt out:  

Global economic forces are demanding changes in the structure of 

Australian industry, in our ability to compete in world markets and in our 

readiness to adapt to new jobs, new career structures and new 

technologies. These changes will require new skills in communication, 

understanding and cultural awareness, in the workplace as much as in the 

international marketplace. They will also place added pressures on our 

education and training systems (DEET, cited in Black 1995, p. 34). 

The funding made available under the ALLP confirmed the Government’s economic priority. 

The areas of jobseeker and workplace literacy that had received some ILY funding, now 

received very significant increases; they were the centrepiece of the policy. The literature 

and archival data show how they came to obscure other equity driven non-employment 

related programs, long after ALLP ended (Black 1995).  

Whilst welcoming the policy recognition and the substantial increase in funding, 

practitioners were nevertheless concerned that the instrumental view of literacy that 

underpinned the focus on the unemployed and employment related programs would 

ultimately lead to the side-lining of provision for those who were: 

already in employment, prisoners, Aborigines and Islanders, women in the 

home wishing to improve their parenting skills or their chances to re-enter 
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the workforce, and the disabled wishing to live independently in the 

community (Zimmerman & Norton 1990, p. 158).  

Jobseekers      

The jobseeker program funded under the ALLP was part of the government’s new Active 

Employment Strategy which ensured that jobseekers with fundamental literacy difficulties 

would be sent to literacy/ numeracy classes for assistance (DEET, cited in Black 1995, p. 1). 

This was called the Special Intervention Program (SIP).  

The advent of these Commonwealth-funded jobseeker programs had coincided with and 

was undoubtedly influenced by the OECD’s Active Society policy. This promoted an 

expectation that welfare recipients engage in welfare-to-work programs or otherwise show 

that they were developing work capabilities in exchange for welfare payments (Wickert et 

al. 2007). In Australia this policy became known as mutual obligation (Saunders 2002). The 

jobseekers, for their part were required to sign an agreement with the Commonwealth 

Employment Service (CES) agreeing to undertake an education or training program in order 

to improve their employment prospects. Thus, the SIP program was to deliver to literacy 

providers, many students with radically different motivation from those who were self-

referred. Many were reluctant attendees with unhelpful views of themselves as learners, 

thus posing new challenges for ABE staff (Black 1995; Zimmerman & Norton 1990). ‘For the 

first time we had people sent to us who didn’t necessarily want to be there. That was a big 

major change in the flavour’ (Sam– Interview). 

The relationship between ABE staff and their students changed radically in another 

important aspect also.  A third party was introduced into the relationship: students and ABE 

staff alike became answerable to government agencies. Under new arrangements, labour 

market programs were to be administered by the state DEET offices in conjunction with the 

Commonwealth Employment Service (CES), and jobseekers would be referred by, and 

monitored by CES officers (Zimmerman & Norton 1990). Teachers were now required to 

report on their attendance. If they failed to attend, they would be ‘breached’ and their 

benefits discontinued (DEET, cited in Black 1995, p. 23). 
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Practitioner response to the advent of Jobseeker programs 

In spite of practitioners’ reservations about the motivation of this new group of learners, 

and the influence of the funding body as a third party, most of the interviewees were 

accepting and even enthusiastic about the SIP program in the early years, especially when 

the funding went directly to TAFE, before it was put to competitive tender. This was largely 

due to the financial boost that it brought directly to many ABE sections. Archival evidence 

shows that, for the first time, many were able to fund clerical assistance and purchase 

computers and other resources. A large portion of the funding was also allocated to ALIO for 

professional development around the state and was particularly welcome in these years. 

Because of the enormous increase in students, large numbers of casual teachers were 

recruited very quickly. Many rural and regional areas benefited from ABE professional 

development for the first time. Joanne spoke of a series of workshops she ran: ‘There were 

people coming from everywhere and I can remember that some of the teachers had never 

had any professional development before’ (Interview). 

This direct access to the funding however, only lasted for a very few years. Interviewees 

referred to the fact that, with TAFE’s restructure, business units were created in each TAFE 

institute and it became their responsibility to manage these contracts and the money that 

they attracted. Fiona remembered when ‘they decided that the business unit should put in 

the tender, not us. They did it because they wanted to look after the funding’ (Interview). As 

a result, the financial benefit that came directly to ABE sections from these contracts, dried 

up. 

Workplace   

The proposition that the field of adult literacy should be the concern of more than just the 

education community had been evident in the professional discourse for some time. It was 

seen as a community-wide issue that should involve a range of community members and 

agencies, including employers. In fact this community development approach, involving 

many sectors of the community, was the vision of Arch Nelson and other pioneers of the 

field (Nelson 1985) as discussed in chapter 5. 

 In 1989 ACAL began coordinating a national awareness campaign to highlight the need for 

wider, non-government involvement in adult literacy programs in the lead up to 
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International Literacy Year (ILY) (ACAL 1989b).  It is not surprising that engagement with 

workplace literacy and numeracy issues should become part of the professional discourse 

since issues related to the workplace served to highlight the contextual nature of literacy 

and numeracy skills. In the past ‘workplace literacy’ had acquired the connotation of ‘basic 

literacy’, however the literature began to demonstrate the range of literacy activities that 

might be included in the concept of workplace literacy: 

Skills such as report writing, technological updating of information, and 

problem solving with reference to specifications and guidelines, all need to 

be included in this concept (Morris & Brown 1990, p. 13). 

Practitioner response to the advent of workplace literacy and numeracy 

The NSWALC was likewise proactive in preparing for the advent of workplace literacy and 

numeracy (LN). One of the resolutions from the 1989 NSWALC conference, Vocational 

Literacy – New Directions, New Decisions, was that a working group be set up of ‘interested 

providers to explore and develop Workplace Basic Education in NSW’ (NSW Adult Literacy 

Council 1989, p. 6). Anne remembered this NSWALC conference, ‘when this [workplace L/N] 

suddenly came wheeling with a great head of steam’ (Interview). 

A number of the interviewees recalled the sense that it had become the ‘flavour of the 

month’ and that workplace activity had become the new, ‘sexy’ face of ABE.  

When it first started to be talked about there was an attitude of, if you 

weren’t doing it, who were you? So I think it was a bit of a shock to the 

system in the beginning and some people leapt on it. (Alison, interview) 

For me it changed things in a good way. Because it meant you were using 

your skills more broadly. It also meant you were in touch with what was 

going on out there which is kind of reality anyway. It meant you were 

bringing stuff back to the section… For example, because of being in 

industry we knew about training packages way before anyone else here. 

(Joanne – interview) 

From the beginning there had been concern amongst practitioners about the nature and 

purpose of workplace LN. Is the program just to do the bidding of management in order to 
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improve their economic position, or could the needs of the workers continue to be the 

prime focus as had been the tradition of adult basic education practice? There were a range 

of responses to this tension in the discourse.  

We expected a company to allow a group of their workers to stop working 

and sit round in a group and do traditional ABE stuff. It was a joke. You go 

out there as a teacher - who is your boss? … In the end the agenda shifted 

more and more to precisely, exactly what the boss wanted.  (Sam – 

Interview) 

It soon became clear that workplace education would be seen as another version of the 

learner support program that was a central aspect of the ABE provision in TAFE colleges. 

There was an argument that it worked best when it supported a workplace qualification.  

It’s a bit of a waste of time trying to do on-the-job things that aren’t 

actually related to a workplace qualification (Anne – interview) 

Anne’s comment suggests that most teachers who continued to practice in workplace 

education contexts had accepted the changed nature and needs of this new student group 

for whom most of the principles of the Adult Literacy Discourse were considered not to be 

relevant, and had adjusted their teaching principles accordingly. Nevertheless, some 

comments suggest the tension that was felt in the need to abandon these principles in the 

integration of literacy and numeracy into vocational training as discussed below.  Most 

interviewees agreed however, that there were a number of incidental outcomes for the 

workers that were consistent with traditional ABE principles, although it depended on the 

relationship that existed between the teacher and the workers. 

… what often happens in workplace situations is that the people in there … 

get this feeling over time that these trainers are coming in to help them 

with their jobs so ‘I must be worth something’. I think that doesn’t always 

happen but it happens a fair bit. (Alison– interview)  

Some of those guys told me that they actually went home and read to their 

children for the first time because of their engagement in … reading for the 

work process. (Joanne – interview) 
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A further reason for the enthusiasm with which ABE teachers embraced workplace 

programs such as the Commonwealth funded Workplace English Language and Literacy 

(WELL) program, was that they also brought considerable extra funding to the institution, 

thus consolidating the position of ABE sections in the economy of their colleges. Fiona 

remembered that ‘it was really hard to find that balance between good practice and 

meeting funding requirements. Because we got lots of money.’ (Interview) 

Even in spite of the money and the kudos that it brought in the college, many ABE teachers 

reported that they had avoided involvement in workplace programs. Jan’s attitude was 

probably typical of many colleagues: 

I preferred to work for students’ individual social needs rather than an 

employer’s needs. And we used to kid ourselves that we were meeting 

their individual needs [in a workplace program] … essentially it was so the 

employer could make more money. So I was never a big workplace person. 

(Interview)  

Provision for the traditional learner group that Jan referred to, however, was being 

progressively withdrawn and it was apparent to interviewees such as Jan that none of the 

principles of the Adult Literacy Discourse had found a place in the new discourse of 

workplace and vocational education. 

Assessment frameworks   

National Training Reform brought with it the need for a national common reporting tool to 

demonstrate learning outcomes. The data shows that without doubt one of the most 

contentious developments of the adult literacy field at the end of the 1980s and into the 

90s, was the introduction of mandatory assessment.   

I can remember the energy … that went into trying to develop these 

reporting frameworks, because we just kept getting messages from 

Canberra and from friends who were aware of what the changes were. I 

can remember Marie [Persson] who kept saying, ‘You don’t know what’s 

coming. You’ve got to be able to report on outcomes’…. The capability to 

understand assessment and how to report on assessment and how to 

understand and report on learning outcomes and so on – was all being 
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driven by that message that if you can’t do this, you’re not going to get 

any funding.  (Rosie – interview) 

Whilst there was a recognition that this was the price to be paid for moving ‘into the 

mainstream’, vigorous debates ensued, centred around the possibility of assessing 

language, literacy and numeracy in a holistic way in this new context (Campbell 2009a) and 

the archival data in this study indicates the enormous amounts of intellectual energy that 

were expended by practitioners and academics in the field in attempting to reconcile these 

seemingly irreconcilable requirements. ACAL’s 1989 symposium added support for the 

development of a ‘National Literacy Competency Scale … to provide a benchmark measure 

of all ALBE program outcomes’ (ACAL 1989b, p. 4). This recommendation from the field was 

echoed by similar recommendations from industry and others and was taken up with 

funding for an ILY project. 

There had previously been growing awareness that although development of student-

centred and holistic assessment practices was a pedagogical imperative, it was important 

also to pre-empt external efforts to impose assessment processes that were not 

sympathetic to the professional discourse (Osmond 1989). Thus most individual programs 

had developed their own pre-course assessment procedures and resources and many had 

developed follow-up processes similar to the earlier ‘How’s it Going?’ approach (Good & 

Holmes 1979). Robyn described her assessment process: 

What sort of evolved was, I had a portfolio for every student and all their 

work and all their drafts and all their writing were put together and we 

could look through it and discuss it and it was all related to what we were 

doing and that was useful and that made sense. (Interview) 

As one example of the effort to systematise such assessment efforts, NPL funding was 

secured to develop a collection of Adult Basic Education Assessment Resources  (Osmond, 

Barin & Partlin 1990), the aim of which was to ‘help the student and teacher to describe 

strengths, weaknesses and progress in terms which are useful to them’ (p. 2). The approach 

aimed to assess the process of reading, writing and calculating, as well as the product and to 

consider affective as well as cognitive change (Cambourne & Turbill 1994; Osmond 1989). 

This descriptive and student-centred approach to assessment however, was another of the 
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profession’s discourses that carried little weight ‘with the new pipers’; other forms of 

evidence of responsible use of public funds were required and the ‘individualised reporting 

methods that had existed in literacy programs’ were not considered sufficient (Hazell 1998b, 

p. 20). As Lo Bianco told the audience at an ACAL conference in 1987, adult literacy 

practitioners, and the students themselves, understand the ‘empowerment which literacy 

can bring to individual adults… [However] in more powerful places it simply is not sufficient 

justification’ (cited in Black 1995, p. 29). 

The first attempt to develop reporting protocols that would be acceptable in the new 

climate was the ILY project, the Adult Literacy and Numeracy Competency Scales, known as 

the ALAN Scales (Griffin & Forwood 1991).  However, the project was surrounded by 

controversy: it was felt that that there had not been sufficient consultation with the field 

and as a  result, its theoretical base was ‘both unclear and inappropriate for implementation 

in the 1990s’ (ACAL 1992, p. 4). ACAL published a pamphlet, The Adult Literacy and 

Numeracy Scales: The ACAL View (1992) which stated that the Scales reflected a view of 

literacy and numeracy ‘as discrete sets of skills assumed to be acquired in some linear 

fashion’ (p. 3). Amid professional dissatisfaction, the evidence shows that the use of the 

ALAN Scales was abandoned after only a very few trials. Literacy activists clearly still had 

some influence in the policy sphere in the early 1990s.  

Subsequent early efforts by ABE curriculum writers to meet the new requirements, 

attempted to avoid reducing individual literacy skills to linear notions of competency. The 

National Accreditation Framework for English Language, Literacy and Numeracy 

Competence (known as the National Framework) was developed by a team of language, 

literacy and numeracy (LLN) academics and professionals and aimed to provide an 

‘educationally defensible approach to describing adult English language, literacy, and 

numeracy competence in ways that could guide curriculum development and reporting’ 

(Wickert et al. 2007, p. 258). Accordingly, the Framework was underpinned by notions of the 

social context of LLN. Rather than a skills-based or linear representation of skills, it aimed to 

represent the social and cultural complexity of LLN. The use of the word ‘competency’ was 

avoided because of its association with industrial settings where, unlike literacy and 

numeracy, the context is more clearly defined.  ‘Because of this, the National Framework 

document uses the word “competence” to refer to the application of language, literacy and 
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numeracy skills and knowledge within specific contexts and to meet particular goals’ 

(ACTRAC 1993, p. 11).  

The archival data suggests that, although it was generally well received by the profession, 

there were critics who did not find it easily accessible. Nevertheless, Wickert et al (2007) 

wrote that:  

despite this mixed impact, we consider it to be an important legacy of this 

period. It provided a strong counter resource for adult literacy and 

numeracy practitioners during a time of intense production of narrow, 

decontextualized lists of competencies as standards for industry training. 

(pp. 261 - 2) 

The language used to delineate the field changed in this era also. The term adult basic 

education ceased to be used (except in the professional discourse) and language, literacy 

and numeracy (LLN) or just literacy and numeracy (LN) became more entrenched in the 

lexicon as shown in the archival evidence. The fields of adult basic education and adult ESL 

were forced into close collaboration in the development of the National Framework. 

The effort to articulate a theoretical base in the development of these frameworks and 

reporting systems was to bring the fields of adult literacy and adult ESL into a close working 

relationship, since the two fields had been brought together administratively under the 

Australian Language and Literacy Policy. Whilst there had always been a close collegiate 

relationship between the two fields, especially during the foundation years of adult literacy 

in NSW (see chapter 5), they were now required to reconcile their respective theoretical 

understandings. A report on the Pedagogical Relations Between Adult ESL and Adult Literacy 

(Hammond et al. 1992)  revealed the similarities and differences between the two fields 

with the conclusion that they both drew on similar theories of language and literacy 

teaching, with the major difference being in the ‘nature and needs of ESL and adult literacy 

learners’ (Hammond & Wickert 1993, p. 22). A difference in educational philosophy is 

implicated by this difference in target learner groups; the strong humanist, student-centred 

approach of ABE was not necessarily a part of the tradition from which ESOL had emerged.  

Baynham (1991) had written that:  
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The reason why educational fields develop as they do is due to a complex 

interrelation of historical, political and economic factors … Simply 

establishing a theoretical basis for the ‘common ground’ is to a certain 

extent a naïve exercise (p. 5).  

As Hammond and Wickert acknowledged, ‘tensions emerge as the pressure for closer 

working arrangements intensifies as a result of economic and political imperatives within 

increasingly centralist government practices’ (1993, p. 17). The earlier collegial collaborative 

relationship between the two fields became one of tension and competition in this era, as 

government attempted a forced and uneasy ‘marriage’ between the two.  This is perhaps 

the point at which the field of adult ESOL became a ‘dissident’ (Callon 1986, p. 219) in the 

previous actor network that had directed the development of ABE. Although, as a fellow 

sector of the adult education field, its interests were remarkably similar to those of adult 

basic education, the tensions were such that they no longer saw themselves as part of the 

same actor network. 

When asked what the highs and lows had been during her career in ABE, Rosie Wickert 

reflected on this period of her involvement in the development of the National Framework 

and suggested that:  

The lows were things like the animosity between the ESL people and ALBE. 

Just about what was the right approach to language, the right approach to 

teaching language. It was the CSWE [Certificate in Spoken and Written 

English] versus the national curriculum framework for adult literacy and 

numeracy teaching [the National Framework]. It was during the 

development of that that the animosity was most [strong].  (Interview) 

Following on from the failure of the ALAN Scales to provide an acceptable reporting 

mechanism for individual proficiency and progress, the Commonwealth commissioned 

another attempt in 1994. This was the National Reporting System (NRS) (Coates 1993) which 

was informed by the recently released National Framework in that it aimed to capture the 

complexity of the competence statements contained in the Framework.  The NRS thus 

attempted to provide ‘the richest possible picture of competence, … based as closely as 
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possible on a model reflecting real life performance’ (p. 4). This was to become a template 

for further iterations of reporting mechanisms in future decades. 

Practitioner response to the advent of assessment frameworks and reporting systems 

The study shows that the very principle of assessment of literacy and numeracy student 

competencies was predictably, resented and resisted, as were what were seen as onerous 

compliance and reporting mechanisms that accompanied it. However, although it was 

probably not well understood, The National Framework was generally well accepted in the 

field, mainly because it had been developed by professionals and academics in the field, and 

because there was a sense in which it legitimised the field theoretically. Anne recalled 

a sense of excitement that there was  … a theoretical underpinning being 

talked about that tried to reflect the complexity of what we did and 

somehow bring together the sociological and the linguistic and the student 

centredness of what we did. It probably didn’t work quite in that way and 

went over the top but it was something that was trying to get to the 

essence and clarify the essence of what we were doing and why. 

(Interview) 

Nevertheless, the data has demonstrated that attempts to turn that theoretical 

understanding into an assessment framework leading to a reporting mechanism have 

always met with distrust and even hostility. Many felt that these assessment processes were 

‘counter-active to why the people had come there and that dilemma was never gotten over’. 

(Brigid – Interview) 

For many the issue was a fundamental one of the inappropriateness of competency based 

education for the field.  

I think part of the problem is that we’ve never been a complete fit with 

TAFE in some ways. I work [with learner support] in cookery and floristry 

and all those other places and the assessments for them make sense … 

because they have been taught these things, but reading isn’t like that and 

there is no recognition that we are different, and what we teach is 

different… .  (Robin – interview) 
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Brigid’s complaint was typical of many interviewees:   

The accountability and assessment of students was huge and then that just 

went on and on and on till there was no more teaching done and it was all 

assessment.  (Interview) 

The complaints about the compliance requirements were perhaps the most bitter, with 

deep concern expressed over the time and professional energy spent on development of 

assessment tasks, validation, moderation and the threat of audit. 

It has been huge because of the impact it has had on us as a section. 

Everybody is frantic, constantly frantic about having [to] put together 

assessments and do assessments and – ‘This form? And no, this one has to 

be this way, not that way. And what happens if they come and have a 

look?’  (Robyn – interview) 

That’s another of the changes that’s so worrying – that head teachers are 

now entirely absorbed in the bureaucracy and administration and have no 

educational work to do and they are so bogged down in all this silly 

compliance stuff. It is madness. I just think the whole thing is Alice in 

Wonderland. Straight down the rabbit hole. It is mad. I really think it is 

frightening. (Margaret – interview) 

Many who had experienced the traditional, student-centred culture, simply resisted, a 

response that is not peculiar to the participants in this study, but that has been widely 

reported (for example, Black 2010; Sanguinetti 1999; Tusting 2009). 

Personally, I don’t get as upset about it as other people do. I won’t let it 

impinge on the way I teach. I won’t do it. People say, ‘what if we get 

audited – what if …?’  There is no doubt in my mind that I can justify what I 

do with these people educationally. I can do that, I know I can. You don’t 

like it? That’s it. Not doing it. (Robyn – interview) 

NSW Curricula in CBT         

The first connection that most NSW ABE teachers had with the National Training Reform 

Agenda was with NSW TAFE’s Certificate in Adult Foundation Education (CAFE) which was 
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accredited and implemented in 1995. However, for most of the period covered by this 

chapter, the small-group courses Reading and Writing for Adults and Maths Workshop were 

the cornerstone of provision in TAFE NSW.  

By 1995 the Certificate in Adult Basic Education (CABE) (discussed in the previous chapter) 

was due for re-accreditation, and by this time the requirement for it to be written in CBT 

brought a radical re-thinking of the concept of a basic education curriculum in TAFE NSW, 

and fundamental changes to course provision. The course developers were faced with the 

need to accommodate both the needs of ABE learners and the changed requirements for 

accreditation. In addition, for the first time, NSW TAFE course developers were faced with 

the need to produce a product that could compete in the training market and be used to 

tender for the Commonwealth funded SIP program, given the requirement that tenders for 

Commonwealth funded programs must be based on accredited, CBT based curricula.  

The course documents showed that it aimed to provide students with ‘increased access to 

the vocational education and training system, to work and to increased participation in 

society’ (CAFE Manual, cited in Hazell 1998b, p. 29). This provision of a pathway to 

vocational or further education was a requirement of the National Framework for 

Recognition of Training (NFROT), the recently developed document for informing curriculum 

development, but it was also a feature of the course that teachers and students responded 

to positively (Hazell 1998b). 

The project manager’s response to CBT was that ‘we found [it] was flexible and we used it 

that way’ (Hazell 1998b, p. 23). Hazell noted that, as a result, the course document provided 

‘spaces for multiple readings and flexibility’ (1998b, p. 27). What resulted was a very large (6 

volume) and to some, unwieldy course manual and the evidence is that many found the 

new language alienating. Nevertheless, CAFE was the first ABE course to make explicit its 

theoretical underpinning (Hazell 1998b) and this was welcomed by many teachers. Beside 

the confusion that the documents engendered there was a sense of excitement such as that 

which was expressed above in relation to the theoretical underpinning of the new 

Framework.  

The teachers that Hazell interviewed in her evaluation of CAFE, had mixed responses to the 

course with many taking a negative position based fundamentally on their opposition to the 



155 
 

economic rationale of the training reform agenda. For many this conflict between the 

traditional philosophy of ABE provision and CBT in CAFE, was focused in particular on the 

inability ‘to meet the specific demands of all learners’ (1998b, pp. 24 - 5).  

More importantly, the very concept of having to give an ABE student a ‘fail’ result was 

anathema to ABE’s foundation principles. The teachers that Hazell surveyed reported that 

they avoided recording a ‘fail’ result where possible and went to great lengths to 

manipulate enrolment processes and alternative result codes ‘to avoid giving students this 

sense of failure and to give them the time they need at F [first] and S [second] stages’ 

(1998b, p. 76). Robyn’s recollection was that ‘I think we just ignored it for a while. Everybody 

just passed. And I am still not sure that that is not a good idea.’ (Interview) 

The teachers who were interviewed in this study were probably typical of most CAFE 

teachers at the time (and since) in trying to accommodate the needs of the new context 

with traditional ABE principles and with what they believed to be the needs of the students 

in their classes. 

I think teachers had to find their way through because they had to still 

cling to the importance of taking learners’ goals and so forth, and valuing 

individuals but they were actually taken into classrooms with more 

students (Shirley – interview). 

This issue of larger class sizes mandated by the new curricula became one of the points of 

tension with the traditional ABE discourse; it was not possible to individualise programs for 

15 – 18 students. However, this was initially avoided in the CAFE curriculum by requiring a 

student: ratio of 15:2 for the lower levels of the course. 

The issue that, above all others, caused most confusion with the new curriculum, was that 

of integration of literacy and numeracy. The term ’integration’ had recently entered the 

professional lexicon but there remained considerable debate about what the term actually 

meant. The CAFE manual had stated ‘the core literacy and numeracy modules of the course 

have been designed as a single integrated learning experience’ (cited in Hazell 1998b, p. 59). 

However, it did not define this concept of integrated literacy and numeracy.  
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Shirley described the approach that probably applied in most colleges when CAFE was first 

introduced. 

People didn’t understand integration and we wrestled with it and 

depending on how your timetabling was done, the easiest thing to do was 

to timetable literacy and numeracy separately, so even though the CAFE 

curriculum had wanted us to integrate, we found it very hard and in fact 

our programming decisions kept it separate for many, many years. 

(Interview) 

An investigation into The Pedagogical Relationships Between Adult Literacy and Numeracy 

(Lee, Chapman & Roe 1996) concluded that:  

This research has found that emerging theories and practices of 

‘integration’ are based on sound and sophisticated principles of context, 

curriculum and pedagogy. They are, however, in their infancy and need to 

be carefully further researched, theorised and tested (p. vii). 

Numeracy       

Although the term numeracy had been acknowledged as being incorporated in literacy by 

the late 1980s, it was not until the 1990s that those practitioners with particular expertise 

and interest in maths / numeracy began to attempt to flesh out a definition of what it might 

mean in the context of adult basic education, and to carve out a niche as a specialist field in 

its own right, with ‘a common working language’ (Wickert et al. 2007, p. 257). In a report on 

the Pedagogical Relationships Between Adult Literacy and Numeracy (1996), the authors 

suggest that the recent involvement of ABE in workplace education had stimulated a deeper 

interest in the concept of numeracy and its relationship to literacy. They argued moreover 

that: 

 it has been numeracy’s relationships to mathematics that has been 

debated most urgently – that is, how much and what kind of mathematics 

was necessary for particular visions of the numerate adult (p. iii). 

In NSW, ABE teachers with particular interest in numeracy began to identify themselves as a 

sub-group of ABE teachers. A NSW TAFE Foundation Studies Numeracy Strategy Group was 



157 
 

formed, to advise and comment on current numeracy issues affecting TAFE teachers 

working in the field (McGuirk 1993). During the 90s there was a ‘flurry of activity’ (Johnston 

1998, p. 27) with resources published and reviewed, articles published, and professional 

development programs offered by ALIO, including the 45 hour professional development 

course, Adult Numeracy Teaching. Numeracy had something of a coming-of-age in this 

decade. Johnston wrote that ‘1990 seems to be the pivot for the beginning of a change in 

the way the word “numeracy” was used’ (1998, p. 28), with many writers interrogating the 

many meanings that have been attached to the term. By the 1990s the professional 

understanding had moved beyond the simplistic notion of functional mathematics, or simply 

an aspect of literacy. Johnston settled on ‘a complex vision of numeracy as a robustly 

mathematical practice that engages responsibly with the world’ (1998, p. 30).  

In 1991 the NSWALC changed its name to NSW Adult Literacy and Numeracy Council, and 

that of its journal to Literacy and Numeracy Exchange, to reflect the growing focus on 

numeracy. This had been articulated in a number of resolutions passed at the 1989 state 

conference, for example ‘to raise the profile of numeracy needs by ensuring that the term 

numeracy is included in all publications distributed by TAFE, ALIO, the Board of Adult 

Education, NSW Adult Literacy Council …’(McGuirk 1993, pp. 1 - 2). 

In 1993 an entire edition of Literacy and Numeracy Exchange was devoted to Numeracy All 

Over and included interviews with eight key literacy/maths educators. McGuirk, the editor 

of the article said of these interviewees:  

I was … struck by the wealth of knowledge and ideas that lay in the minds 

of a few women in NSW who are the ‘maths experts’ in our field. They’re 

the ones who are on the committees, who are asked to comment on 

numeracy documents, who are asked to write curriculum, who are asked 

to give professional development workshops throughout the state. They 

are few in number … and relatively voiceless in broader forums, 

particularly language and literacy ones (1993, p. 1). 

Anne described the influence of this group of colleagues in this era when the community of 

practice was still an active one. It is an interesting comment on the ways in which 

professional practice knowledge came to be shared. 
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I really learnt a huge amount from my maths colleagues in those years, 

when there was a little bit of budget and a little bit of leeway to do things 

like sit in on, or team teach with, or be the support teacher with the 

Laurinda Allens and Sue Lords and I can’t think who else of this world, and 

watch how they put adult learning theory and all the approaches and 

principles that we used in literacy, using those in numeracy and making 

things accessible and just having that completely different supportive, 

relevant approach to numeracy, the reverse of the wrist slapping, right or 

wrong kind of maths stuff that we got at school. That was just so 

fabulous…. (Interview) 

Integration      

The term integration entered the professional discourse at this time. It was used in two 

senses: integration of numeracy and literacy, which is discussed in the section on the 

Certificate of Foundation Education, and integration of literacy/ numeracy into vocational 

and workplace training. This integration of the concepts of literacy/ numeracy into VET was 

to have important implications for the very definition of literacy/ numeracy as the decades 

progressed, as will be discussed in the concluding chapter.  

In 1994, in recognition of the central position that the concept of integration had gained in 

the discourse around VET, the Foundation Studies Training Division of TAFE NSW, the 

curriculum centre responsible for literacy/ numeracy programs, commissioned a report 

(Courtenay & Mawer 1995) funded under the ALLP.  The definition of integration developed 

by the authors was: 

Integrating English language, literacy and numeracy and vocational 

competence as interrelated elements of the one process. This involves 

designing and delivering programs which meet the skills needs of the job 

or occupation, and which are responsive to the diversity of learners’ skills, 

needs and resources (1995, p. 2). 

The arguments to support integration included propositions such as; since LLN are 

important aspects of vocational competence, they need to be addressed as an integral 

aspect of those competencies; that ‘people learn most effectively when learning is closely 
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linked to where  it will be applied; [and that ] integrated models of vocational education and 

training are efficient and cost-effective … ’ (1995, pp. 3 - 4). One of Courtenay and Mawer’s 

key recommendations was that literacy and numeracy development should be the 

responsibility of vocational education and training as a whole, and not remain the 

responsibility of LLN specialists alone. For this reason they recommended that: 

programs should be supported by strategies to develop the knowledge 

and skills of education and training practitioners in responding 

appropriately to language literacy and numeracy factors in vocational 

education and training (1995, p. 8). 

The following chapter will show how this recommendation for professional development for 

VET teachers was taken up enthusiastically by the ABE community, but with mixed results. 

Literacy/numeracy and VET training    

The integration of literacy and numeracy (LN) with VET became central to the development 

of learner support in ABE practice. Learner support for students enrolled in VET courses who 

were struggling with the LN requirements of their course had always been an important part 

of the role of NSW TAFE ABE teachers. This support had usually taken the form of 

withdrawal of individual students or small groups of students from their vocational classes 

for extra, individualised LN tuition, or working in the vocational classroom to provide such 

support. During this period however, this support became more formalised and became a 

major part of ABE provision (Hazell 1998b). The concept of integration of development of LN 

skills with VET skills came to inform the approach suggested by the professional discourse of 

the time. This was an acknowledgement that although some of the problems that VET 

students faced may have been individual, many could be traced to the classroom situation 

and the written material students were expected to engage with. 

By 1987 the Statement of Duties of Literacy/ Numeracy teachers stated:  

In addition to departmental duties outlined for teachers, the teaching 

duties will include … conducting sessions to assist TAFE teachers to work 

with appropriate groups of students (cited in Shaw 1988, p. 27). 
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In addition to the withdrawal of individuals or groups of students, or working in the 

classroom as team teacher, LN teachers were now urged to work in a professional 

development role with their fellow VET teachers. This sometimes took the form of assisting 

with lesson planning or the writing of class notes or assessment tasks.  Fiona spoke of one of 

a number of particularly successful examples of this working partnership which interviewees 

mentioned. 

 You know, when Noeline went into carpentry and worked with those guys 

for nearly a year I think, she went there and that changed their whole way 

of talking about classroom teaching. It was an absolutely incredible 

program. (Interview) 

This suggests the possibility of enrolling a new group of actors into the actor network 

involved in this new project; that of problematizing the integration of LN with VET. Archival 

data however, suggests that there were few examples such as that cited by Fiona. Many 

teachers remarked that this close and productive cooperation relied on the personalities 

involved, a sentiment that was echoed in the literature at the time (for example, Shaw 

1988). 

The role was further formalised with the development of a professional development 

package, Working Together, which was developed by a team of ABE teachers and was 

designed to be delivered by ABE teachers. The package aimed to introduce literacy and 

numeracy teaching strategies that VET teachers could use in their classrooms. This was the 

first practical example of the discourse of integration of LN and VET that has been 

prominent in the professional discourse in NSW to the present time. 

Pedagogy 

The previous chapter has shown that, in the 1980s, the whole language approach was 

predominant in the professional discourse as part of the wider progressivist and humanist 

approaches to adult learning (Campbell 2005). The whole language approach emphasised 

the individual learner, an approach that was facilitated by the earlier era of individualised 

and small group tuition. Small group tuition was still the predominant mode of provision in 

NSW in the era covered by this chapter, so that whole language approaches existed 

alongside other approaches that became characteristic of this era: approaches such as 
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critical literacy, and a genre-based approach to teaching that was underpinned by the 

systemic functional linguistics theory of language.  

Systemic Functional Linguistics 

The advent of competency based curricula and the larger class sizes, along with other wider 

influences discussed in this chapter, rendered individualised tuition more difficult and 

encouraged the appearance of other pedagogical approaches. The most significant of these 

was the genre approach to teaching/learning. The influence for the shift to genre based 

approaches to the teaching of writing (and reading) can be traced to work that grew out of 

the systemic functional linguistics of Halliday (1985), professor of linguistics at Sydney 

University. Its prominence in the professional discourse of adult literacy can be explained by 

the linguistic turn that philosophical theory had taken, with the focus moving from ‘the 

paradigm of consciousness to the paradigm of language’ (Benhabib 1992). In terms of the 

ABE classroom, this was seen as a move away from a focus on the individual self of the 

learner and towards the social function and the structure of the language, with a 

fundamental change in the role of the teacher. This change was driven in part by the AMES/ 

ESOL field, and at the time was the cause of some tension, which is alluded to in Jan’s 

comment when she referred to the ‘critical change [in ABE pedagogy], when systemics 

colonised adult literacy – that was a huge shift in pedagogy’ (Interview).   

The introduction of genre approaches to teaching and learning brought with it debates 

reminiscent of the ‘phonics vs whole language’ debates. The proponents of the genre-based 

approach argued that educationally disadvantaged students in particular, needed to be 

taught the rules for construction of the dominant and socially powerful genres, and many 

were also critical of the way in which process writing had been taught (for example, Cope & 

Kalantzis 1993). On the other hand, many still argued for a place for process writing as a way 

of encouraging students to find their ‘voice’, and that there was still, for many students, a 

need to utilise teaching/learning approaches that focus on the individual self of the learner. 

The practitioner interviews indicated the impact that systemic functional linguistics and the 

genre approach had on the professional discourse. Many reported being initially unsure how 

to fit it into their practice.  However, most embraced the shift readily, especially if, like Anne 

they already had some linguistics background.   
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I feel like I maybe have a more positive view of the role and importance of 

linguistics. I think a lot of people in adult education at the time were 

suspicious of that or thought it was a bit over the top, but I can see the 

value of making what is kind of invisible, making that explicit which is what 

the functional linguistic stuff at its best can do  (Interview). 

This was still the era of plentiful professional development, and the new pedagogy and its 

theoretical base became the focus of ALIO’s programs, facilitating the acceptance into the 

discourse of these new, language based approaches. It was clear that there had been a 

fundamental change in the professional conversations in the community of practice.  

People were talking about the psycholinguistic theory of reading, but now 

they were also talking about theories of language and the genre school 

became the thing that people talked about most and I think that people 

had a very good understanding and acceptance. I think it led the way to 

this day. (Shirley – interview) 

Sam remembered this period as being typical of the vitality of the community of practice of 

the field at the time. 

There was incredible vitality in the field - disputes over how to teach, 

what’s the best way to teach - it was genre versus process writing and 

really big debates. …, people were talking about, thinking about and 

debating pedagogy at that time. No one does it these days. (Interview) 

Ultimately, the new pedagogy settled into the repertoire of approaches that teachers called 

on. 

I think what happened is most people in their classrooms … became better 

at what they were doing because of the systemics and the genre approach. 

It did give them a great framework and structure but I think they did a lot 

of what they had always done anyway.  (Jan – interview) 

Critical Literacy 

The concept of critical literacy was the other significant entrant to the professional 

discourse in this era. This was part of a wider concern with critical language awareness as a 
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means to interrogate the function that language plays in maintaining power relationships 

(for example, Fairclough 1992). Critical literacy became prominent in the adult literacy 

professional conversation as an element of Freebody and Luke’s concept of the four 

resources that a successful reader brings to the task, or the four roles that the successful 

reader inhabits. These are: ‘code breaker (how do I crack this?), text participant (what does 

this mean?), text user (what do I do within this, here and now?), and text analyst (what does 

all this do to me?)’ (Freebody & Luke 1990, p. 7).  The first three of these were familiar in 

the adult literacy repertoire of teaching/ learning approaches. The role of text analyst, 

whilst not new to the discourse, was one that had received little attention.  

With the inclusion of the text analyst role, Luke and Freebody expanded on what had 

traditionally been called critical reading, that is, the necessity for the reader to be conscious 

of the ideological position of the author. This is presented, not as an add-on after the 

learner has learnt to crack the code, but rather, they argue that ‘any program of instruction 

… needs to confront these roles systematically, explicitly and at all developmental points’ 

(1990, p. 15). 

The fact that it had entered the discourse at roughly the same time as systemic functional 

linguistics helped to structure an understanding, since both were part of the new focus on 

language, rather than the learner. 

Critical was all tied up closely with systemics for me.  Critical literacy was 

running parallel with systemics because it gave you the tools of discourse 

analysis where you could examine text in a really particular way to make 

your critical points. I don’t think you could do critical literacy without 

discourse analysis and discourse analysis sprang from systemics. Systemics 

gave you the tools to analyse text.  (Jan – interview) 

As McGuirk and Wickert wrote, the role of text analyst made its way into the CAFE 

curriculum and the National Framework. However, ‘whether or not it has been translated 

into practice remains to be seen’ (1997, p. 58). The comments from the participant 

interviews suggest that critical literacy may have been one of the ideas that remained more 

in the professional rhetoric rather than in the classroom. 
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It fed policy and it fed research, but the classroom …?  People paid a bit of 

lip service to it, but you couldn’t really do it unless you had the theoretical 

framework behind you – although the Freebody and Luke four reader roles 

and that stuff helped. (Jan – interview) 

When asked if she thought critical literacy as a pedagogy took off, Jan replied: 

No, no, it’s a bit of a shame because as soon as you say ‘critical’ people 

think you are criticising. So it didn’t have the right words. I think for some 

people the James Gee and Allan Luke and Colin Lankshear critical literacy 

stuff was like food for our souls but other people remained untouched 

because they saw it as not necessarily relevant if people couldn’t fill in 

their forms. The functional literacy stuff was still alive and well. (Interview) 

As I discuss elsewhere in the study, there was, throughout the narrative, a disconnect 

between the rhetoric of the professional discourse, and the practical pedagogy of many 

teachers, as noted in Jan’s reference to ‘the functional stuff‘. 

There was a sense in which the inclusion of critical literacy in the professional discourse 

represented adult literacy’s academic coming of age in Australia. Systemic functional 

linguistics had been borrowed from the ESOL field. Jan had referred to the fact that 

'systemics colonised adult literacy‘ (interview). However, critical literacy could trace its roots 

to the emancipatory pedagogy of its traditions. Whereas traditionally emancipatory 

pedagogy had involved a sense of power over one’s personal difficulties, it was 

reinterpreted as gaining a sense of power over social institutions and structures and given a 

firm theoretical underpinning through the work of ‘New Literacy Studies’ group (Gee 1991; 

Street 1996) and further elaborated by the Lancaster School (for example, Barton, Hamilton 

& Ivanic 2000; Baynham 1995). Several of the interviewees referred to this period as a high 

period in the profession’s community of practice. For Rosie this was also one of the high 

points of her career in ABE. 

One of my highs was meeting people like Allan Luke and getting a much 

stronger understanding of terms like critical literacy and developing a 

pedagogy around that so having the funds to put some of those 

professional development packages together.  (Interview) 
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The Community of Practice         

This decade saw fundamental change in the nature of the community of practice that had 

been a characteristic of the field in the previous era. In the early years of this decade, there 

was still evidence of its influence, both within the profession and politically. However, by 

the end of this decade it had become fractured with significant loss of influence. 

The early part of the decade had seen unparalleled increase in funding for professional 

development, development of resources and research, all of which served as a glue for the 

community of practice. Anne spoke of this connection with the field as being:  

officially supported and developed by regular meetings, funded 

conferences, newsletters, coordinators - all of the keeping-in-touch, 

meeting face-to-face, all of those things - the value of it was explicitly 

recognised. (Interview) 

However, towards the latter part of the 1990s, this funding began to be withdrawn. In 1996 

the Howard conservative government was elected and a sharp withdrawal of funding 

followed. The recurrent funding that the states had received to fund VET through public 

providers such as TAFE and ACE was cut severely, with the result that the traditional non-

jobseeker ABE classes that did not receive SIP funding, were the target of severe cut-backs. 

The evidence shows that this was felt most severely in rural areas and small towns where 

one or two classes a week may have been cut to none. 

This shrinking of the traditional provision in the field was accompanied by sudden growth in 

the Commonwealth funded jobseeker programs and the introduction of private providers to 

the field. The result was a rapid increase in the casualisation of the field which, as most 

interviewees for the study agreed, added to the weakening of the community of practice. 

Teachers with insecure employment were working across a number of providers or sites, 

with little time or appetite for the sharing culture of the past. The constant restructuring of 

TAFE fractured even the TAFE ABE community of practice, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. Alison agreed that the fact that ‘we are much more in our silos than ever …has a lot 

to do with the way the colleges and the institute is structured’ (Interview). 
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The onerous audit culture also continued to deflect attention from conversations around 

learner needs and professional responses to those needs. Rose argued that the compliance 

and accountability requirements ‘takes far more time to do that than you‘ve got to teach. .. 

The accountability of it is down to fine print often for no legitimate outcome’ (Interview). 

The sense of agency that the profession had over its development also diminished in this 

era, from a high point when professionals were actively consulted on the development of 

the National Policy on Languages and the projects that were funded under it (Zimmerman & 

Norton 1990). Archival evidence shows that by the end of the 1990s these consultations and 

the views of the profession were no longer actively sought in the development of policy. 

The fate of the much-loved periodical Good Practice in Australian Adult Literacy and Basic 

Education (Shipway 1988 - 1991) demonstrated the decline of the hands-on, personal 

involvement of the community of practice. Good Practice had appeared in 1988 with DEET 

funding and until 1992 it was edited by practitioners in the field, with articles contributed by 

practitioners. In 1993, in line with the new marketisation of government, DEET insisted that 

it be tendered out to a commercial publishing house for management, including editorship. 

Haughton, one of Victoria’s pioneers in the field who had herself been an editor, wrote that: 

Outcry from the field erupted. The topics for each issue for the next four 

years mostly reflected DEET’s funding priorities; advertorials increased… 

The overall number of articles offered by practitioners declined markedly 

(Haughton 2000, p. 7).  

This was a period of professionalisation of the field (Haughton 2000; Johnston, Kelly & 

Johnston 2001), a shift that, the data shows, was not entirely welcomed by the community 

of practice. The DIY nature of the sharing of professional practice knowledge of the earlier 

years had helped to create the sense of belonging and ownership of the profession and this 

slowly ceased to be an influence. In addition, it was felt that the very nature of the new 

context of provision and the curriculum framework that was grounded in conservative views 

of language ‘often did little to connect participants with a framework for meaningful 

community activism and participation’ (Kell 2000, p. 4). Practitioners had begun to feel 

alienated from the field itself.  
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Adult Literacy Information Office (ALIO)      

The previous chapter indicated that the story of ALIO was in many important ways symbolic 

of the story of ABE, in NSW in particular. It paralleled also the developments of VET in 

Australia (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001) so its trajectory over this decade is an important 

and interesting one to trace. In the study of the Rise and Fall of the NSW Adult Literacy and 

Information Office (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001, p. 8) its early years in the 1980s were 

characterised as operating ‘on the smell of an oily rag’ but by the decade covered in this 

chapter, it was the recipient of ‘dollars and hoops to jump through’ leading to 

‘professionalism’ and ultimately its demise in late 1999.  

Along with TAFE, ALIO had been restructured to respond to the demands of the National 

Training Reform agenda. Its new mission statement, published in the ALIO Broadsheet of 

1993 was to ‘enhance the quality of adult basic education provision in line with national and 

state education and training priorities’ (Broadsheet 37 cited in Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 

2001, p. 10). This signalled a paradigm shift in its strategic direction, along with the rest of 

TAFE NSW. 

 During ‘Australia’s literacy decade’ (McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004b) funding for research and 

resource development had suddenly become plentiful and accessible as a result of the 

commonwealth grants made available through NPL, ILY, ALLP and other sources of VET 

funding. ALIO was able to tender for, and was in a position to be successful in winning, 

tenders for development of a range of products. For teachers in the field, ALIO’s 

professional development role continued to be that which was most appreciated. In 

particular, the professional development course, Adult Literacy Teaching which had been 

funded by DEET and developed in recognition of the shortage of skilled and trained 

practitioners in the field, was delivered widely by ALIO throughout the state (ALT manual, 

cited in Holden 1994, p. 3).  Adult Literacy Teaching was followed by the development of 

Adult Numeracy Teaching (ANT) in 1994 and added to ALIO’s professional development 

program.  

At the end of 1999 ALIO was closed, suddenly and silently (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001). 

During this decade it had supported the plethora of research and professional development 

projects that came with the stream of available Commonwealth funding. ‘The focus [was] on 
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running national language, literacy and numeracy programs, and winning national projects; 

hundreds of thousands of dollars pass through the coffers’ (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 

2001, p. 7).  

The demise of ALIO is an appropriate point at which to end the narrative of this period, 

emblematic as it is of the field in general. The Commonwealth funding for research and 

professional development projects began to dry up and TAFE NSW was unable and unwilling 

to add to ALIO’s funding. (Its contribution had been to fund the salaries and running costs.) 

The fact that ALIO’s charter was to support all providers now posed a problem for TAFE in 

this era of competitive contestable funding. TAFE, through ALIO, was now sponsoring 

professional development and other services to its competitors, a situation that TAFE 

management could not support (Johnston, Kelly & Johnston 2001).   

Even the fact that it was allowed to close silently, and with very little reaction from the field 

was symbolic of the time.  This was in contrast to earlier announcements of unwelcome 

changes (for example, the threat of the imposition of fees on ABE students) that brought the 

community of practice into action, invariably with a positive outcome. By now that once 

active community of practice was mute. Private providers had entered the field with a 

casualised workforce and TAFE had been restructured and restructured so that even TAFE 

ABE networks were weakened. Jan had referred to the fact that ‘the centralised TAFE system 

was broken into bits and we saw less of each other’ (Interview). 

Johnston et al (2001)  argue that a further reason for the silence accompanying its closure 

was, paradoxically, the professionalisation of ALIO in the last part of this decade. Although 

the wealth of professional development opportunities that it had offered had been warmly 

welcomed and appreciated, in many ways teachers no longer shared the sense of ownership 

of ALIO that had characterised its earlier years. 

Nevertheless, many would undoubtedly have agreed with Fiona that the low point in the 

narrative of the field was marked ‘when ALIO closed’ (Interview). 

Discussion and Conclusion 
During the 1990s the field of adult basic education in Australia reached a crossroads, with an 

abrupt change in the discourses that had characterised the field. The discourse of liberal 



169 
 

humanist education that had characterised the foundation years was rendered irrelevant by 

the global socio-political exoskeleton of this period. In Australia, unemployment levels had 

risen sharply, the industrial base shifted and deep concerns were expressed for Australia’s 

economic competitiveness. In this climate, adults with literacy and numeracy skills that were 

deemed inadequate, were seen to contribute to the problem. Literacy and numeracy 

training in the narrow interest of the economy therefore replaced earlier broader 

conceptions of literacy and numeracy education for personal and social purposes (which, of 

course, often included employment purposes).  

A new group of actors came together to re-define the social project of adult basic education 

and bring a new definition of the value of literacy, the human capital definition; the project 

had been re-problematized (Callon 1986, p. 203). The human actors who had exhibited such 

a powerful influence on the development of the field in the previous era were progressively 

silenced, as the community of practice that had helped to give them voice dissipated. The 

data from the study showed that a new sense of competition with other sectors of adult 

education took the place of the earlier collaboration, driven principally by the 

interventionist role of the Commonwealth government in this era. The new network of 

actors that rallied around the government’s concern to re-define VET training and adult 

basic education, were powerful ones in this context. They included industry bodies and 

trade unions, and as the interview data shows, included, to some extent, the ABE 

profession. The profession however, was not fully enrolled in the new project; from the 

beginning it was a tentative, partial mobilisation as the archival and interview data 

demonstrated. 

Towards the end of the 1990s the discourse of human capital as a rationale for adult basic 

education programs had replaced the discourse of social capital in public and policy 

discussions of the field. In the professional discourse, however, social capital and the 

student-centred principles that accompanied it, remained a constant concern as indicated in 

the professional literature and echoed by all of my interviewees; there had been only a 

partial translation to the new discourse. The tension between the two views was a central 

theme expressed by the interviewees for this study, as it is in the literature and archival 

material of the time. Their concerns were twofold: firstly that provision for the traditional 

target group of students would decrease and be sidelined, in favour of jobseekers and VET 
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learners, and secondly, that the principles of adult education and the body of professional 

knowledge that had been developed would not serve in the new context. 

Of the list of humanist education principles that practitioners in the foundation era 

espoused, very few had any place in the policy discourse of new context. The traditional 

body of professional practice knowledge had been supplanted by other discourses, around 

the themes of human capital and efficiency in training (Black 2018). Although the 

government boasted of its ever increasing expenditure on adult literacy, this was 

increasingly expenditure on jobseeker programs. These became the bread-and-butter of 

ABE practice, nevertheless they were not embraced wholeheartedly by practitioners, largely 

because of the assessment and compliance measures that surrounded them. Most 

importantly, teachers felt that these programs simply did not address the needs of many of 

their students: 

To many teachers and academics literacy work is moral and political (Luke 

1992) and its appropriation to labour market priorities both distorts the 

essentially humanistic goals that have historically sustained it and 

produces policy interventions which have at best only had limited success 

(Lo Bianco 1997b, p. 40). 

In the eyes of many, adult literacy had come to be ‘sublimated to a centralised, controlling, 

assessing, monitoring, information-demanding mechanism’ (Lo Bianco 1997a, p. 6).  

The field gradually became more professionalised with the influx of funding in the early part 

of this decade. This professionalism facilitated the development and provision of 

professional development and resource and research projects, but paradoxically, had a 

negative impact with teachers in the field no longer feeling the connectedness to and 

ownership of their field. Towards the end of the decade however, this professionalism had 

made way to an era of increasing casualisation and alienation. 

The policy settings established by successive Labor and conservative governments during 

this decade were to provide the direction for development of the field in the coming 

decades. The global socio-economic influences and national influences on the VET sector 

that are discussed in this chapter were to have far-reaching influences on the field and are 

still felt at the time of writing.   
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Chapter 7 

The new millennium: living with tensions and contradictions 

Introduction 

During the 1990s, the period discussed in the previous chapter, public and policy discussions 

around literacy increasingly became centred on the theme of vocational training and human 

resource investment. Adult basic education had been subsumed under the VET umbrella, 

with its increased marketisation of provision, resulting in a substantial shift from public 

sector to private sector provision as the march of neoliberalist ideology took firm control of 

policy on both sides of the traditional political spectrum.  The policy settings of the 1990s 

created by this context, as described in the previous chapter, were to provide the direction 

for the development of the field in subsequent years, the period covered by this chapter.  

Although the chapter is titled The New Millennium, it encompasses also the period from the 

late 1990s, when the election of the Howard conservative government in 1996 brought a 

significantly more rigid interpretation and intensification of neoliberal ideology, and a sharp 

reduction in the funding available to public education. The election of the Howard 

conservative government is remembered by a number of the interviewees in the study as 

another key moment in the development of the field.  

The additional wording in the title is borrowed from a paper in which the authors labelled 

the period from the mid-1900s to 2005 as one of ‘Intensification, Integration, and 

Fragmentation: Living With Tensions and Contradictions’ (Wickert et al. 2007, p. 271).  Since 

the data suggests that there have been no significant changes in the socio-economic 

exoskeleton, or policy direction in the decade since that was written, I have adopted that 

label for the entire period to the time of writing. I use the label the new millennium as short-

hand for the period from the late 1900s to the time of writing. 

The ‘tensions and contradictions’ of the title are presented in the chapter as being, to a 

large extent, the result of the position occupied by successive Commonwealth governments 

on both sides of the political spectrum whose neoliberal ideologies saw them withdraw 

from their previous role as program providers and instead, outsource funding and provision 



172 
 

of literacy programs and products to the marketplace. The government’s role then became 

one of control over and management of those funds. During the period covered by this 

chapter, the archival data and the literature from the period show that the ironies of this 

position became starker, as government exerted ever increasing control over the field, but 

at arm’s length, and in the name of a free market. This chapter will demonstrate that, along 

with similar Anglophone countries: 

These new processes of governance have eroded the power of the 

national state as a central decision-maker and provider of public services. 

They are characterized by the competitive involvement of private and 

public bodies in social policy, and transnational agencies of all kinds – 

corporate, governmental and NGOs (Hamilton & Pitt 2011b). 

The reason for the abrupt change of direction of the discourse in the late 1980s, from the 

liberal humanist ‘Adult Literacy Discourse’ (Searle 2000, p. 1) to a neoliberal, employment 

driven, human capital discourse, was shown to be the response to Australia’s worsening 

economic position and growing unemployment. To the present time, archival evidence 

shows that this story of imminent economic crisis has remained a constant in the public 

discourse, giving little opportunity for a shift in the discourse related to adult literacy. 

Although there is ample evidence that the Australian economy has continued to be 

remarkably healthy relative to other similar Western economies, this chapter will show how 

the media, government and industry groups continue to make frequent references to the 

nation’s precarious economic position, and the role that inadequate literacy skills plays in 

this. The literature shows that the era discussed in this chapter has not produced significant 

‘policy windows’ (Ryan 2011, p. 7) that may have ushered in a change from this public 

discourse and policy. Rather it has brought an intensification of the policy settings of the 

previous decade.  

The ‘tensions and contradictions’ in the field led to repeated professional discussion about 

the future of the field in this more hostile socio-economic climate: To be or not to be? Is 

there a future for adult literacy? This was the title of a paper presented at the 2000 ACAL 

conference (Searle 2000) and has remained one of the points of tension in the field to the 

time of writing, with the archival evidence replete with such references. The theme of ‘at 
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the crossroads’ became a constant and on-going refrain. For example, in 1999 Kell wrote 

that ‘Literacy and language policy in Australia is at a crossroads where market ideology and 

the pragmatics of provision are on a metaphoric collision course’ (1999, p. 2). 

  The chapter will show that the professional discourse continued to be concerned with the 

needs of all the target student groups, including those for whom an employment outcome 

was not their goal, and to include concerns for literacy as a human right. It will argue that 

although the public discourse had come to be dominated by a human capital view, the 

policy discourse did acknowledge a social context and social capital view of the value of 

literacy, as expressed in the few government policy documents of this era. Herein lies the 

problem in terms of program provision: prominent amongst the creators of the public 

discourse are employer bodies, industry lobby groups and organisations with easy and direct 

access to government and to resources to fund research demonstrating the link between 

levels of literacy and economic prosperity (Australian Industry Group 2012, 2015, 2016; 

Industry Skills Council 2011; Shomos 2010). This has been called ‘research for policy’ as 

opposed to ‘research of policy’ (Lingard 2013), that is, research that is designed to 

legitimate certain policy directions and is undertaken by ‘policy entrepreneurs’  (Black & 

Yasukawa 2016).  

Between the production of policy texts and their implementation and allocation of 

resources, the government’s neoliberal faith in the effectiveness of market forces enabled 

such powerful lobby groups to intervene in non-transparent ways to influence the outcome. 

The education lobby group, and in particular, the adult education lobby, is not one with a 

powerful voice and in the new millennium that voice was increasingly silenced. Given the 

acceleration of market-based policies as a means of allocating resources, the chapter will 

show that those market mechanisms have almost totally eclipsed non-vocational, 

community adult basic education programs during this period. The professional response to 

the new millennium as evidenced in the interview data is summarised by Anne’s response to 

the question concerning the highs and lows of her practice: 

And so the concomitant low is right now, watching all that building work 

that was done in terms of resources, work force, academic programs, 

everything; watching it being explicitly and totally dismantled as we speak. 
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I really think that many of us are grieving. All the other highs and lows pale 

into insignificance (Interview). 

International Developments and the OECD 

The most significant contribution that the OECD made to public discourses surrounding 

adult literacy in this period was its sponsorship of a series of international adult literacy 

surveys, as introduced in the previous chapter. In 2000 it published the results of its 

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), which had begun in 1996 and was conducted 

across 20 countries. The report titled Literacy in the Information Age (OECD 2000) 

highlighted the link between literacy, earnings and wage differentials but also provided a 

range of nuanced and complex data related to literacy for social outcomes. It related gains 

in literacy levels to ‘the effective functioning of labour markets and for the economic 

success and social advancement of both individuals and societies’ (p.iii). However, the 

report also pointed to implications for literacy and life-long learning: 

Literacy skills are maintained and strengthened through regular use. While 

schooling provides an essential foundation, the evidence suggests that 

only through informal learning and the active use of literacy skills in daily 

activities – both at home and at work – will higher levels of proficiency be 

attained (OECD 2000, p. xiv). 

In Australia, these concepts of informal and life-long learning had been embraced in earlier 

decades and continued to be embraced in the professional discourse as demonstrated by 

previous chapters, but they were not taken up by the media and did not make their way into 

the public discourse. 

With the introduction to the report suggesting that the data ‘offer policy makers a useful 

tool for policy analysis and for crafting policies and programmes that can contribute to 

economic and social progress’ (p.iii) it was taken up by some countries in the OECD as a 

justification for renewed adult literacy policy and strategy development. However, in 

Australia, as in other similar countries, the data from this study shows that the media 

focussed on a simplistic link between literacy and national productivity, further entrenching 

the human capital argument. The wealth of data that related to public and civic 
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participation, for example, remained un-examined in the public and policy sphere. This 

survey was repeated in 2006 as the International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALLS) 

and again in 2011 – 12 as the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 

Competencies (PIAAC). The PIAAC survey included a background survey of participants, 

adding further to the untapped pool of collected data. In St Clair’s (2014, p. 203) view, the 

key message from the data is that low literacy scores are correlated with ‘social deprivation 

along a number of dimensions’ such as wealth, health and political advocacy, rather than 

the assumed causal relationship.  Increasing literacy competencies, he concludes, is not an 

answer to the human capital problem or the problem of social inequity, ‘but rather part of a 

complex of challenging political questions’ (p. 203).  Nevertheless, results of the PIAAC 

survey, like the others before it were met with a similar response from the media and 

pressure on policy makers. Tett (2014a, p. 128) refers to the ways in which the OECD 

‘constructed a global educational policy field through the mechanism of governance by 

comparison’. The literature demonstrates the ways in which these OECD surveys became 

immutable mobiles, adding authority to the message of a literacy crisis threatening national 

productivity (Black & Yasukawa 2016; Hamilton 2017; Hamilton & Barton 2000; Yasukawa & 

Black 2016b; Yasukawa, Hamilton & Evans 2017).  

The UK was one of the OECD countries that was encouraged by the IALS report to develop a 

comprehensive adult basic education policy. The Skills for Life report that was released in 

2001 was designed to improve the basic LLN skill levels of millions of adults and was part of 

a wider objective to tackle the employability skills needed for higher levels of training. It 

introduced a new infrastructure for adult literacy, and included ‘a national test of 

achievement, an adult core curriculum, close monitoring of student progress’ (Hamilton 

2012b, p. 172).  Since this was the first real initiative of a UK government to shape and 

organise adult literacy, the Skills for Life strategy was ‘charged with inventing a new field of 

practice’ (Hamilton 2012c, p. 6).  However, Hamilton and Hillier wrote of their concerns with 

the signals of changed discourses that the Skills for Life report brought: ‘change was in the 

air and we realised that we were in danger of losing the practices of the past in the rush to a 

future that would have little institutional memory’ (2006, p. xi). It was shown to represent a 

return to the deficit model of literacy learning and prioritised a narrow human capital 

discourse, leaving little room for alternative discourses (Hamilton & Pitt 2011a).  ‘These new 
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processes of governance have eroded the power of the national state as a central decision-

maker and provider of public services. They are characterized by the competitive 

involvement of private and public bodies in social policy, and transnational agencies of all 

kinds – corporate, governmental and NGOs’ (Hamilton & Pitt 2011a, p. 596).  

The USA also began the new millennium with a wide-ranging national policy document, 

From the Margins to the Mainstream: an Action Agenda for Literacy, which called for cross-

sectoral links in the development of policy. However, there was no funding attached to this 

policy and reports from USA pointed to further erosion of both state and federal funding 

(Castleton & McDonald 2002). In 2014 the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 

(WIOA) was enacted, with its almost exclusive emphasis on employment and training, a 

development that was seen as ‘a turning point’ (Belzer 2017, p. 7). The theme of continual 

erosion of funding was echoed in a study of oral histories of adult literacy workers in New 

York in 2013 (Ramdeholl & Wells 2013). Their stories also echoed Hamilton and Hillier’s 

(2006)  concern for ‘losing the practices of the past’.  The authors write of ‘the struggle to 

preserve the connections between literacy and social justice’ (Ramdeholl & Wells 2013, p. 

497) and their despair that the political and funding contexts make that connection no 

longer possible. They refer also to the stifling impact of data collection, an issue that also 

finds resonance with interview data from this study. Rose (2012) wrote of the malaise that 

had beset much of America’s adult education sector and the policies that drive it:  

The de facto philosophy of education we do have is a strictly economic 

one. This is dangerous for without a civic and moral core it could easily 

lead to a snazzy twenty-first-century version of an old and shameful 

pattern in American education: working class people get a functional 

education geared only toward the world of work. For all the hope and 

opportunity they represent, our initiatives lack the imagination and 

heartbeat that transform institutions and foster the wondrous, unrealized 

abilities of the full range of our citizenry (pp 141-2). 

It is hard not to read this without an alternative reading of adult basic education in the 

Australian context, as suggested by data from this study. 
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Adult Basic Education in Australia 

The ANTA Era 

By the end of the 1990s, the field of adult basic education appeared to be at last in an 

established position; it had found a legitimate and visible position within government by 

being co-opted into the cause of improving human capital in the interest of protecting our 

economic prosperity. The Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs 

(DETYA) had an Adult Literacy Policy department, led by Catherine Gyngell, who ‘was a 

strong policy presence for adult literacy for over a decade’ and a good friend to adult 

literacy within the public service (McHugh 2006, p. 10).  This department was situated 

within the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) which had been established in 

1992 to provide national guidance and regulation to the training industry in implementation 

of the National Training Reform Agenda. Adult literacy policy activists had seized the 

opportunity to argue for the establishment of the Adult Literacy National Project within 

ANTA and a number of adult literacy practitioners and activists were among the key ANTA 

appointees, ensuring that literacy and numeracy issues remained on the ANTA agenda.  

Central to the objectives of this project were those related to the integration of language, 

literacy and numeracy (LLN) competencies into VET training, that is, to their human capital 

value. Nevertheless, one of the objectives of the project was a non-vocational objective, 

stating that the project would ‘provide assistance and support to those in the community 

with language, literacy and numeracy needs’ (Gyngell & Wignall 2002, p. 6). The program 

description further stated that: 

By funding a mixture of research, resources and PD [professional development] 

in the VET and community sectors, this National Project assists Australians as 

workers, citizens and learners to improve their literacy and numeracy skills 

(Gyngell & Wignall 2002, p. 6). 

This was a clear signal that, even within the national training authority, acknowledgement 

was given to the value of literacy beyond its human capital value and literacy in its full social 

context was part of the policy discourse at this level.  
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In recognition of this objective the Adult Literacy National Project provided on-going funding 

for projects such as the Reading Writing Hotline; production of the periodical Good Practice; 

ACAL’s Literacy Links newsletter; and the LiteracyNet website with links to program 

information, resources and research. The department also worked with the National Centre 

for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) to manage a budget for literacy research. In 

addition, funding was allocated to small and medium scale innovative resource 

development and research projects (McHugh 2006). The lists of these innovative projects 

that attracted funding were published in Literacy Links and show that they represented a 

wide range of issues that were of interest to the field, with titles such as: Community Story-

Boards: Enabling Literacy through Community Engagement; Literacy Face to Face: A 

Resource for Volunteer Literacy Tutors; and Literacy Resources for St Vincents Life Skills 

Program. Nevertheless, the main focus of the Adult Literacy National Project was with 

vocational programs such as the program for retrenched workers in the textile, clothing and 

footwear industry  (ACAL 2004); the national employment-related program; and the 

Workplace English Language and Literacy (WELL) program. In time these came to be the 

only programs and projects that attracted government attention and funding.  

However, these were the dying days of ‘Australia’s Literacy Decade’ which was to come to 

an end with the election in 1996 of the Howard conservative government (McKenna & 

Fitzpatrick 2004b, p. 66).  The new government signalled that it intended to further 

streamline the reform of the vocational training process that had begun in the late 1980s 

with National Training Reform Agenda. In 1994 the second phase of training reform had 

been introduced with the National Training Framework. The archival data shows that the 

new government’s interpretation of the new National Training Framework became 

increasingly more stringent and allied to the neoliberal agenda during this era, as will be 

shown below.  

For the field of adult basic education, the key element of interest in the new National 

Training Framework was the introduction of training packages.  These aimed at establishing 

a framework of industry standards for each industry grouping, packaged to form a range of 

national qualifications. The standards were developed by Industry Training Advisory Bodies 

(ITABS), further enhancing the role of industry in determining the skills taught and assessed 

in the education sector and moving the centre of influence over vocational education ever 
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more closely to industry. In the face of this shift, the archival evidence attests to an 

enormous amount of professional energy in the adult literacy field that was expended to 

ensure that issues of LLN were taken into account in the development of training packages 

in vocational fields. 

The development of training packages was shown to have far-reaching implications for 

many practitioners of adult language, literacy and numeracy who were to become deeply 

involved in the VET reforms of this period. It had been agreed at government level, that 

English language, literacy and numeracy competencies must be incorporated into 

competency standards and the development of vocational training packages was seen as an 

ideal opportunity for doing this. Many of the existing industry standards had to be revised to 

include what were known as 'workplace communication competencies' (Wignall 1999, p. 8) 

in order that the teaching of language, literacy and numeracy could be contextualised and 

integrated into training. Wignall, who was employed by ANTA at the time, and was close to 

these changes, wrote that:  

The changes will mean new ways of working within industry assessing and 

reporting against Industry Standards using the new Training Packages. For 

others, the changes may be far broader and may mean a complete 

reassessment of their role as a language, literacy and numeracy 

practitioner or the need for additional training. Either way, there will be 

many new things to know, and an adjustment of all the useful skills, 

training and assessment you've acquired under the 'old' system to fit in 

with the new system (1999, p. 7). 

In order to address these ‘new ways of working within industry’, the ANTA Workplace 

Communication Project was established and produced professional development packages 

and resources to ensure that LLN was integrated into training package delivery. Significant 

amongst these products was the publication of Built in, Not Bolted on (Wignall 1999) which 

became a key resource to demonstrate the ways in which language, literacy and numeracy 

could be integrated into vocational competencies.  

To further ensure integration of LLN with the new competency based training, a new 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (TAE) package for vocational teachers and trainers 
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was developed, specifically integrating LLN across all the units and adding a specialist LLN 

unit. The intention was that all trainers and assessors would develop the competency to 

identify learners who may need LLN support and to be able to develop strategies to support 

such learners.   

This move to integrate LLN into vocational training, which had begun to accelerate in the 

1990s, became central to the professional discourse in this period, as demonstrated by the 

literature and the archival evidence.  As Wignall had suggested in her discussion of the role 

of LLN teachers in industry, ‘If you're not in the vanguard you are in the guard's van’ 

(Wignall 1999, p. 22). 

Although integration had become central to the professional discourse, the literature shows 

that many in the field were sceptical of its ultimate success, given the primary focus on skills 

development in the VET sector (for example, Sanguinetti 2007; Wickert et al. 2007). The 

findings of a number of research projects into the effects of integrating literacy and 

numeracy into training packages (for example, Sanguinetti & Hartley 2000) suggested that, 

in spite of the efforts of literacy practitioners and activists, VET trainers continued to pay 

little attention to the LLN needs of the trainees, and there was a wide-spread under-usage 

of the range of ANTA developed materials that could have supported the integration of 

literacy/ numeracy into training.  

Jobseeker programs 

The election of the Howard conservative government in 1996 saw a shift in and tightening of 

the regulations surrounding the Commonwealth funded jobseeker program. Funding for 

Labor’s SIP program was abolished and by 1998 was completely phased out, to be replaced 

with the Literacy and Numeracy Training (LANT) program. The LANT program was placed 

within the labour market programs with their strong mutual obligation focus and whereas 

the earlier SIP program had also been underpinned by the notion of mutual obligation, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, it was not expressed as overtly as it was with the LANT 

program. It was felt that the earlier program had expressed mutual obligation within the 

policy context of a ‘social justice approach’ (Falk 2001b, p. 212).  

The language used to announce the new program gives an indication of the ways in which 

the government conceived of its relationship with the students or ‘clients’. For example, 



181 
 

Minister Kemp’s press release suggests strongly the discourse of individual responsibility, 

deficit and blame that was to characterise the program: 

All people aged between 18 and 24 who have been receiving 

unemployment benefits for six months or more must now do more to help 

themselves find work or risk having their payments reduced or possibly 

withdrawn. Those who are assessed as having inadequate literacy or 

numeracy skills must undertake the training. Refusal could lead to an 

initial reduction of unemployment benefits of 18 per cent for 26 weeks 

(cited in Manwaring & O'Maley 2001, p. 14). 

Prime Minister Howard’s announcement of the LANT program in his 1999 Address to the 

Nation, titled The Australian Way further highlighted the government’s punitive views of 

literacy in relation to unemployment: 

This government will require young people who lack basic literacy and 

numeracy skills to undertake training in those areas as a condition of 

receiving their full unemployment benefit. Refusing to learn how to read 

and write will deny young unemployed the full dole (cited in Manwaring & 

O'Maley 2001, p. 14). 

The LANT program went through another iteration in 2002, and in 2013 it was replaced by 

the most recent iteration, the Skills for Education and Employment (SEE) program.  These 

various versions of the jobseeker program had been overseen by successive conservative 

and Labor governments, with little change in their philosophical orientation or operation. 

However, towards the end of this period the competitive tendering process to determine 

allocation of program contracts, became more and more responsive to the conservative 

government’s free market approach, with data from the study showing that contracts were 

increasingly awarded to novice providers to the field, including to international 

corporations.   

Along with changes to the jobseeker education programs came radical changes to the 

jobseeker referral agencies that were responsible for initial assessment and referral of 

clients to the jobseeker programs. The functions of the Commonwealth Employment Service 
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(CES), the government department that had originally performed this function, were 

tendered out to private and semi-government organisations.  

With the profit motive driving referral and provision, anecdotal evidence from the 

interviewees in the study suggests that many prospective students were being denied the 

opportunity to participate even in this provision. A 2015 program evaluation found that 

many agencies ‘lack an understanding of the SEE programme, the referral process and/or 

how to identify LLN needs in clients’ (Acil Allen Consulting 2015, p. 35). The evaluation 

showed that many clients were encouraged by their referring agencies to exit their SEE 

program early in order to accept employment, rather than continue to develop their LLN 

skills, ‘to the detriment of their long-term employability’ (Acil Allen Consulting 2015, p. 59).  

Furthermore, interview data suggests that such outcomes are the result of the contractual 

arrangements related to remuneration for referral agencies and program providers, the 

result of an unwelcome intrusion of marketisation into students’ adult basic education 

programs. 

Interviewees also report anecdotal evidence of prospective students being denied access to 

the program on the grounds that they were unlikely to make sufficient progress. This was 

justified on the grounds that the eligibility criteria for the program states that eligible clients 

are those that ‘are deemed suitable for training without any barriers that would prevent 

successful participation’ (Department of Education and Training 2017). Thus many pre-level 

1 and level 1 (on the ACSF) adults are denied access to the main source of publicly funded 

provision, on the grounds that engaging in literacy tuition would not lead to increased 

human capital. In reference to a similar employment-related program in Canada, Darville 

(2011) referred to ‘these invidious cost-benefit calculations [that make] lower level people 

appear as costly investments with unlikely pay-off’ (p. 167).  This decision does acknowledge 

that a short LN program, focussed on employment skills is not likely to lead to employment 

for those assessed at the lower levels of the ACSF, but it ignores the fact that many benefits 

such as improved health, civic engagement and interpersonal trust can accrue from even 

small improvements in literacy skills (Belzer & Kim 2018).  Analysis of recent PIAAC data 

indicated that ‘statistically significant gains in many important social outcomes exist without 

achieving major leaps in literacy skills’ (Belzer & Kim 2018, p. 606). Moreover, there is 
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evidence from the literature that such short-term literacy programs have little long-term 

effect on either literacy/ numeracy competencies or employment prospects (Reder 2014).  

Outsourced foundation skills products 

In 2004 the Industry Training Advisory Boards that were responsible for developing the 

initial standards, were replaced with Industry Skills Councils (ISCs), and adult basic education 

(now called Foundation Skills) was included under the Innovation and Business Skills 

Australia (IBSA) council. Thereafter the field gained a training package, Training and 

Education (TAE),  containing three teaching qualifications:  

 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment 
 Vocational Graduate Certificate in Adult Language, Literacy and Numeracy Practice 

(Later to become the Graduate Diploma of Adult Language, Literacy and Numeracy 
Practice)  

 Graduate Diploma of Adult Language, Literacy and Numeracy Leadership 
These qualifications were focussed entirely on training teachers to work in the vocational 

context with a heavy emphasis on assessment. The previous tertiary level qualifications that 

had fed the professional practice knowledge of earlier decades as discussed in the previous 

chapter, began to be withdrawn so that apart from one other university qualification, the 

only specialist adult literacy/ numeracy qualification was that contained in the TAE training 

package, and developed by an industry body. The fact that it was developed by the VET 

sector and focussed on meeting the immediate needs of practitioners (as required of a 

training package) severely curtails the scope of the qualification and excludes, for example 

‘critical inquiry about their own professional practice and the direction in which their field is 

developing’ (Yasukawa 2010) . In 2016 ISCs were superseded by Skills Service Organisations 

(SSOs), with PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), a multinational accounting and professional 

services corporation, having responsibility for foundation skills. Thus the government had 

outsourced policy and curriculum development and further distanced it from the influence 

of practitioners. Having laid down tight parameters, the governance of the field was thus 

ceded to the market. It was now ‘governing without governing’ (Olssen, cited in Apple 2005, 

p. 14). 

In 2013 IBSA developed another training package for VET students, the Foundation Skills 

Training Package (FSK). It was ‘designed to work in combination with [other training 
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packages] to support the achievement of vocational pathways’ (IBSA 2013, p. 4).  Crucially, it 

did not specify specialist adult basic education qualifications as a requirement to deliver the 

FSK. Rather, it stated that trainers and assessors ‘will require recognised expertise in the 

delivery and assessment of foundation skills. This expertise will vary according to the 

training context and the needs of the learners’ (IBSA 2013, p. 6). This downgrading (and 

removal) of the specialist qualifications required to teach foundation skills was the result of 

direct influence of industry, in this case the education and training industry that had in 

recent years been expanded to include a large number of private providers. They had joined 

the network of actors shaping the field, and had developed a powerful voice, as 

demonstrated by the following statement by one of the developers of the FSK training 

package in reference to the outcome of the consultations with stakeholders:  

Some LLN practitioners would like to see delivery from the FSK restricted 

to qualified LLN teachers, but many stakeholders feel that less stringent 

requirements are necessary if the package is to be taken up in the broad 

range of delivery environments for which it is intended (Roberts 2013, p. 

15). 

The data shows the dismay of the profession that, at the request of the private training 

market, a large sector of provision in the field now did not require specialist qualifications 

for its teachers (for example, NSW Adult Literacy & Numeracy Council 2018).  

This era saw two further assessment products commissioned by the Commonwealth 

government; the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF) (Mclean et al. 2012) and the 

Foundation Skills Assessment Tool (FSAT). The ACSF was the most recent iteration of an 

adult basic education assessment framework and followed broadly the approach to 

assessment introduced by the National Reporting System outlined in the previous chapter; 

like the NRS, it was mandated for use with all Commonwealth funded foundation skills 

programs. Although practitioners found it theoretically defensible, the interview data shows 

that in practice, most felt that it was onerous and complex to use.  

FSAT was developed by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) in 2016 as an 

interactive, online tool designed to assess the foundation skills of students enrolling in VET 

courses. It was supposedly intended to negate the need for individual assessment by a 
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qualified teacher. However, the Department of Education and Training website shows that 

by July 2018 it had been used by very few providers and had been withdrawn. 

National Foundation Skills Strategy 

Twenty years since the previous major policy initiative, a new product was commissioned by 

the Standing Council on Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment (SCOTESE) and was 

launched in 2012; this was the National Foundation Skills Strategy Project (SCOTESE 2012). 

Recognition was given in the document of the need to assist individuals to develop their 

foundation skills for both social and economic purposes, in the interests of the individual, of 

civil society and of the national economy. This was articulated in the vision for the strategy, 

which was to support: 

A proactive and inclusive Australia in which adults develop and maintain 

the foundation skills they need to participate confidently in the economy 

and meet the complex demands of modern life (p. 9). 

Recognition was given at various points in the document also to the role of literacy 

development in social capacity building, for example:  

Australian governments also recognise the benefits that improved 

foundation skills can deliver to individuals and the community through 

enriched personal lives and greater community participation (p. 4).  

Moreover, the elaboration of one of the key priority areas for action is consistent with the 

traditional, student-centred principles of adult literacy practice. It recommends that:  

Adult learners have high quality learning opportunities and outcomes – 

providing a variety of foundation skills development opportunities that 

can be tailored to individual needs will make it easier for learners to build 

skills that are relevant to their situation (p. 3). 

However, a critical reading of the document clarifies the predominant discourse surrounding 

it. The opening sentence of the ministerial foreword signals the intent:  ‘More than 7.5 

million Australian adults do not have the literacy and numeracy skills needed to participate 

fully in today’s workforce’ (p. i). The foreword makes no mention of any objectives for the 

strategy, other than human capital objectives. The site chosen for the launch of the strategy 
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provides further evidence: it was launched by the Parliamentary Secretary for Education and 

Skills at an electronics factory outside Adelaide (Yasukawa & Black 2016b). The title of the 

strategy had a powerful message to send also: the field was to be known as Foundation 

Skills with little acknowledgement of the social context view of literacy (NSW Adult Literacy 

& Numeracy Council 2017).  

The strategy comprised a small number of projects, including an NCVER survey of 

practitioners to discover Who is delivering Foundation Skills? (Circelli 2015); a Foundation 

Skills Community of Practice project, involving sixteen practitioners from around Australia, 

working in different contexts; the nomination of seven Workplace Champions from a 

number of industries; the development of a Foundation Skills Professional Standards 

Framework and several more small projects, most of which focussed on integration of LLN in 

VET (SCOTESE 2012). 

Crucially, there was no on-going or significant funding attached to this strategy, unlike the 

previous policies of the late 1980s and early 1990s. Nor was there evidence of strategic 

involvement of the stakeholders implicated in the whole-of-government approach that it 

suggested (ACAL 2012). It was therefore an aspirational document, open to market forces to 

determine the areas in which and the extent to which it was implemented. Given the 

evidence of government’s faith in market forces to indicate funding allocations, the data 

suggests that the influence of industry bodies continued to ensure that funding was 

allocated almost exclusively to employment related programs to the exclusion of other 

priorities suggested in the document. 

It is not surprising that the human capital message emerged as the prominent message from 

the NFSS since the coalition of industry interests that have been shown to be driving the 

direction of the field had shown an interest in the strategy from its inception. For example, 

the Australian Industry Group commissioned a study, When Words Fail (2012) to investigate 

the views of employers regarding the literacy levels of their employees, and showed, 

predictably, that ‘75% of employers reported that their business was affected by low levels 

of literacy and numeracy’ (p.ii), with the recommendation that employers’ views and 

concerns be positioned ‘at the centre of the National Foundation Skills Strategy’(p. vi).  
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The Foundation Skills Professional Standards Framework (FSPSF)  

This was the final product to emerge from the NFSS, and was the response to the fourth of 

the key priority areas: ‘Building the capacity of the education and training workforces to 

deliver foundation skills’ (SCOTESE 2012, p. 3). The Framework was designed to describe 

‘the capabilities of the diverse field of practitioners who teach, train, assess and support 

foundation skills service provision in a variety of environments’ (SA Dept State Development 

2017b, p. 1). The fact that it attempts to describe the diversity of the field makes it a key 

source document for an understanding of the way the field is framed in the new millennium.  

The range of contexts and functions of those involved in the delivery of foundation skills 

that the Framework encompasses are: 

 people for whom foundation skills provision is their whole job, 

often involving a specialisation in a particular aspect of foundation 

skills  

 people for whom responsibility for addressing foundation skills is a 

subset of their broader teaching, training and assessing practice 

 people for whom teaching, training and assessing are not a central 

focus of their work but who provide knowledge and skills that 

support foundation skills service delivery (SA Dept State 

Development 2017a, pp. 2-3). 

There is no clear demarcation in the document between foundation skills professionals or 

specialist qualified practitioners and those who play a support role, thus further 

strengthening the perception within VET that adult basic education is not a specialist field 

and does not require specialist qualifications and hereby diminishing the status of the 

profession (NSW Adult Literacy & Numeracy Council 2017). The diversity of contexts and 

roles that the document encompasses suggests that it is now difficult to refer to the field of 

adult basic education, or even the field of foundation skills. Data shows that attention to 

foundation skills occurs in such a range of VET and non-VET contexts, and is the 

responsibility of such a range of people, that as a field, it has been rendered invisible. 
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Whilst the document set out to describe the capabilities of practitioners in the field, it did 

little to build the capacity of the workforce. In the absence of available tertiary specialist 

qualifications, and with very few practitioners enrolling in the new VET sponsored Graduate 

Diploma of Adult LLN Practice, there is an opportunity (and, many believe, an imperative) 

for the provision of government funded professional development programs. A model exists 

in the US with a program that is a response to their similarly under-qualified ABE workforce 

(Smith 2017), a program reminiscent of the commonwealth government funded 

professional development programs offered by ALIO in the 1990s. 

 NSW’s response to national developments   
With the Commonwealth government’s efforts to open up the training industry to the free 

market, the evidence shows that levels of recurrent funding to the public providers, TAFE 

and ACE, had been progressively diminished.  Some adult basic education programs 

continued to be offered, funded through recurrent funding. However, interviewees 

complained that these were increasingly narrow and vocational in scope. Anne commented 

that 

Things have become so narrow, you can only do one kind of course, in one 

type of format. There is no opportunity, or very little opportunity to change 

the delivery situation – there just aren’t as many possibilities now as there 

used to be.  

Smart and Skilled    

In 2012 the Commonwealth and states and territories committed to a National Partnership 

Agreement on Skills Reform. The agreement set out the goals and structures of 

intergovernmental VET funding and reform, aiming to achieve reform directions agreed 

under the National Agreement on Skills and Workforce Development (NASWD). One of the 

aims of the Agreement was that public providers should operate effectively in an 

environment of greater competition.   

In response to this, NSW introduced the Smart and Skilled program in January 2015. The 

focus was on skills training for employment and work. It was a user-pays system, so that for 

the first time ABE students faced student fees unless they had a personal (social security) 
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exemption. As Sam remarked, ‘You couldn’t get any further away now from that original 

second chance education, of the Kangan stuff, to where TAFE is now’ (interview). 

Interview data suggests that the next few years represented a very low point for TAFE NSW, 

since the introduction of the restrictions on student participation and the complex 

enrolment system that came with Smart and Skilled, coincided with a new TAFE 

administrative system that was fraught with problems. Even though some applicants were 

exempt from the Smart and Skilled fees on the basis of personal exemptions, interview data 

suggests that provision was patchy, fluid and inconsistent. 

Nevertheless, the Smart and Skilled program did quarantine some of its funds for 

Community Service Obligation (CSO) provision for those who were educationally 

disadvantaged. This funding was available to TAFE and ACE alone, in recognition of their 

legislative requirement to provide access to disadvantaged groups. It was used differently in 

different TAFE institutes and ACE colleges: some for disability groups, some for learner 

support in VET courses and some to fund traditional adult basic education classes. Some 

interviewees also noted, optimistically, that TAFE had introduced the option to develop non-

nationally recognised curricula in a small number of situations; curricula that could be 

developed by practitioners in response to student needs.  

However, the use of CSO funding and non-nationally recognised curricula to provide adult 

basic education classes was inconsistent in terms of actual course delivery. Furthermore, the 

interview data shows that much staff expertise had been lost. A series of TAFE restructures 

had seen the previous adult basic education sections amalgamated with other sections such 

as Languages under the banner of Foundation Skills; expertise began to be lost and the 

identity of the previous adult basic education field became invisible. Lorraine told of one 

metropolitan institute that had offered so many redundancy packages to its ABE staff that it 

now found it was unable to offer the courses it wanted to because it didn’t have the 

appropriate staff. 

There has been such an exodus, either because of ‘efficiencies’ or because 

people have just left, that even though there’s some funding where we can 

have an opportunity to do work, we’re not able to do that, so that’s a real 

issue for us, finding and rebuilding that expertise.  
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Even in institutes where the capacity still existed to offer ABE courses, the likelihood that 

CSO funds would be used in this way was dependent on the inclination of individual 

managers, many of whom now had little understanding of the role of adult basic education 

and the needs of its target students.  

It is easier to substantiate the argument that you are getting rid of basic 

ed. now. There’s less money for it and there are tighter rules around it. 

Managers make arguments like ‘students haven’t shown up this year, I’m 

sorry, it’s just purely economics. I can’t afford to run your section when you 

have no students. You’ll have to go. Right, we won’t advertise that next 

year’. That sort of thing. I wonder if old prejudices have played into it too 

(Mary – interview). 

The efforts that sympathetic managers have had to go to in order to manipulate the funding 

system to ensure some sort of provision were described by Joanne:  

At the moment, [i.e.2016] the courses are fee free because they [TAFE 

management] have realised that VET has not had the uptake, so this year 

they are fee free. I think you’ve got to realise now in this world that things 

are changing all the time, and you have to take the opportunity when 

you’ve got it and then if it changes again, then you’ve just got to change 

tack again (Interview). 

Unfortunately, prospective students did not see it this way. Evidence from the earlier period 

in which ‘TAFE actively targeted these groups’ (Black & Bee 2018, p. 113), suggests that 

programs need to be promoted in a consistent way for prospective students to be made 

aware of what was available. 

Alternative provision       

TAFE had been the major provider of adult basic education courses in NSW since the 

foundation years of the program, offering a diversity of program types, but it had effectively 

vacated the field by the time Smart and Skilled was introduced. Apart from the few 

programs offered with CSO funding in some colleges, and its role in learner support for 

students enrolled in vocational courses, its main role was now simply as a competitor with 

private RTOs for Commonwealth funded employment related programs. As a public 
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provider, ACE colleges were also subject to the restrictions of Smart and Skilled, with the 

move further towards vocationalism and the requirement to use nationally accredited 

(competency-based) curricula. When TAFE and ACE were forced to move away from 

provision of non-vocational courses, it was evident that no other organisation moved into 

the vacuum, with very few exceptions (Iles & Finch 2017).  

For prospective students who were not jobseekers, there were few options, with the 

exception of the few classes run under CSO funding by TAFE and ACE colleges. The statistics 

relating to callers to the Reading Writing Hotline serve to illustrate this (Osmond 2017). In 

recent years, an increasingly disproportionate number of callers to the Hotline were from 

NSW, indicating that in NSW adults seeking adult literacy services simply do not know where 

to go. This is in contrast to Victoria, for example, where the network of neighbourhood 

houses has always, in the public perception, been the place to go to for adult education.  

Further evidence was offered by the response to Dymock’s (2007) survey of non-accredited 

community adult language, literacy and numeracy provision in Australia. Questionnaires 

were sent out to LLN providers nationally, asking for information about their non-accredited 

programs. Of these, very few were returned by NSW providers, in contrast to the other 

states, further suggesting that NSW’s non-accredited literacy provision was scant.  

In 2002 and again in 2008, the State, Territory and Australian Government Ministers 

published a Ministerial Declaration on Adult and Community Education (Ministerial Council 

for Vocational and Technical Education 2008; Ministerial Council on Education 2002). These 

were not policy documents but rather a set of goals and suggested strategies for achieving 

them, unaccompanied by funding commitments or any rigorous monitoring system. 

Nevertheless, they added to the rhetoric in the policy discourse of non-formal adult basic 

education programs. For example, the National Foundation Skills Strategy quoted the 2008 

Ministerial Declaration on Adult Community Education that argued, ‘For many individuals 

who are not engaged in formal learning, non-accredited education and training can build 

self-esteem and confidence and can provide a viable pathway into prevocational training, 

education or employment’ (SCOTESE 2012, p. 16). 

An earlier Senate report in 1997, titled Beyond Cinderella: towards a learning society  

(Crowley 1997), argued against the binary conception of vocational and non-vocational 
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education, and the deep funding inequities that followed from it. The reference to 

Cinderella has resonance for many in the non-vocational adult education sphere, as despite 

these repeated reports and declarations, dedicated funding has not been identified for 

these programs; ‘in this regard, adult education is still dressed in rags’ (Walters et al. 2004, 

p. 164). At the time of writing there is evidence that NSW public libraries have begun to 

move into the (unfunded) non-vocational, non-accredited LLN field, with a number of 

libraries having established volunteer tutor programs, bringing a sense of a return to the 

informal, ad hoc provision of the 1970s (Iles & Finch 2017). In spite of the recommendations 

for funded non-formal, non-vocational programs in the policy documents cited above, these 

recommendations remain in the policy rhetoric. The data has found that funding has not 

been forthcoming.  

Community of Practice    

This period saw the fracturing of and virtual end to the once vibrant community of practice 

in NSW, as demonstrated in the interview data. The deliberative spaces of the past that had 

fostered new ideas and allowed emerging ideas to be evaluated and shared began to 

disappear. In NSW this was heralded at the end of 1999 by the closure of ALIO, the hub of 

professional activity and ideas in NSW. The restructuring of TAFE into institutes, each with 

responsibility for management of programs and provision of professional development, 

further fractured the TAFE workforce and the competitive tendering process brought an end 

to the cross-provider cooperation of the past. 

Although the closure of ALIO in 1999 had strangely prompted little reaction from 

practitioners, there was one further example of the agency felt by the LLN community 

when, in 2003 the NSW government announced that fees would be introduced for all 

courses that were previously fee free. ABE students now faced a course fee of $150 per 

semester. The NSWALNC made a prompt and coordinated response (Hazell 2003). Students 

were surveyed for their response, a postcard campaign from students to key politicians was 

launched, a position paper was written, a communication network was set up and a letter 

writing campaign commenced. The TAFE managers group and the Teachers Federation 

became involved to offer support. A town hall meeting was organised for Petersham Town 

Hall, which was packed to capacity on the night. At the end of the meeting it was announced 

that the government had, in fact, backed down; the campaign had been a complete success. 
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Hazell, who was a member of the organising sub-committee and who documented the 

campaign (2003) wrote that:  

the campaign has also led to something of a revitalisation of some 

networks in Adult Basic Education, with teachers being reminded that we 

are in fact part of a field, and that there is great value in keeping in touch 

with colleagues (p. 65).  

However, this revitalisation seems to have been short-lived, since the archival and interview 

data shows that the next time fees were introduced as part of the government’s Smart and 

Skilled initiative, as indicated above, there was no response from the field. It seemed that 

there was no longer a sense of a community of practice. 

When Hazell was asked in 2016 what the highs in her career were, she responded: 

One of the highs was the fee win. Winning that fees fight was a big high. 

That was very satisfying. And we didn’t have to re-fight that till now and of 

course nobody’s fighting now. How can you? 

The following responses to my question about a sense of belonging to a community of 

practice is typical of the responses of all of my interviewees: 

We are much more in our silos than ever, and of course we shouldn’t be. It 

has a lot to do with the way the colleges and the institute is structured. 

(Alison) 

When I began there was such a strong community of practice at all levels 

… all of that was officially supported … And then, clusters and institutes 

were developed and the centralised TAFE system was broken into bits and 

we saw less of each other and there were less meetings and there was no 

longer a coordinator, and just simple things like there was no longer a 

state [ABE] staff list, just simple clerical things like that. So now nobody 

knows who is working in the field, and nobody ever gets to talk to each 

other. (Anne) 

The NSWALNC began to struggle for membership; in particular, for committed, active 

members, a situation that appears common to other state literacy councils from that time 
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(Campbell 2005). In 2009 it almost faced closure. Anne, who had been president at one time 

reflected that: 

In the end it became impossible to run the council. It came down to the 

goodwill of three people…but when it came to the crunch, unless people 

saw a value or were interested in taking part, what was the point? 

(Interview) 

It was, however, saved with an injection of commitment from a few new executive 

members and continues to function in a more restricted way than in its heyday.  

Interviewees gave a number of reasons for this lack of active interest, including the 

casualisation of the workforce, job losses and a sense of just needing to survive in an ever-

changing environment. ‘It just became a matter of surviving and dealing with the latest 

thing - wave of admin or policy that came through’ (Anne – interview). There were also 

suggestions that the complexity of the field has meant that practitioners no longer have a 

sense of what holds them together, and what is worth fighting for, or even possible to fight 

for. ‘I don’t actually know what I am pushing for, what I am fighting for … and I am 

powerless to do anything about it [anyway]’ (Sam – interview). 

Amongst the cohesive factors that fed the original community of practice, specialist adult LN 

journals were mentioned as one of the important factors influencing the development of 

professional practice knowledge. In this era however, they began to disappear. ALIO’s 

Broadsheet ceased with the demise of ALIO and the NSWALNC journal, Literacy and 

Numeracy Exchange had been reduced from a quarterly to an annual publication but even 

that was discontinued from 2008. The Council continued to publish occasional editions of 

collections of student writing, since these required less professional input. At the time of 

writing the only current NSWALNC communication remains an e-newsletter. ACAL’s journal 

Literacy Links was discontinued in 1995, to be replaced also by an e-newsletter. The 

international journal Literacy and Numeracy Studies has moved to an online publication and 

only VALBEC’s Fine Print remains as a hard copy journal. 

The scholarly underpinning that fed the body of professional practice knowledge also began 

to disappear. Funding to NCVER for adult literacy research was withdrawn in 2007 and as 

tertiary institutions began to discontinue their post-graduate adult LN courses, those 
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academics who had been responsible for much national research and policy activism 

vacated the field. In 2015 the University of Technology Sydney (UTS), which had trained 

many specialist LN teachers in NSW, also discontinued its highly valued post-graduate 

course. For Rosie, this was one of the low points for the field: 

And of course the demise of adult literacy teaching opportunities at higher 

education level, the demise of all the courses, that’s a low. I think that was 

the lowest of the low, when the cert 4 [in Training and Assessment] 

became the requirement for teaching (Interview). 

The absence of specialist adult literacy/ numeracy academics working in this field in tertiary 

institutions had wider repercussions and is not peculiar to Australia.  

Remember that 1992 conference we had at Sydney Uni? When you had 

Colin Lankshear, Allan Luke, Peter Freebody, those three major academics 

who were involving themselves in adult literacy … so much vitality in the 

academic field. We all thought we were part of that. It was a really 

exciting time. There is no longer an academic community of practice. (Sam 

– interview) 

The readily available professional development programs of past decades also fed the body 

of professional practice knowledge and helped to tie the community of practice together. 

With the demise of ALIO much of this also disappeared. Professional development was now 

the responsibility of individual TAFE institutes, but this responsibility was rarely taken up. 

Margaret remembered that ‘at Petersham occasionally we did professional development 

and got the teachers along a couple of times a year. Couldn’t happen now. There’s nobody 

left’.  (Interview) 

Institute-based and college-based staff meetings or seminars came to be concentrated 

almost exclusively on assessment and compliance issues. When asked about these 

meetings, Anne replied, ‘Never about content. And when I say never, I mean never. They’re 

just always about computer systems’.  Sonia agreed: 

Well so much of it seems to be driven by audit requirements and the 

reasons for doing assessment moderations and validations; having 
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meetings to discuss our validation plans and our assessment plans; the 

number of assignments that we set; and the assessment tasks that we set - 

mostly around the threat of an audit rather than anything meaningful  

(interview). 

The prominence of compliance and systems issues in the guise of professional development 

was indicated also in a survey of the LLN and education and training workforces which found 

that  

The content areas of professional development most often undertaken by 

respondents in their current role related to: reporting and systems 

compliance; using new resources; learning about new delivery 

modes/methods; digital literacy and integrating LLN into vocational 

contexts (Circelli 2015, p. 38). 

The NSWALNC also conducted a NSW-based similar survey with similar findings (NSW Adult 

Literacy & Numeracy Council 2016). The main locus of influence on the professional practice 

knowledge of the field had therefore shifted from the practitioners themselves in their 

sharing of professional craft knowledge (or bottom-up influence), to the government and 

institution level in their quest for assessment and systems evaluation information (top-

down influences). Interviewee responses showed that they resented the fact that this had 

begun to appear as the important element of ‘what counts’ in professional practice 

knowledge. 

The TAFE curriculum centre responsible for ABE still organised an annual conference in this 

period, but because of the fluid and rapidly changing VET context, conference programs 

show that much of the content of these meetings was also increasingly dedicated to 

organisational or systemic issues and the human capital argument remained central.   

The NSWALNC had continued to organise annual low-budget conferences but employer-

funding for practitioners to attend had become very limited. ‘Budgets started getting cut in 

institutes so that they wouldn’t fund teachers to come to things even if they were coming in 

their own time’ (Anne – interview). Interviewees expressed a reluctance to continue to fund 

their own professional development, with a suggestion of growing loss of goodwill towards 

the employer:  
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I have paid for professional development myself and conferences and 

webinars and things but I am getting a bit jaded and I’m not shelling out 

that money any more. I want to learn but …’ (Susan – interview). 

Susan went on to argue, as many other interviewees did, that the casualisation of the 

workforce was one of the major factors providing a barrier to the creativity that had fed the 

community of practice in previous decades: 

I think it’s a very dangerous way to run an education business. Because, 

I’m casual, I’m paid for the hours I teach so nearly everything else I put in is 

free. So I can do that for a while, but I can’t do that forever…And you feel 

like they [the employers] don’t care.  (Interview) 

On the other hand, this sense of ‘us against them’ was mentioned as one of the factors that 

created something of a sense of community of practice: 

I think in the last couple years there has been a kind of ‘us against the 

system’ kind of mentality within the section so I think that’s been perhaps 

a stronger sense of togetherness rather than the actual shared task of 

teaching students. I think that’s the reality… It’s kind of ‘backs up against 

the wall’ (Sonia – interview) 

 

The professional discourse 

Human capital / social justice      

The professional literature and the data from the study show that the tension between 

competing discourses that had begun to be evident in the previous decade continued to 

occupy the professional discourse in this era. Whilst the human capital argument itself had 

always been accommodated in the professional discourse, there were two main areas of 

concern identified in the literature and in the ‘stories from practice’ in this period. These 

were, firstly the ways in which LLN was being integrated into VET products, and more 

importantly, into VET provision, with little evidence of the influence of the ‘Adult Literacy 

Discourse’,  and secondly the extent to which the discourse of human capital increasingly 

overshadowed that of literacy as identity or social capital, and the ultimate effect on 

funding and provision. The literature reflects a growing unease that the concerns that were 
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expressed in the late 1980s with the advent of the National Training Reform agenda were 

becoming a reality. The field had lost control of its education agenda (Wickert 1997). 

The professional literature suggests a growing awareness that, in the move to integrate LLN 

with VET, LLN had become invisible (Sanguinetti & Hartley 2000); the teaching/ learning 

practices that had been characteristic of the professional practice knowledge of the field 

had been abandoned in order to find a place in the new context: 

There is a need for serious (re)conceptualisation of what we mean by 

literacy and numeracy within training contexts and beyond. There must be 

a focus on learners as active, ‘knowing’ agents, as social constructors, 

critical consumers and equitable disseminators of knowledge rather than 

as passive ‘performers’ of defined and predictable tasks according to some 

pre-specified standard (Castleton 2002, p. 2).   

The literature from this period and the ‘stories from practice’ indicated that many 

practitioners had never lost their belief in the social justice role of adult basic education and 

their concern for supporting literacy in its full social context. These were still issues of 

central concern in the professional discourse.  For example, following an ACAL forum in 

2003 titled ‘Beyond Training: locating literacy in social policy’, Castelton and Foley wrote 

that ‘the whole day proved refreshing and exciting, reinvigorating the participants as social 

justice activists and reminding us what first drew us to the field’ (Castleton & Foley 2003, p. 

4).  

Many of the interviewees referred to the ways in which teachers who were familiar with the 

Adult Literacy Discourse used diverse means to manipulate the current system to be able to 

bring some student-centred approaches to their pedagogy. The principles that underpinned 

the Adult Literacy Discourse of the foundation years, and that first drew them to the field, 

lingered in the minds of many.  The frustration of attempting a student centred approach in 

the face of the compliance requirements of the new corporate managerialism was evident 

in the comments of many of these practitioners:   

I have been really impressed by how [teachers] have had to turn 

themselves backwards inside out to actually try and still deliver a good 

product to 18 - 20 students. They have to re-do stuff in different ways, so it 
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is very much small groups …. You haven’t got the luxury of having a 

conversation with anybody and you certainly don’t have individual 

programs. Because of course you still have to match those stupid outcomes 

and indicators … The beauty of it is though, despite the curriculum and the 

training package and all that, people just keep doing what they were doing 

anyway. The cake’s still the same, the icing just gets changed. (Jan – 

interview) 

All flexibility has gone. It feels like creativity in terms of being able to do 

what your students need [has gone]. We still try as teachers, we try terribly 

hard to do that and to bend the words in the units of competence to reflect 

what we know our students need, because they tell us. It would be nice to 

be able to just do it without having to turn yourself inside out and bend 

over backwards and twist everything to give the students what they say 

they want  (Anne – interview). 

The principles underpinning the Adult Literacy Discourse, such as literacy learning for 

personal growth also found less and less place in the new context: 

I think … even 5 years ago, literacy learning as personal growth was still 

possible as a value… but I think the system has eliminated that now… 

Reading and writing just for personal interest or for personal expression or 

creativity, there’s not space for it in the program. (Sonia - interview) 

A number of interviewees who had entered the field in the years when the Adult Literacy 

Discourse was prevalent, expressed concerns for teachers who were new to the field and 

who did not have access to the professional practice knowledge of the early community of 

practice, which would have introduced them to these principles. Sanguinetti (1999, p. 266) 

refers to these practitioners as the ‘culture carriers’ of the pedagogical traditions of ABE: 

 I think [the earlier practitioners] had within them a certain philosophy of 

operating and I think that now anyone who comes in new isn’t going to 

have that and they are going to look at the training packages and they are 

going to look at the curriculum and there is no one to tell them anything 
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different from that so [the earlier philosophy] must dissipate (Sam – 

interview).  

However, interview data suggests that such concerns may be largely ill-founded. Even some 

of the interviewees who were new to the field and had only worked in contexts that were 

not sympathetic to the Adult Literacy Discourse, referred to issues such as social justice: a 

response which most likely springs from their own moral values that they bring to their 

career choice: 

A response to disadvantage is a big motivation... and being able to be part 

of that environment and to make learning a positive experience is really 

rewarding… I guess it probably sounds dramatic to say, but I actually want 

to make teaching an act of love rather than just a job  (Sonia - interview). 

It is encouraging that some of these interviewees made reference to student centred 

approaches to teaching and learning as if they were evidence-based ideas, springing from 

‘tacit knowledge’ (Polanyi 1978) or a ‘search for saliences’ (Kemmis 2005). Carolyn was one 

such teacher. She had only worked in the new context and, when asked what she would like 

to see for the future of ABE responded: 

What about this scenario: if you had about 10 or 15 students and you had 

six months of 12 hours a week or something and it was completely over to 

you. It’s a completely different paradigm isn’t it but it would be quite 

exciting, to sit down with those people at the beginning, and not really 

knowing where you’re going to end up. (Interview) 

In general, however, the hegemony of the human capital discourse was evident. If the only 

context of provision in which practitioners had been employed was employment-related, it 

is not surprising that this became their focus. Moreover, even amongst those who had 

originally been drawn to the field by its social justice values, many seemed to have absorbed 

the human capital discourse into those social justice values.  

I don’t know that I have lost the welfare sort of thing but I am encouraged 

when people get jobs and people achieve to get something and … I am a 

lot more focused about them getting a job and assisting them to change 
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their life because when I see the impact of a job on an Aboriginal family or 

on a migrant family it changes everything in that family. It changes 

everything - about their housing … about their whole ability to engage. I 

think if I could try and give people opportunities to get a job and want that 

job, I think that’s important. That’s really important. (Joanne – interview) 

Mary, who had retired from the field, reflected the frustration that many felt, that in spite 

of evidence from the field over many years, the social justice argument carried little weight 

when it came to allocation of funding: 

One of the reasons that I left is the feeling that you really had to fight the 

battle that you were fighting 20 or 30 years ago all over again, and you 

think ‘but the evidence was compelling then and the evidence has been 

compelling, why have you stopped listening because the evidence remains 

as compelling as ever’? Both the social justice and the human resource 

[arguments] both remain compelling (interview). 

Social capital 

An interest in social capital outcomes had made its way back into the professional literature 

in this era. The concept of social capital had always been evident in the professional 

discourse in a minor way, especially in the foundation years of the field as shown in previous 

chapters, although the terminology of social capital emerged later. The rationale for many 

of the principles that underpinned the Adult Literacy Discourse of those foundation years 

were what came to be termed social capital outcomes.  

By the new millennium however, there was little evidence of LLN provision focussed 

towards achieving social capital outcomes although there was a renewed interest in the 

concept in the academic literature, largely in response to the prevalence of the human 

capital discourse, and the assumption of a dichotomy between human capital and social 

capital outcomes (Balatti, Black & Falk 2006; Balatti & Falk 2002; Black, Falk & Balatti 2007).  

From the beginning of the new millennium ACAL also became instrumental in advancing the 

professional discussion around the topic of social capital in the context of lifelong learning. 

The Council called for a whole-of-government approach that would involve key stakeholders 

in related fields such as health and welfare and that would see literacy and numeracy issues 
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‘embedded in an overall framework of lifelong learning that addresses social inclusion and 

community capacity building’ (ACAL 2001). Following the publication of their position paper, 

A Literate Australia (2001), ACAL established a strategy group to progress these ideas. One 

of the first outcomes of the Strategy Group was the commissioning of the report Taking 

Literacy to Fresh Fields in order to explore the potential for a connection between the field 

of LLN and other social agendas.  In it, the author argued for the built-in-not-bolted-on 

approach to the integration of LLN skills which had entered the lexicon in the VET context, 

to be extended to the social sphere.    

In a report to Literacy Link, the president of ACAL noted that ‘the strategy group has been 

consistent in its view that there is potential in exploring the notion of extending the 

integrated approach characteristic of Vocational Education and Training (VET) programs to a 

broader community base’ (Thompson 2004, p. 1). Amongst other objectives noted was the 

notion of ‘shifting discourses away from teaching to literacy working as a community 

resource that works with others in many and varied ways’ (p. 2). The study found little 

evidence, however, that these ideals have been realised in practice, perhaps because, as 

Figgis warned ‘the concerns of the adult literacy profession about continuing poor literacy 

levels are neither widely shared nor understood’ (Figgis 2004). 

A number of significant projects aimed at developing the concept of the social capital 

benefits of LLN learning, or ‘literacy beyond the classroom’ (O'Maley 2007), as discussed 

more fully in chapter 2. These included Hartley and Horne’s Social and economic benefits of 

improved adult literacy: Towards a better understanding (2006),  Wickert and McGuirk’s 

Integrating literacies: Using partnerships to build literacy capabilities in communities (2005), 

and a number of influential studies by Black, Balatti and Falk (for example, Balatti, Black & 

Falk 2006, 2009b; Black, Falk & Balatti 2007; Falk 2001a) which included  development a 

number of guidelines for pedagogical strategies to draw on in the building of social capital. 

The Hartley and Horne project focused on identifying the economic and social costs and 

benefits of literacy across a number of contexts including health, finance and small business. 

One of the issues to emerge was the need to integrate human and social capital approaches 

during the process of determining and measuring costs and benefits (Hartley & Horne 2006, 

pp. 6,7).  
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The Wickert and McGuirk (2005) study concluded that although ‘there is a need to seek 

greater collaboration on building literacy improvement possibilities in social policy areas 

such as health, youth, housing, welfare, crime prevention and community development’ (p. 

9), the absence of infrastructure and funding incentives pose significant hurdles. 

Apart from references to social capital outcomes in the foundation years of the field, the 

interviewees’ only references to LLN programs in the context of social capital were wistful 

responses to my questions about their wishes for the future of the field.  These are 

discussed in the next chapter. 

Discussion and conclusion 
By the beginning of the new millennium, the field had certainly consolidated its position by 

being drawn into the argument for the importance of vocational education in protecting our 

economic prosperity. A monetary value had been placed on literacy so that its place in the 

policy and public discourse of the nation was assured. However, this brought with it a 

tension between the discourses of social justice (which was still evident in the professional 

discourse and rhetoric of policy documents during this era) and the discourse of human 

capital and employment driven provision. The study showed that, increasingly during this 

period, the human capital argument began to overshadow any other argument for the 

provision of adult basic education services. 

This was driven by the increasingly powerful network of actors that had begun to coalesce 

around the social project of adult basic education in the 1990s and as the data shows, 

became even more adept in delivering a coordinated message in the new millennium.  

Prominent among them were the industry bodies that had been drawn in by government to 

drive the VET reforms of this and the earlier era. With the increasing marketisation of the 

training field, this chapter showed that the dominant actor network was also joined by the 

private training provider lobby. The actor network that had shaped the direction of the field 

in previous decades (including academics and practitioners from the field) was voiceless in 

this re-problematised social project of literacy as human capital.  

Although the human capital argument had always been evident in the discourses around 

adult basic education, the dominance of neoliberal ideas driving government ensured its 

increasing predominance. Interviewees demonstrated that they resented the effects of the 
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marketisation of the field, the casualisation of the workforce and the stultifying effect of 

ever increasing compliance requirements that served to remove any trace of the previous 

humanist Adult Literacy Discourse from provision. The new discourses had little to say about 

classroom practice. Discussion about assessment protocols had moved into the space 

vacated by genuine discussions of teaching and learning practice. 

The community of practice that had characterised previous eras was fractured and by the 

time of writing, the data suggests that it is almost non-existent. However, there is evidence 

in the ‘stories from practice’ that the principles of the Adult Literacy Discourse of the 

foundation years are evident still in the professional discourse; many practitioners search 

for strategies to bring a student-centred approach to their practice in otherwise hostile 

contexts. 

The academic literature and the archival evidence show that the concept of integration of 

literacy and numeracy into VET provision which had begun in the 1990s became the defining 

idea of the new millennium. Literacy and numeracy became everyone’s business and in the 

process, the specialist field of adult basic education became devalued and invisible. With the 

marketisation of provision, the once unified field of adult basic education became a diverse 

range of fields of foundation skills with equally diverse communities of practice, each driven 

by top-down ideas of ‘what matters’ in terms of professional knowledge.  

Anne’s final comment expressed the feelings of those interviewees who had experienced 

the vitality of the first two decades of the field, in comparison to the present.  

‘I really feel that many of us are grieving’. 
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Chapter 8   
Conclusion 

 

Introduction 
In this chapter I synthesise the findings from my thesis and consider what implications it 

holds for some of the current challenges that are faced by the profession. The purpose of 

the study was to help present and future practitioners of adult basic education to ‘develop 

an understanding of the complexities and inconsistencies that constitute the field … in order 

to intervene in and assume control of the future of their field’ (Lee & Wickert 2000, pp. 143-

4). The study has shown that the ‘stories from practice’ presented in the data have offered a 

deeper and more nuanced understanding of these complexities than that offered by the 

official stories against which they are analysed.  

The main conceptual frameworks that have been employed in the study are Actor Network 

Theory; discourse theory, as developed, for example by Foucault (1972); the social practice 

view of language and literacy that flows from this (for example, Gee 2015); and professional 

practice theory (Schatzki 2012), in particular as it relates to communities of practice 

(Kemmis 2009). As argued by Barton and Hamilton (2005) and discussed in chapter 2, it was 

found that concepts from these theoretical frameworks did complement and strengthen 

each other.  

The study identified the main discursive struggles that have surrounded the field of adult 

basic education in NSW and described the socio-economic and cultural influences and 

network of other actors that have influenced the field in each phase of its development. It 

has analysed the development of the field from its genesis in the 1970s against a socio-

economic background of liberal humanism, through the destabilising restructure of 

vocational education and training (VET) of the late 1980s to the present context of strident 

neoliberalism. It has shown that, in the journey, much has been lost of the earlier diversity 

and student-centredness of provision. The stories from practice have illuminated 

practitioners’ sense that the field of adult basic education in the new millennium has lost its 

moral purpose as a field of adult education. 
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Using the concepts of Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Callon 1986; Latour 1987; Law 1999) 

this chapter will address the research questions that framed this study. It will consider 

implications from the study, also using the conceptual tools of ANT, to suggest some 

strategies that might help to reclaim the moral purpose that was central to the field in its 

foundation years, and as evidence from my data suggests, exists still in the minds of many 

teachers. I outline what I believe to be the contribution of the thesis to scholarship in the 

field. 

Revisiting the research questions 
The study sought answers to the following questions: 

a) In what ways have the changing socio-political contexts influenced public and 

institutional policies that have framed adult basic education developments?  

b) What has been the relationship between the professional, and the public and policy 

discourses?  

c) To what extent have teachers’ reports of their pedagogy reflected 

- the rhetoric of the professional discourse and  

- the dictates of public and institutional policies? 

The influence of the changing socio-political contexts on public and institutional policies 

The study has traced many in the assemblage of actors, both human and non-human that 

were responsible for the emergence of the field of adult literacy in the late 1970s and has 

shown how the power of this assemblage of actors was eclipsed from the late 1980s as a 

new assemblage was gathered and a series of ‘processes of translation’ (Callon 1986) began 

to re-order the social project.  I summarise below some of the key actors that I have 

identified in my study that have emerged from the changing socio-political contexts and 

have been responsible for this ordering and re-ordering of the field.  

Influence of non-human entities 

The study has identified a number of key non-human actors that provided a fertile context 

for development of the field.   The socio-cultural milieu of the late 1960s and early 70s was 

found to be one such powerful actor, influencing development of the field in this time in a 

way that would have not been possible in any other era. 
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 The argument was introduced that the economy should be regarded as another important 

non-human actor in our understanding of the discourses surrounding the field. The study 

has demonstrated how transformations in the field occurred against a shift from the big-

government Keynesian economic policy of the foundation years to the stringent neoliberal 

economic policies of the present.  

Transnational influences 

The influence of transnational bodies, in particular UNESCO and the OECD was shown to be 

evident from the early years, reflecting the findings of other studies (for example, Hamilton, 

Macrae & Tett 2001) in identifying important connections between global actor networks 

and local networks.  Both UNESCO and the OECD have been shown to be dominant actors, 

influencing policies from afar.  Both produced, what have been represented as ‘immutable 

mobiles’ (Latour 1987), to be drawn upon by key actors in the field. The first of these was 

UNESCO’s influential document, Learning To Be (Faure 1972), which was found to be 

important in framing the humanist, liberal discourse of the foundation years. In the later, 

neoliberal era, the influence moved to the OECD. The OECD sponsored a series of 

international surveys of literacy competence that became the new key instruments of 

influence. The study has shown how those survey reports were continually called upon by 

the promotors of the argument for literacy as human capital, and were invoked from afar to 

bring authority to the arguments being prosecuted by many in the powerful coalition of 

actors responsible for influencing policy developments from the late 1980s. The connections 

that have been made in the study to similar developments in other Anglophone countries 

indicate the pervasive and hegemonic nature of global neoliberal pressures, and point to an 

international community of practitioners who are mobilising against these pressures and are 

similarly motivated by social justice principles (Bowl & Tobias 2012; Hunter 2016; Ramdeholl 

& Wells 2013; Rose 2012; Tusting 2009). 

Influences on key policy ‘moments’ 

Chapter 4 showed how the economic and cultural background of the 1970s paved the way 

for the first key policy ‘moment’ (Callon 1986) for adult basic education in Australia: the 

report into TAFE in Australia  (Kangan 1974). This highly influential report introduced access 

and equity concerns and ideals of life-long liberal education alongside the traditional 

technical focus, and specifically charged state Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
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authorities with responsibility for the development of the new field of adult literacy 

(Richardson 1975, p. 96), recommending that it should be placed outside of the institutional 

framework . Data from the foundation years shows that this recommendation was initially 

followed, with little interference from the institution of TAFE within which it was placed. 

However, chapters 5 and 6 show how the recommendation of this early key actor became 

eclipsed with the entrance of other powerful actors of the VET sector.  

The advent of neoliberal economic policies in the latter part of the 1980s has been 

represented as the second key ‘moment’ in the narrative. Chapter 6 shows the ways in 

which the down-turn in the economy mobilised a new group of actors who rejected the big-

government economic theories of the past in favour of a marketised economy, and shows 

the influence that this shift to neoliberalism had on the field of adult basic education. Any 

investment in non-market based programs that were not productive of wealth were seen as 

being damaging to the economy (Marginson 1997). The humanist liberal discourse of 

literacy was one of those rejected as being not productive of wealth.  

The new assemblage of actors  

The study has found that by the 1990s, the assemblage of actors that was responsible for 

the conditions under which adult literacy initially found a place as a publically funded, social 

justice program in the late 1970s, had been replaced by another assemblage with different 

rationales and motives. The ABE practitioner network that was shown to have been central 

to the development of the earlier discourse, was sidelined and replaced with another 

network. Business, government and unions rallied around the new project, one that 

involved safeguarding the productivity of the nation. The VET sector was implicated in the 

need for reform and enrolled into this new project, developing around itself a new and very 

powerful network of actors. These new actors were corporate sponsors and industry bodies 

who felt their interests had been threatened by the state intervention of the Keynesian era, 

and were able to mobilise other entities in order to re-shape adult basic education as a new 

project of social ordering.  In the name of the human capital argument, adult basic 

education came into the mainstream of vocational education and training, demonstrating 

the ease with which a social program can gain legitimacy in this neoliberal regime, when it is 

seen to contribute to the greater economic good (see, for example Jacobson 2016).  The 

data shows how the ABE practitioner network lost control over its earlier discourse of 
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literacy as a human right as the field became absorbed into the discourse of literacy as 

human capital. 

The study has highlighted the importance of this key moment for the profession.  It was not 

surprising that, when the opportunity arose to attach the field to the re-design of vocational 

training that was involved in Australia’s Training Reform Agenda, many of the adult literacy 

policy activists and practitioners of the time readily accepted the opportunity offered and 

became enrolled in the new project; the human capital agenda that was rapidly gaining 

prominence. Many in the profession (including many influential policy activists) were readily 

enrolled and mobilised in the new social project, in spite of the voices of those who warned 

of the risk that control of the literacy agenda would be lost (Gribble 1990; Wickert & 

Zimmerman 1991). This was therefore a moment of partial translation of the profession into 

the new project. The data shows that many practitioners resisted mobilisation to the new 

vision of adult basic education and remained committed to the ideals of the Adult Literacy 

Discourse, so that for perhaps another decade the discourse of literacy for individual and 

social capital existed alongside ideas of literacy as human capital.  

Against the background of these powerful non-human actors, the study also showed that, 

particularly in the foundation era of the field, a number of individuals played important 

roles influencing the direction of the field. The ‘stories from practice’ that are included in 

Chapter 5 have indicated some of those human actors including  a number of sympathetic 

TAFE NSW managers, and a number of adult educators with very wide powers of and sense 

of agency. Their views were actively sought in the development of public and institutional 

policy. At several points in my narrative, the data has shown that at certain times, particular 

personalities in key positions mattered greatly in influencing public and institutional policy 

and could have been as important as the policy that they were responsible for 

implementing.  However, the data has shown that the influence of these human actors from 

within the profession quickly became eclipsed towards the end of the 1980s when, the 

evidence shows that their voices had been silenced. 

A new category of actors 

In the new socio-political context, the study found that the voices of practitioners were no 

longer heard; they no longer had significant influence.  From the 2000s the market had 
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developed a new brand of advisors and product developers (Black 2018).  These were 

private consultants who became responsible for developing products such as curricula and 

assessment frameworks, thus ceding governance of the field to the market, as was occurring 

in other similar countries.  

The traditional public sector actors [were replaced with] others 

(businesses, charities, voluntary organisations and social enterprises) and 

… at the same time replacing traditional public sector values and 

sensibilities (service) with others (enterprise and entrepreneurship) (Ball & 

Junemann 2018, p. 31) 

The influential actors within government and the bureaucracy who had supported the ABE 

professional network and the Adult Literacy Discourse had disappeared. 

 The relationship between the professional, and the public and policy discourses  

The study found that, in the foundation era of the field, the public and policy discourses 

were in tandem with the emerging professional discourse, reflecting, as they did, the 

culturally liberal background of the 1970s. It showed that the community of practice that 

emerged in the 1980s in Australia was very much a creature of its time and the body of 

professional practice knowledge that emerged was, predictably, given its socio-political 

context, grounded in a discourse of individual rights and progressive liberalism. These ideals 

of progressive, liberal and emancipatory education reflected the policy discourses and 

institutional policy of the era, as exemplified by the UNESCO policy documents, by 

Australia’s Kangan Report and TAFE’s institutional policies. 

The emergence of tensions 

The study has demonstrated the ways in which, from the late 1980s, tensions developed 

between the professional and policy discourses. These tensions developed over adherence 

to a number of traditions of adult education that found no place in the new project of social 

reordering; a tension over the value, or capital assigned to literacy; and a tension over the 

definition of the very term literacy. By the new millennium, these tensions had led to a 

bifurcation between the professional and policy discourses. 
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Tension over traditions of adult education 

Chapter 5 presented data to show that ‘student-centred’ was at the core of the professional 

discourse, a discourse that encompassed ideals of progressive, liberal and emancipatory 

education.  However, as chapters 6 and 7 show, in the present neoliberal era the public and 

policy discourse surrounding the field has not only negated these ideals from the rhetoric, it 

has promoted a theory of adult education and produced a system of provision that 

represents the antithesis of these ideals.  It is argued that the system of provision it has 

produced is a vehicle for social control, for providing the educationally disadvantaged with 

just enough skills to make them useful in the capitalist economy (Black 2001, 2018; 

Jacobson 2016; Ramdeholl & Wells 2013).  

The participant reflections showed that the promise of literacy as emancipation or even of 

student-centred education was one that has been kept alive in the professional discourse 

but is found absent in the new policy discourse. The study has analysed the ways in which 

the institutional framework ultimately came to constrain the range of adult education 

traditions and theories on which practitioners might draw. Whilst there was a range of 

responses in the interview data to the question of the human capital value of adult literacy, 

the tension between the ideals expressed in the professional discourse and the current sites 

of provision and current policy discourse is highlighted by my data: a tension that most felt 

was irreconcilable. 

Resistance to the dominant discourse 

One of the more significant findings of my study is that even in the recent era, with an 

educational context that teachers feel is hostile to the discourse of literacy as a human right 

and to the ideals of student-centred pedagogy, practitioners cling to these ideals and many 

of the principles of the Adult Literacy Discourse, and still search for a moral purpose in their 

practice. Evidence from the ‘stories from practice’ indicated that many practitioners retain 

their belief in the social justice role of adult basic education and their concern for 

supporting literacy in its full social context. Their sense of the moral purpose of the task 

came as much from their personal values and attitudes as it did from the prevailing 

discourse and the curriculum documents they were required to negotiate and interpret. 

They made reference to student centred approaches to teaching and learning as if they 

were evidence-based ideas, springing from ‘tacit knowledge’ (Polanyi 1978) or a ‘search for 
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saliences’ (Kemmis 2005b).  It was clear that issues of social justice still run through the 

professional discourse.  

Human capital/ social capital 

As indicated above, the study showed that the employment-related, human capital view of 

literacy has always been a part of the professional discourse. Initially, this discourse existed 

alongside an understanding of literacy as an individual and civic right and literacy as social 

capital. It is only since the 1990s that tensions have increased between these competing 

discourses, such that currently the human capital discourse is not only the predominant 

public discourse, but it has almost eclipsed all other understandings of the value of adult 

literacy, understandings that are still evident in the professional discourse. 

Chapter 7 has demonstrated that the social capital view of literacy has made its way in a 

minor sense into policy documents and policy discourse of recent years, although it is rarely 

acknowledged in the public discourse (the media). For example, the OECD made reference 

to the implications of its international surveys of literacy for social outcomes (for example, 

OECD 2000) but this was not taken up by the media. Although these survey reports 

highlighted the link between literacy and earnings, they also provided nuanced and complex 

data related to literacy for social outcomes. This survey data has not had a spotlight shone 

on it in the media, since although it is an aspect of the data that is of concern to the ABE 

professional network, that network no longer has a powerful advocacy voice, the data 

remains unexamined in the public discourse.   

An understanding of literacy as a social practice, and of its social capital value is also 

acknowledged in the few contemporary policy documents in Australia, such as the National 

Foundation Skills Strategy (SCOTESE 2012). However, such an understanding does not serve 

the interests of the neoliberal agenda and those actors promoting the human capital 

argument: powerful organisations whose reports readily command media attention in order 

to add their views of literacy to the public discourse. The more nuanced understandings of 

the professional discourse are mute in comparison. The absence of an indication of the 

value of social capital in current public discussions of literacy development therefore also 

places the public and policy discourse at a distance from the professional one.  
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What is literacy? 

Thus the definition and value placed on literacy that exists in the public discourse is the 

simplistic, instrumental skills based one in which certain individuals are seen to have a 

deficit, to the exclusion of the view of literacy in its full social context. The ‘stories from 

practice’ suggest that literacy activists themselves have faced a dilemma in representing the 

field in the public domain in all its complexity on the one hand, and on the other hand in 

representing it in a way that will increase its public profile and demonstrate its usefulness to 

governments. The archival evidence presented in chapter 5 shows that, in the interest of 

maintaining the public profile that was necessary to argue for public funding, the profession 

itself has been complicit in promoting the primacy of the human capital value of literacy 

(Sanguinetti 2007). In the certain knowledge that the role of numerical argument is a 

powerful one (Hamilton 2012c) and one that governments and the media respond to, the 

simplistic use of the metrics generated by international surveys of literacy have continued to 

be used by the profession to attract attention to the field.  In a sense, the profession has 

thus relinquished control over the rhetoric and the discourse that supports it and has been 

enrolled in the promotion of the warped view of literacy in the public imagining. Thus, the 

profession promoted two definitions of literacy, one was an internal, academic one and the 

other was a public one, used for advocacy purposes (Sanguinetti 2007).  

The other tension over the definition of literacy and its representation that was evident in 

the data, has occurred as a result of its integration into the field of VET and its alignment 

with the mainstream of vocational training. In acknowledgement of the central place that 

literacy and numeracy competence plays in vocational training, policy activists argued that 

language/ literacy/ numeracy (LLN) development should be the responsibility of vocational 

education and training as a whole, and not remain the responsibility of LLN specialists alone. 

Whilst this is consistent with the view of literacy as a context-dependent social practice 

involving multiple literacies (for example, Barton & Hamilton 2000; Gee 2000), the 

proliferation of ‘literacies’ that resulted has created confusion, ‘encompassing more 

meanings than it is possible to deal with’ (Sanguinetti 2007, p. 6). In the process, 

determination of the very definition of literacy became the responsibility of people outside 

of the field, that is, those in the constellation of actors that came to determine the direction 
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of the VET field. It is likely that this confusion has helped to fuel practitioners’ sense of 

impotence to control the literacy agenda, a frustration that is evident in my data.  

Assessment 

The contested arena of student assessment was also one in which the data demonstrated 

an attitude of irreconcilable tension between the professional and the policy discourse. The 

literature from the foundation years of the field, supported by the data, shows that, in that 

era of internal professional accountability practitioners had a sense of accountability 

principally to their students. The indicators of performance that the field generally agreed 

upon in that era (and to a lesser extent, today) related principally to the responses of the 

students themselves. However, with the advent of competency based assessment in the 

neoliberal era, practitioners felt that the very nature and purpose of accountability that had 

entered the policy discourse took no cognizance of the nature and purpose that the 

profession itself held for its accountability.  

Chapter 6 discussed the evidence for the ways in which adult basic education practitioners 

and academics were co-opted into assisting with development of the early tools of 

accountability that were to be mandated as acceptable to the government. However, the 

study has shown that the educationally defensible tools that were developed in consultation 

with practitioners in the field, subsequently came to be used in unintended ways.  In the 

competitive training market that developed, these theoretically sophisticated reporting 

tools came to be used in a simplistic way as a quantifiable measuring tool.  

The purpose of accountability in this neoliberal regime became, not the maintenance of 

public trust in the use of public monies which the profession had wished for, but a 

hierarchical answerability in terms of the ‘extrinsic goods of effectiveness’ (Ranson 2003, p. 

461) with quantifiable measures of effectiveness the most readily employed measures.  The 

study has illuminated the fact that, for practitioners, it is not these extrinsic goods, but the 

‘internal goods of excellence’ (Ranson 2003, p. 462) that are the criteria on which they have 

wished to be accountable. 
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To what extent have teachers’ reports of their pedagogy reflected the rhetoric of the 

professional discourse and the dictates of public and institutional policies? 

The rhetoric of the professional discourse 

A further significant finding of the study is the seeming disconnect between the rhetoric of 

the professional discourse and the teachers’ reports of their actual practice. This was noted 

in the literature of the early years (for example, Lee & Wickert 2000) and is most notable in 

relation to the rhetoric of student-centredness, as analysed in chapter 5, with a seeming 

confusion over what this might mean in practice. This disconnect is not peculiar to Australia 

alone. In Scotland, for example, where the official government policy since 2001 

(MacLachlan 2006) had supported the student-centred and social practice discourse, 

researchers have found that this discourse was ‘aspirational’ (MacLachlan 2006, p. 34), with 

practitioners demonstrating confusion about how this in fact translates to practice (Ackland 

2013; MacLachlan 2006).  Ackland (2013) demonstrates how practitioners’ professional 

identities, and therefore their practice was much more likely to be influenced by the 

patchwork of ideologies from previous professional contexts that they brought to their new 

role. 

The range of actors influencing the rhetoric, or propositional aspect of teachers’ 

professional practice knowledge is clear from my data. However, the patchwork of 

ideologies that they brought to influence the craft knowledge, or ‘how to do it’ (Higgs, 

Titchen & Neville 2001, p. 5) is less clear and my interviewees often struggled to make a 

connection between the principles that guide their practice and their reports of the 

concrete details of their pedagogy.  There have been very few studies of teaching-learning 

practice in ABE in NSW that might illuminate this (for example,  Bee 1990; Chodkiewicz, 

Widin & Yasukawa 2010; McGuirk & Wickert 1997)  and without case-study, ethnographic 

research, it is difficult to know what pedagogy is actually practiced in the name of adult 

basic education, or even in the name of Foundation Skills. By its nature, this study has not 

been able to add significant data in response to this question. However it highlights the 

need for this to be pursued as a significant area of research.  
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Public and institutional policies 

I undertook this study with a sense that the constant policy disruptions of the past forty 

years had perhaps not been reflected in terms of classroom practice; that teachers had 

continued to teach much as they always had, in spite of the tensions arising from constant 

imposition of new products such as curriculum frameworks or assessment frameworks and 

the audit and compliance regime that accompanied them. In general, the study has 

supported this contention.  

The ‘stories from practice’ suggest that it is likely that most practitioners have not engaged 

with, or even been conscious of much of the policy change that has occurred over recent 

decades. For example, when the option of involvement in workplace literacy came about in 

the early 1990s, some embraced the new human capital ideals and the new contexts of 

practice, but most teachers chose to ignore it and remain as classroom teachers, continuing 

to teach students with a range of needs and goals as they had always done, for as long as 

this was possible. 

Moreover, when almost the only delivery option was that of the Commonwealth funded 

employment-related program with its narrow work focused learning outcomes, it seems 

that pedagogy and professional practice changed little.... people just keep doing what they 

were doing anyway (Jan – interview). They protect their educational integrity by ‘selectively 

ignoring’ (Tusting 2009, p. 18) the dominant discourse as indicated in curriculum 

documents. This would appear to be a significant finding from the study, suggesting that the 

present policy discourse lacks legitimacy in the eyes of most of its practitioners. 

The audit regime 

One of the most strongly felt points of tension that the data pointed to is that surrounding 

the audit culture, and the tension over what matters; attention to the requirements of the 

compliance culture or attention to the educational needs of the students. The data 

indicated that attention to the requirements of the compliance culture was perceived as 

time wasting and a diversion from the educational focus that most teachers wanted for the 

program. The tension was referred to as not simply an issue with the workload – but with a 

conflict of discourses about what matters – doing the paperwork and being faithful to the 

curriculum or responding to students’ needs.  
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Resistance 

The data indicated that ideals of social justice exist in the professional discourse still, as 

discussed above.  However, it also demonstrated that these principles were not only present 

in the rhetoric, or the longing for what might be, but were present in the practice also and 

were demonstrated mainly in resistance to the audit and compliance regime and a strong 

commitment to teaching that they believe has a moral purpose. Resistance was strongest 

amongst those who had experienced the era of professional agency and internal 

professional accountability. Such resistance is displayed in statements such as ‘Give me a 

box and I will tick it for you. I won’t let it impinge on the way I teach. I won’t do it.’ (Robyn – 

interview) and for many it required considerable effort to reconcile the requirements of the 

assessment and audit regime with the needs of the students.  

Implications of the study 
The role for practitioners 

The concept of discourse has been used as the lens through which the study viewed the 

ideologies of literacy as they have been represented in policy and practice. As the literature 

discussed in chapter 2 makes clear (for example, Ball 2015; Foucault 1982, 1993; Kemmis 

2009; Kemmis et al. 2014) practitioners are urged to resist the dominant policy discourses. 

Foucault warns that regimes of discourse do not change by rational persuasion, ‘but by a 

power-saturated process of continual contestation’ (cited in Kemmis 2009, p. 36).  

The study’s findings imply practitioner feelings of powerlessness and reluctance to engage 

in the process of ‘continual contestation’ in the face of the immensity of the counter-

hegemonic project required to challenge the prevailing global socio-economic discourse. 

Nevertheless, we are urged to be courageous, and in fact defiant in our challenge to the 

common-sense appeal of the neoliberal argument; to challenge the dominant discourse of 

education as human capital; and to mobilise an alternate discourse (for example, 

Groundwater-Smith & Mockler 2009; Hamilton & Pitt 2011a, 2011b; Sumner 2008).  In the 

field of adult basic education, this alternate discourse implies one that includes at least 

some elements of the Adult Literacy Discourse which, as my data has shown, practitioners 

have clung to even to the present era. It includes ideals of social justice, of humanist 

education and literacy as social capital, as well as critical theory’s discourse of emancipation. 
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The scant literature reporting on such programs, even in this challenging climate, provides 

inspiration (Achren & Sjostrom 2017; Ade-Ojo & Duckworth 2015; Balatti, Black & Falk 

2009b; Bee 1990; Boughton et al. 2013; Tett 2016; Wickert & McGuirk 2005). 

 The implications of the study are that, in order to contest the dominant discourse, 

practitioners will be required to critically examine the policy regime under which they 

operate and challenge the public discourse. New discursive spaces will need to be created 

and associations with other social justice movements forged.  A new counter-hegemonic 

bloc of actors is needed. Rosen’s (2016) recent blueprint for action in the US could well be 

read as a program of action for Australian practitioners. 

The importance of communities of practice 

Challenge to the neoliberal agenda can hardly be effective as an individual pursuit; the voice 

or voices of the field as channelled through the ABE professional network and its community 

of practice will be required, providing discursive spaces to discuss issues and possibilities.  

Chapter 5 described the active and creative community of practice that coalesced around 

the profession in its foundation years and lasted until the mid-1990s when the field 

fragmented under the influence of the neoliberal regime. Practitioners were found to have 

felt isolated and ‘more in [their] silos than ever’ (Alison – interview), and the data showed 

that the plethora of discursive spaces that existed in the early years gradually disappeared.  

This implies that the task of challenging the predominant discourse is not likely to happen 

unless new communities of practice emerge. However, given its fragmentation, many of my 

interviewees felt there is no longer even ‘a field’. The issue with re-invigorating communities 

of practice in the current climate, was found to be complicated by the shift in the broader 

structural relations that have shaped the field: that is, the shift to marketization and 

casualization of the workforce. This shift in the external influences, or exoskeleton, on the 

development of professional practice knowledge has rendered the very concept of a 

community of practice in the present context problematic.  

Moreover, the study suggests that a critical engagement with the discourse has not been a 

significant focus of the ABE professional network in NSW, with some small exceptions, so 

that a cultural change is required in order for the profession to critically examine the current 

policy regime. Current sites of professional learning in the present, marketised context, are 
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unlikely to provide exposure to the rich literature that might challenge the dominant 

discourse. If they can be considered communities of practice at all, they are unlikely to add 

their voices to the challenge to the rhetoric of workforce development. 

‘What am I fighting for?’ 

A strong suggestion from the study is that a central task for a possible revitalised community 

of practice might be to attempt to articulate just what the field does stand for so that 

practitioners can no longer say, with Sam, ‘I don’t actually know what I am pushing for, what 

I am fighting for’. The ‘stories from practice’ would suggest that what many practitioners 

feel we should be fighting for is for adult basic education to regain its moral purpose and to 

assert, with Kemmis (2005a, p. 22), that it is ‘part of our moral task to keep the aims and 

goods of education alive’.   

Re-invigoration of a research base 

One contribution that the community of practice might make is the promotion of a climate 

of practitioner inquiry (see for example, Duckworth & Hamilton 2016) to add to the body of 

‘research for practice’ (Lingard 2013) that the field has not seen since the mid-1990s, thus 

adding to the professional practice knowledge of the field and adding nuance to the current 

narrowly focussed research promoted by those bodies whose interest lies in the human 

capital argument as shown in chapter 7. The study shows that the lessons to be learnt from 

the past (for example Brennan, Clark & Dymock 1989) suggest that presenting such research 

in terms of students’ individual or personal gains will not penetrate the present policy 

discourse. The policy discourse is likely to be more receptive if these stories can be 

presented in ways that link increase in social capital to increase in human capital or that link 

domains of literacy (such as health literacy) to an economic argument. This avenue of 

inquiry is not new, with a limited number of examples of such studies outlined in chapter 7, 

and has the advantage of drawing in other partners from the social sphere to the inquiry. 

However, as Figgis concluded, ‘literacy will never be the core business of these potential 

partners but there is an opportunity to make many of them sincere and supportive allies’ 

(2004, p. 4).  
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Re-imagine what the field might look like 

The study has presented a field of adult literacy that has traditionally been conceived in 

terms of institutional provision. Many of my interviewees suggested, however, that it may 

be time to re-imagine what the field might look like, and what its boundaries might be. It 

may be time to reconsider the 1975 recommendation of the Richardson Committee that ‘an 

effective literacy program will almost certainly have to be conducted outside the  formal 

institutional framework’ (Richardson 1975, p. 96): a recommendation that was heeded for 

only a brief time. 

 The implication from the study is that the decision to place the field within the 

responsibility of TAFE and therefore the VET sector has had unforeseen and unwanted 

consequences. The present coalition of actors that have been shown to be part of the VET 

actor network has too strong a hegemonic message to attempt to penetrate. Perhaps it is 

time to look for other sites of provision in NSW. The new, corporatized TAFE has been 

shown to be no longer a welcoming and accommodating place for adult basic education and 

its students; a proposition that many of my interviewees echoed. Several mentioned the 

growth of interest coming from community libraries and a suggestion was made of a 

widening of the possible role for libraries, making reference to Levine’s (1986) suggestion of 

a drop-in centre which could act as a hub for a variety of literacy activity. This however, 

raises the question of the different roles occupied by professional teachers and volunteers, 

as discussed in chapter 5. In the 1980s, when this question was interrogated, the consensus 

was that the roles should be seen as complementary and that the existence of a volunteer 

arm of provision should not be invoked as a cost-effective option, but as an option that adds 

social value to the field.   

Develop associations with other social justice and progressive movements  

The adult basic education field (and even the expanded Foundation Skills field) is a small 

one, and one without a public profile; it is a very weak and easily dismissed actor in the new 

regime.  One of the strong messages from the study is an understanding of the ways in 

which coalitions of powerful actors can define and re-define a project of social ordering such 

as adult basic education. This suggests that the possibility of linking with other educators in 

other spheres of education and of developing associations with other social justice and 

progressive movements may strengthen the network of sponsors to prosecute the 
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challenge. Whilst the study has presented a ‘telling case’ (Street 1995, p. 3) of the trajectory 

of the field of adult basic education into the neoliberal era, it can be read as a ‘telling case’ 

of other similar ‘projects of social ordering’ that have suffered the force of a similar coalition 

of actors and in whom adult basic education should find ready allies.  Groups such as the US 

teacher activist groups Literacy for Social Justice Research Group, the New York Collective of 

Radical Educators  and the Educators for Social Justice Network in Milwaukee, provide 

inspiration (Rogers, Mosley & Folkes 2009).  

Whilst the study has suggested the immensity of the task of challenging the prevailing 

narrative, it has also suggested the possibility that there exists, among many practitioners, a 

flickering flame that could be ignited to new possibilities: that is, the persistence of the 

moral purpose that they wish to find in their practice.  This search for the moral purpose in 

the present discourse is possibly tenuously holding back the full absorption of ABE into the 

neoliberal agenda and holds some promise for the future. 

Contribution to scholarship 
The stories from practice in the study have been presented within the methodology of 

narrative inquiry, the chosen methodology of similar UK and Australian historical studies of 

adult basic education. This has afforded my study a comparability with those studies so that 

it has added contemporary Australian evidence to the growing argument for a 

reconceptualization of the present discourse defining the field. It has added another ‘telling 

case’ to the growing body of international evidence against the current definition of adult 

basic education, and of adult education in general, in narrow instrumentalist, human capital 

terms.  

The adoption of ANT as the primary conceptual tool employed in the study adds further 

weight to the findings of similar studies, that casting a focus on the assemblages of actors 

that come together in the forming and re-forming of the social project of adult basic 

education, is a useful lens to employ. It is argued that it is a lens that can add an important 

dimension to practitioners’ understanding of the challenges that they face.   

The study has highlighted the argument that a social practice cannot be understood in terms 

of its official policies alone. A deeper understanding of the practice, and one that may in fact 

challenge the official understanding, can only be uncovered by examination of the lived 
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experience of participants. The ‘stories from practice’ have uncovered tensions and 

contradictions that are at the heart of present provision and that need to be addressed if 

the field is to have a future as a meaningful and morally responsible field of adult education. 

I set out to provide a narrative that could provide a background against which present and 

future practitioners could develop a critical reflexivity towards their practice. It presents, of 

necessity, only a partial understanding of the narrative, for the reasons below, but may 

serve as an impetus for further scholarship. 

Limitations of the study and a suggestion for further scholarship 
I conclude the study with the sense that I have illuminated more of the earlier periods of 

practice than the context in which teachers are currently engaged. There are many reasons 

for this. The first relates to the wealth of literature, research, and the ‘grey literature’ of the 

past; research evidence which progressively disappeared in the new millennium.  

Secondly, the earlier community of practice provided opportunities for development of a 

cohesive professional discourse, but since that became fractured by the marketization and 

casualization of the field in the neoliberal era, it is difficult to understand what the present 

professional discourse may consist of.  Interviews for my data were conducted in 2015.  

However, by 2016 the Commonwealth government had issued new SEE contracts, with 

many novice adult literacy providers entering the field. These are now the main sites of 

provision, particularly in metropolitan centres in the state, but my data did not include any 

of these; the fluid and evolving field has moved on even in the past two years.  Since the 

present SEE contract does not mandate specialist qualifications for the teachers on these 

programs, it is hard to understand what might drive their professional practice. Does it 

make sense to speak of ‘the field’ of adult basic education any longer? Or is the professional 

discourse that is represented in the present sites of provision so removed from the earlier 

discourse that is presented in this study, that they can no longer be considered sites of adult 

basic education? These questions can only be answered by an ethnographic study of some 

of the present sites of provision, as suggested above. 
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Concluding remarks 
I am conscious that in many ways I have not been able to avoid a sense of celebration of and 

nostalgia about the earlier years of the field and the Adult Literacy Discourse that it 

produced. Whilst this discourse was a product of its time, and one that cannot be 

reproduced in the present neoliberal climate, I cannot distance myself from the sentiment 

of many of my interviewees who mourn its demise, and agree with Jan that:   

I hope it rises again in a strengthened, different form. It will rise, but it will 

be different. …But the world as we know it or knew it is gone. It’s well and 

truly gone and I am just absolutely grateful that I was there for the best of 

it. It was a privilege, we had good people and good ideas and a worthwhile 

thing to be doing and we got paid for it! Absolute privilege. (Interview) 
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APPENDIX A 

                                      INFORMATION SHEET  
 

 
A history of Adult Basic Education in NSW 1975–2018: official stories and 
stories from practice. 
 

 
WHO IS DOING THE RESEARCH? 
My name is Pamela Osmond and I am a student at UTS.  (My supervisor is Dr Keiko Yasukawa) 
 
WHAT IS THIS RESEARCH ABOUT? 
This research is to document a history of the adult basic education field in NSW in order to assist future 
practitioners to contextualise their practice and help assume some control of the future of their field. 
 
IF I SAY YES, WHAT WILL IT INVOLVE? 
I will ask you to participate in a semi-structured interview.  
 
ARE THERE ANY RISKS/INCONVENIENCE? 
There are very few if any risks because the research has been carefully designed.   
 
WHY HAVE I BEEN ASKED? 
You are able to give me the information I need to find out about the history of the field of adult basic 
education in NSW because since you have considerable experience in the field over a number of 
years which covers some key events in the development of the field. 
 
DO I HAVE TO SAY YES? 
You don’t have to say yes. 
 
WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I SAY NO? 
Nothing.  I will thank you for your time so far and won’t contact you about this research again. 
 
IF I SAY YES, CAN I CHANGE MY MIND LATER? 
You can change your mind at any time and you don’t have to say why.  I will thank you for your time 
so far and won’t contact you about this research again. 
 
WHAT IF I HAVE CONCERNS OR A COMPLAINT? 
If you have concerns about the research that you think I or my supervisor can help you with, please 
feel free to contact us on: 
    (Pamela Osmond) 
         OR 
02 9514 3478    (Dr Yasukawa) 
If you would like to talk to someone who is not connected with the research, you may contact the 
Research Ethics Officer on 02 9514 9772, and quote this number 2014000836 
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APPENDIX B                  Focus Questions 
 

Adult Basic Education in NSW 1975–2018: official stories and stories from 
practice. 

The semi-structured interview 
The interview will last for approximately 1 to 1.5 hours and will be audio-recorded.  
It will be a semi-structured ‘conversation’, focusing on some or all of the following: 

 What was your professional background before adult basic education? 
 
 What was the context of your early employment in adult basic education? 

 
 What attracted you to the field? 

 
 Can you describe what an adult basic education class looked like in your early years of 

involvement?  What were some of the teaching / learning activities used by you and other 
teachers in your centre? 

 
 What do you remember as the main changes to the field over the years? 

 
 What do you think are the key aspects of your work that changed? 

 
 Can you remember when the first accredited curriculum was introduced?  

 
 How did you feel about it? 

 
 Can you describe your philosophy of education – what ideas and beliefs drive your practice? 

 
 Did it change over the years? 

 
 Did you feel part of a professional community of practice? 

 
 What were the highs and lows of your years working in ABE? 

 
 What were the main influences on your teaching practice? (Academic training, professional 

development, conference presentations, colleagues …?) 
 
 Do you feel that the profile of the students we teach changed over the years? If so, in what 

ways? 
 
 What would be your wish for the future direction of our field? 
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APPENDIX C                                  CONSENT FORM A  
 
 
I ________________________________ agree to participate in the research project  A history of 
Adult Basic Education in NSW 1970–2018: official stories and stories from practice, being 
conducted by Pamela Osmond, of the University of Technology, Sydney for her degree Master of 
Education (Research). 
 
I understand that the purpose of this study is to document a history of the adult basic education field in 
NSW in order to assist future practitioners to contextualise their practice and help assume some control 
of the future of their field. 
 
I understand that I have been asked to participate in this research because of my considerable 
experience in the field over a number of years which covers some key events in the development of the 
field.  I understand that my participation in this research will involve participation in a semi-structured 
interview of approximately 1 to 1.5 hours duration and that the researcher will travel to a destination of 
my choice (in the metropolitan area) to meet me for the interview or that I can choose to travel to UTS 
where the interview will be conducted in a meeting room. If I am from a regional area, the interview will 
be conducted by telephone. 
 
I understand that the interview will be audio recorded but that my name will not be used in the 
transcription of the recording or in any written report and that every effort will be made to remove 
identifying information from the context in which my comments are reported. I understand that there will 
be negligible risk to me as a participant apart from some possible emotional discomfort at reflecting on 
developments in my profession which I may perceive as being negative and unsettling. 
 
I am aware that I can contact Ms Osmond or her supervisor Dr Keiko Yasukawa if I have any concerns 
about the research.  I also understand that I am free to withdraw my participation from this research 
project at any time I wish, without consequences, and without giving a reason.   
 
I agree that Ms Osmond has answered all my questions fully and clearly. 
I agree that the research data gathered from this project may be published in a form that does not 
identify me in any way. 
 
 
________________________________________  ____/____/____ 
Signature (participant) 
 
 
________________________________________  ____/____/____ 
Signature (researcher or delegate) 
 
 
NOTE:   
This study has been approved by the University of Technology, Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee.  If 
you have any complaints or reservations about any aspect of your participation in this research which you cannot 
resolve with the researcher, you may contact the Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer (ph: +61 
2 9514 9772 Research.Ethics@uts.edu.au) and quote the UTS HREC reference number.  Any complaint you make 
will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the outcome.   
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