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Note from the Journal Coordinator 

Yvonne Spare  

Yvonne can be contacted on journal@rapal.org.uk 

Welcome to Volume 112, our Winter 2025 edition.   This is a significant year for RaPAL as we 

celebrate 40 years since the setting up of the RaPAL network in 1984 and the publication of 

the first RaPAL Bulletin (later the RaPAL Journal) the following year.   At our recent Editorial 

meeting in Birmingham, we made plans for the next three editions to look back at RaPAL’s 

past achievements, celebrate our present and look forwards to future possibilities. 

So, in this edition we have reproduced a selection of articles going back to 1996, the earliest 

we have in our printed archive, focussing on how the concept of adult literacy / literacies 

has developed over the decades. You will find articles by (and photographs of) some of our 

founder members and, where possible, we have included the original editorial comments. 

Plans for our next two editions: 

Volume 113 (Spring/Summer 2026) : Literacy in different contexts, including imaginative 

projects from past and present.  We may not know about present initiatives unless we hear 

from our members, so please let us know about exciting developments in your area.  Even if 

you are not sure about writing something yourself, please get in touch at 

journal@rapal.org.uk and we can have a discussion about it. 

Volume 114 (Autumn/Winter 2026) :  A look to the future, including digital literacies and 

artificial intelligence.  How do you see future ways of teaching and learning changing?  What 

are your and your teams' plans? 

We are keen to include any articles for these last two editions that are suitable for peer-

review.  Let us know your ideas as soon as possible to give us plenty of time to prepare. 

We would also like to include any memories or testimonials that you may have about any 

of the founder members or anyone who has contributed towards RaPAL in any significant 

way, including photographs if you have any. 

Volunteers to join our editing team for future editions are urgently needed – please 

contact us if you would like further information.   

Any comments about this or other editions or ideas for future content can be sent to 

journal@rapal.org.uk. Don’t worry if your ideas for an article do not fit one of our themes – 

there is space in all our Journals for items of interest to our readers.  Most Journal editions 

contain articles by new writers, including adult literacies learners.  There are guidelines on 

our website on the Write for Us page and we offer as much support as you feel you need.  

We are particularly keen to include peer-reviewed articles, so if you have any ideas about 

suitable articles, we would ask you to contact us early to allow discussion of your proposal. 

6

mailto:journal@rapal.org.uk
mailto:journal@rapal.org.uk
mailto:journal@rapal.org.uk
https://rapal.org.uk/journal/write-for-us/


Vacancies 

We are still in need of volunteers to put themselves forward for the main management 

group roles which have become vacant this year, which are Chair and Website Manager.  

We are more than happy to discuss any of these roles formally or informally and will 

welcome enquiries to journal@rapal.org.uk,  webweaver@rapal.org.uk or to any other 

current member of the management group (details inside the front cover of this edition). 

Finally, I must give credit to Claire Cullinan, our Production Editor, for her technical 

expertise, as always, but especially on this edition. Her ability to transform 30-year-old 

printed pages into the digital format you see in this Journal has made it possible to share 

these fascinating insights into our history. 

We look forward to hearing from you and hope you enjoy this edition of your RaPAL Journal. 

We would like to reiterate that the articles we publish are not necessarily representative of 

the views or position of the membership body, and we do not advocate any given course of 

action in any given context. We do, of course, support freedom of speech and of academic 

liberty, and the pragmatic achievement of objectives as a negotiated consensus. 
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Yvonne Spare 

Original editorials have been included and attributed where available. 

RaPAL Index of Articles 1986 to 2003  (volume 51:2003) 

This is an index of RaPAL articles and publications between 1986 and 2003, produced to 
indicate the range of writing and the spread of students, tutors, managers and 
researchers who have written over the period.  A selection of these contributions, 
including some which are now out of print, are reprinted in the book by Margaret 
Herrington and Alex Kendall on RaPAL research and practice.  

Insights from research and practice 
A handbook for adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL practitioners 
Edited by Margaret Herrington and Alex Kendall 
ISBN: 1 86201 202 4 (Paperback), £28.95 
ISBN: 1 86201 244 X (Hardback), £74.95 
July 2005, 692pp 

Adapted from the original by Margaret Herrington 

Mary Hamilton and Margaret Herrington: RaPAL 1996: A Turning Point?  (volume 31: 
1996) 

Mary Hamilton and Margaret Herrington begin by summarising the changes in the 
organisation and structure of RaPAL, and the new priorities for 1996/7 which emerged 
during the first AGM. This was an occasion which revealed a powerful and critical 
energy within the network. Members reported on the strain of constantly battling 
against literacy ‘myths’ which inform the dominant ideology underpinning policy 
development in the post-sixteen sector.  Literacy workers who are familiar with the 
complex relationships between literacy, identity and power, have developed 
approaches and practices which release literacy awareness and skills.  They find 
themselves compelled to fit the often sophisticated and creative work of their students 
into accreditation framework systems which are unnecessarily limiting. The article 
summarises some ideas from the AGM for developing RaPAL’s alternative voice in this 
respect.  It also includes information about RaPAL’s members, the size of the network, 
the geographical location and the range of members’ interests. 
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Original editorial by Margaret Herrington and Noreen Nolan 

 

David Barton: Situating Literacies  (volume 43: 2000) 

David Barton introduces the general perspective of situated literacies and 
demonstrates how literacy practices are shaped by situations of time and place.  He 
also identifies the challenge for the learner of responding to different demands in 
different situations and argues that the learner is not simply transferring a skill but has 
to understand the literacy practices in the new contexts.  Attention is usefully drawn to 
the different policy implications of ‘situated’ and more traditional literacy perspectives. 

Original editorial by Margaret Herrington 

 

Jane Mace: The Art of the Possible: Inspirations, Issues and Strategies for Research 
and Practice   (volume 30: 1996) 

Jane Mace … suggests that ABE research and practice is finding a more secure home 
within Higher Education (HE) in Australia than it has done, so far, in Britain.  Jane 
concludes her article with proposals for rebuilding networks and researching the 
professional development needs and research agendas of practitioners in her local 
region. 

Original editorial by Julia Clarke and Wendy Moss 

 

Amy Burgess, Mary Hamilton and Roz Ivanic: Functional Literacy: a new idea or déjà 
vu?  (volume 67: 2008) 

This article was included in the 2008 RaPAL conference edition and concerned what the 
authors describe as ‘a very hot topic’ as Skills for Life and Key Skills were being phased 
out to be replaced by the term Functional Skills. They presented this in a conference 
workshop as part of an interactive session with attendees. 

 

Amy Burgess: What do we mean by Sustainable Literacies?  (volume 71: 2009) 

This article was included in the 2009 RaPAL conference edition.  In it Amy attempts to 
clarify and develop ideas around our understanding of the terms ‘sustainable’ and 
‘literacies’.  She goes on to discuss David Barton’s use of the metaphor of an ecosystem 
to describe ways we could be thinking about literacy. 
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Mary Hamilton: Moving Testimonies, Uncertain Truths: Constructing Adult Learners 
across 30 years of Policy and Practice  (volume 76: 2012) 

Professor Mary Hamilton, a founder member of RaPAL, showed us some of her new 
work on the ways the identities of literacy learners have been represented in England in 
the last few decades.  She focused on the changes from early concepts of entitlement 
to support through to current policies about individual citizens’ obligations.  

Original editorial by Alison Wedgbury and Naomi Horrocks 

 

Sue Grief: Literacies in Place and Time: A Personal Response  (volume 76: 2012) 

Sue uses her participation in the plenary session of the RaPAL conference of 2011 to 
share her thoughts under the headings of ‘place’, ‘time’ and ‘challenge’ and, in doing so, 
gives us a useful summary of the conference’s proceedings.  The keynote addresses 
and articles based on the workshops can be found in the RaPAL Journal volume 76 
(ISSN1747-5600) 

 

Katie Schmuecker: Adult basic skills: Impact on Poverty Reduction  (volume 94: 
2018) 

Katie Schumuecker’s article argues for a new approach to basic skills education. She 
suggests the current outputs-based model, which tends to focus on accreditation, 
should be replaced by an outcomes-based model. Katie argues that this approach 
would reveal the positive impact of basic skills education on people’s lives. 

Original editorial by Julie Collins, Toni Lambe and Juliet McCaffery 

 

Tara Furlong: Making Space: social practices, participatory and creative 
approaches  (volume 94:2018) 

Making Space: social practices, participatory and creative approaches was the most 
popular workshop at the conference.  Here Tara summarises the workshop and 
concludes by examining the role of RaPAL in supporting these approaches. 

 

Karen Heath: From Moser’s Dream to Multiple Choice  (volume 50: 2003) 

We continue the theme of assessment with a critical analysis of some current 
developments in England and Wales.  Strong doubts about the validity of literacy tests 
have long been expressed within RaPAL and have been reinforced most recently by the 
developing research on situated literacies.  Karen Heath alerts us to the emergence of 
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multiple-choice testing and explores these in terms of concepts of validity, reliability 
and manageability.  She also discusses the dangers of basing teaching on methods of 
assessment which have questionable validity. 

Original editorial by Margaret Herrington 

 

Roz Ivanic: An OPQ of a life in RaPAL: A Retrospective  (volume 67:2008) 

Roz gave the closing keynote address (of the 2008 RaPAL conference in Galway), the 
text of which is printed here. Her ‘OPQ of a Life in RaPAL’ contains some moving 
personal reflections and reaffirms powerfully for all of us what we stand for and why we 
do what we do. 

Original editorial by Amy Burgess and Kieran Harrington 

 

Sam Duncan: Moser – 20 Years On  (volume 99:2019) 

Sam Duncan, UCL IoE, in a reflective panel piece Moser – 20 years on, suggests a 
number of priorities for the future development of adult literacy, including 
improvements to teacher education and a renewed focus on research. She concludes 
with a challenge to all involved in adult literacy to play a role in moving provision 
forward. 
 
Original editorial by Gwyneth Allatt, Georgina Garbett and Tara Furlong 
 
Gwyneth Allatt: Adult Literacy in 100 Editions  (volume 100:2020) 

Gwyneth Allatt looks back at the previous 99 editions for an overview of the topics that 
have engaged literacies practitioners and researchers in the past, considering those 
that have changed and those that have remained the same.  She finds that while many 
things have changed since the first edition in 1986, especially in terms of funding and 
policy, the shared underpinning values and aspirations of adult literacies practitioners 
have endured. 

Original editorial by Gwyneth Allatt and Yvonne Spare 

 

Sarah Freeman: Emerging Themes from Surveys and Interviews  (volume 100:2020) 

Sarah Freeman’s mind map illustrates the themes beginning to emerge from the RaPAL 
100 survey. 

Original editorial by Gwyneth Allatt and Yvonne Spare 
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Gwyneth Allatt, Jo Dixon and Toni Lambe: RaPAL 100 Project Summary Report  
(volume 102: 2021) 

We begin (this edition) with a report on the RaPAL 100 Project which was launched in 
November 2019 with the aim of gaining an insight into adult literacies provision in the 
UK while creating a valuable resource for RaPAL members, practitioners, policy 
members and anyone with an interest in adult literacies. In their article, Toni Lambe, Jo 
Dixon and Gwyneth Allatt situate the project in the context of other literature and 
research in the field and explain the methodological approach used. They consider 
some of the key themes that emerged as the research data was analysed and from this, 
they draw some conclusions about the present situation in adult literacies education.  

Original editorial by Gwyneth Allatt and Toni Lambe 

 

Uta Papen: ALLN Education: Skills for Life or Skills for Work?  (volume 111:2025) 

Our final article in this edition is by Uta Papen where she traces the massive changes in 
adult literacy, language and numeracy education in the UK since the optimistic days of 
the early 2000s. Uta argues that ‘many of our hopes and dreams have been dashed’ with 
the sector no longer a priority for government. She draws attention to the lack of 
research in the sector and calls for in-depth critical research of policy. To this end Uta 
started her own research project in the autumn of 2024 and here she describes her 
methodology and rationale and includes a call for participants. This is a hugely 
important piece of research and a wonderful opportunity for practitioners to feed into a 
study of adult literacy, language (ESOL) and numeracy policy and practice.  

Original editorial by Toni Lambe and Yvonne Spare 

 

We include in this retrospective edition tributes to founder members and early 
contributors to the RaPAL Journal: 

Tribute to Sue Gardner by Mary Hamilton 
Tribute to Jane Mace by Sam Duncan 
Tribute to Wendy Moss by Roz Ivanic 
Tribute to David Barton by various contributors 
 

The first book reviewed in this edition is Understanding the Adult Learner: 
Perspectives and Practices,  edited by Alisa Belzer and Brian Dashew and reviewed by 
Sam Duncan.  She recommends it for everyone involved in teacher education. 

In our second book review, Sarah Freeman considers Local Volunteering, Adult 
Learning and Social Change in the Philippines by Chris Millora, which she 
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recommends for its examination of volunteering in general and in particular volunteers’ 
work with learning and local literacies. 
 
We conclude this edition with News from the Sector by our Chair, Tara Furlong. 
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RaPAL Index of Articles 
Bulletin/Journal 1986-2003 and Additional Publications 

 
I. Journal Back Copies 
Issue 1. Summer 1986 
 
Collective  
Baynham, M. 
 
 
 
Solity, J. 
 
Small, N. 

Why Research and 
Practice? 
Doing Research: A 
Short Course on 
Research Methods for 
Adult Literacy Workers 
and Students 
Women's Literacy 
Language - A Way of 
Keeping Us Apart? 

Reviews by Sally Murphy, Eric Appleby, Roz 
Ivanič and Mike Baynham. 
 
Issue 2. Winter 1986 

Ivanič,R.  
 
 
Rosen,H. 
 
 
Levine,K. 
 

ILEA African-
Caribbean Language 
and Literacy Project  
Versions of Narrative: 
A Participatory 
Research Project 
Literacy and the 
Information Society 

Conference Reports: International League for 
Social commitment in Adult Education,' The 
Process of Adult Education' 1986, Alan Tuckett; 
Association for Recurrent Education, 'The 
Challenge of Continuing Education', Mandy 
McMahon; British Association of 
Applied Linguists. 'Written Language', Roz 
Ivanič; British Committee on Literacy 1986, 
Brian Street. 
 
Reviews by David Barton and Sally Murphy 
 
Issue 3. Spring 1987 

Working Group Literacy Research Hits 
the Headlines 

Lobley, G. & Millar, R. 
Ivanič, R. 

More on Dyslexia 
We Need a Clearer 
View ... 

Conference Reports: Friends' Centre Seminar, 
Juliet Mccaffery; The Politics of Literacy, 
Institute of Education, Jane Mace 
Reviews by Olwen Smith, Mary Hamilton, 
Frances Jackson, Tom Jupp and Carnette 
Richardson. 
 
Issue 4. Autumn 1987 
(OUT OF PRINT) 
Moss, W. 
 
 
Gregory, G. 
 
 
Fuchs-Bruninghoff  
& Kreft, W. 
Archer, D. & Murdoch, 
A. 

The Plain English 
Campaign: an 
interview  
Community Publishing 
and Writing 
Development  
E West Germany: 
Training  
The Challenge of 
Literacy in Latin 
America 

Conference repirts: Barai Non-Formal Education 
Associuations’ Show, Oro Province, Papua New 
Guinea, Pablo Foster; Literacy Research in the 
UK, Brighton 1987, Mandy McMahon & Sally 
Murphy; Research From the Inside Out, 
Philadelphia, may 1987, Mary Hamilton 
Reviews from Angela Anderson, David Barton, 
Terry Mentor, Jane Mace and Robin Millar. 
 
Issue 5. Spring 1988 

Golightly, A., Nicola, 
N. and Stone, M.  
Moss, W. 
 
 
 
Freeland, J. 

Student involvement 
in Research  
Critical Research: part 
of a conversation 
between Paulo Freire 
and Ira Shor 

Three RaPAL bulletins/journals have been issued most years since 1986/7 and the 
contents are presented below in date order. There is a mix of open and themed bulletins. 
Back issues of the bulletins which are still in print are available from Avanti Books, 8 
Parsons Green, Boulton Road, Stevenage. SG1 4QG. Additional RaPAL publications are 
listed at the end of the index. 
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Upward, C. 
 
 
Barton, D. & Hamilton, 
M. 

Bilingual-Bicultural 
Education in 
Nicaragua  
Simplified Spelling: 
Prospects and 
Perspectives  
Ideas from Canada 

Conference Report: BALID, Reading 1987, Beans 
Ngatjizeko and Emily Mnisi. 
Reviews from Rosy Eggar, Stella Fitzpatrick 
(with members of the Gatehouse Project), Carol 
Bellard Thompson and Mike Baynham 
 
Issue 6. Summer 1988 

Barnett, J.  
 
Blackfriars 
 
 
 
Ivanič, R. & Simpson, J. 
 
 
 
Lesirge, R. & Mace, J. 
 
McMahon, M. 

What Counts as 
Research? 
Student Control or 
Student Literacy 
Scheme 
Responsibility? 
Clearing Away the 
Debris: Learning and 
Researching - 
Academic Writing 
Travel and Training 
leading workshops in 
Research Report: 
Managing Adult 
Education 

Conference reports: Literacy Research in the 
North West, Sarah Padmore and Kath Evans; 
Adults with Learning Difficulties in the Fields of 
Literacy and Numeracy, University of Leicester 
Department of Adult Education and 
Leicestershire Adult Basic Education Service, 
Margaret Herrington. 
Reviews from Lindsay Harford, Mike Baynham 
and Julian Hughes. 
 
Issue 7. Autumn 1988 

Sanders, J. 
 
 
Pinner, J., Watkinson, 
V.& Bergin, S. 
Beevers, L. 

Open to Question: 
Opportunities in 
ABE(Open Learning) 
Writing For Change 
 
Reminiscence (an 
account of how 
organised 
reminiscence groups 
work in Scotland 

Conference Reports on International Literacy 
Year from the Scottish Community Education 
Council: the US/UK exchange: ALBSiJ and 
Lehman College,New York., Eric Appleby,Lindsay 
Harford, Sandra So ley and Sue Nieduszynska. 
Reviews from Mary Hamilton and Roz Ivanič. 
 
Issue 8. Spring 1989 

Foster, P. 
 
 
 
J & Hensey, P. 
 
 
 
 
Higgins, J. 
 
 
Auerbach, E. 

The Education Reform 
Act: A Question 
Checklist for ABE/EAL 
Derbyshire  
Getting Help with 
Reading and 
Writing: The County 
Offaly Research 
Project, Ireland 
The Naming of Parts 
(the role of the 
teacher)  
The US-UK Initiative 
Report 

Conference Reports: Sharing Practice in Adult 
Basic Education, BALID/ARE/NIACE, 1989, Jean 
Amox­ Jackson; Writing and First Contacts with 
the Written Word, EC, Toulouse, 1988, Leslie 
Limage,; The Training of Tutors in Mother 
Tongue Adult Literacy Work, Angers,1987, Mary 
Kett. 
Review from Sue Bergin. 
 
Issue 9. Summer 1989 

Special Issue on "Doing Research": 
Report of a RaPAL Study Weekend at the Lee 
Community Education Centre, Goldsmith's 
College, London. 
 
Topic covered: Students/writers/researchers; 
What is Research? Some Ideas I Came to the 
Weekend With; Doing Interviews; The Leicester 
Dyslexia Study Group (a student and tutor 
research group); It Used to be Cheating; 
Personal Stories and Research; The Video 
Workshops; Students, Tutors and Research; 
Good Practice in the Recruitment of Black 
Tutors; a Weekend Diary; The Questionnaire 
Workshop; Writing Up and Publishing Your 
Research; and Looking Back Over the Weekend. 
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Reports and comments from: Wendy Moss, 
Jane Mace, Mary Hamilton, David Barton, Judy 
Vaughan, Susan Mullins, R. Duckworth, Terry 
Mentor, Debbie, Colin Rushton, Hilary Beattie 
and Caroline Trongone. 
 
Issue 10. Autumn 1989 

Lickiss,R 
 
 
 
 
 
Lusthaus, C. & Adrien, 
M-H. 
 
Brookfield, S. 
 

Providing Information 
About Public Services: 
Studies of the 
Effectiveness of 
Written and Spoken 
Information 
Issues in Management 
of Literacy Programs 
(the Canadian context) 
Myths and Realities in 
Adult Education 

Conference Report: Writing in Adult Basic 
Education, European Research Seminar,1989, 
Franca van Alebeek and Tineka Krol. 
Review from Catherine Wallace. 
 
Issue 11. Spring 1989 

Goode, P. & Roache, 
D.,  
 
Lobley, G. & Moss, W. 
 
 
 
 
 
Thompson, P. 
Clissold, J. 

New Writers Research 
Their Own Writing 
Processes 
ILEA Goodbye! 
(a conversation about 
the development of 
adult basic education 
in London since 1974 
and a post ILEA future) 
Wordpower For Who? 
'Management is not a 
One Way Street' (a 
response to Lusthaus 
and Adrien in Issue 
10.) 

Conference Report: Literacy and Liberation, 
World University Service,1990, Karen Lucas, 
Jane Mace and Tara McArthur. 
Reviews from Sheila Simpson, Alan Carter, Josie 
Beanland, Carol Wallace, Val Watkinson and 
Corinne. 
 
Issue 12. Summer 1990 

McMahon, M. Dalton, 
N. 
 

Doing "Doing 
Research" Meetings 
Adult Literacy - The 

 
 
Padmore, S. 
 
 
Morphy, L. 

Educational Challenge 
of the 1990's (Eire) 
Contagious 
Enthusiasm: The Adult 
Learning Project 
More About 
Wordpower 

Conference Report: Building the Movement: 
Literacy, Popular Education and Democracy,4th 
World Assembly, International Council for Adult 
Education, Bangkok, 1990, Paul Fordham. 
Review from Donna Wilson. 
 
Issue 13. Autumn 1990 

Street, B.V.  
 
Joseph, J.  
 
Warrington, P.  
 
Murphy, S. 
 

Putting Literacies on 
the Political Agenda 
What is this Thing 
Called Numeracy? 
How and Why Some 
People Fail at School 
Den Bosch Days 
(commentary on an 
International Literacy 
Year Conference in 
Holland) 

Conference Report: The University and Literacy, 
UNESCO, Geneva, Jane Mace 
 
Issue 14. Spring 1991 

Kirkham, L. & Wild, C. 
 
 
 
 
 
Jones, V. 
 
Herrington, M. & 
Moss, W. 

One World - One 
Vision? (Relating 
international 
experience to their 
own philosophy and 
practice) 
Adult Literacy in the 
Soviet Union 
Conflicting Purposes 
and Values ABE in 
England: How 
Protected Is It? 
A Celebration of 
Mandy McMahon (A 
Collection of Tributes) 

Reviews from Jane Freeland, David Archer, 
Patrick Costello, Gillian Kaffash, Tracy Lennox 
and Sally Murphy 
 
Issue 15. Summer 1991 
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Black, S., Rouse, R. 
and Wickert, R. 
 
 
 
Halliday, E.  
 
 
Gray, M. 

The Illiteracy Myth: A 
Comparative Study of 
Prisoner Literacy 
Abilities (Australian 
context) 
Literacy: The 
Community's Business 
(Australian context) 
Learning in Open 
Learning 

Conference Report: Literacy for the 21" 
Century,1990, Brighton Polyechnic, Jane 
Lawrence 
Reviews from Roz Ivanič, Liz Saunders and Judy 
Craven. 
 
Issue 16. Autumn 1991 

Gardener, S.  
 
 
 
Clarke, J. 
 
 
Laugeson, C. 
 

Further and 
Basic Education and 
the Higher Education 
Bill 
Autonomy and 
Dependence in Adult 
Basic Education 
A Silent minority: Deaf 
People and Literacy 

Conference Report: Literacy Strategies in 
Community- Based Organisations, UIE and 
Associated Organisations, Namur, Belgium, 
1991, unnamed 
Reviews from Debbie Liddell, Shirley Cornes and 
Sue Bergin. 
 
Issue 17. Spring 1992 

Nieduszynska, S., 
Bootle, R., Rowley, J., 
Frank, F. & Hamilton, 
M. 
 
Frank, F.  
 
 
 
Mace, J. 
 
Nwenmely, H. & 
Edwards, V. 
 
Laugeson,C. 
 

Trade Union 
Perspectives on the 
Baxi Workbase 
Programme (summary 
of a discussion) 
Workplace Basic Skills­ 
Some of What's 
Happening Round the 
World 
Love, Literacy and 
Labour 
Research Project: The 
Teaching of Kweyol in 
the UK (French Creole) 

 
Tobias,K. 
 
 
Derbyshire County 
Council Education 
Unit 

Literacy and Deafness: 
Research and Practice 
Issues 
The Confidence Gap: 
Helping Adults Deal 
with interviews. 
What is Two Can? 
(Two Can Resources 
Unit : aims to give 
post 16 year old deaf 
people access to 
Community 
Education) 

LASER - The Language of Sign as an Educational 
Resource (details of a group established to 
develop the use of Sign Language in education) 
Conference Report: European Seminar on 
Linguistic Approaches to the Study of Literacy, 
Paris, 1991, Roz Ivanič. 
 
Issue 18.  Summer 1992 Open Learning 

Andrews, V. 
 
 
 
Fisher, V. 
 
 
Johnson, A. 
 
 
 
Davies, C. & Welch, A. 
 
 
 
 
O'Mahoney, C. 
 
 
McCaffery, J. 

Round Pegs in Square 
Holes? An Appraisal of 
ABE in Open Learning 
Programmes 
An Appraisal of 
Provision in ABE Open 
Learning Centres 
Independent Learning 
and Adult Basic 
Education at Carlisle 
College 
The Study Support 
Centre at the 
Birmingham College of 
Food, Tourism and 
Creative Studies 
The Open Learning in 
Adult Basic Education 
Research Project 
Review Article, 
Writing in the 
Community. 

Conference Report: 
Adult Basic Education in the 1990's, Beaumanor 
Hall, Leicestershire, 1992, Margaret Herrington 
 
Issue 19. Autumn 1992 

Ewing, G. 
 

Small Groups in the 
Big Picture (creating 
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Preece, J. 
 
 
Tomlinson, K. 
 
 
 
 
O'Rourke, R., Pearse, 
J., Ross, J.& Tinman, A. 
 

community within 
literacy programmes) 
The Academic Culture 
and Research - Is 
There an Alternative? 
More Ripples in the 
European Pond 
(students and tutors 
making European 
links) 
Wordpower and the 
Publishing of Student 
Writing 

Reviews from Anita Wilson and Madeleine 
Edwards (with students) 
 
Issue 20.  Spring 1993 Counselling 

Herrington, M. & 
Clayfield, A. 
 
 
 
 
Moss, W. 
& Bergin, S. 
 
Tobias-Green, K. 

Guidance and Adult 
Basic Education: A 
Report on an Action 
Research/Staff 
Development Project 
in Leicestershire 
Learning Counselling: 
The Work of Elizabeth 
Fuchs Bruninghoff 
Counselling and the 
Adult Learner 
Anonymous Simply 
Don't Know (questions 
resulting from the 
policy changes in 
relation to prisons) 

Reviews from Sally Murphy, Meriel Lobley, 
Barbara Hennelly, Adrian Waghorn, Stella Pye, 
Chris Hardman, Terry Ormerod and Bernadette 
Fear. 
 
Issue 21. Summer 1993 

Clarke, J. 
 
 
Whitty, T. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anonymous 

Left Out in the Cold 
with Quality Standards 
for Basic Skills 
Pieces of Paper: A 
Survey 
of Student Attitudes 
towards Accreditation 
in Adult Literacy and 
English Classes in 
Southwark. 

 
 
 
 
Murphy, S. 
 
McGahan, H. 
 
Wilson, A. 
 
Donnelly, L., Murphy, 
C. & Cope, R. 

Hard Times (Concerns 
about funding 
uncertainties from a 
number of adult basic 
education providers) 
The Naming and 
Numbering of Parts 
A Day in the Life of a 
Prison Tutor 
A Creative Story about 
Prison Writing 
Working with 
Wordpower 

Conference Reports: Literacy and Cultural 
Development Strategies in Rural Areas, 
Salamanca, 1993, Catherine Sauzier; Basic Skills 
Information Conference, London, 1993, Julia 
Clarke. 
Reviews from Anita Wilson and Madeleine 
Edwards (with students). 
 
Issue 22. Autumn 1993 

Hamilton, M. & Ivanič, 
R. 
 
Barton, D.& Bergin, S. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reflections on 
Research, Practice and 
Change 
The Research and 
Practice in ABE 
Course: 10 short 
pieces by course 
participants on: 
Testing Times, 
Perceptions of Initial 
Assessment and 
Screening in a College 
Setting; TEED.TECS 
and Traumas; For 
Whose Benefit is 
Accreditation; 
Approaches to 
Writing- An 
Exploration; Adult 
Literacy Tutors' 
Models of Writing; 
Participatory Research 
into a New Return to 
Learn Course;­ The 
Perceived Value of "A" 
Level Literature; 
Students' Confidence 
during the First Year of 
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Hammond, L., 
Murphy, S. & 
Watkinson, V. 
 

a BTEC Nursery 
Nursing Course; Men 
Working Alongside 
Women in ABE; How 
Definitions of Literacy 
Relate to Research. 
Researching the 
Changes. 

Issue 23. Spring 1994 

Van Dijk, F. 
 
 
Finlay, A. 
 
 
Tomlinson, K. 
 
 
 
Ratcliffe, B. 
 
 
 
Ormerod, F. 

Gender Specific 
Images in 
Reading and Writing 
Some Challenges 
Posed by Reading 
Research 
Growing into Europe: 
A Report of a Writing 
Weekend in Belgium 
1993 
Perceived Learning 
Outcomes of 
Adult Basic Education 
Students 
Writing in the Dark: 
Dilemmas of 
Writing Job 
Applications 

Conference report: ALM, A New International 
Research Forum on adults Learning Maths. 
November 25th 1993, Dhamma Colwell 
Reviews by Catherine Macrae and Julia 
Dinsdale. 
 
Issue 24. Summer 1994 Family Literacy 

Barton, D. 
 
Bird, V. & Pahl, K. 
 
Molloy, J. 
 
Savitsky, F-F 
& Sunderland, H. 
 
Palmer, J. 
& Rhodes, K. 
 
 
Barton, D. 

Exploring Family 
Literacy 
Parent Literacy in a 
Community Setting 
Numeracy in Parent 
Literacy Sessions 
Initiatives in 
Southwark with 
Parents and Children 
Measuring Success in 
Family Literacy: Seeing 
the Wood and the 
Trees 

 Networking on Family 
Literacy 

Review from Sue Gardener. 
 
Issue 25. Autumn 1994 Bilingual Literacy 

Bhatt, A. 
 
Yates, P.  
 
Mace, J. 
 
 
Jones, K. 
 
Lucero, M. & 
Thompson, J. 

Gujarati Literacies in 
Leicester 
The Neglect of 
Biliteracy 
Drink in Every Word: 
Learning about Welsh 
Literacy 
The Literacy Practices 
of Welsh Speakers 
Teaching English 
Literacy Using 
Bilingual Approaches 

Conference Reports: Institute of Education, 
University of London, The Second Domain of 
Literacy Conference, 1994, Anita Wilson; 
Founding Conference of the Adults Learning 
Maths Conference (ALM), Fircroft College, 
Birmingham, 1994, unnamed reviewer (ALM 
Contact Diana Coben). 
Reviews from Anita Wilson, Kathy Pitt, Jane 
Fernando Smith and Jane Mace. 
 
Issue 26. Spring 1995 

Karlik, J.& J.  
 
Parr, S. 
 
Kerr, H. 
Herrington, M.  
Hayes, C. 
 
 
Sellers, J. 
 
 
 
Hamilton, M. 

I'm Learning to Read 
Again 
Lost for Words: 
Aphasia and literacy 
Spellism (a poem) 
Talking about Literacy 
Thinking About 
Wordpower in 
Practice 
Walking the 
Tightrope: Experiences 
of Women Part Time 
Tutors 
Comparing Research 
Networks in Australia 
and the UK 
 

Issue 27. Summer 1995 Dyslexia 

Herrington, M. 
 
 
Lankshear, P. 

Dyslexia: Old 
Dilemmas and New 
Policies 
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Walker, M. 
 
 
Chappell, D. 
 
 
Whitehouse, G. 
 
 
 
 
Michelson, C. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Smith, J. 
 
Morgan, E. 
 
Rishworth, C. 
 

Dyslexia and ABE - 
Where Now? 
Specific Learning 
Difficulties: A Three - 
Pronged Approach 
Dyslexia. Moving 
Forward Further 
Education 
Dyslexia: An FE 
student's experience 
of assessment or "Its a 
Big Shock Finding Out 
You are Disabled". 
Out of the Frying Pan 
into the Fire: Some 
Observations on 
Supporting Dyslexic 
Students who have 
Progressed to 
University 
Dyslexia - A Personal 
Experience 
Releasing Potential in 
the Dyslexic Writer 
Dyslexia and Higher 
Education 

Conference Reports: The Living Literacies 
Conference, Urban Learning Foundation, 
London, 1995, Kate Tomlinson; Dyslexics' 
Choice, Adult Dyslexia Organisation, Morley 
College, London, 1995, Margaret Herrington. 
 
Issue 28/29. Autumn 1995/ Spring 1996 

Ivanič, R., Aitchison, 
M. & Weldon, S. 
Houghton, G. 
 
 
Frank, F. 
 
 
 
 
 
Lee, A. 
 
Keen, J. 
 
 
 

Bringing Ourselves 
into Our Writing 
Who Says So?... Who? 
Can Their Views be 
Challenged 
Workplace Adult Basic 
Education and 
Community Adult 
Basic Education: Two 
Different Kettles of 
Fish 
Research as Writing 
(Australian Context) 
Family Literacy in 
Lothian: Connect 
Community Learning 

 
Taylor, S. 

Programme with and 
for Parents 
Some Reflections on 
Current Literacy 
Teaching 

Reviews from Sue Bergin; and from Sylvia 
Burrow with Caroline, Rita, Pam and Ivor at the 
Adult College, Lancaster. 
 
Issue 30. Summer 1996 Staff Development and 
Training 
Hillier, Y. 
 
Mace, J. 
 
 
 
 
Clarke, J. & Moss, W. 
 
 
 
 
Hamilton, M. with 
Mace, J. Herrington, 
M. 

So What is Good 
Practice? 
The Art of the 
Possible: Inspirations, 
Issues and Strategies 
for Research and 
Practice 
Underpinning 
Competence: The 
Current State of 
Teaching 
Qualifications in ABE 
Higher Education and 
Professional 
Development 
Opportunities for ABE 
in the UK 
 

Issue 31.  Winter 1996 

Hamilton, M. & 
Herrington, M. 
McKeever, M. 
 
Tout, D. 

RaPAL 1996: A Turning 
Point? 
The Literature of the 
"Illiterate" 
Some Reflections on 
Adult Numeracy 

Conference Reports: Adults Learning Maths 
Forum,3'' International Conference,1996, Diana 
Coben,; New Developments in Basic Skills, FEDA, 
1996, Pablo Foster. 
Reviews from Noreen Nolan, Ann Finlay, Rob 
Peutrell and Julia Clarke. 
 
Issue 32. Spring 1997 

McDuffus, R., Sharp, I. 
& Nolan, N. 
Jazayeri, Z. 
Macrae, C. 
 
 

Student Research, 
Learning and Action 
Refugee Legislation 
Struggling with 
Authority: Texts, 
Power and Curriculum 
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Lillis, T & Ramsey, M. 
 
 
Merrifield, J. 
 
 
Wallis, J. 
 

Student Status and the 
Question of Choice in 
Academic Writing 
Participatory Action 
Research: Knowing, 
Learning, Doing. 
A Review Article 
(about two important 
Canadian publications, 
involving students’ 
writing) 
 

Issue 33. Summer 1997 Occasional Paper 

Street, B.V. Adult Literacy in the 
United 
Kingdom: A History of 
Research and Practice. 
 

Issue 34.  Autumn 1997 

Taylor, S. 
 
 
 
Hamilton, M. & Frank, 
F. 
Sanders, J. 
 
 
Gurnah, A. 
 

An interview with 
Freire; Paulo Freire 
1921-1997: Biography 
and References 
Literacy in Brazil 
 
Developing Collective 
Credits Through the 
Open College System 
A New Funding 
Framework for Adult 
Education 

Conference Reports: Literacy and Lifelong 
Learning: A UNESCO Conference, Lyn Tett; 
Building a Literate Nation 1997, National 
Literacy Trust 
Conference, Jane Mace. 
 
Issue 35. Spring 1998 Conference Edition 
Articles originating from the 
RAPAL/Goldsmiths College conference, June 
1997: 
Macrae, C. 
 
 
 
 
Tomlin, A.  
 
Jessop, M., Lawrence, 
G. & Pitt, K. 

Reality Identity and 
Conventions: 
Researching 
Ideological Work in 
Interviews 
Who Asks the 
Questions? 

 
Wolfe, M.  
 
Taylor, S. 
 
Mace, J. 

Two Workshops on 
Critical Literacy 
Practice 
Shake, Rattle and 
Write  
Literacy and Identity: 
Authoring the Text 
Stitches in Time: 
Mothers and Literacy 

Reviews from Eleri Jones, Kate Pahl, Sarah 
Richardson and Wendy Moss. 
 
Issue 36. Summer 1998 Occasional Paper 

Hamilton, M. Keeping Alive 
Alternative Visions. A 
Contribution to the 
ALPHA 97 Action 
Research Project 
 

Issue 37. Autumn 1998 Literacy, Time and 
Space 
Wilson, A. 
 
 
 
Hodges, N. 
 
 
 
 
Collins, J. 
 
RaPAL Working Group 

Three Days and a 
Breakfast: Translating 
Time in the Literacy 
Lives of Prisoners 
Arrows, Cycles and 
Spirals: Time in an 
Adult Dyslexia Class. 
Fran...Time's Running 
Out! 
A Journey Must Begin 
with a Single Step 
What Do You Think? 
Summary and 
Recommendations 
from RaPAL in 
response to the 
Government Green 
Paper, 'The Learning 
Age'. 

Reviews from Ellayne Fowler and Jo Colley. 
 
Issue 38. Spring 1999 Conference Edition 

Merrifield, J. 
 
 
 
 
 
Marquand, A. 

Literacy, Community 
and Citizenship: What 
Do We Teach, How Do 
We Teach It? 
Reflections from US 
Experiences. 
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and Students 
 
Sperling, S. 
 
 
 
Jamieson, C. & Sticking 
UP For Your Rights 
Group 
 
 
Staff/Students Bede 
Education Centre and 
Lambeth Comm. Ed. 
Service 
Students from Ilkeston 
Centre 
 
Kirman. J. 
 
 
Moore, J. 
 
 
Fowler, E. & Rigg, C. 
 
 
Roberts, G. & Prowse, 
J. 
Kenner, C. 
 
 
 
Wilson, G. 

Workplace Training at 
Robinson of 
Chesterfield 
Passion and Power 
(the importance of 
libraries in adult 
literacy) 
Developing Literacies 
within ABE to Promote 
Self-advocacy 
Alongside Adults with 
Learning Disabilities 
Maths - Our Ideas All 
Came into One 
 
 
Celebrating Literacy 
and Learning in Adult 
Education 
Naughty Literacies-
Nice Words (prison 
literacies) 
Visual Literacies: 
Photo Albums and 
Beyond 
Visual Literacies: 
Photo Albums and 
Beyond (2) 
Reporting Soaps 
 
Bilingual Parents and 
the Maintenance of 
Mother Tongue 
Literacy. 
RaPAL Conference 
1998 

Reviews from Crissie Laugeson, Jay Derrick, Jo 
Colley and Yasmin Alam. 
 
Issue 39. Summer 1999 International 

Lillis, T. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Green, A. 
 
Castleton, G. 

50th Annual 
Conference of College 
Composition and 
Communication 
Atlanta, Georgia 1999: 
Making Connections 
with the UK Context. 
The Literacy Teacher 
as Model Writer 

 
 
 
 
Nederkoom, A. 
 
 
 
Taylor, C.  
Simanowitz, D. & 
Horsburgh, D. 

Inspecting the 
Consequences of 
Virtual and Virtuous 
Realities of Workplace 
Literacy 
Back to School Again: 
Literacy Courses for 
Dutch Native Speakers 
Deserve More Space 
Update 
Using CDROM and 
Learning Materials to 
Structure Learning 
Experiences for 
Students with Basic 
Skills Need 

Reviews from Anna Robinson Pant, Sarah 
Richardson and Celia Rigg. 
 
Issue 40. Winter 1999 Student Writing 

Mace, J. 
 
Gardener, S. 
 
Moss, W.  
Richardson, S. 
 
Frank, F.  
 
Drummond, C. 
 
 
 
 
Taylor, C. 
 
Chester, A. & Alam, Y. 
 
Rosen, D.  
 
Merson, M. 

The Significance of 
Student Writing 
Student Writing in the 
1970's and 1980's 
Talk into Text 
Using Gatehouse 
books with Students 
Student Writing using 
IT  
Exegesis Book Club: 
Adult Basic Education 
Students Write Books 
for other Students to 
Read 
Update (funding 
opportunities) 
Asian Women Writers 
and Publishing Project 
The Boston Publishing 
for Literacy Project 
Student Writing and 
Health 

Reviews from Carol Azhumah Dennis and Fitz 
Lewis. 
 
Issue 41. Spring 2000 Quality and Standards 

Clarke, J. 
 
 
Lankshear, P. 

Does Quality have to 
mean 
Standardization?  
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Herrington, M.  
 
 
Arnett, J. 
 
 
 
Ellayne Fowler 
 
Derrick, J. 
 
 
Wolfe, M. 
 
 
Bailey, I. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taylor, C. 
 
Berry, M. 

Working with 
Standards: A 
Practitioner's Account 
Commentary on 
Working with 
Standards 
Talk this way: 
Problems in the 
Assessment of 
Speaking and Listening 
Response to Talk this 
Way 
The New National 
Standards for Adult 
Basic Skills 
Introduction to the 
New National 
Standards 
Ireland's Evolving 
Quality Framework for 
ABE: An Account of 
NALA's Piloting 
Process Notes on the 
NALA Framework from 
Bobby Ferguson, Jane 
Mace, Margaret 
Donahey and Julia 
Clarke. 
A Quality Document 
for Family Literacy 
Developing a Quality 
Standard for 
Vocational Literacy, 
Language and 
Numeracy Provision in 
Aotearoa, New 
Zealand 

Conference report: SKILL Annual Conference. 
Policy and Practice 2000 and beyond, February 
25-26th, Margaret Herrington 
Reviews from Linda Taylor, Ann Murie and Pam 
Cole. 
 
Issue 42. Summer 2000 Occasional Paper 

Kress, G. The Futures of Literacy 
 

Issue 43.  Winter 2000 Situating Literacies 

Barton, D. 
Rios, G. 
 

Situating Literacies 
Critical Language 
Awareness in Adult 

 
 
Peutrell, R. 
 
 
Herrington, M. & 
Joseph, T. 
 
Barij, S. 
 
 
Ramsey, K. 

Literacy Classroom 
Interactions 
Literacy and the 
Capitalist 
Workplace 
Literacies within 
Prisons: A Fourth 
Space 
Literacy practices 
within AL­Anon Family 
Groups 
Brothaman: A Poetry 
Evening 

Reviews from Julia Clarke and Karen Fairfax­ 
Cholmeley. 
 
Issue 44. Spring 2001 Literacy 4 Technology, 
Technology 4 Literacy 
Rosen, D. 
 
 
Taylor, C. 
 
CIarke, J. & Southee, 
S. 
 
 
 
Good, M. 
 
Joseph, T., Herrington, 
M., Lillis, T and Wilson, 
A. 

Adult Learners 
Worldwide on the 
web. 
Update (funding 
sources) 
"It started off as a 
joke!": Women 
Learning in a 
Workplace Internet 
Cafe. 
On The Way to Online 
Pedagogy 
Responses to Previous 
Articles 

Reviews from Robin Close and Sheelagh 
Cooper. 
 
Issue 45 Does not exist: Error in Numbering 
 
Issue 46. Summer 2001 Occasional Paper 

Orr, S. 
 
 
 
 
Herrington, M. 

Researching the 
Interface between 
Dyslexia and Non­ 
Dyslexia in Higher 
Education 
Dyslexia: The 
Continuing 
Exploration. Insights 
for Literacy Educators. 
 

Issue 47.  Winter 2001 Conference Edition 
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Barton, D. & 
Herrington, M. 
 
Erlewyn-Lajeunesse, S. 
& Fowler, Z. 
 
 
 
 
 
Burton, M. 
Wicks, J. 
 
 
 
Searle, J. & Kelly, A. 
 
 
 
Shiers, G. 
 
Wolfe, M. 
 
 
Peutrell, R. 
 
 
 
Lee, J. 
 

Reply to the Keynote 
Speech - SKILLS FOR 
LIFE 
The Millennium Dome 
Approach to Adult 
Literacy: A Practical 
and Theoretical 
Approach to the 
Recent Adult Literacy 
Strategy 
The Stigma of Illiteracy 
Supporting Emergent 
Readers: Essex 
Libraries and Quick 
Reads 
Built In or Bolted On: 
Literacy Practices in 
the Civil Construction 
Industry 
What Do You Really 
Want to Read? 
Reader ,I voted for 
him...Reading the 
Election 
Literacy in the FE 
mainstream: Good 
Practice and Our Class 
(room) Struggle 
How to Teach the 
Spelling of Priority 
Words to Dyslexic 
Learners 

Reviews by Zoe Fowler and Julia Clarke. 
 
Issue 48. Spring 2002 

Herrington,  M.  
 

Gardener, S. & Glynn. 
J. 
Glynn, J. 
 
 
Burgess, A. 
 
Fowler, E. 

The NRDC Practitioner 
Consultation Event 
There's Still a Place for 
RaPAL 
Writing and Research 
at a Student-led 
Organisation 
Reading and Writing in 
Everyday Life 
Students and Tutors 
Writing Book Reviews. 
 

Issue 49. Autumn 2002 

Mace, J.  
 

Language Experience 
is Alive and Kicking 

Tomlinson, K. 
 
 
Burton, M. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Webb, D.  
 
Lynch, G. 
 
 
 
Courtman, S. 

Hawkwood Rhythms 
(residential writing 
event) 
All Literacies Great 
and Small. A 
Consideration of Rural 
Literacy in the Context 
of Increasing 
Agricultural 
Bureaucratisation 
A Day in the Life of a 
Community Tutor 
Mapping the Learning 
Journey: The NALA 
Assessment 
Framework 
Freirian Liberation, 
Cultural Transaction 
and Writing from 'The 
Working Class and the 
Spades’. 

Reviews from Ellayne Fowler and Margaret 
Herrington. 
 
Issue 50. Spring 2003 

Chappell, D. 
Norton, M. A. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Lakshmi, C.S. 
 
Heath, K. 
 
 
Shahnaz, I. & 
Hamilton, M. 

Dyslexia Study Groups 
Review Article: The 
Give and 
Take of Writing. 
Scribes, Literacy and 
Everyday Life. by Jane 
Mace (Reflection on 
theory and practice) 
Ahead of Her Time: 
Everyday Maths 
From Moser to 
Multiple Choice 
(Assessment) 
The Contribution of 
the Mass Media to 
Adult Literacy, 
Numeracy and ESOL 
Policy in England, 
1970-2000 

Reviews from Julia Clarke, Aileen Pimperton 
and Mary Wolfe. 
 
Issue 51. Summer 2003 Occasional Paper 

Frank, F. & Elenita 
Rodrigues 

"We are the 
governor's dogs': 
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Herrington, M. 

Students' voices and 
policy­ making. 
Developing a new 
framework for literacy 
practitioners in 
empowering learners 
to engage with 
workplace change. 
Research with the 
RaPAL Network: 
Members' Views on 
Useful References for 
Professional 
Development. NRDC 
Project. 

Index of RaPAL Publications 1986-2003. 
 
II. Other RaPAL Publications 

1. Fitzpatrick ,S.&Mace,l. Lifelong Literacies. 
Papers from the 1996 RAPAL. Conference. 
Manchester: Gatehouse. Papers include: 

Gardener, S.  
 
Sunderland, H. 
 
Barton, D. & Hamilton, 
M. 
Hodge, R & Jones, K.  
 
 
Clarke, J. 
 
 
 
Moss, W. & 
O'Mahoney, C.  
Armour, J. 
 
Morton, S.  
 
Savitsky, F. F. 
 
 
Ahmad, Q. 
 
Woodin, T. 
 
Stewart, A.  
 
Colley, J. 

Basic Education in the 
Post Industrial World 
What Refugees Bring 
to Literacy Classes 
Putting the New 
Literacies into Practice 
Photography as 
Collaborative 
Research 
Making Sense of 
Experience: The Role 
of Narrative in 
Research and Practice 
Developing Autonomy 
in Open Learning 
Teach the Mother to 
Reach the Child 
Family Learning in 
West Glamorgan 
Understanding 
Nursery Education: A 
Course for Carers 
ESOL and Student 
Publishing  
The Gatehouse Asian 
Women's project 
A Pragmatic Approach 
to Vocational Literacy 

 
 
Frank, F. & Holland, C. 
 
Noel, A, 
 
Mace, J. 
 
Herrington, M 

Finding a Way In: Back 
door routes to 
learning 
The Politics of 
Workplace Literacy 
Listening and Teaching 
in Basic Education 
The Significance of 
Student Writing 
RaPAL: Changes and 
Developments 

2. Hamilton, M. Early Days: The Effect of 
Incorporation on ABE Provision in 
England and Wales. Report of 
questionnaire survey carried out in Spring 
1994. 

 
3. Barton,D. (ed) (1992) New Views of 

Literacy, A Bibliography. 
ISBN O 901800 08 2. 
The Bibliography focuses on adults, on 
learning, and on new definitions of literacy 
which are changing people's views of the 
nature and importance of reading and 
writing...It highlights social aspects of 
literacy and critical views of literacy. It is 
organised into 13 sections: 

1. Approaches to Literacy 
2. Research and Practice 

3. Critical approaches to Literacy 
4. Adult Education 

5. Popular Education, Popular 
Culture 

6. Educational Practice 
7. Programmes and Organisation 

8. Language Issues 
9. Uses and Contexts: Home, School 

and Work. 
10. Literacy in Industrialised 

Countries 
11. Literacy in Developing 

Countries. 
12. Historical and Cultural 

Comparisons. 
13. Resources 

 
4. Doing Research: RaPAL Occasional 

Paper. Bradford Conference for 
Learners and Practitioners. 1990 
Learners tutors and researchers in Adult 
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Basic Education met to develop ideas 
and practices for their own research. 
This report of the conference includes: 
ideas for ABE research that were 
developed by students and practitioners 
thinking and working together; things to 
think about when starting research; and 
questionnaires that could be used for 
local research. 
Contributors included: Mary Hamilton, 
Mandie Ranson, Corinne Shires, Jean 
Jackson, Charlotte Farr, Wendy Moss 
and Mandy McMahon. 

 
5. Mccaffery, J. & Street, B.V.(1988) 

Literacy Research in the UK. Adult and 
School Perspectives. Lancaster: RaPAL 
OUT OF PRINT A collection of papers 
based on the 'Literacy Research in the 
UK' Conference at Friends' Centre, 
Brighton in June 1987: 

Street, B.V. 
 
 
McCaffery, J. 
 
Clanchy, M. 
 
Brain, S. 
 
 
Baynham, M. 
 
 
 
Merry, R. 
 
 
 
Foster, P. 
 
 
Ivanič, R. & Barton, D. 
 
Gardener, S. 
 
Edwards, J. 
 
 
Maybin, J. 

Comparative 
Perspectives on 
Literacy Research 
Combining Research 
and Practice 
Teaching Reading in 
the Middle Ages 
Autobiographical 
Writing: Understated 
or Overplayed 
Literate, Biliterate, 
Multiliterate? Some 
Issues for Literacy 
Research 
More Than Reading 
and Writing: Literacy 
Schemes and Other 
Activities 
The Management of 
Essential Adult 
Learning 
The Role of Language 
Study in Adult Literacy 
Language and Second 
Chance Education 
Research into Adult 
Literacy: From Practice 
to Theory 

 
Dombey, H. 
 

Literacy, Language and 
Schooling 
Moving into Literacy in 
the Early Years of 
School 

6. Gardener, S. The Long Word Club. The 
Development of Written Language 
Within Adult Fresh Start and Return to 
Learning Programmes ISBN O 901 800 
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RaPAL 1996:  A Turning Point? 
Mary Hamilton and Margaret Herrington 

Mary Hamilton and Margaret Herrington were the chair and membership secretary of RaPAL respectively. At 
the time of writing, Mary worked at the University of Lancaster and Margaret worked part time at the 
University of Nottingham. 
 

 

The Research and Practice in Adult Literacy Network (RaPAL) began in 1985 in order to 

improve communications between practitioners and researchers in this field and to 

encourage research which supported democratic practices in literacy work. This paper 

describes the changes introduced by RaPAL in 1996 and analyses the size, location and 

interests of current membership. A brief comparison is made with the early years and the 

priorities which emerged during the first AGM are identified. 

Since its inception RaPAL has been a voluntary network organised by a loosely defined 

collective, including two office holders and an editorial group. It has produced three 

bulletins each year, a number of occasional publications and several conferences/events. 

Though small and informal, it has usefully explored the crucial interface between research 

and practice and has regularly raised questions both about literacies in their political and 

social contexts and about Adult Basic Education policy and practice. It has been one of the 

very few 'places' where aspects of the oral culture of adult literacy work in the UK could be 

'captured'; and where key values underpinning critical literacy could reliably be found. 

In 1995 there was growing recognition that the organisational structure could not sustain 

the increasing volume of work and that the informal means of access by the membership 

into the working group was not sufficient to generate a flow of workers. A decision was 

therefore taken to hold an AGM at which new structures and new office holders could be 

adopted and at which the membership could identify priorities for 1996/7. Three temporary 

sub-groups (administration, publications, conferences and events) formed to undertake 

different strands of RaPAL's work and to plan the AGM. By the summer of 1996 they had 

successfully placed RaPAL on a much firmer footing. 

The AGM 

The first AGM was held during the Lifelong Literacies Conference at Manchester 

Metropolitan University on June 6th; a conference organised in conjunction with Gatehouse 

Publishers. The meeting attracted nearly seventy members and began with an overview of 

the year's work. The secretary proposed that the organising sub-groups should be re-named 

and continue. Members were invited to become more actively involved in the development 

of RaPAL. 
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The first AGM was held during the Lifelong Literacies Conference in Manchester 
 

Elections were held for the newly defined posts. Officeholders for 1996/7 are: 
 

 

 
Chair: 

Secretary: 

Treasurer: 
Mem. Sec. 

Mary Hamilton  

Gaye Houghton  

Wendy Moss  

Margaret Herrington 

 

Publicity: 

Regional Networking: 

Fund Raising: 

Conference Planning: 

Jo Swindells  

Navvy Allen  

Fiona Frank & Julia Collins 

Jane Mace 

Publications: 

Bulletin Editor: 

Production Editor: 

Dispatchers: 

Reviews Editor: 

News Digest: 
Other Publications: 

Rotating 
Gaye Houghton  

Joan Stapleford & Judith Harrison  

 Julia Clarke  

 Ann Finlay & Noreen Nolan 

 David Barton 

All can be contacted via the secretary, Gaye Houghton 
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After the election, members worked in small groups to discuss the work of RaPAL and to 

identify priorities for 1996/7. 
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The main suggestions are grouped below: 

• The Role of RaPAL 

We need to retain the adult focus and to be clearer about what RaPAL's alternative voice 

involves. We should aim for greater visibility of a critical perspective on literacy, and more 

formal publication of these ideas in order to influence policy makers. 

• Recruitment/Publicity and Funding 

Although membership is growing rapidly, a number of suggestions were made about 

recruiting new members. Ideas for publicity and funding included: a RaPAL home page on 

the Internet, encouraging more international links; an advertisement in the Basic Skills 

Agency Newsletter; fundraising from trusts and European sources; and the use of press 

releases to publicise our events. There was some concern that any external funding could 

compromise our independence. 

• The Bulletin 

The information in the Bulletin was generally felt to be very good but it should include a 

wider range of contributors, be more visually appealing and include reviews of software and 

a skills exchange. One person suggested copyrighting the bulletin since at the moment there 

is extensive copying from which we do not receive any financial benefit. Ideas for future 

issues included: Student Writing and the Politics of Literacy. 

• Networking 

We agreed to explore further the issue of developing regional networks. We would like to 

provide lists of members in different regions and by stated interests. Local events could be 

organised to bring in new people. We could have sectoral or theme networks, like the 

successful Workplace Trainers Network. We should also make links with other networks 

such as the National Literacy Trust [NLT] and the British Association for Literacy in 

Development [BALID]. 

 

The Growth of RaPAL 

At the AGM the membership secretary provided information about the size, location and 

interests of the wider membership. It seemed·important to have a clearer idea of who and 

where our membership was, if we were to refocus our work successfully. 
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Our membership secretary at the AGM 

The data for 1995/6 (up to April 14th) revealed 238 paid up members, including 204 from the 

UK and 34 from overseas, with a contact list of 345. This was the highest recorded 

membership. Though records have been kept for the last ten years, they have not provided 

consistent information throughout and so it is difficult to compare all the features 

accurately. In general, however, the impression is that since the first set of invitations were 

sent out early in 1985, and since the take-off in membership between September and 

December 1986, the numbers have been somewhere between one and two hundred. The 

full annual figure at July 31st for 1995/6 was 258. 

Within these overall figures the relative incidence of individual/institutional/ student 

membership, up to April 1996, shows almost double the number of individuals to 

institutions [127:67] with only ten student members. However, the impression from recent 

applications is that there is a shift towards institutional membership and more of a fifty-fifty 

split. The overseas membership already shows such proportions. The implications of this 

apparent shift in the UK for RaPAL are both financial and professional: institutional 

members make a greater contribution to the budget and potentially facilitate a wide 

dissemination of the bulletin among practitioners and policy makers within their 

organisations. The isolation which some individual workers feel could be alleviated by this. 

The kind of institutions which subscribe show a preponderance of AE, ABE and FE Colleges 

and Centres: 47 out of the 67 in the UK. RaPAL thus has strength on the ground in ABE. At 

first glance, higher education institutions seem under-represented with seven members (cf 

the Australian context, described in recent RaPAL Bulletins, eds.26 and 30) but this gives a 

misleading impression of higher education interest in RaPAL: many individual members 

work in and around higher education. Nevertheless, the institutional membership is low and 

this may stem from the broader structural problem within the UK, of the universities not 

being widely involved in the advanced training of adult literacy staff (for exceptions see the 

RaPAL Bulletin 30). In contrast universities account for almost half of the overseas 

institutional membership. The interesting question deriving from the UK profile concerns 
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the likely pattern of research which may develop within the network. Given the increasing 

workloads for ABE practitioners, opportunities for building action research expertise within 

job descriptions may be squeezed. It seems all the more important for HE institutions to 

provide post-graduate research routes. 

Geographical Location 

The thirty four overseas subscribers were mainly concentrated in Australia and Canada but 

there were some from New Zealand, South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Republic of Ireland, 

FRG, Denmark, Holland, Slovenia, Japan and the USA. 'The extent of overseas interest in 

RaPAL is not fully represented by these figures; there is a steady stream of enquiries about 

back issues of the bulletin. 

The UK membership shows representation in all countries (Scotland 21, Northern Ireland 9 

and Wales 7) and areas (South West 32, Midlands 36, North East 27) with the exception of 

East Anglia (two members only). There are, however, major concentrations in the North 

West (62) and London & the South East (79). This overall spread reinforces the need to 

stage meetings and events throughout the UK. 

Members' Interests 

When RaPAL members join they are asked to indicate their particular interests and when 

this data for 1995/6 is compared with that of 1986/7, the impression is of an apparent shift 

from the urgent and often radical thrust of the early years. The current data shows ESOL 

and ABE as the main areas of work with numeracy being cited on only 9 occasions. The 

contexts in which members express interest are: prisons, the workplace, rural areas, 

community based work, FE Colleges, HE institutions, the Family and Open Learning Centres. 

The groups noted are: deaf students, women, young people, adults with Specific Learning 

Difficulties (e.g. dyslexia) and those with other special needs. Family Literacy and SPLDS are 

most frequently cited and FE Colleges and HE institutions are clearly declared as contexts for 

literacy education. 

The following interests have been sustained since 1986: student writing within ABE 

provision, management issues and training. Others have grown in significance. The 

membership secretary of the time, the legendary Mandy MacMahon noted for example: 

"The influence of family on literacy education...I don't know if working with parents is an 

emerging trend or part of community education mother and toddler work overlapping with 

ABE" 

This has a prophetic ring in the light of the huge current interest in family literacy. And there 

is now far more interest in IT. 

Most notable of all, however, was the range of issues declared in 1986/7 and missing from 

current data. These included: the labelling debate about literacy, basic skills or adult basic 

education; the nature of learning-approaches, alternatives, learning styles and incidental 

learning; student involvement in research; research into the history of literacy and into 
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reading strategies; the political and social context of literacy, literacy and social change; 

structures and styles of provision and relative drop out; and methods of teaching. The sheer 

vitality of the time emerges from the complete list, as the passion to establish well managed 

provision was accompanied by fundamental questions about how illiteracy should be 

viewed, described and responded to, both politically and andragogically. The impression 

from current data is of greater concern with more instrumental matters to do with service 

delivery. However, this must be treated with some caution. The above data represents only 

one third of the membership in the 1995/6 and over a half in 1986/7; and in the light of the 

ideas expressed at the conference, it would appear that RaPAL members are still willing to 

raise difficult and challenging questions and to think 'critically' about 'literacy myths' and 

practices. The early impression may have been somewhat misleading. 

 

The meeting ended with a feeling of great 

energy and a determination to continue. 
 

 

After The AGM 

Work has started on the new priorities: 

• We are re-writing our aims for RaPAL based on suggestions from the membership. 

Please let Gaye Houghton have your comments on the draft document included in 

this issue. 

• We have been invited to write a contribution to a National Literacy Trust publication, 

outlining our ideas for the 'strategic priorities for literacy' over the next five years. 

We hope to use this to develop our arguments about current policy in literacy and 

ABE. 

• In response to members' request for an annual conference, Jane Mace suggested 

that the next conference, and hence the next AGM, should be at Goldsmiths College, 

University of London, June 2lst-22nd 1997. This was agreed. 

• We will concentrate on improving links with other organisations within the UK 

1996/7 should, therefore, be an important turning point for RaPAL both in terms of 

organisational restructuring and in the connecting of that structure with the energies of the 

growing membership. This work should enable us to critically re-evaluate the functions and 

funding of this network in the light of current policy issues. 
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Situating Literacies 

David Barton 

David Barton is Professor of Linguistics at the University of Lancaster. He is a founder member of RAPAL. 

 

If we think of an example of someone reading or writing, there is a wide range of things they 
might be doing. The person might be filling in a form, writing a letter, checking a timetable, 
following a recipe, or doing any one of a host of everyday activities. In each of these cases, 
the person will be reading and writing for a purpose, with an aim, with the point of 
achieving something. It is also true that in each of these examples the reading and writing 
will be carried out in a particular place at a particular point in time. People don't just 
randomly fill in forms or write letters. They fill in a particular form at a particular time and 
place. 

For example, I have just filled in a register of electors' form. It came through the post last 
week and has lain on the stairs for several days. I sat on the stairs and filled it in, on a Sunday 
morning, partly as a way of tidying the house. These forms are delivered every year in early 
September and are used to make up the register of electors for the following year. On the 
front of the form in large letters it says Don't lose your right to vote. So that's another reason 
I fill it in, in order to participate as a citizen. In smaller letters on the back it says You must by 
law, fill in this form. There is a lot which could be said about this form: the mixture of legal 
and everyday language; the strangeness of form filling as an example of writing (how it is 
both collaborative and imposed); the range of different purposes it serves; and the changes 
in recent years, with a web-site being mentioned on this year's form. 

However, the central point I want to make is how my filling in this form is situated in a 
particular time and place; I did this in Lancaster, England in September 2000. In a different 
place or at a different time it would have been a different activity. 

Activities such as form filling may seem very specific, but when we examine them in detail, 
we find a wide range of practices. To move on to the example of letter writing, this can mean 
very different things in different situations. It can be a very private, personal activity 
between two people, such as sending a love letter, or it can be very public activity, such as 
when members of a campaigning group decide communally to write a letter to a politician. If 
we examine particular examples of people writing letters, we will find the ways in which the 
activities are socially situated. So, for example, teenage boys are not usually thought of as 
avid letter writers, but in the Young Offenders Institution in Lancaster, where there are 
delinquent teenagers who are often stereotyped as having no interest or ability in literacy, 
one finds several lads who keep up regular and extensive correspondence with friends and 
relatives. The time and the place can make a great deal of difference. 

Looking closely at specific situations can be very revealing and can help us understand more 
about the significance of reading and writing in people's lives, the problems people 
experience and how they deal with them, and how literacy demands are changing. I will give 
some examples of research I have been involved in. First, in order to understand more about 
everyday reading and writing Mary Hamilton and I spent several years studying Lancaster as 
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a case study. We focused on one particular neighbourhood and followed a group of people 
for several months, interviewing them, observing them and participating in their lives in 
various ways. In this research (Barton and Hamilton 1998), we found a wide range of 
everyday activities where people read and write. Literacy plays a significant role in everyday 
communication, record- keeping, leisure activities and social participation. People use 
reading and writing to make sense of their lives and to deal with problems and difficulties 
they encounter. We noted the social patterning of activities, such as the complex ways in 
which participation in many literacy activities is gendered; we were also struck by the 
individual uses of reading and writing, the idiosyncratic activities, where each person 
seemed t0 have their own uses. People are also constantly coming across new uses of 
reading and writing throughout their lives, as they change and as society changes; learning is 
an integral part of using literacy in everyday life. 

More broadly, the book entitled Situated Literacies (Barton, Hamilton and Ivanič 2000) 
contains a dozen studies of specific situations. To give three very different examples: one 
study covers the reading and writing of prisoners and how their practices are shaped by 
their specific situation; another investigates the literacy practices of bilingual Welsh farmers 
and how reading and writing links very local activities of cows in fields with global activities 
of European Community record keeping; thirdly, another study examines how members of a 
Catholic community use reading and writing to assert and maintain their identity. Another 
book (Barton & Hall, 2000) explores the range of activities in letter writing. Articles cover 
what letter writing means in different cultures and social situations and how it is different in 
different historical periods. Chapters cover the different ways in which the activity of letter 
writing has been brought into school and adult classrooms. Successful and unsuccessful 
experience is described. 

The focus on situating literacy is part of a broader approach to reading and writing which is 
becoming known as Literacy Studies. This is an approach which starts from specific 
situations, identifies particular literacy events and examines people's literacy practices. It 
studies the role of specific social institutions in supporting particular literacies and examines 
the historical development of literacy in different domains. 

This approach of starting from the specific and starting from the everyday provides a 
coherent perspective on education. It can be used to address educational issues at any level 
and it can be quite illuminating when applied to adult literacy work. To illustrate this, it may 
be worth sketching out some similarities and differences between a Literacy Studies 
approach and current governmental approaches to literacy, embodied for instance in the 
Moser Report. As a starting-point it is worth identifying the considerable overlap in the 
different approaches. Both emphasise that literacy relates to real life needs, that these 
needs are changing, and that reading and writing are increasingly intertwined with other 
media. The government approaches focus on what people have in common and look for 
common needs; a situated approach looks in more detail at people's actual uses of reading 
and writing; it places more emphasis on individual needs and differences between people. It 
draws attention to how individual skills are located in social practices and it takes account of 
the different roles people take up in relation to literacy and the different identities 
associated with reading and writing. 
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A crucial question for any approach to learning is how people move from individual 
instances to more general activities, how filling in one form relates to filling in other forms; 
the dominant government approach might discuss this in terms of learning a set of skills, 
including transferable skills. A situated approach emphasises that people learn in specific 
situations and that one of the most powerful ways in which people generalise from, specific 
situations is by reflecting on their practices, by talking about them, discussing them, 
identifying them and naming them. The situated approach moves the focus from individual 
skills to the understanding of more general principles. Learning then becomes much more 
than having a set of skills. Understanding has a central role and the learner does the 
transferring as part of an active process. 

The current government approach emphasises learning in classrooms, with a strong 
curriculum framework and forms of assessment. A situated approach emphasises the 
importance of informal learning, how people are learning constantly in their everyday lives 
and it looks for ways of supporting this everyday learning. It understands that a task changes 
in different situations. Crucially for education, when a task is moved from everyday life into 
becoming a classroom activity or part of a test, it is transformed, or recontextualised, into a 
different activity. Letter-writing, form filling or timetable reading become different activities 
when carried out in classrooms or when embedded in tests. Often the most successful 
classroom activities are those which, like everyday activities, are real and purposeful. People 
learn by participating in situated practices. 

Underlying the situated approach is a belief in the need for research into people's literacy 
practices. This is an approach which is always asking questions about what is going on in a 
particular situation, what it means for the participants and how it is changing. This 
reflectiveness is something which teachers and learners (as well as politicians and planners) 
need to be involved in. Certainty about practices is misplaced, especially given constant 
changes in contemporary practices. An emphasis on the situated nature of literacy draws 
attention to the wide range of activities people are involved in and the many things they use 
reading and writing for, whether or not people have a problem with reading and writing. 
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The Art of the Possible: inspirations, issues and strategies for 

research and practice 

Jane Mace 

Jane Mace is Senior Lecturer in Community Education, Goldsmiths College, London University, and editor of 

Literacy, Language and Community Publishing (1995), Multilingual Matters. 

For Europeans, Australia is not so much a country in the ordinary sense: it is a continent of 

the imagination. Historically, it holds our nightmares (for the colonial violence inflicted on 

its indigenous peoples and the misery of transportation); but it also holds our dreams - of 

space, sunshine, and impossible distances. So, when I have told people I spent three months 

there (October-December 1995) the response is always a variation on a single theme: 'Ooh, 

aren't you lucky!' 

Looking back on the experience after some months of a dark British winter, I certainly do 

think of myself as fortunate: not just because of the light and space it gave me, but also 

because of another kind of warmth I enjoyed, while I was there: the benign climate of a 

professional community of adult literacy and language education. My programme included 

meetings with groups and individuals in further, adult and higher education whose 

opportunities for meshing research and practice seemed to outstrip anything available in 

the UK. Some had long experience; others were relative newcomers. At three major 

conferences, five workshops of practitioners, in numerous seminars, and in visits I made to 

colleges and neighbourhood houses, in Sydney and Melbourne (where I was based), and in 

Queensland and Tasmania, I gained a sense of both policy recognition and critical debate: a 

combination which at this time feels all too rare here in this country. 

Like Mary Hamilton and colleagues, after their visit in 19941, I felt struck by the wealth of 

networking activity in the form of newsletters, training, conferences and courses at State 

and Federal levels in Australia; and I came back determined to renew some of my own 

networking energies here. Politics, as someone said, is the art of the possible: so the 

challenge for us in RaPAL is - how can we persist in making possibilities for British adult 

literacy, language and numeracy educators to combine research and practice? what cunning 

can we find to attract public recognition for the significance of practitioners as the key 

figures in national research agendas? how can policy and public debate about the interests 

and concerns of adult learners be shaped to mean something more than crisis management 

1 Unlike the 1994 visitors, (see Hamilton, 1995), I was fortunate to meet with a number of colleagues from 
several Australian states who remain committed to finding time and funds for publishing student writing and 
for student meetings and discussions of curriculum; and UK experience of ensuring student participation in 
literacy education - especially in determining research agendas and in publishing writing - was a theme on 
which I was asked to speak and lead workshops several times: including at the annual conference of the 
Australian Council for Literacy in Melbourne. (For papers from this, see: Palfreeman (1996) - available from: 
VALBEC, Ross House, 247 Flinders Lane, Melbourne 3000, Australia.) 
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and shock statistics? And how can funding be found for more research and professional 

development opportunities in the field? 

Still energised by a generous slice of the latter myself, I want to offer two things here by 

way of some tentative answers. First, a picture of one woman who represents for me a 

living possibility of mixing research and practice; and secondly, a sketch for a new project 

being developed since my return, which took its inspiration from her and the many others 

whom I met with during my time in Australia. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Beverley Campbell has worked in adult literacy and basic education in Australia since 1983. 

For seven years, she was working in what is known as 'practice': as a tutor co-ordinator for 

the Glenroy Reading and Writing Program in Melbourne. Since 1990, she has been working 

in the area of professional development and 'research'. Bev and I had read each other's 

work (Campbell 1991 and Mace 1992) and finally met face to face when, as part of my 

Distinguished Visiting Scholar' contract at the Graduate School of Education at La Trobe 

University in November, I was engaged to lead a weekend workshop with her students on 

the Graduate Diploma in Adult Literacy and Basic Education. I enjoyed the hospitality of her 

home during the last week of a whole three months away from my own familiar contexts, 

and it was in that setting that we found an hour to sit and talk on tape about some of her 

perspectives on what I had glimpsed of the research-and-practice connections in Australian 

adult literacy education. 

From 1990, as part of the Commonwealth Government's National Reform Agenda, funding 

had been allocated for universities to develop courses for practitioners to meet and develop 

ideas, and for adult basic education programmes. Opportunities for graduate study of 

literacy, language and numeracy education have expanded from just two courses in 1989 to 

28 universities in Australia which provide some course, unit or programme that focuses on 

the professional development of adult literacy educators. 

Inspirations (1) 

For me Bev embodied the spirit of professional development: partly because she remained 

very grounded in the adult literacy practice from which she came, partly because of the 

choice she had made to combine teaching others on the Diploma and studying herself, and 

partly because her other role, as research coordinator, is focused explicitly on promoting 

this combination of research and practice among others. Bev first described for me the 

background to all this: 

Most of my working life in adult literacy has been job share jobs. At La Trobe, now, 

I share with Aileen Treloar. The work began in 1990 with external fundUJ.g that La 

Trobe got for a project called CATALPA (the Coordinating Agency for the Training 

of Adult Literacy Personnel in Australia).... The project's brief was to look into 

professional development needs of the field as it was changing. It was funded 

38



 

through International Literacy Year money; our task was to investigate what those 

needs were, to try to coordinate them. 

It was in that job that I made my move from practitioner to working at a different 

level in the field, moving out of direct provision with adult literacy learners, to 

become course tutor on the Graduate Diploma in Adult Literacy and Basic 

Education, which is coordinated by Audrey Grant. 

At that time we were trying to establish adult literacy on a more secure footing 

within the University's School of Education: and that was really difficult, because 

there was no recognition that adult literacy was actually an area in its own right. 

The School of Education at La Trobe was very teacher education, schools-based; 

and adult literacy was seen as a bit of a passing phase. There was very little 

recognition that the pioneering work that had been established there in setting up 

the course needed consolidation. 

At Goldsmiths' College in London, the graduate Diploma in Literacy and Adult Learning 

which Wendy Moss and I launched in 1990 as a two-year part-time course remains a very 

exciting but past-tense experience; funding changes in ABE staff development and provision 

meant that we only ever had the one intake. I felt immediate sympathy with Bev's stress on 

experiential learning and reflective practice in the approach used on the La Trobe Diploma: 

So we do a lot of activities where we take them through a process, where they 

actually have to do the thing. If we are doing something on writing, we actually 

get them to do it, and then to explore the process. We do a lot of deconstructing 

of the process - 'What was going on here?' - so out of that will come then really 

good reflective theorizing about how they entered into it as individuals, or as a 

group, what was going on for the group, what was going on within that context. I 

think that we actually do that well I think it's a strength of the course that, 

because we are both coming out of practice, we have tried to link that all the 

time, make those links between - 

- basic literacy students and academic literacy students? 

Yes. And the readings that we give them are to assist them to make connections 

more broadly than just their own individual response: but to see how in fact 

what they are thinking might fit into a particular understanding, and how other 

people might be understanding that as well 

Issues 

Bev and I then discussed some of the issues in the growth in graduate courses in adult 

literacy and basic education in Australia. Her first comments reminded me that not 

everything is as rosy as it may seem to the eager (or wistful) visitor: 

Where you get a growth of provision, because of the funding that happened, you 

also get a need for more teachers. One of the things that's obvious is that, simply 
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moving teachers from primary school or secondary school into the adult sector is 

not adequate. They really do need training of some sort; and that can happen in a 

number of ways. One of those ways has been this growth of courses in 

universities. Universities have recognised that it's a growth area and that they can 

actually cash in on the growth area by setting up courses in which people will 

enrol and make money out of it. 

I think there are seven universities in Victoria, and I think five of them have a 

course of some sort that specialises in adult literacy, or a course that has a 

component of adult literacy in it. Some of those courses are generic literacy 

courses which either offer electives on adult issues or with a particular focus on 

the adult component right the way through. And there are opinions about the 

adequacy of that; about whether school literacy people can actually cater for the 

very specific demands of both adult literacy and adult education. 

I see them as very different things. And obviously some universities are doing that 

better than others. One of the dilemmas for universities is that, with the decline in 

the need for school teacher education, people with permanent tenured positions 

have to be relocated and pick up courses that they may not necessarily have 

expertise in. Both the Australian Council for Adult literacy and CATALPA saw it as a 

question of quality. But quality control is not something that is actually able to be 

controlled externally. 

We went on to talk about the balance of purposes as between teacher training and 

academic study. Her view was this: 

I think it is important to try and hold them together if possible.  The question 

about teacher training is a tricky one. The course at La Trobe is a postgraduate 

course; so that people get into it because they already have teacher training from 

somewhere else. In a way we are piggy-backing on the training that they have 

done as a primary teacher or a secondary teacher or whatever. We do have special 

entry allowances, so we will take in people because of their experience in the field 

without teacher training. But the course originally was set up to provide a context 

for practitioners to come in and theorize their practice; and I do actually believe 

that it is important that that still be offered to people... 

One of the things that I try to do is to get them to explore those assumptions that 

they have about what reading and writing is I think that for some people, coming 

to it new, exploring what those assumptions are, whilst working in the context of 

one to one tuition with somebody is actually very difficult. H you can be already in 

a context where you can then come back and reflect on that, it makes it easier; 

but if you are learning to be an adult literacy educator and learning to explore 

your own assumptions about literacy both at the same time, it's a very difficult 

task 
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Inspirations (2) 

Bev and I talked then about her role as Coordinator of the Adult Literacy Research Network 

in Victoria. There is a network in every Australian state. Her job, she told me, is to provide 

opportunities for people in adult basic education to come together with researchers in 

higher education ('where traditionally there was a bit of a split'). The focus, she said, had 

above all been on teachers as researchers. 

We've also set up a couple of the projects: one has been with a coordinator 

working with a group of teacher-practitioners to document their practice and to 

look at a particular issue through that documentation; for the other, on 

assessment practices, a project coordinator is working with a group of teachers in 

different adult literacy contexts. 

Bev told me that although the Research Networks have begun to raise the profile of adult 

literacy research in Victoria, the work needs to be consolidated and established on a firmer 

footing. 

We've got a research group for people doing higher degrees, to give them 

support; because if you're in a university doing a higher degree in adult literacy 

education, you're the only one and nobody else understands much about your 

area. There's a critical literacy group,. of people who are wanting to link that 

theory with practice and document their practice and come up with a publication 

for that. We've got this assessment practices going. There's an information 

technology group going. So my role is to maintain those groups and support them; 

and with some of them, there's a specific intention to get a publication out of it, as 

well; that then, people can read and say, 'Well this is what the network is 

contributing to the field'. 

Some Strategy 

So where does all this take us here in the UK? Restructured and reorganised to within an 

inch of their lives, adult basic education managers and teachers have little spare energy for 

the luxuries of research and networking. Who has time to follow up the numerous lines of 

inquiry that begin in every classroom? 

Although the metropolis is not the centre of the world, it is where I live and work, and since 

January 1995 a loosely-knit group of people in London have been assembling an idea for re-

establishing and renewing a network of practice and research across the 33 boroughs of 

Greater London. Madeline Held, Director of the London Language and Literacy Unit (LLLU) 

has been working with me on a proposal to research the professional development needs 

and research agendas of ABE people in the region. In February, we met and talked it over 

with Jim Pateman at the Basic Skills Agency. The Agency, he told us, would be pleased to 

support any initiative we took, but no longer had any direct interest of its own in 

professional development, having spent ten years effectively getting the accreditation 

framework in place for initial training. He said he regretted the fact that the Agency had 
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only an imperfect picture of provision in London, but offered to provide statistical data on 

the region and a list of those organizations in the region which had achieved the Quality 

Mark. 

A slightly different response is emerging from meetings at the Further Education 

Development Agency (FEDA). With Liz Lawson, FEDA regional officer, we have been 

discussing possibilities of developing what could become a London Basic Education Forum. 

But first, we agreed that a major exercise of research needed doing, simply in order to put 

together an up-to-date map of what is going on: who is teaching what, where; what kind of 

professional development is, or is not already going on; what might be wanted; what 

research activity may be happening; what could be happening - in the name of adult basic 

education, literacy and numeracy, additional support, for adults across the post-16 age 

range in the region: and on the basis of all this to pick out the research agendas to be 

developed in the practice of teaching and learning. Both RaPAL, and the Adults Learning 

Maths Research Forum will both be important networks with which this effort will connect. 

Bids to fund a researcher for this project have been submitted to Goldsmiths' College 

Research Committee and FEDA's Approvals Committee. Both, for different reasons, have 

turned them down. At the time of writing we are gathering our energies and ideas and 

working out where to go next. We don't plan to give up - and any suggestions, expressions 

of interest, or comments on the whole idea from RaPAL readers would be welcome. 
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From Moser's Dream to Multiple Choice  

Karen Heath 

Karen is a freelance consultant and researcher with a lifelong interest in literacy. She is a qualified teacher with 

substantial experience of teaching, assessment and learning in a range of formal and informal contexts, 

including adult basic skills classes and voluntary sector community publishing. She is currently a research 

student in the Department of Educational Research at Sheffield University. 

Introduction 

Having studied the DFES's published set of Practice Adult Literacy/Key Skills National Tests 

at Levels 1 and 2 in some detail, I read a recent article about online assessment by Steve 

Hook in the Times Education Supplement with interest (January 17th 2003). Hook's article, 

'Online Assessment Means Never Having to Wait for The Results', makes it clear that 

multiple-choice questions will be the main type of item used in online tests, and it contains 

some of the main arguments for what is a highly controversial testing regime. 

Adult literacy learners and their tutors, who have traditionally worked mainly with portfolio 

assessment, are thus about to become only too familiar with multiple-choice items, in both 

paper and on-screen versions. Such items now appear in materials designed for initial, 

formative and summative assessment. Suggestions have been made that computer adaptive 

tests, which also rely heavily on multiple-choice, could be used in the future. These 

developments, which represent a major shift in practice, raise a number of important 

questions. In this article, I shall explore these in the light of some key concepts from the 

field of assessment. 

The Adult Literacy and Key Skills Communications Tests 

The new tests consist of forty questions structured around sets of short texts, called 

'scenarios', with several items based on each. They have pass marks in the range of 55-75% 

without reference to the 'topic area' where marks are gained. For each item, four possible 

answers, or 'distractors', are given, only one of which is correct. 

The introduction to the practice tests states, in an example of what Hyland calls 'skill- talk', 

that the tests 'assess a sample of the requirements described in the national standards for 

adult literacy and numeracy', and that the literacy tests 'cover the skills of reading, 

comprehension, understanding writing techniques and spelling, punctuation and grammar'. 

(DFES, 2002) 

At the simplest level, these tests serve two purposes. For learners in adult basic skills 

classes, they replace a host of 'qualifications' and 'accreditations' formerly offered at the 

same, or similar, levels. For learners studying the 'key skill' of Communication2 the same 

 
2 Communication is one of six 'key skills' (formerly known as 'core skills') included in the recent post-16 reform 
initiative called Curriculum 2000. The other key skills are Numeracy, Information Technology, Working With 
Others, Problem Solving and Improving Own Learning and Performance. 
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tests are only part of a qualification. To gain the key skill qualification, a learner must also 

produce a portfolio of evidence. 

Valid, reliable, manageable and useful? 

It is useful to consider these tests in terms of the criteria used for evaluating methods of 

assessment. Assessment should be valid, reliable, manageable and useful, requirements 

which are notoriously hard to reconcile. Striking the balance involves judgements, however 

often we use words like 'instrument', 'measure' or 'diagnose' to convince ourselves that we 

are doing something precise. 

The arguments for 'portfolio' assessment of Literacy or Communication and 'folder' 

assessment of English in schools are generally put in terms of validity. In other words, these 

assessment methods are felt to come closest to assessing what they were meant to - which 

is not necessarily the same thing in both contexts. 

However, major problems with manageability have arisen in criterion­ referenced 

assessment systems both here and abroad, including the Curriculum 2000 reforms. There 

are limits to the numbers of boxes you can expect teachers to tick, to the amount of time 

they and their students can be expected to spend photocopying or cross-referencing 

'evidence', and to the amount of money that can be spent paying qualified markers or 

verifiers, even if enough people come forward to do the work. 

Some concerns about portfolio assessment and examination marking have centred on the 

issue of 'reliability'. Hence, as Steve Hooks' article illustrates, online tests are being 'sold' 

largely on the basis of their manageability and reliability. Such arguments can all too easily 

sideline the important question of validity. 

It can be argued that the less 'valid' the assessment, the more likely it is that unintended 

negative consequences in terms of teaching to the test will follow, especially if the 

assessment instruments are part of high-stakes performance accountability systems. These 

systems involve using the results of summative assessment and testing to make judgments 

about the quality of provision. They are often linked with the setting of targets for improved 

performance. The outcomes of assessment in such systems may have serious consequences 

for those concerned, including, for example, financial penalty or 'naming and shaming'. 

High-stakes accountability assessment is often associated with detailed specifications of 

subject content and levels of achievement referred to as 'Standards'. Since 'Standards' have 

just been introduced for adult basic skills, the outlook is not good. 

What will the effect on the teaching of writing be when summative literacy tests do not 

require learners to produce samples of writing for assessment? And how useful to learners 

will a 'qualification' be that is only 'half' of another qualification supposedly at the very 

same level of the new qualification framework? 

Back to Behaviourism? 
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It seems clear that these new tests involve 'competence-based' assessment: with a change 

from the English version, as typified by the NVQ system of units and elements supported by 

performance criteria and range statements, to the North American version, as typified by 

multiple-choice testing. Both types of 'competence-based' assessment are sub-types of 

criterion-referencing and originate in behaviourist approaches to teaching and learning. 

Broadly speaking, these approaches involve chopping subjects, or jobs, into bits that can be 

assessed (and perhaps taught too) one at a time. One concern about such systems is that 

they tend to lead to an emphasis in practice on that which is most easily 'measured'. The 

very use of the word 'elements' in the adult literacy curriculum seems to signal the influence 

of behaviourist approaches, as does the subsequent emphasis on SMART (Specific, 

Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-limited) targets. The training of Further 

Education tutors draws heavily upon behaviourist traditions. 

Computer-based assessment techniques 

In the current context, it is interesting to recall that when the US Psychologist Robert Glaser 

wrote the paper that popularised the phrase 'criterion-referencing' he was working on 

computer-based achievement testing. Since computers are not much good at any kind of 

assessment except scoring dichotomous (right/wrong) items, once you decide to use 

computer-based testing, that's the kind of item you are stuck with. And on the whole, this 

means either multiple-choice or fixed-response items. 

Such tests may be more reliable and manageable, but there is considerable doubt about 

whether they are valid tests of reading. The questions about whether writing, speaking and 

listening can validly be assessed using multiple-choice techniques are even more difficult. 

Additionally, there are doubts about the 'concurrent validity' of paper- and ICT-based 

versions of the same test. It cannot be assumed that a paper-based test can simply be 

reproduced on screen without affecting the outcomes. Further, different groups of learners 

may be affected differently by different modes of presentation. 

Purposes for assessment 

Despite these questions about validity, it appears to be the case that if you can claim that 

your set of items is testing particular 'bits' of a curriculum you can attach the label 

'diagnostic' to it. This word has the advantage (or disadvantage, depending upon your 

perspective) of having a nicely rhetorical scientific, even medical, ring to it. 

The use of 'diagnostic' tools, whether paper­ or IT-based, is now compulsory in adult basic 

skills, and though providers are allowed to choose which to use, it is likely that most will opt 

for the one with the DFES sticker of approval on it. A number of these tools consist mainly 

of multiple-choice items. The DFES 'tool' has not yet been published, so it remains to be 

seen what kind of 'diagnostic' assessment the department recommends. 

There is an obvious temptation to treat the 'bullet points' in the Standards or Curriculum as 

discrete ‘skills' or 'competencies', and to devise multiple-choice 'diagnostics' of whether 
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learners have the 'skill' of, for example, reading 'words commonly used on forms'. This 

seems to be the approach taken by UFI Ltd. (formerly known as the University for Industry). 

The 'treatment' would be lessons in sight- reading or decoding 'words commonly used on 

forms' - whatever they might be. It gives cause for concern that having 'diagnosed' learners 

using methods of dubious validity, some IT products on the market also offer the 'cure' in 

the form of pre-prepared packages of 'content'. Perhaps a hypothetical learning provider 

seeking to avoid the cost of employing properly trained staff might wish it were possible to 

make a one-off purchase of a CD Rom to treat the basic skills needs of learners. But it is not 

possible, and I believe that it will never be. 

It is not yet clear whether tutors will be trained to understand the limitations, or the 

potential adverse effects upon teaching, of multiple-choice 'diagnostic' assessment, or, 

more importantly perhaps, to explain these limitations to learners. It seems possible that 

training, especially if provided by the same company that markets the products, might 

consist of instructions about translating the results into element numbers for learning plans 

without consideration of whether the results mean anything or are relevant to the 

individual learner. 

The potentially fragmented method of teaching arising from these approaches to formative 

assessment seems at odds with the integrated approach to the teaching of initial reading 

and writing that the authors of the adult literacy curriculum expected. 

The Adult Literacy/Key Skills Communication tests, on the other hand, are supposed to be 

summative, though what they are supposed to be summative of depends on which account 

of them you read. Each of the agencies and departments involved seems to have its own 

view of the matter. Indeed, some agencies and departments seem to have two views of the 

matter, one for Basic Skills and one for Key Skills. A reader who doubts this is invited to 

browse the QCA, DFES and LSDA (Learning Skills Development Agency) websites for an hour 

or two. 

Criterion or norm referencing? 

In the jargon of assessment, if these tests are intended to be criterion referenced, it is not 

always clear what the criteria are. This applies as much at the level of the individual item as 

it does at the level of the whole test. Where it does seem possible to trace the origins of a 

question to a source in the adult literacy curriculum, the curriculum content has often been 

skewed or simplified to render it testable within the limitations of the testing techniques. 

Current IT-based screening, initial assessment, and diagnostic materials provide many 

examples of such skewed or simplified content, even when they venture beyond multiple-

choice techniques into tasks requiring 'data entry' from subjects. My favourite item is one, 

on a 'powerful tool' (i.e. CD ROM) sponsored by BSA and produced by Cambridge Training 

and Development [ASE/CTAD (2001) Target Skills Initial Assessment. Cambridge: CTAD] in 

which a drag-and-drop task in re-arranging five jumbled words so that they make sense is 

taken as evidence of achievement in 'writing' at sentence focus. Such items lack validity. 
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The National Tests, like many assessments which begin life as criterion-referenced, make 

use of a 'cut score', or numerical pass-fail boundary. This boundary changes from version to 

version of the tests. This is norm referencing. While the use of a moving cut score might be 

good practice in terms of statistical standardisation from one test administration to another, 

it means that tutors without information about the pass mark for a particular test paper can 

only give students a vague idea of whether their practice result would be a pass. This is an 

unsatisfactory situation, and one which must puzzle many learners. 

Information available elsewhere suggests that consideration is being given to the use of 

computer adaptive tests with adult literacy learners. Such tests often involve the use of 

statistical techniques such as item response theory to assign 'difficulty levels' to items. 

Given a set of items arranged on a scale, one can quickly arrive at a 'result' for a learner, 

often expressed in terms of the probability of a learner at a particular level getting an item 

at a particular level right. This too is norm referencing. It is hard to see how the results of 

such assessment could be validly linked either with the standards and curriculum or with the 

lives of learners. 

Whatever the technical methods used for devising on-demand tests, they seem a strange 

way of assessing the outcomes of learning programmes that tutors are increasingly being 

encouraged to teach using behaviourist mastery methods- with learning plans including 

SMART targets. 

Do the tests stand up any better in terms of norm referencing? In the practice tests, one 

Level 1 text is a four paragraph formal letter. For one item, students have to choose the 

correct answer for a gap from this list: paste, pasted, past and passed. One text in the Level 

2 tests is a two paragraph formal letter. For one item, learners have to choose the correct 

answer for a gap from this list: hear, here, heer, and hier. Had I seen these two sets of items 

without knowing, I doubt that I could have decided which was supposed to be the more 

difficult. 

Perhaps the best thing that can be said for the tests is that the scenarios draw on a range of 

contexts, including community and citizenship, family and home, and social issues. This is in 

line with the stated ethos of the adult literacy core curriculum. It might also discourage 

some of the fragmentation caused by attempts to use behaviourist human resources 

development techniques for the teaching of initial literacy. An example of a programme 

apparently influenced by these techniques may be found in the Draft Adult Literacy 

Curriculum. Despite being designed for a learner at Entry Level 2, (roughly the level 

expected of a seven year old in schools) this heavily contextualised programme includes no 

provision for the reading of continuous prose. 

On balance, however, it seems that the new Adult Literacy Tests at Levels 1 and 2 represent 

a backwards step for the field. 
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Manageable they may be - but valid? I believe not. Sir Claus Moser, in his Fresh Start report 

on adult basic skills teaching, wrote hopefully of adults learning to read and enjoy a wide 

range of texts. The reality is a million miles away from his inspiring dream. 
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Introduction 

Functional skills is about to become a very hot topic in England as the current Skills for Life 

and Key Skills are going to be phased out and replaced by this term. What's more, 

Functional Skills is intended to integrate school education and adult education, so there are 

all kinds of implications for our work in adult literacy. This seemed a good time to raise 

these issues in a workshop, to consider the historical and theoretical 'baggage' that comes 

with the word 'functional', and how different interpretations of the term will have different 

implications for policy and practice. As far as we are aware, this change to policy appears to 

have been introduced with little or no consultation with practitioners and learners, so we 

wanted the workshop to provide an opportunity for them to reflect critically on the concept 

and share their views. We therefore explored with workshop participants how they 

understand the term and how those working in England are responding to the planned 

introduction of Functional Skills. Colleagues from other countries were able to provide 

insights into whether the notion of functional literacy is part of the policy discourse in their 

contexts. 

After explaining our motivation for offering the workshop, we invited participants to discuss 

in small groups what they understand by the term 'functional literacy' and to produce 

posters recording their responses, which were later displayed in the foyer of the conference 

venue (see photo at the end of this article). To guide the discussion we produced a pro-

forma for the poster which included the following questions: 

• What do you understand by the term 'functional literacy'?

• Is it used among your colleagues where you work?

Where do you work?

If yes, how does it/ will it affect your practice?
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• Is it relevant to your policy context? 

If so, how? 

• Do you find the term useful? If so, in what way(s)? 

 

These questions were also included in a questionnaire which other delegates completed 

outside the workshop and several more members have completed since the conference. 

In the workshop groups presented their completed posters and there was some open 

discussion. A number of issues have been mentioned repeatedly in the posters, discussion 

and questionnaires, suggesting that RaPAL members broadly agree about the concept, 

although it is not relevant in some policy contexts. 

Functional Literacy in Different Policy Contexts. 

Practitioners from Scotland, Northern Ireland, The Republic of Ireland, Canada and England 

have given us their views. The majority of people from all these countries were concerned 

that 'functional' seems to represent a 'narrow', 'minimalist approach' which could prevent 

learners from moving on to what one person described as 'a more complex cognitive level'. 

However, one workshop group stated that it might be acceptable if used to describe 'a sub-

set of literacy'. Most of our respondents agreed that the term implies 'top down' rather 

than 'bottom up' teaching and that we need to ask who is allowed to define what counts as 

'functional'. They felt that it was likely to result in decontextualised teaching that failed to 

address issues of empowerment and identity. 

There was some scepticism about the way Functional Skills is being introduced in England as 

a supposedly 'new' initiative. Some people felt that more materials from the 'embedded' 

range would be incorporated into adult literacy education so that the focus would remain 

narrowly on 'mundane, practical activities'. 

Colleagues from England also felt uneasy that the policy is being introduced 'by the back 

door', as one of them put it. Some conference delegates asked about the rationale for the 

choice of the word 'functional' in view of some of its unhelpful historical and ideological 

associations. Two colleagues who have been involved in the discussions that resulted in this 

choice have confirmed that because several other terms have already been used (Basic 

Skills, Essential Skills, Key Skills), it was actually very difficult to find a suitable alternative. 

Practitioners from Scotland informed us that at present the word 'functional' is not part of 

the policy discourse there, although some thought it likely that the Scottish government 

might eventually decide to follow England. They seemed to feel a sense of resignation about 

this, with one person telling us that 'it's like a train a­ coming'. To date, colleagues in 

Northern Ireland have not heard of any plans to introduce Functional Skills there. It is not 

part of the policy discourse in Canada or the Irish Republic and was not considered to be 

useful by anyone from these countries. 

 

51



                                                                              

 

 

Historical Overview of Functional Literacy Programmes 

Following our discussion of the posters in the conference workshop, Mary Hamilton 

presented a brief history of the term 'functional literacy' in order to show some of the 

historical and theoretical 'baggage' attached to it. The concept was originally promoted in 

the US by the army, becoming influential during and after World War Two. The first time it 

was discussed in a publication that was accessible internationally was in 1956, when Gray 

defined it as being able to: 

engage effectively in all those activities in which literacy is normally assumed in 

[their] culture or group (Gray 1956:24) 

Gray's definition strongly influenced UNESCO policy and programmes. It attempted to 

express the idea that there is a continuum from "illiteracy" to "literacy" rather than an 

either/or state. It also tried to define a point at which people can be deemed 'functional', 

which might be when they have reached a certain 'reading age', for example. The key 

underlying assumption is that literacy links directly with economic development and 

individual prosperity; it is also assumed that literacy instruction needs to link with real life 

activities, although this idea is not fully explained. Gray's definition was accompanied by 

more liberal rhetoric on the part of UNESCO which portrayed literacy not as an end in itself 

but rather as a means to a fuller and more creative life controlled by people themselves and 

enabling access to their own culture. This understanding of functional literacy underpinned 

11 UNESCO pilot projects in the 1960s and 1970s which provided occupationally embedded 

literacy instruction. However, due to a lack of infrastructure and cultural support, these 

projects all failed. 

Functional literacy was always closely tied up with the idea of employability and the desire 

to measure and compare literacy levels and texts. It therefore gave rise to a number of 

surveys and to the production of various tests, one of the first being the US Adult 

Performance Level (APL) Survey in the early 1970s (Northcutt 1976). The APL was based on 

the idea that the concept of literacy is meaningful only in a specific cultural context; as 

technology changes, the requirements for literacy change, and literacy must therefore be 

redefined as technology changes over time. However, there was a contradiction within this 

model because although it recognised the relative nature of literacy, it still aimed to achieve 

a single or standardised measure and sought to impose its own definition of appropriate 

tasks. 

There is also a relationship between this approach and the language of competencies and 

skills that took hold of education and training in the UK in the 1980s in the form of NVQs 

and Key/Basic Skills. It is also implicit in the "human capital" approach to literacy that is still 

so prevalent in policy. This version of literacy tends to slip into a narrow vocational 

definition. Sticht, for example, defined functional literacy in the context of working life as: 
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possession of those literary skills needed to successfully perform some reading 

task imposed by an external agent between a reader and a goal the reader 

wishes to obtain (quoted in Nafziger et al 1975: 21) 

In the UK in the 1970s the Right to Read campaign referred to UNESCO and borrowed a 

definition of functional literacy from the US National Reading Centre: 

A person is functionally literate when he [sic] has command of reading skills that 

permit him to go about his daily activities successfully on the job or to move 

about society normally with comprehension of the usual printed expressions and 

messages he encounters (British Association of Settlements 1974:5) 

At the time, this was seen as a positive move away from school-based measures of 'reading 

age'; literacy was seen as contextualised in the everyday, starting from real life materials 

and tasks identified by adult learners, rather than those designed by teachers and adapted 

from children's books and worksheets. 

In the 1980s the Ontario Adult Functional Literacy Framework was developed. As with the 

UNESCO model, this framework was based on a definition that tended to slide into viewing 

functional literacy as synonymous with a narrow, top-down definition of vocational skills 

decided by employers and others, not by learners themselves. It was concerned with 

"everyday" tasks, but only a narrow range of such tasks was represented in tests and 

curricula, the focus being on texts connected with employment, bureaucracy and being a 

consumer. Initiatives such as the development of the Ontario framework show the 

continuities between the early attempts at definitions and the model eventually adopted by 

the OECD and the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). The latter define literacy as 

follows: 

Literacy means more than understanding how to read, write or calculate. It 

involves understanding and being able to use the information required to 

function effectively in knowledge-based societies that will dominate in the 

twenty-first century. 

Literacy is no longer defined merely in terms of a basic threshold of reading 

ability, mastered by almost all those growing up in developed countries. Rather, 

literacy 1s now seen as how adults use written information to function in society. 

(OECD) 

Part of the baggage that "functional literacy" carries with it is the more general notion of 

"functionalism" found in sociology, which has been widely critiqued against alternative 

theories. Functionalism places the emphasis on maintaining the status quo; people are 

socialised to fit in to society, not to change it. This is therefore an inherently conservative 

idea that does not explain how people can exert agency to change beyond adjusting to 

society's demands. It is not concerned with people's own meanings and interpretations or 

the symbolic aspects of social life, but is performative, system driven. 
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By implication it creates the opposite side of the coin: dysfunctionality and deviance. 

To sum up, we find that there are numerous contradictions within and between different 

approaches and policies which claim to be 'functional'. The following list shows just some of 

the many ways different people over time have defined the term. 

• purposeful 

• effective 

• fitting in 

• low level literacy 

• task related 

• practical 

• performative 

• measurable 

• vocational 

• routine, mundane, bureaucratic 

• useful 

• relevant to real life 

• embedded in a bigger picture 

 

However, it is important to be aware of what is ignored or left out of definitions of 

functional literacy. We could therefore add that functional is not: 

• creative 

• empowering 

• critical 

• developmental 

• fun 

• interesting 

 

Contemporary Definitions of 'Functional' 

Mary's presentation made it clear that despite some commonalities between the different 

models, historically there has been no single agreed definition, and different definitions 

have different implications for policy and practice. We have found that there are 

contradictions and tensions between the different ways in which the term is used in 

contemporary discourse and we wanted to give participants the opportunity to reflect on 

some current definitions and their implications. We therefore gave groups a selection of 

recent quotations about functional literacy from various sources and asked them to stick 

them onto flipchart paper in a way that showed how they relate to one another. In addition 

we asked people to suggest alternative definitions which they might find useful in their own 

professional contexts. These are the definitions we provided: 
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My approach to writing is I start off with functional stuff. The majority of the students I 

teach, I do start on this "I can write letters, I can fill in forms, I can do this." Depending on 

what level they come in at, obviously Because it's what they need straight away in 

everyday living ........ So I start using things like shopping lists and form filling and notes to 

the milkman, or whatever, that type of functional literacy to give me, you know, the work 

on plurals and everyday language that's coming through. 

[Transcript of an interview with a Skills for Life teacher carried out by Amy Burgess, 

November 2003] 

The term functional should be considered in the broad sense of providing learners with 

the skills and abilities they need to take an active and responsible role in their 

communities, in their workplace and in educational settings. It requires learners to be 

able to communicate in ways that make them effective and involved as citizens, operate 

confidently and to convey their ideas and opinions clearly in a wide range of contexts. 

[QCA (2006) Functional skills standards: English QCA /06/2934] 

'Almost one half of adults (17 million) have difficulty with numbers and one seventh (5 

million) are not functionally literate' '95% of adults to achieve the basic skills of functional 

literacy and numeracy by 2020' 

[Leitch S (2006) Prosperity for All in the Global Economy: World Class Skills Norwich: 

HMSO. Leitch defines functional·literacy as what was measured by the International Adult 

Literacy Survey (p42 paragraph 2.10)] 

[Functional] approaches to the teaching of writing involve teaching in real-life contexts, or 

in simulated contexts, where the emphasis is on adequate fulfillment of a specified social 

goal - a goal specified by someone in authority such as an employer, or imposed by 

bureaucracy, rather than the learner's own goal. 

[Ivanic R (2004) 'Discourses of writing and Learning to Write' Language and Education 18 

(3) 220-245] 

A 'functional skills-based approach' focuses attention on the autonomy of the text and 

the meanings it carries. It searches for universal features of adult literacy, numeracy and 

language and other semiotic sign systems. It leads to narrow, reductionist definitions of 

reading, writing and calculating and ignores aspects of learning that cannot be dealt with 

at the psychological or cognitive level. In this way, we maintain that it excludes many 

issues that are important for understanding learner responses. 

[Hamilton M, Hillier Y and Tett L (2006) 'Introduction: Social Practice of Adult Literacy, 

Numeracy and Language' in Tett L, Hamilton M and Hillier Y (eds) Adult Literacy, 

Numeracy and Language Maidenhead: Open University Press] 

Functional versus Expressive Writing 
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By encouraging rigid distinctions between formal and informal writing we are in danger of 

reinforcing the notion that transactional [functional] writing is dull, remote and stuffy 

while personal writing is fun. 

Wallis J (1995) 'You can't write until you can spell: attitudes to writing amongst adult basic 

education students.' In J Mace (ed) Literacy, Language and Community Publishing. Essays 

in Adult Education Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 

 

The responses of the different groups to this activity were interesting. None of them found 

a definition they felt they could work with and most thought that any version of 'functional' 

would exclude some of the most crucial goals and principles of literacy education. These 

included the need for teaching that is transformative, enabling and relevant and that 

promotes critical reflection and confidence. 

A colleague who has been involved in piloting the new Functional Skills in England reflected 

that the term has historically been used in a narrow way, as if it meant 'survival literacy'. 

However, she felt that this is gradually changing and that 'it is up to us to extend its 

application' to encompass a more holistic approach that includes a critical dimension. 

Will practitioners in England find ways of working with and extending the concept of 

functional literacy? Will they be placed in the position of mediators between the interests of 

their learners and the less desirable aspects of policy? If so, how will they do these things in 

practice? We hope that as the policy is implemented and colleagues begin to work with it, 

they will share their reflections and experiences in the RaPAL journal. 
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An OPQ of a life in RaPAL: A retrospective 

Roz Ivanič 

Roz Ivanič is Professor Emerita of Linguistics and Education at Lancaster University. From 1974 to 1985 she was 

the literacy coordinator at Kingsway-Princeton College, London. From 1986 to 2008 she was a literacy 

researcher and lecturer in the Department of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster University, and at the 

Lancaster Literacy Research Centre, recently directing the 'Literacies for Learning in Further Education' project. 

The 2008 conference, RaPAL and me 

The Galway conference Inclusion and Engagement in Adult Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL 

took place 19 - 21 June 2008: just two days, but bringing together enough exciting ideas and 

examples of committed practice about adult literacy to last a lifetime. The lifetime of RaPAL 

is much longer: this is RaPAL's 23rd birthday. RaPAL has been a central part of my 

professional life for those 23 years: I have shared its goals, activities and above all the beliefs 

which guide it. I wasn't there at the meeting in 1985 when RaPAL was started for the very 

good reason that my daughter was born on almost the same day. She and RaPAL are both 23 

this year. Twenty three years is a LONG time, perhaps easier to imagine how long when you 

think of the life of a person: from baby months, through teething troubles, early years, 

primary schooldays, secondary schooldays, driving test, university years and into an 

unknown future. 

Yes, RaPAL has been through a lot and has survived uninterrupted since 1985 (For details of 

its history see Hamilton and Hillier 2006). That is a very long time, but my own professional 

life in literacy research and practice is nearly twice as long as that, going back a further 18 

years before RaPAL was founded: 41 years in all. My life as a teacher began in 1967 - before 

the majority of people at this year's conference were born. I've listed what I've done over 

those 41 years in the box below. The things listed on the left are the main jobs I did; the 

extra things indented and in square brackets are posts held within them, holiday jobs, 

secondments, and studies. I have included this list because I expect that most people 

reading it will recognise bits of it - starting working life with occasional supply teaching, 

studying in free time ('part time' is a misnomer!), and no simple linear progression: these 

are the characteristics of most lives in RaPAL. 

One old RaPAList's life in a list: 

1967 - 1968 Occasional secondary school supply teaching 

1970 - 1974 Teacher of English, Drama, Latin, RE and gardening in a small girls' secondary 

school 

[1973 - 1974 Open University Post Experience Certificate in Reading Development] 

[1972 - 1982 Teacher at Lynn Lewis language development holiday schools] 
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1974 - 1985 Lecturer with special responsibility for the Language Support Service and 

Community Education Unit, Kingsway-Princeton College, London 

[1978 - 1979 Exchange Teacher at the Developmental Education Department, San 

Joaquin Delta College, California] 

[1982 - 1983 MA in English Language Teaching, Lancaster University] 

1985 -1986 Lecturer in Language, Learning and Literacy, Garnett College of Education for 

Teachers in Further and Higher Education, London 

1986 -now Lecturer in the Department of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster 

University 

[1988 - 1993 PhD on Writing and Identity in Academic writing] 

[2002 – now  Assistant Director of the Lancaster Literacy Research Centre] 

[2004 - 2007 Director of the Literacies for Learning in Further Education research 

project* - book due out next year] 

*For details of the project, see www.lancs.ac.uk/lflfe 

In the rest of this article I will bring out a few key themes which stand out when I look back 

at those 41 years as a teacher and researcher: principles and emotions which have been 

important to me, and still seem to me to be key to the work of RaPAL, and to the 2008 

conference. I have focused on words beginning with 0, P and Q partly because they seem to 

be rather neglected letters of the alphabet: A, B and C get much more attention in article 

titles and conference talks. But, frivolity aside, O, P and Q do allow me to include a lot of 

what I really want to say. 

0 is for OUTRAGE 

• Outrage at the way people are treated when they make mistakes in reading or 

writing; 

• Outrage at the way schools fail these people; 

• Outrage at the elitism which surrounds most talk about reading and writing; 

• Outrage at the reductionist views of literacy which underpin, and are explicitly 

espoused, in most policy on adult literacy education; 

• Outrage at the conditions of service for the ALNE profession and lack of recognition 

for their work. 

This outrage is a driving force for many of us in RaPAL: it is what keeps us working in the 

field; It is what makes us work many hours beyond the call of duty; It is what makes us 

militant in our professional lives; It is often what inspires people to write for the RaPAL 

journal or the press. In my own career, it was the first three which changed me in 1973 from 
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being 'just' a teacher to being a teacher with a mission and a political position ('political' 

with a small p). No longer was my main concern with 'correctness' 'standards', and 'good 

literature', but rather it was with 'justice' and basic humanity. This was nothing very complex 

or high-flown - just a question of ensuring that the girls in my school who for whatever 

reason didn't do conventional spelling and punctuation were treated with respect and 

recognition of everything they COULD do. 

'O' is also for ... 

• Opportunities

• Open-mindedness

• Open and (h)onest)

• Outsiders - becoming insiders

These are all themes which emerged from sessions at the conference: all 'O' words which 

elaborate the conference focus on inclusion and engagement. Like 'Outrage' these words 

capture principles espoused by RaPAL members and presenters: some of them will be 

apparent in other articles in this issue. There is lots to say about each but, for now, I will 

leave them open for you to clothe in your own meanings. 

P is for ..... 

Passion  

Pleasure  

Patience  

Perseverance  

Power(less)  

Professionalism 

Practitioner research 

Publication 

Phonics 

People, and humility 

A life in RaPAL is overflowing with themes beginning with 'P'. The emotions at the top of the 

list: Passion and Pleasure are what have sustained me as a RaPAList over the years - my own 

and my colleagues' passion for the work and for the causes associated with it; my own and 

other people's pleasure at small steps taken, at hurdles overcome. Pride is another emotion 

I might have added, and which was mentioned at the conference as one of the 

characteristics of being an ALNE professional: pride in being associated with people's 

achievements, often against great odds. The attributes which come next - Patience and 

Perseverance - are evident in all the work reported at the conference, and in so many 
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accounts of adult literacy teaching and learning. These are qualities which mark out 

RaPALists and the learning which is reported in the RaPAL journal. Power and particularly its 

opposite, the powerlessness experienced by so many people who come to ALNE classes, are 

issues at the heart of the work of RaPAL, issues which I saw as the motivation behind many 

of the research and development projects which were presented at the conference. Another 

'P' which was represented at the conference is Pecket Well College, the college which was 

set up by adult literacy learners in the Halifax area. The principles guiding Pecket Well 

College have always challenged us in RaPAL to address issues of power: to eschew 

patronising provision, and to respect the knowers - who feels it knows it. 

In this conference, there was a special panel devoted to the topic of 'professionalisation', 

and the issues discussed there included making an important distinction between 

'professionalism' and 'professionalisation'. I agree with the conclusion reached in the 

discussion that 'professionalisation' is worthless if it is not grounded in 'professionalism', and 

dare to suggest that the types of 'outrage' that I referred to above are a fundamental part of 

being a committed RaPAL professional. 

Practitioner research and Publication were the focus of the workshop run by Yvon Appleby.' I 

want to join her in encouraging all members of RaPAL to recognise 'research' in their 

practice in ways I will elaborate on below when discussing Questioning. Integrating research 

into practice has been one of the things that has fed my excitement in being an ALNE 

professional for so many years. And publishing can start with something very small. My very 

first publication was a single A4 sheet of suggestions for the teaching of punctuation, then a 

set of teaching materials, then a review of someone else's book for the RaPAL Bulletin (as it 

was called in the 1980s), working up to an article for the Bulletin, then co-editing an issue, 

and so on until my latest publications which have been no longer on paper but electronic: a 

DVD and a website. 

Publication is an important theme also because of its value for people who are developing 

their literacies. Outstanding work was presented by Sean Hurl, Paul Carberry and George 

Hay in their session: 'Bringin' the boys onboard: the role of reading aloud and learner 

publication in engaging hard-to-reach learners'. The work of this group in the East End of 

Glasgow revives the tradition of publishing the writing of first- time writers which was 

nurtured in the 1970s and 1980s through the energy and commitment of the Write First 

Time collective, Centerprise and Gatehouse Publications. 

Phonics is on the list because, like Greg Brooks at the conference, I think understanding 

phonics is of enormous value for anyone who wants to help others with reading and writing. 

Lots of other things as well as, but not instead of, phonics. When I first started working with 

children with spelling difficulties in 1972, I, like many of us, discovered phonics and thought 

this was the best thing since sliced bread (actually, I'm not sure that sliced bread had been 

invented in 1972 ...). I spent the last week of March - after the end of term and before my 

husband's Easter break - constructing a complicated chart which had a little flap for each of 

the 44 recognised sounds of English, and under each flap were separate cards for each of 

the possible ways of spelling that sound, with examples. So, for example, the sound 'ai' had 
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about eight ways of spelling it, including 'aigh'. I thought this chart was going to be the 

answer to all my teaching needs from then onwards and I would use it in all my 'special' 

classes. I am pleased to say, and many of you will not be surprised to hear, that I NEVER used 

it in a single class. What terrible teaching material it would have been! But it was not 

wasted: the process of making it was what had been really valuable, instilling in my mind a 

firm understanding of the way the English spelling system works. I have drawn on what I 

learnt from the process of making that chart spontaneously and flexibly for the rest of my 

career as a teacher, while concentrating on meaning, purpose and context. 

This brings me to what I have called in the diagram above 'The four Ps of writing': Product, 

Process, Purpose and Politics. There is lots to say about all four, and the relationships among 

them, issues addressed in exciting new ways by Moira Greene in her presentation here at 

the conference about the new CABES (Clare Adult Basic Education Service) framework. 

Focusing on a fifth and more encompassing 'P', Practices, she talked about the process of 

socialization into literacy practices and introduced the concept of 'literacy mobility' to refer 

to moving with confidence from one set of literacy practices to another. She was not only 

taking forward the thinking encapsulated by the diagram above, but also addressing an issue 

at the cutting edge of literacy research, theory and practice: now that we understand 

literacies to be situated in their social contexts (Barton and others 2000), how can people 

use what they can do in one context as a resource for engaging in different literacy practices 

in a different context? (See also Pardoe and Ivanič 2007, Ivanič and others 2009 for more 

work on this issue). 

Since the biggest of these topics, the Politics of writing, was the subject of a book (Clark and 

Ivanič 1997) - here I'll just concentrate on 'Purpose'. Purpose connects to meaning: the idea 

of reading and writing 'for meaning', rather than for accuracy and correctness of product or 

process, has revolutionised thinking about literacy over the 40 years I have been involved in 

the field. During the conference I have encountered a new way of thinking about this. Sheila 

Doogan, Ronnie Campbell and Lewis Atha in their excellent workshop on Using technology 

as a vehicle for engaging young people with literacies showed how engaging the interest of 

young people is the guiding principle of the exciting projects being pioneered by CLAN 

(Community Literacy and Numeracy) in West Dunbartonshire. This reminds me of my own 

epiphany on the importance of meaning and interest giving a purpose for reading - before 

the opportunities offered by new technologies, but none the less striking for that. I was 

working in a workshop at Kingsway-Princeton College with a group of four young men, and it 

was patently obvious they were not going to concentrate on the worksheets I had intended 

for them. On the spur of the moment I made four quick copies of a short article - only about 

three paragraphs and a picture - from a weekly news magazine about the current state of 

the Cold War. The young men wanted to know! They asked each other what parts of the 

article meant, they asked me (I didn't know many of the answers myself), they spent the 

whole hour exchanging knowledge and questions about what was referred to and what was 

implied by particular words and phrases, because of their interest in the content of the 

article. Thank you, Sheila, Ronnie and Lewis for bringing purpose for reading and writing, 
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and in particular interest in the content of what is being read and written, to the forefront of 

our attention. 

The last 'P' on my list is the one I consider most important. P is for People. Underlying a lot 

of what I have written so far, and central to a lot of the presentations at the conference, is 

what I believe holds us together as RaPALists a recognition that our work is first and 

foremost about people, and humility at the wealth of experience, capabilities, knowledge, 

understanding, ingenuity, courage and determination of people who come to ALNE classes. I 

remember my feeling of humility when in my mid 20s I was teaching an evening spelling 

workshop at Kingsway-Princeton College. Each person was working individually, and the task 

for Cynthia was to write a letter of condolence - there was a scenario for it on a worksheet. 

When I came round to give my customary 'ten minutes per person', I found she had written: 

You must be greaving for the loss of your dear father. 

I was struck to the core with a sense of humility in the presence of this person, and a sense 

of shame at my assumption that I knew more than she did. I realised that, even though I 

knew how to spell 'grieving', and the rule the spelling followed, I could never have expressed 

the emotions of the occasion in such powerful words as she had chosen. I had a big lesson 

from Cynthia that night, and have often been grateful to her since for teaching me 

something about how to word those difficult letters. 

The presentation by Sean Hurl, Paul Carberry and George Hay introduced two more 

important 'P' words to the list: Poverty and Positive. Poverty: setting ALNE work in a political 

context makes it essential to take seriously the links between difficulties with literacy and 

poverty. Positive: Sean, Paul and George work in the PAL project: 'Positive About Literacies'. 

'PAL' and 'Positive' encapsulate important principles for RaPAL's work. When I asked for 

suggestions for more 'P's at the conference, someone came up with 'pens', 'pencils' and 

'paper' - a good reminder of the practicalities of our work as well as the principles. 

Q is for QUESTIONING 

When I've asked other members of RaPAL to guess what my 0, P and Q stand for, they have 

nearly always come up with the same 'Q' as me: questions, quest, questioning. Asking 

questions is at the heart of good practice, and of good research. Good teaching, I suggest, 

starts with asking questions - questions about where the learners are coming from, 

questions about how language works, questions about why people do things the way they 

do, about their passions and desires, and about what would help them reach their goals. 

Questioning is what links practice and research, what turns a quest for ever better and 

better teaching into a quest for new understandings about literacies, numeracies and adult 

learning more generally. Many of the projects presented at this conference started from 

questions of this sort. 

An example of what I mean by questioning comes from working with Leon, a young man 

who had failed his GCSEs (or 'O' levels as they were called in those days). He was back at 

college for a second chance, taking English, Home Economics (as 'Food Technology' was 
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called in those days), and History. Half way through the year his tutor, the Home Economics 

teacher, could see that he was headed for failure again, getting low marks on his 

assignments and being criticised for poor spelling and carelessness. She referred him to me 

for 'language support'. Soon after I met him he brought a history essay for me to look at, 

containing the following sentence: 

In those days, the Russian peasants worked there land with their bare hands. 

You will not be surprised to hear that this sentence, among many others, had attracted the 

red pen, with double underlining (the tutor was annoyed) and a comment along the lines of 

'Can't you be consistent?' Poor history teacher -s/he naturally enough thought that if 

someone could spell 'their' correctly in one place, it was just carelessness to spell it 

incorrectly elsewhere in the same sentence. My response could have been (and might have 

been, given my enjoyment of linguistic rules and explanations) to go through the uses of 

'there', 'their' and 'they're', and perhaps to offer a worksheet. Fortunately, I didn't do that. 

Instead, I asked Leon WHY he had chosen these different spellings of the word in the two 

places. 

"Well," he said, "I thought about that, and I thought yes, the hands belonged to the 

peasants, so the spelling must be 'their' for possession, but they didn't own the land - the 

landowners did - and so it wouldn't be right to use the spelling 'their' for the land." 

I'm glad I asked the question; I was glad I had made the assumption that Leon wasn't 

careless but had actually had a reason for what he did. That belief has stood me in good 

stead for the 33 years since then in my work as a teacher and researcher. 

When I applied for a place on an MA in 1982, my head of department agreed to do the 

reference. A few days later she told me that she had written: "You are always questioning 

everything to do in your work, she said. And that I think that is a very good basis for 

postgraduate study." I didn't quite see her point back then. I have thought of what she said 

many times in the past 25 years, and now I see the wisdom of it. I am grateful to you, Mary 

Bacon, for this insight into what lies at the heart of the integration of research and practice. 

In the 23 years of RaPAL I have had the enormous pleasure of being associated with other 

RaPALists' questioning too. Just to take those who were at this year's conference: Mary 

Hamilton, Yvon Appleby, Amy Burgess in her PhD on discourses and identities in adult 

literacy classes, and Ellayne Fowler in her PhD on the use of e-mail in Further Education - 

these are just a few of the questioners I have had the great pleasure of working with. 

.... and R is for RaPAL 

This year is a landmark for RaPAL: the first time the conference has been held outside the 

UK. This is just one indication the RaPAL is not stagnating, but going forward, forward, as 

represented in the diagram that follows..... 
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In this diagram, '19 - 21 June' 

represents the short duration of 

the Galway conference. The thick 

grey arrow represents the life of 

RaPAL. The part above the 

conference is RaPAL's life so far, 

and the thin dark arrow shows how 

my professional life as a literacy 

practitioner and researcher has 

merged with the development of 

RaPAL. This is the moment for me 

and others of my generation of 

literacy workers to 'fall off' the 

arrow, knowing that the ideas 

which were buzzing at the Galway conference give RaPAL strength for exciting developments 

in the years ahead. 

GOODBYE, AND GOOD RAP-PING INTO THE FUTURE, EVERYONE 
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Conference delegates enjoying a meal out in Galway. Left to right: Mary Hamilton, Sarah 

Rennie, Roz Ivanič and Amy Burgess 
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What do we mean by Sustainable Literacies? 

Amy Burgess 

Amy Burgess is a Research Fellow in the Literacy Research Centre and Department of Educational Research at 

Lancaster University, UK. She previously taught adult literacy for 1O years and worked as a researcher on the 

NRDC project Effective Teaching and Learning: Writing. She also teaches on the MA in Adult Literacy, Numeracy 

and ESOL at Lancaster and is currently chair of RaPAL. 

This is the text of the opening plenary address to the conference in Newport. 

What do we mean by sustainable literacies? This may be a new 'term for some people and 

even for those who have heard it before, it might not be easy to define. We hear words 

like 'sustainability' and 'sustainable' all the time in many very different contexts. The words 

are applied to numerous areas of life, including agriculture, architecture, economics and 

development, to name just a few. When I was preparing this talk I looked at a range of 

books, articles and websites and I learnt, amongst other things, that there are over 300 

different definitions of sustainability. The word 'literacies' is also interpreted in many 

different ways - in fact we've had discussions at previous RaPAL conferences and in our 

journal about how we want to define the word 'literacies', and about whether we want to 

talk about' literacy' or 'literacies'. So both 'sustainable' and 'literacies' seem to be contested 

words; this indicates that they represent issues that are very significant and at the forefront 

of many people's minds. However, when particular words are used in so many different 

contexts, by different groups of people with different concerns and motivations, there is a 

danger that they can become confusing. 

I'd like to mention some of the issues and concepts that I think are indexed by the words 

'sustainable literacies'. I hope this will serve as a starting point for us to clarify and develop 

our ideas. My intention is not to explore the concepts in depth here, but rather to offer 

some suggestions which I hope will provide a catalyst for our discussions at the conference. I 

want to do this by offering some images and metaphors connected with the idea of 

sustainability which I've found useful when thinking about sustainable literacies. I hope they 

will spark off associations in your mind and lead to insights and questions which you will 

share with us during the conference. 

For me, the idea of sustainable literacies originates in the metaphor of the ecology of 

literacy, as developed by David Barton in his book Literacy: an introduction to the ecology of 

written language (Barton 1994). Barton explains that 

'[Ecology] 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. An ecological view takes as its starting-point this interaction 

between individuals and their environments.' (Barton 1994 p 29). 

He goes on to explain that: 
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'Using the term changes the whole endeavour of trying to understand the nature 

of reading and writing. Rather than isolating literacy activities from everything 

else in order to understand them, an ecological approach aims to understand 

how literacy is embedded in other human activity, its embeddedness in social life 

and thought, and its position in history, language and learning.' (p32) 

I think it's useful to apply the metaphor of an ecosystem to literacy because it helps us to 

remember some important ideas which can sometimes get lost. I'm going to mention five 

ways of thinking about literacy as ecology or as an ecosystem and, connected with that, 

what I think it might mean to talk about sustainable literacies. 

First, if we want to understand ecosystems in nature we have to think not just of the 

characteristics of individual plants or animals, but of how they interact. We also have to 

think about how living things are affected by their environment but also of how they change 

their environment. Similarly with literacy, we need to think not just in terms of individuals 

and of skills that they might or might not have, but of the context in which people use 

literacy, what purposes they use it for and how they interact around literacy. We have to 

think about how literacy is affected by the contexts in which people use it and how it 

changes those contexts. 

Second, when we're thinking about ecosystems in nature we often hear about the 

importance of maintaining a diversity of species if we want to sustain particular ecosystems. 

Similarly in literacy, we need to understand the importance of a diversity of languages - and 

of course that's something that's particularly relevant here in Wales and which we're going 

to hear more about from some of our speakers. But of course it's not just languages; we 

need to support diverse literacy practices as well and to remember that literacy isn't just one 

monolithic entity but that different people understand, use and value it in different ways. 

Third, when we think about ecosystems in the natural world we know that sustainability 

means we have to think on long timescales. If we want to live sustainably, we have to think 

not just of what we do in the short term but of how our actions now might affect the kind of 

world we leave to future generations. And similarly when we think of ourselves as literacy 

educators, we have to think not just in terms of quick fixes, but of what happens after we 

the teachers are gone. Are the literacies we help people to engage with truly sustainable 

over a long period of time? 

Fourth, when we think about sustainability one thing which we probably all think about is 

the importance of recycling. I think that could also be applied to literacy learning and we 

could think about what it might mean to say that literacy practices can be recycled. We 

often hear about the importance of people learning new skills, and it's true that literacy 

learning does enable people to do new things. However, we know that it's also important to 

be aware of what people already have, what they can already do. We have to remember 

that when people come to learn new literacy practices, we're not asking them just to discard 

the old ones; they already have plenty of resources that they can draw on and re-use. 
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Thinking in terms of recyclable literacy practices also has the advantage that it makes all of 

us equal, whether we happen to be called learners, teachers or researchers. When it comes 

to recycling, we all have to do it and it's the same with literacy learning. We all have to 

respond to changes in our lives by recycling our literacy practices so that we can use them in 

new contexts for new purposes. And using the metaphor of recyclable literacy practices 

helps us to remember that - like pencils made from recycled CDs, or rulers made from 

recycled plastic cups - when people are able to recycle their literacy practices some amazing 

transformations can take place. The new practices might not look much like the old ones and 

they might be used for very different purposes. Incidentally, I really like the logo on the 

recycled pencils in the photo below - 'I used to be something else' - because it reminds us 

that recycling our literacy practices can sometimes enable us to say 'I used to be someone 

else'. Literacy learning changes people's identities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The last idea I want to touch on now can be summed up by this image: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It reminds us that sustainability in the natural world can only be achieved if we work 

together. And it's the same in our work; sustainable literacies are supported by people 

having common aims and working together. That's something that RaPAL is committed to 

and I'm looking forward to seeing it in action during our conference. 

Reference 

Barton D (1994) Literacy, an introduction to the ecology of written language. Oxford: 

Blackwell. 

69



Moving Testimonies, Uncertain Truths: Constructing Adult Literacy 

Learners across 30 years of Policy and Practice 

Mary Hamilton 

Dr Mary Hamilton is Professor of Adult Learning and Literacy at Lancaster University and Associate Director of 

the Lancaster Literacy Research Centre. She has written extensively on policy, practice and everyday learning in 

adult literacy. She is co-author of a number of books including Local Literacies (with David Barton); Powerful Lit 

racies (with Jim Crowther and Lynn Tett) and Changing Faces of Adult Literacy, Language and Numeracy: A 

Critical History (with Yvonne Hillier). Her conference presentation was based on her new book, Literacy and the 

Politics of Representation, which will be published in May 2012. Mary was a founder member of RaPAL. You 

can find out more about her work here http://www.lancs.ac.uk/fass/edres/profiles/216/2/ and can contact her 

at m.hamilton@lancaster.ac.uk 

Mary Hamilton's talk focused first on the ways in which literacy learners have been 

characterised in academic, popular and policy discourse, how these characterisations have 

changed over time, and why highlighting and critiquing these characterisations is important. 

She also discussed the locations in which literacy learners have been so characterised - 

academic journals, policy documents, and more widely in the media generally. She then 

looked at how the learner voice in particular has been represented in policy and practice 

over time, and the extent to which these voices can be described as 'authentic'. Finally she 

highlighted what she sees as the key characteristic features of literacy learners' writing. 

She argued for the importance of discourse analysis in understanding the ways in which 

literacy learners are represented and so positioned in academic and policy debates, showing 

in particular how discourses establish and reinforce conceptual boundaries and thus how 

both literacy and literacy learners are constructed in public debates. These boundaries 

frame and so tend to limit "possibilities for action for literacy, the way we imagine what 

literacy is, who writes and reads and for what purposes." 

The particular "spaces" she discussed, in which public debates about literacy are framed and 

delineated, included policy, media, research, within teaching and learning activity, and as 

part of everyday informal talk. She sees in all these discourses and spaces a pervasive deficit 
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orientation, the repeated construction of literacy learners as part of a social "underclass", 

and increasingly since the 1980s, a tendency towards a concept of participation in literacy 

classes as a social responsibility for literacy learners, and at the same time a new conception 

of citizenship as entailing responsibilities as well as rights. 

She surveyed three decades of policy on adult literacy, from the Right to Read campaign of 

the early 70s, through the International Adult Literacy survey of the 1990s, to Skills for Life in 

the 21st century, tracing the development of key concepts, descriptors and images of adult 

literacy learners, and the emergence of the technocratic apparatus that now surrounds 

government-funded adult literacy work. Steadily throughout this 30 year period, she sees 

the developing articulation of adult literacy within these areas of discourse as a key 

component of economic efficiency and productivity, and of national prosperity. At the same 

time, adult literacy work has been situated as a central feature of policy's attempts to 

address 'social exclusion', a strongly pathologised concept now almost completely free of 

the notion of justice. 

She argued that policy in the UK now presents lifelong learning as a duty of citizens, 

particularly for those less well qualified. This view was contrasted with language of the 

UNESCO Global Monitoring Report on Literacy of 2006, which stresses literacy as a key 

element of human rights, and the addressing of literacy needs primarily as an issue of 

justice. 

Mary Hamilton moved on to give examples of the ways literacy learners have been 

described and characterised in a variety of policy and campaigning documents since the 

1970s. These were contrasted with examples of writings about literacy and life by literacy 

learners themselves, in such books as Every birth it comes different (Hackney Reading Centre 

1980), Who feels it knows it (Various authors 1980), Opening Time (Frost and Hoy 1985), and 

Left in the Dark (Eden Grove Women's Literacy Group 1982). 

She drew attention to the aims of the organisations that published and continue to publish 

these writings: celebrating cultural diversity, the local distinctiveness of 'ordinary' lives and 

autobiographies, and documenting literacy learners' experiences of schooling and 

parenthood. These publications used a wide variety of literary forms, and saw their 

publications as inspirational and educational resources, not least because of their 

authenticity, the fact that they were the direct expression of literacy learners' ideas, 

emotions, and experiences. They were literacy learners' representations of themselves, 

rather than other people's, however well-meaning. 

These writings put the discourse about literacy learning contained in policy and academic 

texts into strong relief: "I would always put myself down and I still do. It is hard to get out of 

the habit When you have been told you are thick for most of your life, you start to believe it." 

"I can go to a council meeting and talk with the best of people and argue out that I want to. 

Whereas if I had to put it down in writing in their way, the way they wanted it, I couldn't do 

it. It's better written as you want to write it even if it doesn't sound right. I always feel that 
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when I'm writing and I put big words in, it distorts the writing altogether. After all, you don't 

use big words everyday when you're talking. Why do they put it in writing?" 

"Writing and dressing are similar, because you can get a dress that might suit you but won't 

suit me. Writing should relate to all things in life not just to paper and a pen. It's like sitting 

down on a chair - I might sit on a chair and be very comfortable, you might sit on it and think 

it's bloody awful. It's relating things. You see, where a lot of teachers go wrong and a lot of 

schools go wrong, they relate writing to paper and pencil, not to peoples' minds and not to 

people seeing. Writing is part of seeing, feeling, touch or even wearing." 

Mary Hamilton argued that the way in which such writings were produced is central to the 

implicit critique they offer of 'mainstream' writing and publishing: the origin of many of the 

pieces in writing workshops in which groups of people discussed their ideas and their drafts 

collectively; the editorial process of selecting and working on pieces of writing for 

publication; and the reading clubs which tried out new publications and fed back on them 

from the point of view of literacy students. She highlighted the role of 'scribes', and the 

problematic nature of literary authenticity, situating it as much in the intentions of the writer 

as in the actual writing itself, and noting how different this is from the orthodox view of 

mainstream literary production. 

She summed up her talk by highlighting what she suggested are the key common features of 

literacy learners' writing, stressing the deep individuality of each piece, the variety of 

language and metaphors used, the prominence of hopes and aspirations, of critical accounts 

of schooling, and of discussions about control, freedom and agency, both in terms of writing 

and of life in general. The powerpoint slides for Mary's talk can be found on the RaPAL 

website at 

http://www.literacy. lancs.ac.uk/rapaI/conference/201lConference/2011.htm 
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Literacies in place and time: a personal response  

Sue Grief 

When I was asked to share my responses to the conference in the final plenary session I 

found three headings useful. Two of these, 'place' and 'time', were provided by the title of 

the conference. A third, that I am sure chimed with the experience of everyone who 

attended, was 'challenge'. 

For many of the participants the conference involved a considerable journey eastwards to a 

place that may not have been familiar. It certainly wasn't possible, within the time available, 

to explore all that Norwich and Norfolk have to offer but the conference did have a 

distinctive local flavour. We had an opportunity to hear two distinguished academics from 

our field, Peter Trudgill and Alan Rogers, both of whom have strong local links. In the course 

of his presentation Peter introduced us to some fascinating aspects of the local dialect, 

based on his own studies in Norwich. Alan drew examples from his work overseas that 

provided links with work undertaken by the Department of International Development at 

the University of East Anglia (UEA). 

A Norfolk based project that has introduced the idea of 'Reading Cafes' to local schools was 

introduced at the opening session. This project has succeeded in encouraging parents and 

children to enjoy reading activities together and is now spreading to other parts of the 

country. Local literacy practices of a rather different kind were the focus of a fascinating 

workshop led by Bob Read and Victoria Draper at which some of us had a chance to 

examine a collection of old documents from the Norfolk archives that reflected the lives of 

Norfolk people over the years. We puzzled over a medieval spell and struggled to read a 

crosshatched letter written by local hero, Admiral Nelson. Those of us who were around on 

the Friday evening had the chance to visit the Sainsbury Centre to see a wonderfully diverse 

collection of art that is permanently based at the UEA. 

In relation to time, we were invited both to look back and to think ahead. The third keynote 

speaker, Mary Hamilton, took us back over the past 40 years, encouraging us to think about 

the ways in which literacy and literacy learners have been portrayed. Mary highlighted the 

implications of this portrayal in terms of policy and practice, both, past and present. Judith 

Rose, in her workshop, took us back over the history of the relationship between adult 

literacy and education for learners with learning difficulties, again highlighting issues that 

remain 'live' for practitioners today. As someone who has been involved in adult literacy for 

many years, Mary's presentation evoked memories of the wide range of published student 

writing that was produced in the 1970s and 1980s and of the ways in which we used this to 

encourage our own students to write, for themselves and for others. Judith's workshop, on 

the other hand, prompted memories of difficult discussions and hard managerial decisions. 

Bob and Victoria took us further back in time, to the Middle Ages, with their literacy 

artefacts but other workshops looked at recent changes and future opportunities. I was sad 

to miss Hazel Israel's session on the ways in which texting could be used to improve literacy 
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but very much enjoyed looking at the cartoons on texting displayed in the coffee area. Mary 

Jane Onnen explored the uses of technology in the teaching of reading and Tara Furlong and 

Claire Collins encouraged us to take RaPAL into the world of Facebook and social 

networking. 

All of the speakers presented us with challenges. Before listening to Peter Trudgill I would 

have felt confident that I could explain Standard English but Peter challenged me to think 

much more closely about what Standard English is, and what it is not, and to consider the 

implications this has for the teaching of both writing and spoken English. Likewise, the 

concept of 'multiple literacies' is not new to most participants at a RaPAL conference, nor 

that of 'embedded literacy'. However, in the context of international development, Alan 

Rogers introduced me to a different meaning for the term 'embedded literacy', one that 

acknowledges the tacit 'funds of knowledge' or 'hidden literacies' that are drawn on by 

those often labelled as "illiterate". Acknowledging these 'hidden literacies' raises big 

questions in relation to literacy teaching that concern those of us working in the UK as much 

as those working in developing countries. There were echoes of Alan's arguments in Mary's 

message regarding the significance of the ways in which literacy and literacy learners are 

understood, not only by teachers but by policy makers and providers of educational 

resources. 

Being personally involved in research on writing I found Jane Mace's workshop on the taking 

of minutes in Quaker meetings fascinating. Jane helped us to gain some understanding of 

the significance and the particular characteristics of this literacy practice, in the context of 

the Quaker meeting, where it is understood not just as the recording of the meeting but as a 

key part of the process of discerning "the will of God". In other workshops participants were 

challenged to explore museums as a site for learning about literacy and numeracy, to find 

effective ways to interpret Functional Skills for learners and to write successful bids for 

much needed funding. 

For me the conference was a very positive experience and I feel it is best summed up by 

using words from the table cloth on which we were all invited to write our evaluations, as 

we left. Top of the bill were: "Stimulating", "thought provoking" and "food for thought", 

closely followed by "inspirational". To these were added: "empowering", "informative", 

"refreshing", "warm and welcoming", "enjoyable" and "fun". Quite rightly there were lots of 

positive comments on the venue, the organisation, the social activities and the food and 

finally, and importantly, "See you next year" 
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Adult basic skills: Impact on Poverty Reduction 

Katie Schmuecker 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation is an independent organisation working to solve poverty through 

research, policy and practice.  The provision of basic skills – such as literacy, numeracy, basic digital 

skills and being able to speak English – have a fundamental part to play in fighting poverty in the UK 

by giving people the tools they need to build a better life.  JRF’s Head of Policy, Katie Schmuecker, 

opened the Learning and Work Institute’s Annual Conference on English, Maths and ESOL last year; 

this article is based on the speech she gave. 

 

What is poverty? 

Poverty is when your resources are not enough to meet your basic needs – including your 

need to take part in the society you live in. 

There are 14 million people experiencing poverty in the UK today (after paying for their 

housing).  This means there are 14 million people waking up every day facing impossible 

decisions about how to make ends meet – and what to go without, whether it’s new shoes 

for the kids or a suitable coat for winter.  Their choices are limited and their prospects for 

the future damaged. It’s simply not right that poverty is so widespread in a prosperous 

country such as the UK. 

Looking at how things have changed over time, the overall level of poverty– at around 1 in 5 

– has been pretty static for the last 25 years.  But looking beneath the surface shows what 

can be achieved when we put our minds to it.  Take pensioners for example.  The reduction 

in pensioner poverty has been one of the great successes of recent times, with poverty 

falling from 29% in 1996/7 to 13% in 2012/13.  Similarly, the concerted efforts to reduce 

child poverty in the late 1990s and early 2000s bore some fruit, with the child poverty rate 

falling from 34% in 1996/97 to 28% in 2004/05.  However, JRF’s most recent state of the 

nation report warned that progress is beginning to unravel, with both child and pensioner 

poverty starting to rise again.  Nonetheless, it demonstrates what can be achieved when we 

focus on reducing poverty. 

However, to be successful in reducing poverty, we also have to know who in society is most 

likely to be locked in poverty.  The nature of poverty changes as our society changes.  JRF’s 

analysis shows people living in working households, those living in the private sector and 

younger people have all seen their risk of poverty increase.  

Why basic skills matter for poverty 

People who lack basic skills are at a massive disadvantage in the modern labour market. This 

is a problem, as for most people work provides a route out of poverty.  However, with over 

half the people in poverty in the UK living in working households, the need for work to pay 

well and be of good quality must be emphasised.  
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Basic skills help people to improve their prospects in the world of work in all sorts of ways. 

- Over 50% people with no formal qualifications are out of work and the higher

peoples’ qualifications are, the more their earning power.  Having the basics of

literacy, numeracy, digital skills and speaking English provides a foundation for other

qualifications

- Technology is changing fast and changing the nature of jobs.  Not having basic digital

skills is likely to become more of a disadvantage over time and generally, acquiring

more skills leads to greater adaptability

- Poor English language skills increases the risk of persistent poverty and being fluent

in English improves the chances of employment by over a fifth, with a similar impact

on wages.

It’s not just in relation to work where skills can help fight poverty, but in wider society too. 

- Public services and the working-age benefit system (for example Universal Credit)

are increasingly delivered through digital channels first.  Basic digital skills, literacy

and English language will be needed to access the support people are entitled to

- The same skills are important for shopping around for a good deal on energy or a

new insurance provider, which can save people money on their essential bills.

So basic skills really matter for fighting poverty. But the UK has a basic skills problem, as 

work for JRF by the Learning and Work Institute has shown: 

https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Skills-Poverty-Sep-

16.pdf. Some 9 million people have low literacy or numeracy or both.

- Of 24 OECD countries taking part in a skills survey we came 12th for numeracy and

17th for literacy

- 850,000 have English for Speakers of Other Languages needs

- 11.5 million lack basic digital skills, according to a framework developed by
       The Tech Partnership:

https://www.thetechpartnership.com/basic-digital-skills/basic-digital-skills-

framework/basic-digital-skills-framework-2015/. 

What needs to happen? 

It is clear that basic skills for adults matters for poverty.  Yet we are failing to tackle to 

problem effectively.  While the Government has committed to expanding technical 

education and apprenticeships, other areas of learning - which support more vulnerable 

people – have been scaled back.  Private and individual investment has not filled this gap, 

and it is estimated over one million adult learners have been lost from further education.  
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It is perhaps not surprising that employers have not filled this gap as they tend to focus their 

training budgets on the already skilled – highly skilled employees are four times more likely 

to receive training than their less skilled counterparts. 

Along with the Learning and Work Institute, JRF has proposed the development of a new 

approach to basic skills. We’ve described it as a new programme of study for adults, focused 

on the core capabilities needed for life and work in the 21st century: literacy, numeracy, 

digital, basic English for Speakers of Other Languages, financial, health and citizenship. 

- It would see people undertake the modules they need and learning in the context of 

‘real-life’ applications, such as budget management, finance planning and health 

information. It would be a programme of study approach rather than focused on 

individual qualifications 

- Delivered by expanding existing provision from colleges, training providers, 

employment support providers, employers and community provision. 

Success would be measured by the outcomes achieved – whether we are helping people 

into work, to earn more or to progress to further learning – rather than simply the outputs 

(such as qualifications gained). Failing to assess the outcomes of what we do makes it hard 

to track where we’re really having an impact and changing lives. 

Delivering this wouldn’t break the bank. We currently spend about £200,000 a year on 

literacy and numeracy in England. Reorienting this spending on a citizens’ curriculum and 

doubling it to make the budget £400,000 would enable basic skills to be tackled by 2030. 

It’s a bold target but it’s one we can ill afford to neglect if we want a prosperous UK without 

poverty. 
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Making Space: social practices, participatory and creative 

approaches 

Tara Furlong 

Tara has twenty years’ experience in adult education and training in the private and public sectors in 

the UK and abroad, specialising in integrated English language, literacies and digital learning. She is 

involved in providing professional development via national organisations in the UK, and publication 

work; and has an established history of designing and implementing systemic curriculum quality 

initiatives.  She can be contacted at webweaver@rapal.org.uk. 

Introduction 

As the most popular workshop at this year’s Impact and Innovation conference, uniquely 

booked out some time in advance, RaPAL were delighted to have initiated the idea in 

response to a proposal at the last AGM. Interest was subsequently expressed in expanding 

its brief across social practices, participatory and creative approaches. The workshop 

comprised presentations and a discussion panel which was chaired by Dr Sam Duncan, UCL 

IoE Post-14 Centre, with Graham Griffiths, UCL IoE, Linda Ulrich, NATECLA, Claire Collins and 

Tara Furlong, RaPAL.  

This summary article outlines elements of the UK roots and current practical applications of 

the social practices, participatory and creative approaches to adult literacies. This does not 

attempt to be comprehensive or to diminish extensive wider or international practice such 

as the REFLECT3 approach, but to keep reference manageable. External materials utilised in 

the workshop were drawn from the Literacies for Learning in Further Education Research 

Project between Lancaster University, Stirling University, the TLRP and ESRC, which can be 

found in an accessible presentation style with a wide range of helpful images here. The 

paper concludes by looking at the role of RaPAL in sustaining these practices.  

A brief historical perspective 

RaPAL’s social practices, participatory and creative roots lie in adult literacies and 

community learning, which over the decades became inclusive of embedded, integrated and 

contextualised learning in wider vocational ambits, such as Further Education (FE). RaPAL 

was born in the mid-eighties out of national post-war regeneration movements, which 

developed adult literacy and education in community learning contexts. Examples of types 

of community learning provision that worked to develop literacy include the WEA, Pecket 

Learning Community, or any number of local community learning initiatives, such as at The 

Friends’ Meeting House4 in Brighton. RaPAL, of course, is not unique in this historical 

context. 

3 ActionAid https://www.actionaid.org.uk/sites/default/files/doc_lib/190_1_reflect_full.pdf 
4 Since 1876, with the initiatives of the seventies’ adult literacy and learning campaigns relocated since 2005 
to The Friends Centre, Brighton 
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Theoretical frameworks 

In parallel with campaigns achieving a degree of national policy directed towards adult 

literacy from the seventies, the eighties brought a burgeoning of ‘academic’ frameworks 

derived from socially grounded perspectives in literacy learning. These include Literacy as 

Social Practice (LSP: Street, 1984; cf. Brice Heath, 1983), situated literacies (Barton, 

Hamilton and Ivanič, 2000), multimodality (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001; Cope and 

Kalantzis, 2001) and overarching New Literacy Studies (NLS: Street, 1994, 2003; Gee, 1991) 

to name but a few. The term literacies is in recognition of this inherent contextual 

multiplicity, not solely the inter-relation of language, literacy, numeracy and digital 

functions. 

Brian Street (1943-2017), Professor Emeritus of Language and Literacy at King’s College 

London, argued that an autonomous model of literacy is prevalent in policy, and constructs 

literacy knowledge and skills as ‘neutral’ and ‘universal’. It implies that literacy functions and 

has effects independent of context, not least of which are social factors. He contrasted this 

with an ideological model of literacy, which recognises that literacy is a social practice and 

exists in local hegemonies. It implies diversity across contexts, not solely in practices, but in 

fundamental underpinning conceptions of reality, in knowledge and in skills. Thus, literacy is 

not simply a technical skill (Street, 1984, 2000). A social practices approach may imply 

negotiating curriculum and meaningful participation to local contexts, which in turn implies 

learner and context -profiling and -generated materials. This activity generates participatory 

and creative approaches. 

An expanding concept of adult literacies 

The bulk of formal adult English (which encompasses literacy) provision occurs in FE, which 

tends to implicate standardised qualification routes, rather than adult and community 

learning (ETF, 2016, 2015:5). By the end of the nineties, FE colleges had incorporated (i.e. 

become ‘businesses’), while highly influential international measurements and comparisons 

of literacy indicated chronic shortfalls across populations (DfEE, 1999; OECD, 2013). As such, 

responding to adult literacies moved towards private sector provision. 

Of the few substantive studies of successful adult literacy education, carried out in 

conjunction with FE and adult and community learning, the turn of the millennium saw 

recognition of the effectiveness of embedded, integrated and contextualised approaches 

(NRDC, 2006; NALA, 2011; Kuczera, M., Field, S. and Windisch, H. C., 2016). These 

approaches are inclusive of continua from incipient to higher order literacies, from family to 

vocational learning, where, ‘vocational and LLN (language, literacy and numeracy) specialists 

working together in teams are likely to be more effective in most contexts’ (NRDC, 2006: 

22). They are inclusive of academic, professional and higher order literacies. This argument 

is supported by social practices theoretical underpinnings, which respond to the diversity of 

local functions, hegemonies and contextual factors. 
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An expanding concept of professional practice 

Sector professional bodies argue for dual professionalism (IfL, 2012:4) in subject and in 

andragogy. There is little explicit comment regarding vocation-specific literacies practices, 

for example. For successful LLN specialists, dual professionalism may be argued to extend to 

‘triple professionalism’ of literacies embedded in to a wide range of vocational, professional 

and other life contexts. Significant success factors include where ‘LLN teaching is linked to 

practical, vocational content and activities (and) LLN are seen as essential in the 

development of learners’ professional identity and for success in their vocational area’ 

(NRDC, 2006:29). The importance of this work is acknowledged in current policy formation 

for apprenticeships, where it is recommended ‘the Institute for Apprenticeships encourages 

its panels of professionals to incorporate additional, occupation-specific maths and English 

requirements into the standards for each route’ (BIS DfE, 2016:50). 

Implications for adult literacies educators’ professional practice 

To respond to the diversity of local curricula and associated andragogy implicated in often 

standardised literacies provision, LLN educators value research-engaged andragogy and 

professional learning communities internal and external to their institutions (Furlong, 2017). 

This implicates educators’ own literacies, i.e. discussing, reading and writing, as they 

develop evidence-based and research-informed andragogy and curricula as part of locally 

nuanced provision and their ongoing professional development. Educators’ own literacies 

practices associated with research-engaged andragogy are argued to improve learning 

outcomes, and educators’ professional well-being (ibid). 

RaPAL offers a national flexible professional learning community of ongoing CPD and peer 

review in diverse literacies andragogy. This includes an accessible, termly, educator-

generated digital journal, annual events and a participatory, flexible- and remote- working 

editorial and management board. 
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Moser – 20 years on 

Sam Duncan 

Sam Duncan works at the UCL Institute of Education in adult literacy studies. She has a background in 

literature, film and adult literacy teaching and now teaches on research methods courses, 

alongside MA, BA and teacher education modules on literacy and lifelong learning. She is the author 

of Reading Circles, Novels and Adult Reading Development (Bloomsbury, 2012) and Reading for 

Pleasure and Reading Circles for Adult Emergent Readers (NIACE, 2014). Sam has just completed an 

Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Fellowship researching contemporary adult reading 

aloud practices across Britain.  

I was very grateful for the chance to be part of the panel thinking about these twenty years 

since the Moser Report. This is a time period, in England in particular, which has seen 

important progress in our understandings and organisation of adult literacy teaching, and it 

is also a time period in which, arguably, just as significant losses have been made. We have, 

for example, seen developments in adult literacy teacher education, including the 

generation of new research reports (for example, the work of the NRDC: the National 

Research Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy) and teacher education text books (for 

example the Open University ‘Teaching Adult Literacy/Numeracy/ESOL’ books). This means 

we have a solid body of research to refer to, and, in terms of pedagogies, expertise that was 

perhaps only within the heads of a few experienced practitioners is now written down for 

others to read. This in itself is a wonderful thing. And yet, more recently we have also seen 

subject specialist post-compulsory teacher education deregulated, fees increased, and 

bursaries and support reduced if not completely eradicated. Anecdotally, we have seen an 

increase in the idea that ‘anyone’ can teach adult literacy or Functional Skills English. 

This is a good time to reflect on what we should prioritize moving forward. On the panel, I 

suggested three areas, thinking primarily of adult literacy provision.  

Firstly, varied opportunities for subject specialist (adult literacy-focussed) teacher 

education, both initial and continuing. This should be both well-funded and valued by 

providers. This is the single most important factor in producing provision that engages 

learners and allows learners to make the progress they want to make. There has recently, 

for example, been a lot of discussion about initial and diagnostic assessment. We will never 

produce a perfect digital (or paper) tool, rather we need expert teachers to undertake initial 

and diagnostic assessment (as well as ongoing, formative assessment). Expert teachers can 

do wonderful things with ‘ok’ tools and resources, but even the best tools or resources are 

potentially disastrous in the hands of those that (through no fault of their own) have not 

been supported in the development of specialist expertise. This is a key ingredient in 

supporting and valuing adult literacy teacher professionalism: seeing adult literacy as a 

specialist area of expertise that requires specialist, trained teachers who develop and share 

their expertise across long careers. We need adult literacy teaching roles with decent 

conditions and salaries so that good people don’t leave the profession (resulting in expertise 

being lost and newer people having to figure things out all over again). Adult literacy 
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teachers with a strong sense of their own expertise and specialist area will be better able to 

manage (and influence) external requirements such as those related to accreditation and 

funding, better able to support and engage diverse learners and groups, and more likely to 

contribute to collegiate networks of other expert teachers, supporting this expertise and 

professionalism in others. Learner participation has been damaged by deregulation of 

teacher education and worsening conditions for teachers, and if policy makers are serious 

about addressing what seems to lower participation, this is where they should start. 

Secondly, we also need a renewed focus on entry level adult literacy provision, particularly 

E1 and E2. This is about supporting adults who may feel that they cannot read or write at all, 

or very little (despite being confident, competent speakers and listeners). It may be that we 

need fewer classes at these levels than at E3 and above, but we do need some dedicated 

provision at these levels and to meet the needs of potential learners we need good 

outreach work.  

Related to the above two points, my third idea for moving forward, is that we need to 

develop and maintain adult literacy studies as a recognised university-based academic 

subject, that feeds both into teacher education and into more research in this area. 

Protecting and developing adult literacy studies as an area of academic specialisation will 

support teachers in their recognised subject specialist professionalism and protect these 

areas of teaching from the whims of funding and government ministers who are not experts 

in adult literacy. It will allow us to build on existing expertise and prevent cycles of 

‘reinventing the wheel’ every few decades. 

These are the three things that I would like to see careful attention devoted to through a 

meeting of top-down government-led attention with ‘bottom-up’ networks of teachers, 

managers, teacher educators and learners ‘on the ground.’ This is could be about the use of 

existing networks and the development of new. 

One final other point: I think we need to find better ways for us all to talk about adult 

literacy practices, needs and teaching, to allow us to hear better when others are talking 

about this area and encourage more conversations and attention. This will require more 

transparent language and forms of articulation and labelling to make the most of what we 

do and the conversations we have. Using the label ‘English’ for adult literacy provision is not 

helpful as it could suggest either the teaching of language or a school-subject, and certainly 

excludes thinking about literacy development in other community languages. Whatever 

courses or qualifications are called, we, as the adult literacy experts, should make sure we 

are using more helpful terms. We also need to be clear and careful with our language so 

that we can tease out key debates or distinctions, for example ESOL provision vs adult 

literacy provision or adult courses vs courses for teenagers who are retaking courses that 

they may have failed at school. This is not to say that these areas do not share a great deal 

of fertile ground, but we cannot understand their relationships if we do not acknowledge 

potential distinctions.  Finally, we need leadership – to form, maintain and challenge 

networks. RaPAL could play a role here, so could others. Hopefully some of those reading 

this short piece could take this on. Are we ready?
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Philosophy, Policy and Practice: adult literacies in 100 editions  

Gwyneth Allatt 

Gwyneth is a Senior Lecturer in Lifelong Learning at the University of Huddersfield. After graduating 

with a degree in English from Lancaster University, she worked as a college librarian before moving 

into education, first as an adult literacy teacher and then as a teacher educator. She recently 

completed her doctoral research with a focus on adult literacy and the various ways in which the 

concept of literacy may be perceived and understood. 

 

Introduction 

As the RaPAL Journal reaches its one hundredth edition, it seemed like an opportune 

moment to consider the various topics that have concerned and interested contributors to 

the previous ninety-nine.  Originally titled the RaPAL Bulletin, the first edition was published 

in 1986, shortly after RaPAL was established as an organisation, in a time when the 

landscape of adult literacies was considerably different to what it is now. Mary Hamilton 

describes the situation then as feeling like a ‘different world’, one in which adult literacy, 

while being ‘alive with the politics of learner participation’ received little recognition as a 

‘field of practice or research’ (Hamilton, 2015: 11). Questions about the meaning of literacy 

and who determines this were already being asked at that time, though. Herrington and 

Kendall (2005: xv) comment that by the mid-1980s practitioners were already engaging 

‘critically’ with the challenges presented by adult literacy policy, the claims being made 

about illiteracy in the UK and the ‘simplistic measure of literacy standards’ in use by policy-

makers.  

Looking back through previous editions of the Journal shows how the field of adult literacy 

has developed. Contributors to the Journal have covered many aspects of this, from 

research in the field to innovative practice, reports on conferences and responses to policy 

developments. Authors have included practitioners, researchers (both prominent in the 

field and emerging) and learners themselves. In this article I identify some of the topics that 

have featured in the last ninety-nine editions with the aim of gaining an overview of some of 

the key themes in adult literacies practice and research over time. I was particularly 

interested to see how interests and concerns have changed and whether some themes have 

endured.  

To consider all previous editions and the various topics covered would have been well 

beyond the scope of this article, so I have, by necessity, had to be selective. Scanning the 

contents pages of the editions on the RaPAL website from 2005 (Volume 56) to the present 

and dipping in to some of the articles was my main strategy. Sadly, the Covid-19 situation 

meant that a trip to the British Library in London to browse earlier editions was impossible. 

However, Margaret Herrington and Alex Kendall’s edited collection of pieces from the pre-

2005 bulletins (2005) provided a useful insight into the subjects addressed in earlier 
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contributions. I have grouped the key themes arising from my retrospective review of the 

Journal under three headings: philosophy, policy and practice.  

Philosophy  

On the occasion of RaPAL’s thirtieth anniversary, Mary Hamilton, one of the organisation’s 

founding members, explained the New Literacy Studies movement which was developing 

around the same time that RaPAL was established, with its view of literacy as: 

a process people engage in together, not just an individual skill, an integral part of social life, 

shaping and shaped by it, resulting in not just a single dimension of literacy but many 

varieties, based on local knowledge and context’. (Hamilton, 2015: 11).  

It would appear that this view of literacy as a collection of social practices of different 

literacies that, according to Brian Street (another of RaPAL’s founding members) ‘vary with 

time and place and are embedded in specific cultural practices’ (Street, 1995: 47) has been 

the philosophy underpinning many of the contributions to the journal. Previously Street had 

commented on the fact that some researchers and practitioners in the field were talking 

about literacies rather than literacy (Street, 1990) and this has continued. Digital, health, 

workplace and youth are just some examples of the various literacies that have been 

considered in the Journal over the years.  

In fact, the idea of multiple literacies was embraced to the extent that in Volume 61 (2006) 

Yvon Appleby and Amy Burgess raised the question of what the L in RaPAL should stand for 

– literacy or literacies? Their article reported a workshop at the 2006 RaPAL conference in 

which they explored this issue with some of the conference delegates. Although views 

differed, most agreed that literacies was a more ‘inclusive’ term which would encompass 

numeracy and ESOL and which presented ‘a challenge to narrow prescriptive skills-based 

definitions’ (Appleby and Burgess, 2006: 62). Their exploration of this issue began a debate 

which eventually culminated in the adoption of the term ‘literacies’ at the RaPAL 

Conference in 2014. That the social practice approach to literacy has endured is evident 

from Volume 95 which focused on ‘Literacies in different spaces’ and the way ‘literacies are 

developed in diverse contexts’ (Puttick et al., 2018: 4). 

Policy  

Contributions to the Journal over the years also reflect the changing policy context for adult 

literacies in the UK, and the strengths and limitations of the various policy developments 

have been explored by practitioners and researchers. A key concern in earlier editions, for 

instance, was the accreditation of literacies learning, as seen in a response to the 

introduction of Word Power qualifications in the late 1980s, with their ‘functional approach 

to literacy, emphasising competences and mechanical skills rather than … a more rounded 

view of the students’ interests and needs’ (O’Rourke et al., 1992: 340). This sounds 

remarkably similar to criticisms which would be made in the future with regard to later 

adult literacies policies.  
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The Labour Government’s Skills for Life initiative (England and Wales), introduced in 2001 is 

the policy development that appears to have provoked the most response from RaPAL’s 

practitioners and researchers. The initiative brought about a core curriculum for adult 

literacy, numeracy and ESOL along with new professional qualifications for teachers 

(Hamilton and Hillier, 2006). According to O’Grady and Atkin (2009: 40) it was ‘the biggest 

overarching policy drive that has taken place in post-compulsory education in England’ and 

it ‘changed the landscape in which literacy, language and numeracy is conceptually 

understood and provided’. The influence of Skills for Life is further demonstrated by the 

number of times it features in the Journal, and opinion has been divided. Its benefits in 

attracting attention and funding to adult basic skills provision were recognised (Erlewyn-

Lajeunesse and Fowler, 2001) and some practitioners reported positive responses from 

learners who have appreciated the opportunity to gain qualifications and felt that they had 

been provided with an opportunity to develop their skills and confidence (Merrifield, 2007; 

Warren, 2009; Anysley and Shepherd, 2011). Concerns regarding the policy are apparent 

from its introduction, however. Erlewyn-Lajeunesse and Fowler, (2001: 123) for instance, 

criticised the initiative for its ‘wobbly’ foundations on statistics arising from international 

literacy surveys and in a belief in the cost to the country’s economy of low literacy levels 

amongst its population.  Other contributors to the Journal, meanwhile, have expressed 

concerns about the pressures on teachers and the ‘new professionalism’ around 

accountability and compliance, assessment requirements and meeting targets (for instance, 

Merrifield, 2007: 22) in addition to concerns around testing (Cole and Pearce, 2005/06). 

Hamilton (2008: 23) shares similar views in her comments that when Skills for Life was 

introduced, ‘it seemed a great opportunity’, but that over time targets and funding issues 

led to increasing pressure on teachers. The new professional qualifications, she argues, 

failed to recognise the ‘informal practice-based knowledge’ that experienced teachers had 

built up over their years in practice. 

Criticism of the Adult Literacy Core Curriculum itself is also a recurring theme; in some cases 

because it has been seen to present literacy learners from a ‘deficit’ viewpoint and also 

because of the functional and employability focus of its content (Moss, 2005; O’Grady and 

Atkin, 2009; Hamilton, 2012/13). Amongst other criticisms of the curriculum are its failure to 

consider learners’ enjoyment of the learning process and their creativity (Pahl, 2005/06) and 

its tendency to reduce literacy to ‘the passing of a short-multiple choice text’ (Tobin, 

2009/10). The Functional Skills qualifications that replaced Skills for Life for adult learners in 

2012 provoked similar responses from contributors to the Journal, particularly in its relation 

to its narrow perception of literacy (Burgess, Hamilton and Ivanič, 2009) and its 

employability focus (Freeman, 2009).  

Responses to adult literacies policies have come from all parts of the UK, and have included 

a debate about the situation in Scotland, whose policy is often deemed to be superior to 

that of other UK countries due to its basis in a social practice approach to literacy, its focus 

on community provision and its ‘alternative, more learner-centred approach’ (Condy and 

Freeman, 2016).  However, a number of contributors from Scotland argue that Scottish 

literacies policy is equally flawed by its focus on economic issues and employability 
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(Maclachlan, 2006; Tett, 2012/13; Crowther, 2014). Northern Ireland is considered too, with 

the suggestion that its policy followed a similar trajectory to other parts of the UK, with 

adult literacy emerging as an issue during the 1970s and acquiring a framework with a core 

curriculum and qualifications for teachers and learners in the 2000s (Mark, 2006).  

Practice 

Turning now to practice, many approaches to literacies development are shared in the 

Journal and they are often suggestive of creative and innovative responses to ‘over-

prescriptive’ policy frameworks (Herrington et al., 2005: 2). There are far too many to 

outline here, but interesting examples include the many and varied strategies which 

practitioners have employed for teaching numeracy to adult learners. The editorial to the 

2006 Numeracy edition (Volume 59, 2006) for instance, mentions, in its overview of the 

articles, strategies involving chocolate, tap-dancing, playdough and lager! A later numeracy 

edition looks at numeracy as social practice and considers further innovative approaches, 

including the use of apps in teaching maths (Volume 92, 2017) and also phonics to support 

maths development is (Lydon, 2019). Amidst the concern for literacies policies and the 

restrictions of accreditation, many contributors remind us that that literacy is not just about 

gaining qualifications and becoming more employable though. The importance of reading 

for pleasure features in the Journal (Clark, 2017/18, for example) as does the use of story-

telling as a means of literacy development shared by MacDonald (2012) and Telfer 

(2017/18), among others.  

Returning to the subject of phonics, its use with adult learners has provoked differences of 

opinion amongst contributors to the Journal, with some writers, such as Moss (2005) 

sharing their doubts about its suitability. Others, however, are more convinced about the 

value of phonics approaches for post-16 learners, including Cahill (2015: 35) who reports on 

a project in Ireland which investigated methods of successfully using phonics with adults 

while still maintaining a ‘social practice ethos’. More recently, Millar (2019) explores the 

way phonics approaches can be adapted to make them appropriate for young adults in non-

mainstream education. The recent contribution to the Journal of articles on phonics perhaps 

suggests an increase in interest amongst researchers and practitioners in its use with adults. 

Technology has also been a recurring theme throughout the Journal, both in its relationship 

to literacy and in its use as a learning tool in the classroom. Unsurprisingly, the technology 

discussed has changed over time, however. Clark and Southern in Bulletin no. 44 (2001) 

explore the experiences of learners in an Internet café. By 2011 (Volume 74, 2011) the talk 

was of blogs and wikis, email, ebooks and virtual learning environments. The question of 

what it means to be digitally literate is raised too. Five years later (Volume 90, 2016) there is 

more focus on the use of smart phones and iPads, YouTube and social media. Concerns for 

digital exclusion and the centrality of digital literacy to citizenship are also explored 

(Reardon-James, 2016). Incidentally, the Journal itself has been fully digital since 2013. 

The wide range of approaches shared by contributors to the Journal reflect the varied 

contexts in which they work, and writers have shared their experiences of working with 
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traveller communities, offenders, homeless people, adults with learning difficulties and in 

family learning. Working with ESOL learners, in particular, has been a recurring theme, with 

many practices being shared, such as the use of bilingual teaching strategies (Lucero and 

Thompson, 1994) and teaching ESOL through sport (Hately-Broad, 2003). The use of 

approaches to ESOL teaching which do not shy away from taboo subjects is also explored 

(Ruas, 2015). Funding issues relating to ESOL are regularly raised in the Journal, along with 

discussion of the need to teach ESOL and literacy learners together, which has been one of 

the outcomes of funding cuts. The benefits and the drawbacks of this are considered (Öner, 

2012/13).   

International perspectives have been provided in the Journal too, with articles on adult 

literacies work in many countries, among these, Archer and Murdoch’s consideration of 

literacy programmes in Latin America (1987) and Jones’ exploration of adult literacy in the 

Soviet Union (1991). In 2007 meanwhile, Volume 63 (the ‘International’ edition) featured 

pieces on literacies work in Canada, Uganda, Ireland, Malta, Australia and Thailand.   

Summary 

My aim in this article was to provide an overview of some of the topics, issues and concerns 

that have occupied contributors to ninety-nine editions of the RaPAL Journal. There are far 

too many to cover and I apologise for those themes I have not addressed and to the authors 

to whom I have not referred. What has changed during the course of ninety-nine editions of 

the Journal though, and what has stayed the same? The policy context for adult literacies 

has changed dramatically. We are now in a place where adult literacies appear to be low on 

the policy agenda and the lack of new and specific policy for adult literacy provision 

(Furlong, 2017) comes alongside a fall in adult participation in literacy and numeracy classes 

(Furlong, 2016; Evans, 2019). Literacy curricula and qualifications have changed and so has 

technology and the way it is used in literacies provision. However, the critical questioning of 

policy has continued and the creative responses to restrictive policy environments seen in 

early editions of the Journal is still evident in later contributions. Concern for learners’ 

motivations, aspirations and best interests has endured. Reaching the 100th edition of the 

Journal is being marked by a research project investigating the current landscape of 

literacies provision in the UK.  Looking ahead, the main themes emerging from the RaPAL 

100 project so far, such as ESOL, phonics, volunteer teachers and funding, hint at what 

might be the key concerns addressed by contributors to future editions of the Journal. 
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Introduction  

The RaPAL 100 Project was an attempt to provide a snapshot or an illustrative ‘patchwork’ 

of the varieties of adult literacies provision available in 2019-20. We use the plural term 

'literacies', because RaPAL, as an organisation, is driven by a social practices view of 

literacy/literacies that values not only the dominant, standard forms of literacy enshrined in 

curricula but also more marginalized and less visible literacies that may be specific to local 

populations and their living circumstances, family needs and social roles (Street, 1995).   

We aimed to reach 100 providers of adult literacies education from across the United 

Kingdom and to use the information they provided to offer some insights into what was 

happening in the field at the time and provide a rare resource and community update to 

RaPAL’s members, wider academic communities, adult and further education leaders and 

policy makers. The Project launch was planned to coincide with the centenary of the 

Ministry of Reconstruction's 'Final Report' on adult education published in 1919 that 

established the foundations for the UK’s approach to adult education throughout the 20th 

century (Ministry of Reconstruction Adult Education Committee, 1919, cited in Centenary 

Commission on Adult Education, 2019) and publication of the first research outputs from 

the project would mark the 100th edition of the RaPAL journal. The project coincided with 

extraordinary times and due to the Covid-19 lockdown and wholesale movements of 

provision to online learning and video conferencing, literacy entered a completely new 

stage in its history of dissemination. 

In this article we provide an overview of the project, considering its broader context in 

terms of existing literature and previous research within the field of adult literacies 

provision in the UK. We explain the methodological approach used in the survey and we 
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consider some of the key themes emerging from the data collected. Finally, we conclude 

that the insights gained suggest an evolving situation in which adult literacies providers, 

practitioners and learners find ways of responding to the challenges, and the opportunities, 

presented by policy, funding, technological developments and the Covid-19 crisis.  

Literature Review 

While the RaPAL 100 project looked to establish some insight into the current situation 

regarding adult literacies provision in the UK, existing literature in the field gives an 

overview of its historical development. It provides a picture of the situation regarding adult 

literacies provision at certain points in time, often identifying a sequence of distinct stages 

in the development of provision, which are characterised by changes to policy and funding 

mechanisms, by the presence or lack of qualifications, by the nature of the curriculum and 

of the learner cohort. The time boundaries of these stages vary between analyses, although 

most analyses start from the 1970s, when literacy was a fairly new aspect of adult 

education, and end in the early 2000s, by which time it was established as a mainstream 

area within the lifelong learning sector (Hamilton and Hillier, 2006). 

The 1970s are seen as providing the foundations of adult literacies provision in the UK, from 

the point when a British Association of Settlements survey highlighted a need for adult 

literacies development in the UK, and ‘Right to Read’, the first national literacy campaign to 

have government support, was established with the BBC’s involvement through its ‘On the 

Move’ programmes (Hamilton and Hillier, 2006; Hillier, 2009; Ade-Ojo and Duckworth, 

2017). Hamilton and Hillier (2006) point out, however, that adult literacies provision was 

fragmented during the 1970s. Teaching spaces were often temporary and not always fit for 

purpose. There was very little standardisation in the way classes were delivered or even in 

the way they were described; ‘Remedial English’ and ‘compensatory classes’ are given as 

examples (ibid: 4).  Adult literacies provision in the 1970s is also described as informal, 

lacking a set curriculum or published resources, offering few qualifications and being heavily 

dependent on voluntary teachers. Provision tended to be planned around individual 

learners’ needs (Taylor, 2008a; Hamilton, 2012; Hamilton and Hillier, 2006). Ade-Ojo and 

Duckworth (2017: 393) identify a lack of ‘definitive’ policy for adult literacies during this 

period, but describe the government funding that was available and the establishment of 

the Adult Literacy Resource Agency. 

The 1980s and 1990s, meanwhile, are characterized in the literature as seeing a slower 

development in provision, but nevertheless witnessing further change, with a move towards 

greater government control, more qualifications and standardisation of practice and the 

further development of funding mechanisms.  A change in focus during this time, with 

greater links between literacy, employability and economic concerns is also recognised 

(Taylor, 2008a; Hamilton and Hillier, 2006; 2007). Hamilton and Hillier explain that during 

the 1990s, adult literacies provision became, under the guise of Adult Literacy, Language 

and Numeracy (ALLN), a ‘designated area of vocational study’ though they argue that this 

had ‘growing discourses of accountability and performativity’ in the public sector among its 

influences (2006: 13; 2007: 584). This period is also marked as preparing the way for the 
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Skills for Life initiative in England particularly following the outcome of the Organisation for 

Economic, Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s International Adult Literacy Survey 

(IALS) findings and the Moser report (Department for Education and Skills, 1999) which 

raised concerns about adult literacy levels in the country (Hamilton and Tett, 2012; Hillier, 

2009; Appleby and Bathmaker, 2006).  

The early 2000s are recognised, then, as a period of development in adult literacies 

provision across the four nations of the United Kingdom. The Skills for Life initiative in 

England provided the first national standards in adult literacy (and numeracy), a core 

curriculum and a set of qualifications for learners along with professional qualifications for 

their teachers (Hamilton and Hillier, 2006; Taylor, 2008b; Hodgson, Edward and Gregson, 

2007; Hamilton and Pitt, 2011b). To date, Skills for Life appears to be the aspect of UK adult 

literacies provision which has prompted the most discussion.  Hodgson et al. (2007: 17) for 

instance, describe its impact on provision as ‘huge and unprecedented’ while Ade-Ojo and 

Duckworth (2017: 399) comment that it was the ‘most significant policy’ in the UK’s lifelong 

learning sector in the past twenty years.   Skills for Life has also been the subject of 

significant criticism, however, particularly for being instrumental in its focus on measurable 

outcomes such as targets, tests and qualifications while paying insufficient attention to 

learners’ individual needs and backgrounds (Duckworth and Brzeski, 2015).   

The other UK nations witnessed similar developments, however; Wales, following 

devolution in 1999, introduced its own adult literacy strategy (Hamilton and Tett, 2012) and 

Northern Ireland followed with a similar initiative to Skills for Life, providing qualifications 

for learners and tutors, along with a core curriculum (Hamilton and Tett, 2012; Irwin, 2019). 

Scotland launched its own policy for adult literacy (and numeracy) in 2001, but this is known 

more for its social practice approach to literacies, than for its similarities to the policies 

established in the other home nations at this time, although it shared a similar influence in 

the outcome of the OECD’s IALS outcome (Maclachlan and Tett, 2006; Hamilton and Tett, 

2012; Ackland, 2013). 

No other era in adult literacies education in the UK has been the focus of so much analysis in 

the literature as that received by the Skills for Life period; most analyses end with this, 

perhaps reflecting the trajectory of provision in the UK which from the 1970s witnessed a 

developing government interest in adult literacies provision that peaked with the 

introduction of Skills for Life and similar developments in the other UK countries.  The 

Centenary Commission on Adult Education (2019) comments on the successes of the Skills 

for Life era, but reports a decline in funding and participation since then. The 100 Project, 

therefore, aimed to offer an insight into the implications of this situation for current adult 

literacies providers and practitioners.   

Methodology 

Methodological approach 
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The RaPAL 100 Project set out to survey 100 providers of adult literacies education by 

means of an online questionnaire (for the sake of economy) and as far as possible through 

in-person visits, some of which might involve, as well as a semi-structured interview, the 

collection of additional data in the form of observational notes, photographs and/or 

documentary evidence (e.g. of students’ work).  

The project, at its original conception, was inspired and informed by the lead researcher’s 

development of an ‘ethnographic perspective’ that gave her PhD research ‘a greater lived 

dimension (Freeman, 2017: 120).  The audience for our research encompasses a broad 

range of students, practitioners, academics and members of organisations and agencies 

connected with adult literacies and adult and community education.  We therefore felt that 

outputs that illuminated lived experience, described and illustrated interesting examples of 

provision and provided a platform for voices from the field, as well as discussion of key 

themes that emerged in relation to policy and practice, would be of as much, if not more, 

interest than findings that were over-theorised, abstract or statistical. 

True ethnography would not have been a feasible approach, requiring as it would long-term 

engagement and participation, or even complete immersion, in the settings to be studied 

(Spradley, 1979; 1980; Walford, 2009). From the outset, the RaPAL 100 Project seemed 

likely to only have an ethnographic character in a ‘partial and limited’ way (Richardson, 

1997, cited in Freeman, 2017), yet we aspired to create, as Freeman had done with her 

doctoral research, ‘an understanding of values from the inside, rather than compiling a 

more specific, scientific outsider’s report’ (Freeman, 2017).  

Furthermore, some of the research outputs have auto-ethnographic overtones; we have 

embraced forms of writing that are more personal than is characteristic of much academic 

research; we have, in places, in acknowledgement of ‘the inextricable link between the 

personal and the cultural’ (Wall, 2006), explicitly drawn on our own experiences to make 

sense of our data. 

Research instruments 

Online Questionnaire  

A qualitative questionnaire tool was developed containing a series of mainly open-ended 

questions (See Appendix A) that participants could answer in their own time. We made a 

printable version available and invited people to answer the questions via a telephone 

interview or in-person visit if they preferred but the majority of participants completed the 

questionnaire on their own online.  

Online qualitative surveys have advantages over interviews for unfunded research such as 

the RaPAL 100 Project insofar as they offer a cheap and comparatively easy way of reaching 

geographically dispersed participants (Braun et al., 2017b cited in Braun et al, 2020). 

Questionnaires are primarily associated with quantitative studies and, without the 

researcher being present (as in an interview) to probe and draw out more detail, self-report 

questionnaires will not always stimulate detailed answers. Survey data lacks the multi-
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dimensional characteristic of ethnographic data, however many of our survey respondents, 

like those in the examples in Braun et al (2020), provided ‘valuable accounts of their 

experiences and perspectives’. 

The refinement of the questionnaire through several iterations was carried out with input 

from all members of the research team.  It was then tested for technical issues on a number 

of different devices by members of the project team and other ‘dummy’ participants 

(respondents who did not form part of the target audience). It was further piloted by a small 

number of respondents who provided feedback on their experience of answering the 

questions. We began collecting responses in December 2019 and although the vast majority 

of responses were received by April 2020, the online survey remained live until July 2020. 

Soon after the UK went into lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020, the 

team realised that massive changes were occurring to adult literacies teaching and learning. 

Some follow-up questions were added to the website with the aim of capturing some of 

what was happening during the pandemic (see Appendix B). These did not undergo pre-

testing or piloting due to the speed at which things were changing and our desire to quickly 

implement some way of capturing some of this. 

Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were guided by a schedule based on the questionnaire, which 

was used flexibly to prompt when necessary while allowing interviewees to raise and talk at 

length on issues that were important to them. There was no official separate piloting of the 

interviews as we did not aim for a standardised process more befitting of quantitative 

research. Each qualitative interview is unique as it depends on the rapport between 

interviewer and interviewee (Spradley, 1979). Nevertheless, experiences of the early 

interviews were shared among the team and also informed the revision of the questionnaire 

in January 2020. 

Participants 

Each member of the geographically dispersed team was either currently working in the 

sector or had previously worked in the sector and initially sought to use their existing 

networks to arrange as many visits and in-situ interviews as possible. Potential participants 

were invited to participate in a telephone interview or complete an online questionnaire if 

they were unable to accommodate a visit. Attempts were made to snowball recruitment 

and reach contacts of contacts. The team also reached out with personal emails to other 

providers, initially within their geographical region in order to make in-person visits feasible 

on a minimal budget, and ultimately further afield. We also used RaPAL’s network and social 

media to reach as many providers in as many parts of the UK as possible.  

Figure 1 shows the approximate geographical spread of the participants. The map markers 

do not always clearly indicate the number of participants from a single area, and they may 

indicate a city or county but not the specific postcode. A small number of markers represent 

the location of a ‘head office’ or administrative base rather than the venues where provision 
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takes place, which may be dispersed across more than one location. Furthermore, a 

proportion of questionnaires were completed anonymously and so we may in fact have data 

from locations that are not indicated on the map. However, as Figure 1 shows, we were 

successful in reaching out to the four nations of the UK, even if certain regions were under-

represented. 

 

Figure 1: Map of UK showing geographical spread of participants in the RaPAL 100 Project 
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We specifically sought participants from as many different types of provision as possible. 

The majority of responses were received from FE colleges and from local adult and 

community learning providers (i.e. local authority provision), as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Type of provision respondents represented 

Type of provision Number of respondents 

FE College 17 

Adult / Community 

Education  

27 

National Charity 7 

Local Charity 7 

Work-based learning 1 

Union Learn 0 

Other 2 

 

Several respondents indicated that their provision represented more than one of our 

categories (e.g. 'adult/community education' and 'local charity'). Respondents who 

indicated ‘Other’ described their provision as: 

● Prison (n=1) 

● Community centre within library (n=1) 

We invited participation from anyone involved in the teaching of adult literacies and 

achieved representation from people in a variety of job roles. Figure 2 displays the key 

words from participants’ job titles that occurred at least twice in our data, with the size of 

the word giving an indication of frequency (the larger the word, the more times it occurred). 

The majority were involved in teaching (e.g. ‘volunteer tutor’, ‘adult literacy teacher’, ‘ESW 

lecturer’) or management (e.g. ‘Skills for Life Manager’, ‘Adult Learning Manager’).  

As we wanted to hear from people in a range of roles, none of our questions were 

compulsory and the questionnaires were often only partially completed, with more detailed 

answers given in different sections according to the individual respondent’s knowledge and 

interest. We also had more than one response from the same organisation which has 

implications for any quantification of the data, but this approach enabled people with a 

range of perspectives to contribute the experiences and opinions that were important to 

them and helps us to provide a rich and varied ‘patchwork’ description, even if not a 

complete picture. 
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Figure 2: Key words from participants’ job titles (excluding those that occur only once in the 

data) 

Our sampling strategy, beginning with personal contacts, was possible because of the 

researchers’ professional backgrounds and would afford researchers a degree of insider 

status within many of the settings, potentially making visits to classes and the collection of 

rich data possible. Thus it was an appropriate strategy given our methodological inspiration. 

Reaching beyond our personal networks via social media broadened the participant base. A 

limitation of this approach is that it achieves a volunteer sample that cannot be assumed to 

represent all provision. However, we illuminate some examples of provision and 

perspectives on that provision which readers are invited to consider in relation to their own 

contexts, and we identified some themes, issues and concerns which may form the basis for 

further research into specific aspects of adult literacies teaching and learning. 

Researcher positionality and bias 

The research team all have their own subjective experience of adult literacies teaching and, 

all being members of RaPAL, share certain perspectives on adult literacies, which 

undoubtedly impact on the way in which we framed our questions, interpreted what others 

said and reported on our findings. 

Many of the people who invited researchers to visit in person to undertake an interview 

appeared to be motivated by their commitment to their work in adult literacies. Some may 

also have hoped that their involvement might lead to funding or staff development 

opportunities. In some cases, the interviewees were personally known to the researchers or 
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had some familiarity with and affinity to RaPAL and its aims. This was advantageous in that 

the researchers did not need to establish rapport but were immediately welcomed as 

‘insiders’ and interviewees started to speak with a high degree of trust and confidence in 

the purposes of the research.  However, it may also have implications for the nature of the 

information that was divulged. 

As an example of real-world research in a broadly social constructionist orientation, 

subjectivity is inherent (Robson and McCartan, 2016) and, with this in mind, our readers 

should consider for themselves the relevance of what they read to their own contexts. 

Response to Covid-19  

Towards the end of our planned period of data collection, the UK went into Covid-19 

lockdown and all education providers were suddenly faced with the challenges of continuing 

to support their learners without access to the classroom. Realising that the practices 

people had just told us about were suddenly changing at an unprecedented speed and in 

unprecedented ways, we attempted to capture some of what was happening by hurriedly 

appending a few new questions to the online questionnaire and inviting people to talk to us 

or write for us about lockdown teaching and learning. There was no time for piloting of the 

new questions, and the responses were not numerous, but nevertheless valuable as a 

record of the unique situation that we found ourselves in in March 2020. 

Consent 

The need to obtain informed consent from participants was never in question, but the issue 

of anonymity was discussed at length before we began our data collection. Whether 

researchers should assume that participants’ anonymity should be protected and take 

responsibility for this, or whether to allow participants to decide is far from straightforward 

(Wiles et al, 2008) and members of the team had differing opinions on this. Ultimately, it 

was decided to offer participants the choice to have their contribution acknowledged or to 

remain anonymous, as the target audience was deemed to be capable of assessing the 

implications of having their name associated with the research. This of course has 

implications for the type of information individual participants were willing to divulge to us. 

A full list of contributors who expressed a desire to be acknowledged can be found in 

appendix C (note that this is not a full list of participants as a significant proportion have 

opted out).   

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was driven to some extent by the questions that we asked, which pre-defined 

topics of interest. For example, knowing that the government has reduced funding for adult 

literacies provision nationally over recent years, we wanted to explore how this has been 

experienced by our participants and how they have responded to it. Within the topics we 

asked about, we explored the data using a general inductive approach which allowed us to 

identify common themes and to highlight issues that we had not specifically asked about.   
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Where appropriate in our research outputs, we have represented some of our data 

numerically, reflected on our experiences of undertaking the research, interpreted what we 

learnt in the light of our own professional experience and knowledge of policy and practice, 

or presented a summary and commentary on an individual interview or particular cluster of 

interviews to provide greater insight into what is happening in example settings or to allow 

specific voices to be heard. Overall, our analysis is ‘light touch’ compared to many academic 

studies, with a large proportion of straightforward descriptive summary that is not strongly 

grounded in any particular theoretical or epistemological tradition. This ensures our outputs 

are ‘down to earth’ and, we hope, appeal to the wide range of people in our potential 

audience.  

Discussion 

The RaPAL 100 Project was intended to provide 'an ‘insight into what is happening within 

adult literacy provision in the UK’. The idea was that we would present not a complete 

picture but an illustration of the diversity of provision on offer at a particular point in time: a 

‘snapshot’ of the adult literacies landscape in the four countries of the UK. What we 

discovered is what could be called a ‘patchwork’ of provision: a wide range and variety of 

activities going on under the umbrella of adult literacies. This idea of a ‘patchwork’ could 

also be applied to our research outputs.  

Influenced by ethnographic and auto-ethnographic ideals where the author is writing in ‘a 

highly personalized style, drawing on his or her experience to extend understanding about a 

societal phenomenon’ (Wall, 2006: 146) it was our intention that the team, all with a 

background in the sector, would have the opportunity to bring to bear their own 

experiences and perspectives to the data provided by the participants. We also wanted to 

give voice to people in the field and allow them to contribute their own writings if they 

wanted to. In light of this not all outputs have been conventional academic articles as there 

has been a level of self-reflection in some of the outputs that is quite subjective. However, 

in light of the project's aims all are considered valuable research outputs precisely because 

the researchers’ perspective shines through in many of these writings.   

In the RaPAL Journal volumes 100(i) and 100(ii) we have presented a ‘patchwork’ of 

different writings. Some are accounts of examples of provision, based on interviews and are 

quite subjective and personal. For example, in Volume 100(i) edition we hear from Sarah 

Freeman about her interviews with providers in Coventry and Bristol, where despite the 

constraints of ESFA (Education and Skills Funding Agency) results-oriented funding, she 

found herself (Freeman, 2020a: 17 – 20) ‘in awe of the imagination and tenacity of the staff 

members [she] interviewed’ (ibid: 20). In the same volume Jo Dixon presents a unique 

perspective in her report on an interview with Sue Thain at the British Army Headquarters 

near Andover, where she heard about adult literacies provision in the Army and the ‘clear 

committed and well-resourced’ (Dixon, 2020a: 25) English and Maths provision available to 

soldiers (ibid: 21 – 25). In this volume we also report how we found the previously vibrant 

literacy service in Northern Ireland to have almost totally disappeared (Lambe, 2020a: 42 – 

44). 
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Other articles came from in-depth personal contributions that were prompted by the 

additional questions we added to the survey after lockdown began in March 2020. These 

pieces capture a moment in time and the changes and challenges it brought to the sector. 

For example, we have Paul Sceeny’s reflections on the CAG process during lockdown and 

the possibility that we may never ‘look at qualifications in quite the same way again’ 

(Sceeny, 2020: 57). Diane Gardner, in the same volume 100(ii) talks about the creative ways 

staff ‘went the extra mile to ensure their students achieved’ (Gardner, 2020: 54) including 

taking a student through final assessment on a WhatsApp call (ibid). 

This summary report is intended to tie together all the diverse strands from the 100 project 

‘patchwork’ of outputs. The Appendix at the end of this Journal lists, and gives a brief 

overview, of all of the individual outputs related to the RaPAL 100 Project which can be 

found in full in RaPAL Journal volumes 100(i) and 100(ii). Here we discuss some of the 

broader themes that were developed from the research data. These themes include: 

funding issues; perceptions that ESOL learners are being inappropriately placed in literacy 

classes; the return of the volunteer to adult literacies provision; and the increasing use of 

phonics in an adult literacies’ context.  

Funding 

While one of the questions we asked of participants was about the funding source for their 

provision (question 2.8) over half of them were tutors/teachers and did not have access to 

that kind of information. Of those who did reply they reported receiving funding from such 

varied sources as charities, trusts, foundations, lottery funding and local authority funding, 

right up to government funding streams such as through the Essential Skills Funding 

Authority (ESFA) (Islington, Adult Learning and Community Service). One of the main issues 

highlighted by the data is the impact of the 40% reduction in the adult skills budget since 

2010 (Freeman, 2020a: 17) and the lengths organisations have to go to source funds. In 

addition, the limitations as to what can be funded under Functional Skills could be seen as 

impacting adversely on provision across the sector. It is intended that the data relating to 

funding will be analysed in greater depth and published in a future edition of the RaPAL 

journal. 

Digital 

Three aspects of digital learning were noted in the interviews: embedded within literacy or 

ESOL classes; specific digital learning classes (usually called IT or ICT); digital learning to 

enable tutors to teach it. However, one of the key issues highlighted across the data was 

inconsistencies in terms of availability of infrastructure and equipment, with inner-city 

provider Islington reporting the lack of a reliable, or even any, wi-fi service in the 

community centres where classes are held.  A further point as noted by Dixon, is the 

‘considerable variation in teachers’ confidence in using computers in their teaching after 

twenty years of promoting the use of ICT in adult literacies provision’ (Dixon, 2020b: 33). 
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ESOL 

Demand and provision for ESOL seemed to vary widely across the sectors. In the adult 

community learning sector demand was reported from an influx of European learners, and 

others reported demand specifically in family learning and workplace. There is no funding 

for ESOL as a statutory right (in contrast to literacy and numeracy). However, practitioners 

appear to be highly inventive in finding space somewhere to accommodate students’ needs 

(see Dixon, 2020c: 32 – 43) which in turn seems to be leading to a lot of crossover between 

literacy and ESOL departments, with learners being passed between the two according to 

need but also availability. From the perspective of participants in the RaPAL 100 survey ESOL 

students more than any other type of student were accessing literacy provision when a 

different course might be more appropriate. The picture painted by participants is one of 

complexity where the costs associated with ESOL programmes (for students), the non-

acceptance of ESOL Skills for Life qualifications on a par with FSE and supply and demand 

issues were all contributory factors (see Dixon, 2020c: 32 – 43). 

Volunteers    

One of the surprising findings from the research was that volunteer tutors, having almost 

disappeared from the sector following Skills for Life 2001, were once again a feature of adult 

literacy provision. Over half of those who filled out the Survey 100 questionnaire, and 12 of 

19 interviewees reported employing volunteer tutors across a range of provision and in a 

variety of roles. As well as providing important in-class support to students with additional 

needs, volunteers were considered the only realistic option to the intensive, flexible and 

needs-based tuition provided by charitable organisations such as Thames Reach, 

Possobilities and Read Easy. Lambe’s report in the winter edition of RaPAL 100 (ii) discusses 

this aspect of the project findings (2020b: 9 – 17).   

Phonics 

In the RaPAL 100 Project reports of the renewed use of phonics, while not extensive, were 

enough to prompt the inclusion of phonics as an important feature worth highlighting. 

Freeman reports how FE colleges such in Islington, Bedford and Glasgow are all using 

phonics in their 16+ provision (2020b: 20). One contributor suggested the advance towards 

phonics in adult learning is associated with changes to funding and assessment objectives 

(Large FE provider). The availability of a number of phonics schemes suitable for adults 

appears to be a further contributory factor, with Simon Fuller of Islington reporting using 

the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) tool kit as a basis for an after-class spelling 

group (Freeman, 2020b: 20). Diane Gardner’s ‘City Phonics’ is another popular programme 

suitable for adults as is ‘Turning Pages’, a phonics scheme specifically designed for use in 

one-to-one situations is used by the charitable organisation Read Easy, a rapidly growing 

organisation which supports adults in learning to read.   

 

 

105



                                                                              

 

 

Conclusion 

The aim of the 100 Project was to provide a view of the current situation with regard to 

adult literacies provision in the UK through online surveys and qualitative interviews. 

Although the project didn’t reach the 100 providers and practitioners originally intended, it 

has resulted in a ‘patchwork’ view of provision, along with some insight into its nature and 

into some of the challenges faced by providers, practitioners and learners. In the literature 

review we discussed how provision developed within fifty years from being largely informal, 

fragmented, non-accredited and learner-centred to be much more professionalised and 

controlled in character, with greater concern for standardisation and qualifications. While 

some of the data from the 100 Project suggest some constraints as a result of this shift (in 

relation to the provision that can be offered under Functional Skills funding, for instance) it 

also highlights a few examples of provision that was still being tailored to the needs of 

particular groups of learners and of the creativity of some practitioners in finding ways of 

accommodating individual learners’ needs in the face of inflexible funding mechanisms. This 

adaptation to learners’ particular needs is an aspect of current provision which seems to 

hark back to pre-Skills for Life practices, as does the return to prominence of volunteer 

teachers.  

In addition to providing a snapshot of current provision, the project has also identified a 

number of key themes which we believe warrant further exploration, technology for 

instance. The huge development that has happened across the sector in this area has 

become apparent from the project and the articles resulting from it that have been 

published in recent editions of the Journal. In particular the potentially complex issues of 

the variations discovered in practitioners’ digital confidence and inconsistencies in learners’ 

access to digital technologies across the provision. ESOL could be an additional area for 

further investigation, with its variations in demand and provision and the problems of 

funding and lack of entitlement to ESOL as opposed to Functional Skills; ESOL learners’ 

individual situations seem to be more nuanced than current mechanisms allow for. 

Following the project, our analysis of the data and the various articles from contributors to 

Journals 100(i) and 100(ii) then, we were left with a sense that adult literacies provision in 

the UK was evolving and that where there is a need, somebody would find a way to provide 

it. Hopefully the one size fits all approach of recent years will continue to be undermined on 

the one hand by practitioners who are finding space for the students who wish to learn and 

on the other by organisations who see a need and go about filling it, even after the 

challenges and changes brought about by the Covid-19 crisis. 

 

References 

Ackland, A., (2013) At play in the space: the concept of the social practice approach in the 

Scottish literacies field. Literacy & Numeracy Studies, Vol 21 (1), 59-84. 

106



                                                                              

 

 

Ade-Ojo, G., & Duckworth, V., (2017) Of cultural dissonance: the UK’s adult literacy policies 

and the creation of democratic learning spaces. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 

Vol 36 (4), 388-405. 

Appleby, Y., & Bathmaker, A. M., (2006) The new skills agenda: increased lifelong learning 

or new sites of inequality? British Educational Research Journal, Vol 32 (5), 703-717.  

Braun, V., Clarke, V., Boulton, E., Davey, L. and McEvoy, C., (2020) The online survey as a 

qualitative research tool. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, pp.1-14. 

Centenary Commission on Adult Education (2019) “A Permanent National Necessity...” 

Adult Education and Lifelong Learning for 21st Century Britain. Available from 

https://www.centenarycommission.org/wp-content/uploads/reports/The-Centenary-

Commission-on-Adult-Education-Report-LOW-RES.pdf 

Dixon, J., (2020a) Clear, committed and well-resourced - Functional Skills behind the wire.  

RaPAL Special Edition 100(i), pp. 21 - 25. 

Dixon, J., (2020b) Digital technologies in adult literacies teaching: the pace of change Jo 

Dixon RaPAL Special Edition 100(i), pp. 26 – 35. 

Dixon, J., (2020c) ESOL learners in adult literacy provision. RaPAL Special Edition 100(i), 

pp.32 - 43. 

Duckworth, V., & Brzeski, A., (2015) Literacy, learning and identity: challenging the neo-

liberal agenda through literacies, everyday practices and empowerment. Research in Post-

Compulsory Education, Vol 20 (1), 1-16.   

Freeman, S., (2017) Rich potential in adult literacy: Lost in an era of deep economic 

recession (EdD Thesis, University of Sheffield). Available from 

http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/19625/  

Freeman, S., (2020a) Literacy provision alive and well in the cities 2020. 

RaPAL 2020 Special Edition 100 (i), pp. 17 - 21. 

Freeman, S., (2020b) A brief story of phonics in adult literacy UK. RaPAL Special Edition 

100(ii), pp. 18 - 22. 

Gardner, D., (2020) Reflections of … RaPAL Special Edition 100(ii), pp. 54 - 56. 

Hamilton, M., (2012) The effects of the literacy policy environment on local sites of learning. 

Language and Education, Vol 26 (2), 169-182. 

Hamilton, M., & Hillier, Y., (2006) Changing faces of adult literacy, language and numeracy: 

a critical history. London: Trentham Books. 

Hamilton, M., & Hillier, Y., (2007) Deliberative policy analysis: adult literacy assessment and 

the politics of change. Journal of Education Policy, Vol 22 (5), 573-594.  

107



                                                                              

 

 

Hamilton, M., & Pitt, K., (2011) Changing policy discourses: constructing literacy 

inequalities. International Journal of Educational Development, Vol 31 (6), 596-605.  

Hamilton, M. & Tett, L., (2012) More Powerful Literacies: The policy context. 

In: Tett, L. Hamilton, M. and Crowther, J. (eds) (2012) More Powerful Literacies. Leicester: 

NIACE.  

Hillier, Y., (2009) The changing faces of adult literacy, language and numeracy; literacy 

policy and implementation in the UK. Compare, Vol 39 (4), 535-550. 

Hodgson, A., Edward, S., & Gregson, M., (2007) Riding the waves of policy? The case of 

basic skills in adult and community learning in England. Journal of Vocational Education and 

Training, Vol 59 (2), 213-229.  

Irwin, T., (2019) Further education and skills in Northern Ireland: policy and practice in a 

post-conflict society. Journal of Education and Work, Vol 32 (3), 266-276,  

Lambe, T., (2020a) Adult literacy Northern Ireland – a personal reflection. RaPAL 2020 

Special Edition 100 (i), pp. 42 - 44. 

Lambe, T., (2020b) Volunteers return to adult literacy in the UK. RaPAL 2020 Special Edition 

100 (ii), pp. 9 - 17. 

Maclachlan, K. & Tett, L., (2006) Learning to change or changing the learning: adult literacy 

and numeracy in Scotland. International Journal of Lifelong Education. 12 (2), 195-206. 

Robson, C. & McCartan, K., (2016) Real world research. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons. 

Sceeny, P., (2020) Life after CAG: will we ever look at qualifications in quite the same way 

again? RaPAL 2020 Special Edition 100(ii), pp. 57 - 62. 

Spradley, J. P., (1979) The Ethnographic Interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.  

Spradley, J. P., (1979) Participant Observation. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.  

Street, B., (1995) Social Literacies. London: Longman  

Taylor, N., (2008a) Critical analysis of the adult literacy curriculum: instructional or 

regulative? Research in Post-Compulsory Education, Vol 13 (3), 307-314.  

Taylor, N., (2008b) Metaphors, discourse and identity in adult literacy policy. Literacy, Vol 

42 (3), 131-136. 

Walford, G., (2009) For ethnography. Ethnography and Education, Vol 4(3), pp.271-282. 

Wall, S., (2006) An Autoethnography on learning about autoethnography. International 

Journal of Qualitative Methods 2006, Vol 5 (2) pp. 146 - 160. 

Wiles, R., Crow, G., Heath, S. & Charles, V., (2008) The management of confidentiality and 

anonymity in social research. International journal of social research methodology, 11(5), 

pp.417-428.  

108



                                                                              

 

 

Adult literacy, language and numeracy education: Skills for Life or 

Skills for Work? 

Uta Papen 

Uta is Professor of Literacy Studies and Co-Director of the Literacy Research Centre at Lancaster 

University.  She can be contacted at u.papen@lancaster.ac.uk 

 

In the early 2000s, as a newly appointed lecturer and new member of Lancaster University’s 

Literacy Research Centre (LLRC, founded by David Barton, Mary Hamilton and Roz Ivanic), I, 

along many others in the adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL field, was optimistic that 

practice-based and socio-cultural views of literacy, language and numeracy (ALLN) could 

positively influence adult education policy. In England, our hopes were supported by the 

establishment of a national research and development centre (NRDC, with the LLRC as core 

partner) and the introduction of a new strategy for adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL called 

Skills for Life. As our government-funded research was beginning to demonstrate the 

relevance of a social practice perspective, we hoped that adult literacy/numeracy would 

become adult literacies/numeracies and that curricula and teaching practices would move 

away from purely skills-based ideas. Funding for professional development and practitioner 

research was available and created new opportunities for teachers to engage in their own 

research and/or to work together with university-based researchers like me. As an 

organisation, RaPAL was at the heart of this movement and its work illustrates the strengths 

and opportunities of practitioners and researchers coming together.  

Today, we live in a very different ALLN context and many of our hopes and dreams have 

been dashed. Overall, ALLN is not a priority for governments. Reliant on public funding, it is 

vulnerable not only to the changing parties in power but to wider political and economic 

conditions. For many, investment in the school sector remains the priority. Over the past 20 

years or so, policy commitment and funding for adult literacy, language and numeracy 

education (ALLN) has been steadily reduced and so has the number of people participating 

in programmes. Research also is sparse. At the same time, understandings of the purpose 

and role of ALLN have become increasingly narrow. In England, Skills for Life has been 

replaced by Functional Skills, a framework that has employability and formal qualifications 

at its core. Vestiges of a broader view of literacy, learner-centredness and a flexible 

curriculum still exist but are not easy to find. The voluntary and charity sector, pivotal for 

countries like England and Scotland first ‘discovering’ their need for ALLN in the 1970s, 

remains active but is also suffering from changing political and economic conditions and lack 

of funding. 

Looking beyond England, the picture is slightly more diverse. Scotland has had an 'adult 

literacies' curriculum for many years, delivered by local councils and community 

organisations. The Scottish curriculum recognises the range of literacy and numeracy 

practices learners engage in. However, as austerity has hit, the erosion of community-based 
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provision for adults that serves wider purposes beyond work-related skills and employability 

is a reality in Scotland and other countries too. 

While policy commitment for ALLN is low, the need for it continues to be highlighted in 

national and international assessments evidencing people’s lack of what is also often 

referred to as basic skills. This includes the small but significant number of adults who, for 

various reasons (including difficult school experiences), lack the fundamental skills and 

confidence to engage with literacy or numeracy and for whom the current often college-

based provision is unlikely to work. Easily referred to as the ‘hard to reach’, a phrase that 

belongs to a discourse of individual responsibility, we ought to ask what it is about the 

current provision and its format that makes it so difficult for these people to join. Have 

current policies, with their priority on younger learners, vocational skills and employability, 

secretly written off these adults, forgotten that they exist and deserve to be supported? 

Another feature of current policies is that understandings of the wider benefits of learning, 

for individuals, families, communities and the state, seem to have disappeared. As ALLN is 

dominated by a work-related discourse, opportunities to link ALLN with wider social policies 

and to tap into the benefits of learning for well-being, confidence, community participation 

and citizenship for people of all ages are being lost. All this is happening at a time when 

societies are experiencing important demographic changes, with growing numbers of senior 

citizens having learning needs and learning desires waiting to be fulfilled.  

The alignment of ALLN policies with the further and vocational education and training sector 

that we are experiencing in England is neither new nor unique. Similar developments can be 

seen in other countries (for example Australia). Newer perhaps is the influence of ideas and 

approaches from the formal education sector on adult literacy, language and numeracy. In 

England this move began under Skills for Life, with the establishment of national standards 

and curricula. But it is through the more recent Functional skills and GCSE policies that we 

have seen an explicit and much stronger influence of what I would broadly call school 

discourses of literacy and numeracy on the adult sector. As part of this, existing courses are 

tied in with qualifications, with funding partly dependent on learners’ success in exams and 

assessments. Ideas and research findings from school education are being taken up and, as 

in the case of phonics, applied to adult literacy teaching. With regards to English for 

Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL), courses primarily serve the goals of social and 

economic integration. ESOL qualifications too are aligned with and allow bridging into 

school-equivalent qualifications.  

So, what has led to these changes? What has supported the dominance of functional 

models and why have policy priorities shifted towards younger learners, reducing 

investment into learning for older adults and those not seeking employment? What 

understandings and values about adult learning underpin current policies and how do these 

resonate with wider developments in society, public policy and the economy? How do 

practitioners, teachers, programme managers and others experience the current system 

and how do they engage with ideas that they may or may not share? As the reductive and 

yet powerful discourses of adult literacy, language and numeracy education as human 
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resource development and functional skills have gained traction, what has happened to 

concepts and research which not so long ago have influenced the field? What has happened 

to literacy as social practice, to critical literacy and participatory education, ideas and 

aspirations that were more prominent in ALLN in the 1990s and the early 2000s? Are these 

ideas obsolete? Or are they still relevant and even alive, if only in the work of individual 

teachers and small charities? 

These are the core questions I ask in my current research and which I am hoping to find 

answers for. My study seeks to provide a critical history and analysis of adult literacy, 

language and numeracy policies and practices, with a focus on England and Scotland, 

complemented by insights from other countries in the UK and beyond (for example 

Australia and Germany), where similar changes have taken place, and similar policies are 

being pursued. I begin in the 2000s and at the point where Mary Hamilton and Yvonne 

Hillier’s Changing Faces (2006), the last detailed study of ALLN, ended. 

Why is this study needed and how could it be helpful? There has been limited research on 

ALLN. Researchers and practitioners alike have experienced reductions in funding and in 

opportunities to carry out research. Time to reflect is scarce. The sector itself has always 

been at the receiving end of fluctuating policy attentions with changing governments 

instigating repeated reforms without these necessarily being thoroughly researched and 

reflected upon.  

As there has been limited research, we don’t know enough about different policies and 

types of provision, how they are being delivered, their effectiveness and what learners gain 

from them (Grotlueschen et al. 2024). Practitioners too have received little attention. Not 

only are there limited professional and career development opportunities, let alone 

opportunities to engage in research, many teachers and tutors experience low pay and 

insecure working conditions. When a national qualifications framework is in place 

practitioners are also likely to experience constraints in relation to what and how they can 

teach and how they understand their roles as professionals supporting learners and their 

individual needs and aspirations. There has been very little research in recent years trying to 

document and analyse practitioners’ experiences of policy. Yet, teachers, curriculum 

developers and programme managers daily and deeply engage with students, they translate 

curricula and exam expectations into meaningful learning activities, and they work hard to 

respond to students’ needs and interests. Practitioners, in further education colleges, local 

authorities, charities or other organisations, are the people who, daily and across the 

academic year, have to make sense of and ‘live’ with the policies designed in Westminster 

or elsewhere. In so doing, they also have to square their own understandings of ALLN, their 

views about what learners should and want to learn, their knowledge of how adults study, 

with policy directives, curriculum guidance and exam requirements that may or may not 

match their professional experience and beliefs. But there have been very few studies in 

recent years looking closely at practitioners’ experiences and views of, for example, the 

Functional Skills policy in England or similar policies in Australia and elsewhere. 
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With regards to the influence of ideas from school education on ALLN policy and practice, 

these changes appear to be happening without there being much critical reflection and 

discussion about them, what advantages they may have and what compromises they might 

entail. We know that many adults who have limited literacy and numeracy skills had difficult 

and even traumatic experiences as children in school. Replicating approaches that originate 

in school education may not work for these adults. On the other hand, what we have 

learned from teaching children to read and write, while certainly needing to be adapted, 

shouldn’t just be rejected from the outset. Intuitively a method such as phonics or the 

sitting of formal exams may be counter to my (our) understanding of ALLN, but it would be 

wrong to dismiss these approaches outright. We know that phonics can work as a method 

to help adults gain some of the essential understandings of how letters and sounds work.  

In sum, we need critical and in-depth research that explores the intentions, practices and 

effects of current and recent provision and that enquiries into the changes the sector has 

experienced while giving testimony to different views and discourses that have and are 

shaping the sector, some more dominant and influential than others. There is a need for 

research that takes a deliberately critical approach, with a view towards understanding the 

drivers of current policies, the effects these have, what is and what isn’t achieved. I hope 

that my study can also provide the necessary insights, theoretical and practical, for thinking 

about new work, be that more research that might be needed, advocacy, or policy work that 

we ought to engage in. For example, as I intend to ask what has happened to social practice 

views of literacy, I will engage with the (for me) difficult issue of acknowledging that our 

hopes for an ALLN provision that is informed by social practice ideas have, by and large, 

failed. Here, as part of my study, I will have to be self-reflective and even self-critical. To do 

this, I will look into the interface between research and policy and ask what studies, by 

whom, have been received by policymakers and what findings and insights have feed into 

new policy insights and new policies. Why have other research perspectives had less 

impact? This type of analysis is essential for understanding where the social practice and 

related approaches might have (conceptual or practical) limitations, where academics like 

me may have missed opportunities to engage with policy and where we may have failed to 

share our findings. Based on this, we can then think about how these perspectives could be 

developed, what new ideas are needed and what we ought to lobby for. 

My study, which I have begun in autumn 2024, thus intends to be critical and to look 

carefully and deeply but to also be forward looking. My methodology relies on a 

combination of research and policy analysis and conversations with practitioners. For my 

policy analysis, I draw on insights from critical education policy research (Stacey and 

Mockler 2024) and I use tools from multimodal critical discourse analysis (Machin and Mayr 

2023). As part of this analysis, I trace and examine the changing discourses of ALLN, and 

their related slogans, from ‘Skills for Life’ to ‘Skills for Work’ (England) and beyond. I map 

research and research findings to policy statements and documents, seeking to identify 

influences and omissions. To understand the perspective of those working in the field, over 

the past 6 months I have conducted many in-depth and open-ended interviews with 
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teachers and tutors, programme managers and curriculum developers. As a university-

based researcher, I rely deeply on these exchanges of ideas with those working in the field.  

While risking to prejudge and prejudice what I will find, my rationale for engaging in this 

study is closely connected to my concerns about current provision and my scepticism 

regarding its priorities. I worry that current policies in England and elsewhere – and the 

prioritisation of ALLN as functional skills that drives them – miss out on the opportunities, 

ideas and successful practices that previous policies, with their wider conceptions of adult 

basic education, have offered. In the process, they not only continue to exclude significant 

parts of the adult population from education, they also fail to develop education policies 

that draw on the potential of adult learning to help us address some of the pressing 

challenges of our times. Given the state of the planet, threats to international relations and 

peace and what many experience as a deep societal crisis affecting their lives, the priorities 

of skills for work, economic growth and productivity that drive ALLN, while understandable, 

nevertheless beg to be questioned or at the very least to be debated. Threats to democracy, 

issues of citizenship and the growing importance of digital technologies and AI invite 

questions about the role of adult (basic) education that current models and programmes 

struggle to address.  

While calling for a return to a broader, more humanistic and emancipatory approach may be 

seen as naïve, for me these ideas, though not prominent in current policy, are not only still 

alive, but our current world and its digital contexts makes them newly relevant and newly 

applicable. ALLN is directly affected by global developments and global threats such as the 

climate emergency, the COVID 19 pandemic, wars and the rise of far-right policies and 

autocratic regimes, to name but a few. As they are facing these threats, national 

governments frequently and too easily deprioritise ALLN seeking solutions elsewhere 

(Grotlüschen et al. 2025). Yet, these mega-level challenges, as Grotlüschen and her 

colleagues call them, invite us to rethink the concepts of lifelong and lifewide learning and 

the potential of ALLN to help us address national and global challenges. Frameworks and 

visions such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals offer ways to reconsider the goals 

and practices of ALLN (Grotlüschen et al. 2024), to challenge dominant discourses, 

reconnecting it to earlier traditions, while reimagining its purposes and practices in light of 

the pressing issues and opportunities of our times.  

Practitioners’ experiences, which are too often ignored, suggest that adults who take part in 

ALLN can benefit in many ways, beyond finding a (better) job. ALLN can bring positive 

change to individuals, their families and communities, society and the state. These benefits 

may not be easily measurable but are no less real. A rethink of current policies and practices 

is needed. To do so, we also need to look carefully at current provision and what it does or 

does not make possible. While tightly framed by funding and qualification regimes, current 

provision is nevertheless likely to be more diverse than we think. As practitioners engage 

with set guidance and expectations for teaching and learning, they are not simply 

‘implementing’ policies and ‘executing’ directives, but they use their professional judgement 

and expertise to work with their students, to adjust the content of classes and to make 
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learning meaningful and engaging. Some, perhaps many, practise 'everyday resistance' and 

'workarounds' (Smythe 2015). These creative ways in which teachers interpret, engage with 

and ‘translate’ curriculum guidance and assessment frameworks are likely to make current 

provision more diverse than we think. Teachers’ work in interpreting, working with and 

around set policies and guidance is at the heart of what makes provision successful (what 

makes it work for different learners and why). Understanding practitioner agency, 

researching local adaptations, inquiring into place-based adjustments to centralised policies, 

searching for what is possible and what can be done, promises to generate insights that can 

help us to develop new ideas and new arguments for how the current system ought to and 

can be changed and for new policies that are needed. For me, understanding what is and 

what isn’t possible within the current set up, what ‘workarounds’ are possible and what 

‘cracks’ in the system there may be, is essential in terms of addressing the concerns I 

mentioned above. It is essential for helping us think about what we can do, as researchers 

and practitioners, to work towards a more inclusive ALLN policy and practice. Beyond the 

theoretical insights I hope to gain from my research, coming up with ideas for the future, for 

work we can and ought to do, for ideas we can take to policy and into future research is an 

essential motivation for embarking on and engaging in this study.  
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If you would like to find out more about my study or would be interested in contributing to 

it, please email me at u.papen@lancaster.ac.uk. I would like to talk to practitioners working 

in adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL, regardless of whether you work for a college, local 

authority or other provider. I am keen to speak to both experienced colleagues who 

remember previous policies, and newer practitioners whose experience is based in current 

systems and whose perspective may differ from my own. 
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A Mood of Hope, a Legacy of Writing: Sue Gardner and the 
Community Literacy and Publishing Movement 
 
A tribute compiled by Mary Hamilton with contributions from 
Richard Andrews, Ursula Howard, Keith Jackson, Jane Mace, Juliet 
McCaffery, Rebecca O’Rourke, Judd Stone and Alan Tuckett 
 
Sue Gardner, who died last December, was a key innovator in adult literacy at the beginning of the 
1970s during the first adult literacy campaign in the UK. The vision she held about literacy work as a 
form of cultural politics informed and inspired a whole strand of the movement that developed at 
that time. It was a strand that survives to the present but has not had the visibility it deserves within 
mainstream adult literacy. 
 
Sue was a good friend to RaPAL, especially when we were looking for a new direction, and she helped 
initiate what became our annual conference from her base in Hackney. Sue took part in the Changing 
Faces history project, giving interviews and a carefully organised and annotated collection of her 
papers which are stored in the Lancaster University archive. Many current RaPAL members may 
know very little about her work so this tribute is an opportunity to revisit the community publishing 
movement and Sue's important contributions to it. 

A poem written by Sue on her way to Losehill Hall in 1978 and published among the many pieces by learners in Let 
Loose. It expresses a mood of hope amid bleakness. 

 
Sue went to Newnham college, Cambridge and then to Nottingham University where she 
completed a PhD in English Literature. She excelled both as a student and as a teacher.  Alan 
Tuckett recalls that for fifteen years Nottingham University’s Adult Education diploma 
showed a film of Sue teaching a literature class, as an example of outstanding teaching—
inclusive, challenging, creative, fun.    
 
Instead of continuing her career as a university-based academic, Sue deliberately chose a 
different path. According to her brother, Dick Andrews, ‘she said that her education had 
been paid for entirely by public funding and that she wanted to work in a career which 
attempted to pay something back to those who had not benefited so well.’ 
 

February 
Between Harborough and Leicester there were lambs. 
The ground one white glaze from the fringes of London, 
ice plates sopped in the rivers, the ploughland turned 
in slabs, brambles trip-wired the banks, and cabbages lay 
nailed flat in the allotments; 
the sheep mooched in the frost with dingy fleeces, 
and a magpie stood on the shoulders of a ewe. 
But between Harborough and Leicester there were lambs. 
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Her major contribution to adult literacy began to take shape when she took a post with the 
Workers Educational Association on Merseyside, focusing on working class oral history. In 
Liverpool in the early 1970s there was a significant critical mass of creative activity in adult 
education, in response to recognition of how education had failed many working-class and 
ethnic minority students, especially in the Afro-Caribbean community. Even the WEA had 
come to cater mainly for middle-class students and there was a demand on adult education 
to widen its appeal to working class students and women. The same critiques were current 
in schools and teacher education.  
 
Sue was well aware of the debates around literacy and culture and the academic arguments 
that accompanied them, such as those put forward by Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggart, 
John Berger and James Britten – arguments about the differences between high culture and 
popular culture and what counts as ‘real’ literature. She explored the sociological and 
historical interpretations of class experience and consciousness. Paulo Freire’s book, 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, describing his work with the dispossessed in Latin America, had 
recently been published in English and Sue was interested in how this could be made 
relevant for Britain.  
 
Taking these debates as her starting point, and moving into the new, completely undefined 
area of adult literacy education, Sue set about developing methodologies that would 
confront issues of language and power. She proposed methods of language teaching that 
drew on student experience and local knowledge, with the teacher playing the role of 
‘scribe’ or ‘writing hand’. This was known at the time as the ‘language experience’ approach.  
 

 
Preparing for a reading evening in Calderdale 

Until the Right to Read campaign of the early seventies, literacy work with adults was 
overwhelmingly seen as remedial education.  Sue took this approach head-on, asserting 
that, ‘My students are not problems, but they do have problems.’  She spoke at conferences 
and summer schools and her combination of intellectual authority, powerful advocacy and 
grounded practice had a profound effect on the development of the field. According to 
Keith Jackson she also had a lasting impact on thinking within the University of Liverpool 
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Institute of Extension Studies project, which developed the Scotland Road Writers 
Workshop and the Second Chance to Learn programme. 
 
In writing about the outstanding individual that Sue was, it is impossible not to talk about 
the wider context of the time, and the networks she moved within – the many remarkable 
people who shared her vision and contributed in different ways to the radical work she was 
committed to. It is perhaps inevitable too, that in confronting issues that go to the heart of 
literacy, discrimination and claims to power, Sue ran into controversy and some 
disappointment with the restricted, utilitarian, ways in which the field seemed to be 
developing. During the Thatcher years of cuts in adult education when testing and 
qualifications began to shape what could be taught and funded, she felt, ‘it became a 
corridor with walls’ which she could not identify with.  
 

After leaving the WEA, Sue worked for Kirby College through 
the Lancashire LEA and began to be involved with adult literacy 
campaign projects, contributing to the first BBC Adult Literacy 
Handbook as part of the ‘On The Move’ campaign. In 1975 she 
moved to London for a post with the City and East London 
College (now part of City and Islington College) and was 
seconded to Centerprise5, which became one of the iconic 
community literacy and publishing projects, supporting literacy 
learners to write, edit, publish and sell their work, with 
Centerprise poets regularly outselling those on the Faber lists. 
The vision behind Centerprise, and other similar projects, was 
to create local opportunities for writing and publishing, 
challenging the idea that these were, and should remain, elite 

activities. Centerprise joined the newly formed Federation of Worker Writers and 
Community Publishers in 1976 and Rebecca O’Rourke recalls that, ‘Sue played a key role in 
the formation of The Fed through her community education connections in Liverpool and 
literacy education networks, particularly in Manchester and London.’  
 

Jud Stone worked with Sue at Centerprise: ‘At that time she was 
the only full-time literacy tutor in Hackney. From an empty 
room she created a thriving centre. Part-time paid tutors joined 
her but the centre relied on volunteers whom she trained to 
work together with students. Reading and discussions ranged 
across a wide variety of topics including news items and local 
politics. She initiated a publication called Making news, a 
weekly roundup of topics of current and political interest made 
easy to read through using accessible language and line 
breaking. Tutors and students also worked on developing 
professionally produced student writing so that there was adult 
relevant material for adults to read both at Centerprise and in 

 
5 An independent bookshop, café and later community centre in Hackney, which opened at the start of the 
‘70s and closed down in 2012. 
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the many other adult literacy centres developing across the UK.’ When Sue moved on after 
six years, she left a flourishing centre which carried on until the 90s.  
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Sue was a founder member of the Write First Time collective which for 10 years between 
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1975-1985 produced a regular national newspaper put together by groups of literacy 
students and tutors around the country. The national government agency in England and 
Wales, ALBSU, supported this work over a period of eight years and also funded a Writing 
Development project carried out by Sue which produced a tutor pack called Conversations 
with Strangers. This pack began to translate the innovative writing activities she and others 
had been using into teacher resources, thereby formalising it as an approach to adult 
literacy work. 
 
As Ursula Howard recalls, ‘In 1977 and 1978 Write First Time intensified efforts to support 
students’ voices and promote the publication of writing across the country.  Sue and the 
collective organised two residential winter weekend conferences at Losehill Hall in the 
Derbyshire Peak District.  From Friday night to Sunday night, learners and tutors and 
organisers worked non-stop together on writing, photography, drama and publishing.   The 
change which resulted reached far beyond the 100 plus people who participated.   A book, 
Let Loose was a combination of expressive writing, interviews and a practical manual for 
writing and publishing.  And from that moment, Write First Time was written and produced 
by students and tutors locally, across the country’.  

 
Write First Time was supported by grants from the national adult literacy resource agency 
(ALRA, and its successors) during the ten years of its existence. The grant had to be renewed 
every three to four years. In the final issue (10:1 March 1985) the history of the paper is 
described in a special editorial supplement (As we see it - for the last time) and it tells the 
story - so revealing of attitudes of the time - of how it was forced to close down when its 
grant was not renewed. WFT was born in the optimistic times of the 1970s and fell foul of 
the politics of the Thatcher years. In 1983, Conservative MPs objected to a critical poem 
published about Margaret Thatcher and demanded closer editorial control over what 
students were writing about (see article from The Times 1st May, 1983). The government of 
the time was not keen to read what students had to say about their lives in unemployment, 
and how they had been failed by the state education system. When the grant came up for 
renewal the following year, the national literacy agency was not able, or perhaps not willing, 
to withstand the political pressures if it was to survive itself in an increasingly difficult 
climate. 
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Sue understood that the issues facing literacy work were international in scope and 1989 
she became voluntary co-ordinator of the utopian International League for Social 
Commitment in Adult Education, working with among others the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, 
and the Palestinian Liberation Organization in Tunis. After leaving Centerprise, she worked 
in a variety of roles in teacher training in London, then as a consultant helping support 
community literacy and learning initiatives for the National Institute of Adult Continuing 
Education (now the Learning and Work Organisation) at a time when government 
commitment to lifelong learning flowered under David Blunkett as Secretary of State for 
Education.  
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The worker writer and community publishing movement in adult literacy survives despite 
the onslaught of utilitarian, top-down approaches to adult learning and literacy. Sue was 
inspirational to that movement and to ensuring its extensive legacy of student-authored 
books and tutor resources detailing the methods she and others had developed through 
long discussion and practice. Her work pulled down the enclosures surrounding ‘literature’ 
and made it possible to include student writing in what had been a rarefied world. She 
created a mood of hope in literacy through advocating cultural action and creative 
expression for everyone that is just as relevant and urgent for adult literacy today.  
 

 
Poem “For the Grandmothers” published in Conversations with Strangers 
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More Resources 
 
The Federation of Worker Writers and Community Publishers  has a great online site and its 

archive is housed in the TUC Library at London Metropolitan University. It is really 
worth exploring if you are interested in knowing more about the work that Sue 
promoted within adult literacy. There is more material at 
http://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/Library/Archives-Online and in the Mass 
Observation archive at the University of Sussex 

Tom Woodin, an historian based at the Institute of Education in London who was himself 
involved in community publishing projects, has written a number of articles and a 
book Working Class Publishing in the 20th Century. He has also written an online 
piece about Centerprise on the History Workshop site.  

This includes a reference to Rosa Schling’s The Lime Green Mystery: an Oral History of the 
Centerprise Co-operative which was published in 2017 by On the Record. 

The Write First Time archive - so central to Sue's work including details of how it was 
produced and the political constraints it faced - is housed in Ruskin College, Oxford 
and is another wonderful resource for anyone interested in exploring further. 

Hamilton, Mary, and Yvonne Hillier. Changing faces of adult literacy, language and 
numeracy: A critical history. Trentham Books, 2006. And see also the project website 
with links to oral history interviews and the documentary archive at Lancaster.  

The oral history of Pecket Well, a student-run college in Yorkshire can be found on this site.  
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Text of Colin Fearnley’s piece published in Write First Time  
 

 

 

MRS THATCHER by Colin Fearnley 
Come, Mrs. Thatcher 
Let me lead you through this desolate land - 
The land you have laid so bare. 
See all the dead factories left there, 
See the old, the sick, the young 
Shuffling roud, heads bowed with despair, 
Asking is there no-one who cares. 
See the Nation's body lying there 
Blood flowing from its wounds. 
Cut by a surgeon with no care 
Of the body laid there. 
Her coat once blue, now red 
From the blood of her dead. 
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Jane Mace – a tribute 

 
 

Sam Duncan 

 
In memory and celebration of the adult literacy work of Jane Mace 

This is hard to write, and not only because I would much prefer to be writing Jane an email 

arranging to meet for a cup of tea. It is hard because Jane Mace did so much, wrote so 

much, knew so much and worked with so many different people, that any account will 

inevitably be incomplete. Perhaps we can see this as a start, to which others will add. 

 

Jane Mace was a volunteer, co-ordinator and then Director of the Cambridge House Adult 

Literacy Scheme; Director of the Lee Community Education Centre; Chair of the National 

Federation of Worker Writers & Community Publishers; Senior Lecturer in Community 

Education at Goldsmiths University; Senior Lecturer and Director of Learning and Teaching 

in Higher Education at South Bank University; and Visiting Lecturer in Adult Literacy 

Education at the Institute of Education, University of London. She also acted as researcher 

and advisor for both NALA, the (Irish) National Adult Literacy Agency, and the NRDC, the 

(UK) National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy. Jane 

supported, mentored and guided numerous adult literacy related projects, including Voices 

on the Page and Reading Aloud in Britain Today. She was involved in so much that no doubt 

every reader will think of other examples to add. 

 

Throughout this career of extraordinary action and activism, Jane Mace also wrote; she 

wrote beautifully and she wrote a lot. Read as much of Jane’s writing as you can. I have tried 

to compile a list (at the end of this paper), but this too will be incomplete, such is the range 

and volume of her work. It’s also worth saying that while there are many published texts 

which are published but rarely read, Jane’s work was always read – and discussed – and so 

her influence is immense. Yet, it’s probably also true that those of us currently working in 

the field may not always be aware of the degree to which her careful and elegant 

arguments lie beneath the accepted notions of good practice we are trying to defend today.   
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Jane wrote alone and with others; she wrote about literacy, adult education, feminism, 

politics and where these intersect. There is a powerful range to Jane’s writing (and she was 

publishing from at least the mid-70s until 2020), and across this range there are recurring 

themes or tensions which we could see as forming the backbone of her contribution. She 

wrestled with representation -  how those who are not adult literacy students can or should 

talk about literacy learning and learners; with the complexity of measurement and 

destinations in adult literacy learning; with the value of inquiry and careful attention, how 

this is as crucial to teaching as it is to research and policy making; with authorship, 

democracy and sisterhood– writing as action, respect and listening to others; and (as 

noted on the back cover of her 2020 book Passion and Partings: the dying sayings of early 

Quakers) with ‘a persistent curiosity in the to and fro of speech and writing’. 

 

Here I will focus on three books (one from the late 70s, one from the early 90s and one from 

the late 90s) to highlight how much we have all learnt from Jane Mace, and how important 

it is to hold tight to this learning as we struggle through the next few years in this brutal 

educational and social context.  

 

1979, Working with Words: Literacy beyond school 

 

The lie common to a large amount of press coverage is that literacy 

students are a special race of people about whom the ‘literate’ have expert 

opinions. (p.20) 

 

Mace examines the question of representation that she returns to throughout her career. 

How can those who are not adult literacy students themselves talk and write about those 

who are? And how do literacy students talk and write about literacy and literacy education? 

How might we all be mis-representing, misunderstanding, mis-recognizing and missing 

opportunities?   

 

She reminds us of Sue Shrapnel Gardner’s question of whether adult literacy teaching is 

‘social work’ or ‘politics’ – the former about helping those with a need (a deficit), while the 

latter foregrounds educational rights, providing opportunities to right the wrongs produced 

by social inequalities.  This reminder also serves to remind us, in turn, that while Jane Mace 

was a pioneer, she was also very much part of a wider community of thinkers, including Sue 

Shrapnel Gardner amongst others.6 And the value of collaboration echoes throughout her 

writings. For example, in this book Mace explores how an adult literacy tutor (whether 

volunteer or paid) is always learning alongside the student(s), arguing that constant mutual 

feedback and openness about this learning process is essential.  

 

 
6 Please see ‘A Mood of Hope, A Legacy of Writing: Sue Gardner and the Community Literacy and Publishing 
Movement,’ written by Mary Hamilton (with contributions from Richard Andrews, Ursula Howard, Keith 
Jackson, Jane Mace, Juliet McCaffery, Rebecca O’Rourke, Judd Stone and Alan Tuckett), published in the RaPAL 
Journal, Winter 2018, Volume No. 96 pp. 45-51. 
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She also lays out the thorny issue of ‘measuring the journey’ – of how we can, and whether 

we should, measure forms of success or progress in adult literacy work. Mace argues that 

this doesn’t have an easy answer and it’s important that we don’t get seduced into thinking 

one is possible or even desirable, suggesting that for students, for teachers, and for those 

interested in measuring, the important thing is developing ‘the confidence to go slow’ (p. 

67). Mace ends this volume with a message about ‘writing as action:’ the impact of print and 

the significance of writing for others, the move ‘from private to public’ fundamental to adult 

literacy learning.  

 

Literacy students are people who have the courage to ask for help in 

learning. What they have in common is an interest in making words work, 

in working at words until they make sense, until they carry meaning from 

the head to the paper, from the paper to another head and beyond. (p. 

118) 

 

 

1992, Talking about Literacy: Principles & Practice of Adult Literacy Education 

 

These messages are developed in her later writing, and nowhere (to my mind) so powerfully 

as in the 1992 book Talking about Literacy: Principles & Practice of Adult Literacy Education. 

Part 1 returns to the ‘problems of representation,’ including how adult literacy students 

represent their relationships with literacy, how literacy practitioners represent literacy 

education, how campaigners and policy makers represent ‘the problem of illiteracy’ and 

how everyone deals with the great challenge of representing (and understanding) the 

experiences of others. 

 

Part 2 of this book develops what Mace presents as the five key principles of adult literacy 

education: context, inquiry, authorship, equality and community - as good a starting point 

as any for those wishing to teach, research or think about adult literacy. Once again, I 

implore readers find this book and read Jane’s words carefully, as each of these sections 

includes both what we might imagine would be included under its title, and what we might 

not.  

 

For example, context is not only about the wider social and political context, but also the 

context of the individual student’s experiences, motivations and hopes, and so the 

importance of a teacher or organiser having a careful conversation with each student. 

Context also means the context of the class itself, and how it is vital for a literacy student to 

have the chance to understand what joining provision might involve. What are the usual 

ways of working? Who will be there? Who does what, when and where? Who makes the 

decisions?  

 

Inquiry, for Mace, is at the heart of not only teaching and practitioner networks, 

but also student-teacher relationships.  
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The relationship between the uses made of literacy in everyday life and the 

moments of concentrated thinking and talk in a classroom on the same 

subject is an important one. (p. 81) 

 

In this way, all teachers and students are researchers and their work together forms the 

collaborative inquiry which develops teaching, learning and literacy. 

 

Teachers are not the only cooks; literacy is about making, as well as 

consuming. We need help with the mixing and flavouring of the dishes. The 

principle of inquiry means that the teacher will continually be checking 

with the group as to their existing knowledge of these situations, and 

inviting them to contribute to and create the ingredients from which they 

may then create the course work. It also means that new items, not 

already known to be common, are given the space to emerge. (p. 71) 

 

Examining community, Mace suggests seeing communities as ’overlapping,’ highlighting 

‘convergence’ and the inherently shifting nature of community, created and recreated with 

literacy at the core. And equality emphatically includes Mace’s career-long argument for 

literacy education to take account of both reading and writing, as she stresses ‘the principle 

of equality between reader and writer’ (p. 103): 

 

Adult literacy education, I argue, has to do with a principle that says: 

literacy development is only possible if students, when they are reading, 

acquire a greater sense of equality with other writers; and when they are 

writing, with other readers. (p 103)  

 

Crucially, authorship is at the center of all five principles (a point of overlap), just as it is one 

answer to the ‘problem of representation’ (and, perhaps, to ‘measuring the journey’). 

 

 

1998, Playing with Time: mothers and the meaning of literacy 

 

Playing with Time both develops these principles and provides quite a different perspective.  

 

This book is a study of literacy and its meanings in the lives of mothers.(p. 

1) 

 

My contention in this book is that, more than at any other time, mothers 

today are assumed to be essential to other people’s literacy, and yet are 

the objects of contradictory messages about their own. (p. 2) 
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Mace builds on a Mass Observation directive (Directive 46, No 2 – Mothers and Literacy), 

along with in-depth interviews to examine the themes of democracy, representation, 

authorship, equality and sisterhood, so embedded in all her work, looking closely at the lives 

of a group of women, their mothers and grandmothers.  

 

This book also contains a section titled ‘Literacy’ (pp. 12-15, within the chapter ‘Literacy, 

Mothers and Time’) providing a succinct and engaging four-page overview of literacy theory. 

It ends with: 

 

In considering the idea of a “literacy life”, which any one of us may have 

(along with a social life, a spiritual life, a sporting life, and so on), I am 

happy to see literacy as plural and various, and certainly something far 

more than skills that may be achieved and assessed within a system of 

education. I also want to persist with the notion that literacy engages our 

imaginations, intellects, emotions and memories: and as such, is a matter 

of enormous mystery, beyond simple measurements. In this book I hope to 

show that any researcher who accepts this and who seeks to find out what 

literacy may mean to an individual or a group, has to go beyond mere 

observation of what could be called “literacy behaviour”; for while such 

observation can tell us some things, there is much that it cannot. If, for 

example, I watch someone else reading a newspaper on a train, I can 

notice which page they turn to, or how long they take to read an article; 

but I cannot tell what mental images or lines of though their reading sets 

up. If I see someone writing a postcard in a café, I may notice that they are 

left-handed, using a felt-tip pen, and pausing over every other word; I may 

even – when they go up to the counter to buy another cup of tea — catch 

sight of a word of two of what has been written, and get a sense of what 

they have been writing about. But I have no idea of the unwritten words 

that they have decided not to write. (p. 15) 

 

This idea of literacy permeates the later discussions on time and family (‘family is more than 

mum and literacy is more than school’ p.  119), relationships between oracy and literacy, the 

said and the unsaid, dominant discourses and complex truths, and between living and 

remembering lives.  

 

The copy of Playing with Time I have in front of me right now, bought second-hand some 

years ago, has a message written in tiny handwriting and blue pen at the top of the opening 

page: ‘Maureen, I hope you find this book interesting- love Sylvia’. This is an academic book, 

reporting on a rigorous research project, much used and loved on university modules, a 

book which provides an overview of literacy theory unmatched in its clarity. And yet it is 

also a book of far wider appeal, loved for its careful accounts of the lives of women. 

Continuing earlier themes of democracy, authorship, representation and inquiry in the 
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‘traces of lives’ and amplification of voices, Mace’s explorations of women, ‘illiteracy’ and 

literacy are striking and quietly spectacular. 

 

I have been exploring what mothers themselves might want literacy for. I 

have been seeking to tease out with you how we may put two words 

“mothers” and “literacy” next to each other without it being assumed that 

we are only talking about children. (p.164) 

 

Jane Mace kept shattering assumptions, and through her writing she remains a voice 

warning us to be vigilant: to keep listening and questioning.  

 

I am currently rereading more of Jane’s work, and reading much for the first time. It is very 

likely that if I were to write this in three months’ time, I would choose to focus on different 

texts or different ideas within these texts. The wisdom and originality of Jane Mace’s work 

cannot be overstated. Jane’s two most recent single-authored books (to my knowledge) are 

about Quakerism - God and decision making: a Quaker approach (2012) and Passion and 

partings: the dying sayings of early Quakers (2020). This could be seen as a departure from 

her work on literacy, a testament to how broad, and deep, Jane’s interests and expertise 

reached. Yet these books are also very much a continuation of her earlier work – 

examinations of authorship, the spoken and the written, of mutual understanding, respect 

and the serious mission of caring about the lives of others. They reveal an interest in, and 

love of, other voices (often marginalised voices), and a belief in just how much we can gain 

from listening.  

 

I am very grateful for Mary Hamilton’s help with this piece, and I’d like to end with a few of 

Mary’s own reflections: 

 

“I can still hear Jane’s chuckle. She was light spirited, engaging, warm, 

full of creative energy. She was interested in people and always respectful 

of others. She was thoughtful - reflective and constantly questioning. She 

was an instant supporter of RaPAL when it was formed and continued to 

organise events and to advocate for the journal. She understood the power 

of writing but especially public writing - the importance of reaching an 

audience, a listener who would acknowledge the writer’s experience and 

story. She saw literacy as action, especially applying these ideas to 

women’s experience. She had a passion for writing and for championing 

others who had been marginalised by the education system. 

  

She wrote really well, and her approach to literacy was absolutely ground-

breaking for the time, early 1970s, when “adult illiterates” were still 

treated as psychological ‘remedial’ problems, written about (naturally) by 

literate outsiders. Jane’s approach foregrounded learners’ firsthand 

experiences, treating these as the most essential, valid kinds of information 

131



                                                                              

 

 

on which teaching can draw. Her lively and accessible accounts of 

students’ lives, her commitment to collaborative practice and the idea of 

the scribe as a writing arm inspired and continues to inspire generations of 

teachers.  

   

She did write quite a few things with others but despite her commitment to 

collaboration I do see her as a lone writer and thinker, with an imagination 

and wisdom that went beyond most of us. Whenever I had what I thought 

was a new good idea about literacy (e.g. working with images, 

representations in the media, signatures), I would look back and find that 

Jane had already written about it! In that way, she was part of a set of 

symbiotic relationships that infused adult literacy in the 1970s/1980s and 

which felt like far reaching shift of culture” (Mary Hamilton, May 2023) 

 

I would love to hear others’ thoughts about Jane’s work and its impact. Perhaps we could 

start up a Jane Mace online reading circle to read and discuss her writing. Please get in 

touch with me if interested: sam.duncan@ucl.ac.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

132



                                                                              

 

 

List of publications (please do add to this; I’m sure they are more!) 
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Roz Ivanič, Emeritus Professor at Lancaster University, remembers 

Wendy Moss  

 

 

I am immensely sad to tell you that Wendy Moss, a founder member of RaPAL, died on 

Thursday 31 October 2024. Some of you will remember her as a leading light in RaPAL, 

championing the needs of learners, tutors and everyone involved in pushing forward the 

cause of basic education provision for adult learners.  

Wendy worked for many years at The Lee Centre as one of the pioneers of respectful, 

relevant adult literacy provision in the early days of campaigning in the 1970s. In the 1980s 

she was at the forefront of the movement to integrate research and practice in adult 

literacies, bringing insights from research into her work as tutor and trainer, and 

encouraging practitioners and students to undertake research as part of their practice. She 

has contributed to the continuing work of RaPAL in leading and supportive roles for most of 

her life since then. 

Since 1989 Wendy has worked as Head of Teacher Education and Development, and then 

Head of Teaching and Learning at City Lit in London. Until she had to leave on account of ill-

health, she was working tirelessly on supporting tutors’ teaching practice, accredited 

teacher training, and embedding coaching principles in classroom observation practice. 

In the words of her colleague there, ‘Wendy was a fierce advocate for teachers and adult 

education, and had a unique ability to bring out the best in people both personally and 

professionally. She touched the lives of thousands of Londoners through her nurturing of 
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generations of teachers.’ She will be remembered for ‘her kindness, support, warmth, and 

humour.’ 

Wendy has made a massive contribution to the RaPAL community and to teacher education, 

and has been a shining light in many people’s lives; she will live on in our memories and in 

the enduring legacy of her work.  

Roz Ivanič 

Lancaster University 
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Professor David Barton, 1949 – 2024 

 

Professor David Barton, Lifetime President of the Literacy Research Centre, Lancaster 

University, died on 18th October 2024. This piece brings together the voices of many friends 

and colleagues reflecting on his extraordinary life and contributions. 

Isle of Wright, Brighton and Essex  

David grew up and went to school on the Isle of Wight. He was drawn to the sciences 

selecting physics and double maths for his A-levels, but also chose what would be best for 

his timetable, leaving time for him to sit in the library and read about things that interested 

him.  He went on to study social psychology at Sussex University, obtaining his BA in 1970. By 

then his interest in language had grown enough to make him settle on an MA in Theoretical 

Linguistics for his postgraduate studies, which he obtained from Essex University in 1973. He 

first met Mary Hamilton, who later became his partner and long-term research collaborator, 

during his undergraduate studies. 

London and California 

Research in Child Language Development  

David completed a Ph.D. in Linguistics at University College London in 1976, with a focus on 

Child Language Development. His thesis was entitled The role of perception in the acquisition 

of phonology. In 1975, he presented a paper based on his doctoral research at an 
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International Child Language Symposium in London. Charles Ferguson (Department of 

Linguistics, Stanford University, USA) heard this presentation and invited David to join his 

Child Phonology Project at Stanford. David moved to Stanford in 1976 and worked there as a 

Postdoctoral Research Associate until 1981. 

Early interest in research related to literacy 

David and Mary had worked as volunteer teachers of adult literacy during their postgraduate 

years in the UK. For both, this was the start of a lifelong commitment to adult literacy 

research and practice. Both UCL and Stanford were major world centres of linguistic 

research, and David was at the beginning of a very promising career in a core topic, the 

acquisition of phonology. Nevertheless, during his last year or so at Stanford, David’s 

interests were already turning towards the development of research related to adult literacy. 

By now, Mary had joined him in California and had taken up voluntary work in adult literacy 

again. Mary and David met Shirley Brice Heath, whose work on literacy inspired them. Their 

final contribution to research at Stanford was a joint project on metalinguistic awareness 

and on the effects of literacy on adults’ definitions of the concept of ‘word’, later published 

in the Journal of Pragmatics in 1983. This was the beginning of a fruitful and highly 

influential research, writing and publishing partnership that spanned their careers.  

Mary and David also developed an interest in what was then called ‘literacy and 

development’. During a visit to Central and South America early in 1981, they met up with 

individuals who had participated in the Nicaraguan literacy campaign, and they collected 

literacy campaign artefacts.  

Return to the UK and the move to Lancaster University  

Developing research and practice in literacies 

In the autumn of 1981, David and Mary returned to the UK and began working at Lancaster 

University. David was appointed to teach psycholinguistics, phonetics and research methods 

in the (then) Department of Linguistics and Modern English Language, and Mary joined the 

Department of Educational Research. In 1982, Mary and David set up the Literacy Research 

Group, an informal research group with a focus on literacy. This became an inclusive sharing 

space, characterised by a dedicated slot at the beginning of each meeting where each 

person introduced themselves and said something about their background or their work. For 

many postgraduate students in particular, this was the first time they had experienced 

‘having a voice’ in an academic community. As the routine continued week after week, they 

learned about the names and research interests of others. As their confidence grew, David 

would invite them to present about their own developing research to this small and 

supportive group.  

In 1984, David and Mary ran the first ever conference bringing together researchers and 

practitioners in adult literacy, including Brian Street, Roz Ivanič, Wendy Moss, Sue Shrapnel 

Gardener and Jane Mace.  This conference formed the basis for the development of RaPAL 

(Research and Practice in Adult Literacies), a network of researchers and practitioners in the 
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UK and which is just coming up to its 40th anniversary. David and Mary were leading figures 

in putting on annual RaPAL conferences and in establishing The RAPAL Bulletin (later RaPAL 

Journal), first published in 1985. 

During this period, David was at the forefront of a group of scholars including Brian Street, 

Shirley Brice Heath, Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole, developing the socially situated view 

of literacies for which he is internationally well-known. His research approached reading, 

writing and the uses of texts as social practices, rather than ‘skills’. In 1994, David published 

a single-authored volume outlining this theoretical approach: Literacy: An introduction to 

the ecology of written language (Blackwell). The second edition of this landmark volume 

appeared in 2007. What he said then still resonates: concerns about the limits of thinking of 

literacy as decontextualised skills are as important and valid today as they were then.  

When David began teaching courses in Literacy Studies, he started to really enjoy his 

undergraduate teaching. Students of the time remember him as an energetic lecturer, 

jumping up on desks while speaking without missing a beat. He encouraged students to 

discuss freely in seminars, and to go out and research the literacy practices associated with 

an aspect of social life they were familiar with. Students presented to each other, and the 

enormous differences between their examples were a powerful illustration of the social, 

situated nature of literacy. Students often went on to turn these mini research projects into 

dissertations, showing the complex and extensive texts and literacy practices associated with 

even such an apparently non-textual activity as playing for the University women’s rugby 

team. 

In 1990, David and Mary, together with their colleague Roz Ivanič, organised a conference 

called Worlds of Literacy. Participants at the conference were drawn from the growing 

literacy research community at Lancaster University, and a wide variety of invited adult 

literacy students, practitioners and researchers. The case studies presented at this 

conference formed the basis of a 1994 edited volume with the same name. 

David’s interest in international literacy led to a number of activities over the years especially 

with the then UNESCO Institute for Education (UIE) in Hamburg, which included a report 

David and Mary wrote on Researching literacy in industrialised countries: trends and 

prospects (1990). 

Everyday Literacies 

David and Mary developed an ethnographic approach to research on literacy, along with 

inclusive ways of writing that valued the perspectives of participants. From February 1988 to 

March 1989, they received support from the Lancaster University Research Fund for a pilot 

project entitled Literacy in the community. Then, in April 1989, they received substantial 

research funding from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) to develop this 

project. This research, investigating the literacy practices of a group of residents of one 

neighbourhood in the city of Lancaster, working with the researcher Sarah Padmore, formed 

the basis of a widely cited volume called Local literacies: Reading and writing in one 
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community, published by Routledge in 1998. This landmark work in literacy studies conveys 

an acute sense of place, serving not only as a vivid exemplification of the theory of literacy 

as social practice, but also providing a rich guide to Lancaster itself, and especially the local 

neighbourhood in which the research took place. It combines David and Mary’s eyes for 

detail with empathy, a fascination with people’s everyday lives, and a patience for slowly 

developing an argument rigorously grounded in data through powerful illustration. Local 

Literacies is a book we all keep returning to, recommending it to students and colleagues, 

reminding ourselves of some of its examples (e.g. literacies involved in cooking) or seeking 

inspiration for our own writing. It was reissued as a Routledge Linguistics Classic in 2012. 

The Centre for Language in Social Life and research on multilingualism and literacy 

From 1986-2000 David was Director of the Centre for Language in Social Life based in the 

(then) Department of Linguistics and Modern English Language. The centre promoted social 

approaches to language and literacy, including the New Literacy Studies, critical discourse 

analysis and critical approaches to multilingualism. Members of the Centre included Norman 

Fairclough, Roz Ivanič, Romy Clark, Marilyn Martin-Jones, Greg Myers and Mark Sebba.  A 

Working Paper series was established in 1994.The centre hosted Sociolinguistics Symposium 

10, with the theme of Discourse: Practices and Identities. Shirley Brice Heath gave a keynote 

address on her research on literacy in the USA.  

 

Between 1989 and 1995, David collaborated with Marilyn Martin-Jones on two research 

projects on multilingualism, literacy and education. The project Bilingual resources in 

primary classroom interaction, with Marilyn, Roz and researcher Mukul Saxena, focused on 

the role of bilingual classroom assistants in South East Lancashire who worked alongside 

teachers in nursery and reception classes, exploring how their bilingual resources were 

drawn on in class activities. The Multilingual literacy practices: home, community and school 

project, located in Leicester, with Marilyn, Mukul, and researcher Arvind Bhatt, explored the 
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language and literacy practices of members of 12 Gujarati-speaking households with 

different migration histories and religious backgrounds (Hindu, Muslim and Christian). 

Building connections locally and internationally 

Throughout this time and beyond, David and Mary organised many informal social events for 

members of the Lancaster Literacy Research Group, both staff and students, often at their 

home in Freehold in Lancaster. Food was enjoyed; chats started up in corners; no-one was 

left out. In this way, David and Mary built the Lancaster Literacies community which has 

since spread throughout the world; there are literacy specialists in the Australian outback, in 

Mongolia, in Stockholm, in Horwich, who started their careers at the Lancaster Literacy 

Research Centre.  

Brazil was a particularly important connection. Between 1992 and 1998, research links, 

funded by the British Council, were established between the Centre for Language in Social 

Life at Lancaster and two university departments in Brazilian universities: at UNICAMP (State 

University of Campinas) and the University of Brasilia (UnB). This was a time when there 

were similar theoretical shifts in Brazil towards a social practice view of literacy. David visited 

both universities in 1995 and gave keynote address at a conference on literacy at the 

University of Brasilia. 

Expanding literacy studies 

During the 1997/8 academic year, the Literacy Research Group chose a guiding theme: 

Expanding the New Literacy Studies. By this time, new directions in the study of literacy 

were being explored by both staff and doctoral researchers in the Literacy Research Group, 

including Kathryn Jones’ work on multilingual literacies on Welsh farms, Anita Wilson’s 

research on the ‘in-between’ literacies of prisoners and staff in prisons, Kathy Pitt’s work on 

the discourses and practices of family literacy classes, Clara Keating’s study of the roots and 

routes of the literacies of Portuguese women living in London, and Karin Tusting’s research 

on literacy practices and identity in a Catholic parish community. The Situated Literacies 

conference and subsequent collection of the same name (Routledge 2000), edited by David, 

Mary and Roz, brought together much of this work. 

This book is a good illustration of David’s commitment to supporting PhD students. As a 

postgraduate supervisor, David was always helpful and encouraging, while at the same time 

knowing how to allow students to tread their own path. He had a way of conveying faith in 

the students’ capacity to successfully complete their research, without ever controlling it. He 

went out of his way to invite postgraduate researchers to contribute to the books and 

journals that he edited with their scholarship applications; while probably adding to his 

workload, this provided a huge confidence boost and an important step in supporting 

people’s publications and their academic careers. At times his support for PhD students 

played out in unusual ways. A former PhD student remembers being extremely nervous 

when having to give a talk. Looking down to the table and then the floor, her attention was 

drawn to David’s colourful socks, unusual for an academic of his standing. Musing on his 
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sense of style, the undoubtedly deliberate mismatch between smart suit and rainbow 

striped socks, provided enough distraction to make her forget her nervousness and deliver 

her talk with more confidence than expected.  

David’s research interests continued to develop into new areas, extending the scope of 

literacy studies further. In the late 1990s, he became interested in letter writing. This led to a 

fruitful collaboration with Nigel Hall and the production of an edited volume, entitled: Letter 

writing as a social practice (John Benjamins, 2000). In 2000 David proposed organising a 

small workshop with the theme Orthography as social practice, providing Mark Sebba and 

Sally Johnson with the opportunity to share their work on orthography. Mark and Sally’s 

work cemented orthography as an area of interest in literacy studies at Lancaster. In the 

early 2000s, a small seminar exploring the possibilities and limitations of the concept of 

communities of practice led to the edited collection Beyond communities of practice (CUP, 

2005), showing how a literacy lens could extend the theoretical focus of social practice 

theories more broadly. 

David’s editorship of two Routledge series, Literacies (which he started in 1998) and 

Routledge Research in Literacy (2004+), opened up many possibilities for the publication of 

significant new work in literacy studies. These series are continuing as unique and successful 

book series based in Lancaster’s Literacy Research Centre to this day. 

Engaging with policy and practice  

Skills for Life and the NRDC   

From 2001 to 2011, a new governmental strategy on adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL 

called Skills for Life was developed and adopted, providing a huge financial boost to the 

sector. The multi-site National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and 

Numeracy (NRDC) was established, and David became a member of its national 

Management Team. This made it possible to establish an externally funded Literacy Research 

Centre at Lancaster University, with David as its Director. The creation of a Centre facilitated 

the organisation of seminars and conferences and the planning of further research. It 

brought major funding and with it the creation of several new posts. Uta Papen was 

appointed to teach and research literacy in the Linguistics and English Language department. 

Yvon Appleby, Rachel Hodge and Karin Tusting joined as researchers working on the Adult 

Learner’s Lives project, an innovative ethnographic project that worked with adult learners 

and practitioners of literacy, numeracy and ESOL in a range of settings across the North West 

to understand how people’s learning was situated within the broader context of their lives 

and histories, later published as Literacy, Lives and Learning (Routledge, 2007). NRDC 

projects employed several other literacies researchers based at Lancaster including Anita 

Wilson, Sue Walters and Kathy Pitt. 

Working with the NRDC represented a major change in David’s work. Much more explicitly 

than previously, with the NRDC David and colleagues at Lancaster sought to bring the social 

practices view of literacy into policy and practice. This was a bold thing to try to do and 
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David went about it with his usual enthusiasm, dedication and optimism. It was also a 

change in life, as David was constantly putting on a suit, getting on a train and going to 

London to a meeting or to present a report. David was willing to devote a significant portion 

of his life, more than five years, to trying to change the way people think, and he engaged 

with national-level policy in ways which at the time did not gain him much credit within the 

university.  Instead of publishing mainly scholarly papers in major journals, David and 

colleagues produced reports for the government, published in colourful professionally 

produced booklets. At this time formal assessments of research focussed far less on impact 

in the real world than they do today. David and his colleagues were ahead of their time in 

valuing engagement with policymakers and practitioners. Their reports and booklets may 

have received less interest from academic audiences, but they were valued by practitioners 

and those seeking to develop curricula and assessments. Influencing policy, trying to move it 

away from the dominant view of literacy as skill and individual responsibility was not an easy 

thing to do.  

Together with colleagues in the NRDC, David, Mary and others at Lancaster were able to 

contribute to and shape the government’s new national curricula for literacy, numeracy and 

ESOL developed and produced as part of Skills for Life. Social practices views of literacy fed 

into these new curricula. These, together with a series of practice guides, several of which 

David and colleagues contributed to, were the most tangible and visible illustration of how 

the Literacy Research Centre, directed by David and Mary, successfully engaged with 

government policy. 

The Literacies for Learning in Further Education project 

Between 2004 and 2009, David, along with Roz Ivanič, took the lead in the Lancaster-based 

team for the Literacies for Learning in Further Education project, undertaken jointly with the 

University of Stirling and the University of Aberystwyth. This was one of the projects 

undertaken under the umbrella of the ESRC-funded Teaching and Learning Research Project. 

The project team included learners, apprentices, tutors and lecturers in subjects across the 

curriculum such as Painting and Decorating, Childcare, Catering and Hospitality in further 

education colleges; the Lancaster-based researchers were Candice Satchwell and Zoe Fowler. 

The aim was to understand the everyday literacy practices of these students, and to draw on 

this understanding to design ways of helping future students with the literacy demands of 

their courses and their future employment. The project incorporated not only David’s view 

of literacies as social practices, but also his trade-mark way of undertaking research in 

collaboration with participants. It led to the co-authored book Improving learning at college: 

rethinking literacies across the curriculum (Routledge, 2009) 

Bowland Trust 

At around this time, while David spent much time travelling between Lancaster and London, 

he had a serendipitous conversation on a train (trains were always important, also as a 

literacy theme) with a businessman, Tony Cann, who was seeking to make a useful 

philanthropic contribution to research. David was able to persuade him of the importance 
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of literacy research in educational technology. He secured funding for a lectureship in digital 

literacies (filled by Julia Gillen) and a PhD scholarship exploring innovative uses of 

educational technology, awarded to Euline Cutrim Schmidt. Euline recalls the opportunity 

this gave her of pursuing her dream. Without the PhD scholarship, she would have had to 

return to Brazil after the Master’s. David’s sense of opportunity (a chance meeting on the 

train) and his willingness to take a risk led to the creation of the Bowland Trust, which 

Lancaster University went on to benefit from in many ways. David made the most of this 

opportunity, strengthening the Literacy Research Centre by bringing in a new colleague and 

supporting a junior scholar.  

Extending international links: France and Norway 

Between 2006 and 2010, David, working with Uta Papen, developed what they called a 

‘Franco-Anglo dialogue on literacy practices’. Prior to this, work going on in France and other 

French-speaking countries had been little known in Lancaster. In 2007, David and Uta were 

invited by the French research group Anthropology of Writing, located at the Ecole des 

Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris (EHESS), to speak at a conference with the theme 

of Ecriture et Literacy: the constitution of the research field in Great Britain and France.  

Attending the conference, they learned about research in France that had striking 

similarities with the approach taken by the New Literacy Studies and by Lancaster’s Literacy 

Research Centre. In May 2008, Uta and David organised a one-day meeting Ethnographies of 

literacy: an Anglo-French dialogue which was attended by five members of the Paris-based 

group. Papers given at that meeting provided the initial drafts for the book The 

Anthropology of writing: Understanding texturally mediated worlds, co-edited by David and 

Uta (Continuum, 2010). The book not only brought work from France to an English-speaking 

audience but also helped to make the Literacy Research Centre and David’s work much more 

widely known in French-speaking research circles.  

From January 2008 until December 2010 David was distinguished Visiting Professor at 

Stavanger University. This involved regular visits to Stavanger from which he always returned 

with new insights about literacy and language in Norway, as well as with stories of the food 

he had been eating and photographs of signs in Stavanger that he had taken. As with 

everything David did, he was fully committed, including making a weekly effort to attend a 

Norwegian class. 

The connection with Stavanger University was maintained by the Literacy Research Centre 

for many years; most recently through an Erasmus+ project on Critical Literacies and 

Awareness in Education (2022-2024) that Julia and others from Lancaster took part in 

together with colleagues from Stavanger, France and Spain.  

David’s later work  

Digital language and literacies 

In the later stages of his academic career, David shifted his attention to the area of digital 

literacies. This transition was not a mere change in research focus; it represented a logical 
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progression and expansion of his social practice approach to literacy studies. His primary 

endeavour revolved around understanding vernacular literacy practices among adults, both 

online and offline. He supervised PhD dissertations in this area too, including Carmen Lee’s 

study of Chinese and English multilingual digital literacies and had many connections and 

visits with universities in Southeast Asia, particularly Hong Kong. 

David’s initial engagement with digital literacies research stemmed from his enduring 

passion for photography. For him, literacy studies and photography were closely related. He 

often captured images of interesting signs and literacy artefacts found in public spaces. He 

enthusiastically shared these visual representations of literacy by creating beautiful and 

entertaining sets of postcards for the Literacy Research Centre and showcasing them on the 

centre’s website.  

Even before social media became prevalent, he was actively posting his photographs on the 

photo-sharing platform Flickr. His involvement with Flickr deepened his interest in how 

literacy practices unfold online, which eventually inspired his scholarly writings on the topic. 

In this work, David explored how Flickr users interacted with vernacular literacies and 

informal learning, examining how adults learned to deploy multilingual and multimodal 

resources in digital environments. This exploration resulted in David and Carmen publishing 

the book Language online (Routledge, 2013). 

By employing innovative methods like technobiographies, which David developed through 

working with undergraduate students, he uncovered valuable insights into how digital 

literacy practices are woven into the fabric of everyday life, often drawing on research 

participants’ self-reflections and insider perspectives. Drawing on this work he co-authored 

the book Researching language and social media (Routledge, 2014).   

The changing literacy landscapes of universities 

One of the last research projects David was involved with before his retirement, alongside 

Mary, Karin Tusting, Sharon McCulloch and Ibrar Bhatt, was the ESRC-funded project on 

writing in universities, leading to the book Academics writing: The Dynamics of knowledge 

creation (Routledge, 2019). This research used the ethnographically informed methods of 

literacy studies to explore the changing writing practices of academics. In this work we can 

see many of the themes from the research described above: a refusal to privilege the more 

‘prestigious’ forms of writing in academia, the research article. Instead, the study focusses 

on research participants’ everyday workplace experiences and the full range of writing 

practices academics encountered. It seeks to understand the challenges academics faced 

navigating the demands of managerialism and digital literacies in their professional contexts. 

Worlds of Literacy 2.0 

The Worlds of Literacy 2.0 conference (2014) was a 20th anniversary celebration of the 

original Worlds of Literacy book, an academic and personal valediction to David and Mary, 

and a visionary look towards the future of literacy studies.  The event, held at the iconic 

Midland Hotel in Morecambe (and the venue of the first Worlds of Literacy conference), 
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included a presentation of a specially created volume by their son Tom, with contributions 

from academics and friends from all over the world. Several PhD students at the Literacy 

Research Centre presented their current research, including Ami Sato (Nagoya University, 

Japan), Margarita Calderón López, (Universidad de Chile), Iva Son Li, (Columbia University), 

Virginie Thériault, (Université du Québec à Montréal) and Winnie S Y Ho (universities in 

Hong Kong).   

-------- 

David officially retired from Lancaster University in 2019. In his final years he found time to 

pursue some of his less well-known interests, including a passion for dictionaries (which he 

loved to collect) and a long-standing interest in James Joyce. He continued to be passionate 

about photography and, together with Mary, cared for a piece of woodland in the Lune 

Valley that he and Mary had bought in 1997. ’The Woods’, as he liked to call them, were not 

only a place for David to learn about the planting of trees and the conservation of 

woodlands but a place for many parties and gatherings, including to celebrate his and his 

friends’ birthdays, while also holding a Christmas tree library, that many of us borrowed 

from. 

David will be remembered in many different ways. He was an enthusiast, pursuing wide-

ranging interests in the academic world and beyond, supported by his relentlessly positive 

and optimistic outlook, even in difficult times. He loved to share his interests with others 

and was a gifted and generous collaborator. He was great at bringing people together, 

initiating conversations and events, and building communities. He would have been the last 

person to talk about his own legacy, but it is very apparent in the breadth of connections 

which remain which he built around the world. He was genuinely interested in people’s lives 

and practices, a thread which informed much of his work. All through his many projects, his 

writings, collaborations and initiatives, in Lancaster, London, Stavanger or elsewhere, we 

know that people experienced David and remember him as the enthusiastic, thoughtful, 

wise, caring and also funny (and at times silly) person that he was, enjoying research, 

enjoying writing, always reading (and widely) and always happy to talk. 

 

Contributors 

Margarita Calderón, Julia Gillen, Mary Hamilton, Roz Ivanič, Carmen Lee, Marilyn Martin-

Jones, Tony McEnery, Greg Myers, Uta Papen, Ami Sato, Euline Cutrim Schmid, Mark Sebba, 

Karin Tusting 

 

Books (co)-written or co-edited by David and mentioned in this tribute 

Barton, D. and Hamilton, M. (1990). Researching literacy in industrialised countries: Trends 

and prospects. UIE. Hamburg 
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https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000095161. 

Hamilton, M., Barton, D., & Ivanic, R. (eds) (1994). Worlds of literacy. Multilingual Matters.  

Barton. D. (1994/2006). Literacy: An Introduction to the Ecology of Written Language. Wiley: 

Blackwell. 

Barton, D. and Hamilton, M. (1998/2012). Local literacies: Reading and writing in one 

community. Routledge. 

Barton. D. and Hall, N. (eds) (2000). Letter writing as a social practice. John Benjamins 

Barton, D., Hamilton, M. & Ivanic, R. (eds) (2000.) Situated Literacies: Theorising reading 

and writing in context. Routledge. 

Barton. D and Tusting, K. (eds) (2005). Beyond communities of practice: Language, power 

and social context. Cambridge University Press.  

Barton. D., Ivanic. R., Appleby, Y., Hodge. R, and Tusting, K. (eds.) (2007). Literacy, lives and 

learning. Routledge. 

Ivanič, R. Edwards, R, Barton, D. et al. (2009). Improving learning at college: rethinking 

literacies across the curriculum. Routledge. 

Barton, D. and Papen, U. (eds) (2010). The anthropology of writing. Continuum 

Barton, D. and Lee, C.  (2013). Language online: Investigating digital texts and practices. 

Routledge. 

Page, R., D. Barton., J. Unger and Zappavigna. M. (2014). Researching language and social 

media. Routledge 

Tusting, K., McCulloch, S., Bhatt, I., Hamilton, M. and Barton. D. (2019). Academics writing: 

The dynamics of knowledge creation. Routledge. 

 

 

Catherine Kell, Emeritus Associate Professor at the University of 

Cape Town, remembers David Barton. 

David was a hugely important figure in Literacy Studies, from way back in the early 1990s, 

and made a huge contribution to this field. While doing rigorous theoretical and empirical 

studies and always innovating, he remained committed to community engagement and 

practitioner work. He was also a wonderful, generous person, who had a huge influence in 

my academic life. Go well, David, gone too soon. 
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Understanding the Adult Learner: Perspectives and Practices  

Edited by: Alisa Belzer and Brian Dashew 

Published by Routledge (New York) 2023 

ISBN 9781642672336 

316 Pages 

Paperback £39.99 

Reviewed by Dr. Sam Duncan (Professor of Adult Literacies at UCL IoE) 

 

This is a wonderful and much needed book.  There are not many books devoted specifically 

to teaching adult learners (rather than further, adult and vocational education more 

broadly). This makes this book particularly useful in a teacher education context like mine, 

on our PGCE Further Education at the UCL Institute of Education, where we aim to examine 

teaching adults specifically, alongside teaching younger learners in further and vocational 

education - and yet the adult focus can feel harder and harder to maintain when so much 

more policy and research attention is focussed on that younger age group. The book 

provides a vital reminder of the scholarship, traditions and theory around adult learning 

specifically. It is also clearly and engagingly written, well structured, full of useful terms, 

definitions, debates and references – and so, in short, a really valuable resource for anyone 

with an interest in adult learning. 

I would set the first chapter as required reading for all our PGCE students. Titled 

‘Foundational Concepts and Commitments for Adult Learning,’ this is a really nicely-

designed chapter, which includes an examination of adulthood, learner diversity, an 

overview of learning theory, contexts for adult education and the well-titled ‘foundational 

commitments in adult education’: humanism, critical pedagogy and reflection. To me, this 

chapter alone is worth the price of the book, but as we read on we find a chapter from 

Vanessa Sheared on ‘Creating Inclusive Learning Spaces – a womanist perspective,’ and 

from Stephen Brookfield on ‘The Democratic Impulse in Adult Education’ – along with 

chapters on motivating adult learners, the brain and emotion and self-formation. There is 

also a chapter called ‘Structured Silences in Adult Learning Theory’ which looks at privilege 

and power, arguing for recognition of the need for change, for a more ‘culturally pluralist’ 

norm, where ‘adult education engages in the continual act of becoming a brave space 

where diverse people and epistemologies belong’ (p.151). This chapter, like many in this 

edited volume, demands and deserves reading, re-reading and discussion.   

And there is more! A chapter on ‘Andragogy’ provides a renewed and refined argument for 

the value of this term and the thinking behind it, highlighting (amongst other things) the 

value of remembering ‘the importance of adult-to-adult relationships in adult education’ 

(p.170). Chapters on Self-directed, Experiential and Transformative Learning are followed by 
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one on ‘Digital Learning and the Promise of Connectivism for Adult Education,’ taking us 

right to the heart of our current grappling with what the digital (and the remote) can offer: 

its potentials, challenges, variations and dangers.  The volume ends with an examination of 

‘Instructional Design’ and reflection on ‘Using Theory.’ 

This book is edited by two experienced adult educator and teacher education specialists, 

Brian Dashew and the magnificent adult literacy scholar Alisa Belzer, and the chapters are 

written by experts bringing lifetimes of experiences and analysis. The book is helpful and 

hopeful, succinct and thorough. 
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Local Volunteering, Adult Learning and Social Change in the 

Philippines 

By Chris Millora (2025) 

Publisher:  Bloomsbury Academic, London 

200 Pages 

ISBN: 9781 3503 4561  

Reviewed by Sarah Freeman 

Sarah worked as a teacher/lecturer/dyslexia specialist in Adult Literacy, ESOL and English 

departments in Leeds and then in colleges and centres In London for 45 years.  She has undertaken 

research in a number of academic studies culminating in a doctorate thesis (University of Sheffield, 

2017). She retired from teaching in 2019.   

 

I found this academic book by Chris Millora a very successful compilation of, firstly, a detailed 

contextual examination of volunteering in general; secondly, deep ethnographical insights 

into two volunteer groups in the Philippines; and thirdly, a thorough study of the complex 

interaction of the volunteers’ work with learning and local literacies.  It is illustrated by the 

author’s own four tables which are clear and comprehensive.  For example, Table 4.1 

‘Comparing the two cases: a summary’ is a very useful overall side-by-side analysis of the two 

organisations.  He also includes useful photographs mainly of the Land4All places, documents 

they had to engage with and processes.  

Millora’s book is clearly based on his doctorate thesis; his overall research question was ‘How 

do “vulnerable” youth and adult volunteers engage with learning and literacy practices 

in/through their volunteer work?’ (p59). He succeeds in transforming thesis-material into an 

interesting book by staking out three main parts.  In the first he gives an introduction to 

volunteering as an international concept, then how it is represented in the Philippines, 

blending this with his methodology, and substantial literature review, before finally 

describing and discussing the findings. Throughout he adheres to the Situated Learning 

approach that is described in the Series Foreword of learning taking place ‘in multiple 

locations throughout life’ (Anna Robinson Pant/Alan Rogers, p xi).      

He based his research in a part of the Philippines in an area where he had grown up, making 

him intimately acquainted with the local language and culture.   In 2016 the area has been 

rapidly growing. The neighbouring city, Iloilho, had seen the demolition of a great deal of 

housing to give way to urban development. Millora identified an informal volunteer 

movement Land4All (a pseudonym) from a village, Barangay Paglaum.   Fifty families living 

there were evicted and formed a ‘loose organisation’ so that they could be more 

representative in, say, lobbying for support or representing each other in court.  Later they 
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became more formalised when they decided to apply for a ‘Community Mortgage 

Programme’ and had to register their group as a legally recognised association. (p28).   

The other group that Millora took his social practices lens to was Youth4Health and HIV/Aids 

Advocacy, a Youth-driven NGO with volunteers who played a crucial role in HIV/AIDS 

awareness in the city Iloilho.  It was a more formal group dependent on the government for 

funding and whose volunteers led training sessions as well as carrying out other health visits. 

(pp 32-34). 

Millora’s rigorous ethnographic study reveals not only how the volunteers engaged with 

literacies, how these literacies impacted on what they brought to their tasks, how being a 

volunteer placed them both to their advantage and disadvantage in a ‘power’ framework, but 

also led to their roles as volunteers being fluid.  In terms of their roles being altered according 

to the official demands being put upon them, Millora writes among his lengthy conclusions; 

‘through qualitative enquiry, it explores how these concepts are socially constructed, and how 

their boundaries and contours are expanded and/or restricted by a variety of actors, texts 

and practices that occupy them.’ (p 169) 

Those doing qualitative research will find this study helpful, and researchers doing 

ethnographic research in their own locality will gain tangible insights from reading about 

Millora’s methodology and how he became fully immersed in the ethnographic process, 

sometimes entering the day-to-day running of the two organisations. For students of Situated 

Learning, studying how the immediate environment, institution or political milieu can affect 

individuals or a whole group there is also a great deal to be gained from Millora’s detailed 

descriptions of the actors interacting with documents and other social tasks. I wouldn’t 

hesitate to recommend this volume to anyone doing an in-depth study of 21st century 

volunteer work. 
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News from the sector 

Tara Furlong 

Tara is the Chair of RaPAL and can be contacted on chair@rapal.org.uk 

Where does all the time go? A short round-up: 

News Literacy Report 

The universities of Leeds and Derby have published research on the public’s relationship 

with the news and journalism – great read for critical literacy. More here 

https://www.impressorg.com/events-research-and-resources/research-reports/news-

literacy-report/    

The State of the Nation’s Adult Reading: 2025 Report 

The Reading Agency published a report on research which has found a slight uplift in self-

reported ‘regular readers’ in adults, despite most adults reading daily. The sharpest rise was 

found in 25–34-year-olds, where engagement increased to 55% from 42%. Many ‘non-

readers’ still consume text daily (news, recipes, game narratives, graphic novels). More here 

https://readingagency.org.uk/the-state-of-the-nations-adult-reading-2025-report/   

Beyond the Sentence: Supporting literacy within the criminal justice system 

National Literacy Trust published a report which draws on their range of projects in prisons 

and Young Offender Institutions, which found creative programmes were effective in 

engagement, wellbeing, confidence building and families. More here 

https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/beyond-the-sentence-

supporting-literacy-within-the-criminal-justice-system/  

 

Present, Past and Future: celebrating 40 years  

We enjoyed cake at RaPAL’s Present, Past and Future: celebrating 40 

years at Conference Aston.  

Professor Uta Papen’s presentation is available here:  
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https://www.rapal.org.uk/attachments/download.asp?file=16&type=pdf . 

 

Highlights 

Here are some of the highlights from the afternoon session, and in answer to the 

questions, ‘Who are you?’, ‘Why are you here today?’, and ‘What do we want from this 

community?’ 

Members value RaPAL as ‘practice driven’ and ‘social’. We value a ‘community of 

compassionate experts’, as an ‘international’ ‘point of reference’, and as a ‘friendly thorn in 

the side’. Members are looking for a ‘diverse network’ of ‘influence’. A position statement 

would be appreciated, perhaps revising the ‘About Us’ statements. 

Suggestions 

In no particular order, to take forward: 

• Reference position statement*2 

• Increase influence with policy-makers and research institutes – establish RaPAL as 

the go-to place when consulting expert stakeholders on adult literacy 

• How do we promote RaPAL when we have a diminishing membership? 

• Reach out to (peripheral) literacies practitioners 

• How can we leverage our collective insights and experience to persuade others in the 

sector they’re not alone and things can be different. 

• RaPAL to continue to interact/ communicate with ALN 

• Community in UK and worldwide – find out what’s happening and share 

• A way to share resources 

• Online modular teacher course 

• More social events in person/ online to help grow the community 

• Define role for non-academic journal review 

• ‘Write for RaPAL’ sessions 

• Develop regular activity/ practice beyond the journal 
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As a curiosity, here are the literacy visuals from my first RaPAL conference in Glasgow in 

2006. They are as relevant today as they were then. Enjoy!  

https://www.rapal.org.uk/attachments/download.asp?file=17&type=pdf  
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