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Note from the Journal Coordinator 

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

Welcome to Volume 110, our winter edition.  

Future editions 

Volume 111  (Spring/Summer 2025) Conference edition 

Volume 112  (Autumn/Winter 2025 Theme to be decided 

Volunteers for both of these 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. 

To celebrate the 40th anniversary of the setting up of the RaPAL network in 1984, with the 
publication of the first RAPAL Bulletin (later the RaPAL Journal) the following year, we are 
making plans for an event to coincide with our Editorial meeting and AGM on the weekend 
of 26th and 27th September 2025 at a venue in central England.  Save the date and look out 
for further information shortly.  We would love to see as many of you there as possible to 
help us celebrate.   

Finally, our front cover was chosen by Toni, our editor for this edition, and features the 
robin, which is a symbol in Celtic mythology that our loved ones are at peace. 

Vacancies 

We are still in urgent 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). 

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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Dr Toni Lambe 

This edition opens with a reflection by Tracy McPherson. Tracy attended one of RaPAL’s 
Poetic workshops following which she was awarded a bursary. The bursary allowed Tracy to 
attend a poetry course with Writing Room. Here she reflects on her experiences both 
positive and negative.  

It has been some time since RaPAL received a submission from a learner. We are delighted 
to publish Tracy’s article and would encourage other learners to take her example and write 
for RaPAL.  

Helen Cleary in Family Learning in Tallaght gets back on track describes how, after what she 
calls ‘a series of unfortunate events’, they were able to reboot the family learning offering in 
Tallaght. The article explains how the literacy service worked with a local school to develop 
a family learning programme that resulted in the production of a Multicultural Cook Book. 

In Teaching English to Ukrainian Refugees: Managing ‘Helpers’, Siobhan Cooney builds on a 
previous article in RaPAL Journal 108 in which she explored her experience of teaching 
English to a monolinguistic group of Ukrainians all living in the same hotel and attending 
English classes there. In this current article she reports on the experiences of other tutors in 
a similar situation and provides some suggestions for limiting the tendency of some 
students to jump in and ‘help’ when others are trying to speak. 

In the final article in this section Toni Lambe provides some personal reflections on the 
recently introduced Adult Educator contracts for those working in Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy, and ESOL in Ireland. She draws attention to the way ongoing structural issues in 
adult education continue to impede attempts at addressing precarity of employment issues 
within the sector. 

The next section of this edition of the Journal is devoted to tributes to two of our 
colleagues, Wendy Moss and David Barton, whose deaths occurred recently.  Both David 
and Wendy were founder members of RaPAL. Here their friends and colleagues pay tribute 
to them as individuals and for their huge contribution to adult literacy. 

The book reviewed in this edition is Literacy in the Lives of Working-Class Adults in 
Australia–Dominant versus Local Voice by Stephen Black. It comes highly recommended for 
everyone working in the adult literacy field. 

The penultimate piece in this Journal is an invitation by Uta Papen, of the Literacy Research 
Centre in Lancaster University, to take part in a hugely important research study about 
practitioners’ views and experiences of policy and provision and practice in adult literacy, 
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language and numeracy in the UK.  This is a wonderful opportunity for practitioners to ‘feed 
into a study of adult literacy, language (ESOL)and numeracy policy and practice’.  

 We conclude with News from the Sector by our Chair, Tara Furlong. 
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Poetic Reflection 

Tracy McPherson 
Tracy attends Glasgow Women’s Library and has a particular interest in creative writing. 

Introduction 

After attending a creative writing workshop at Glasgow Women’s Library (GWL) I started to 
attend as a learner to get help with my English. This has helped me to improve my writing 
skills and my everyday use of English. I also have had opportunities to participate in other 
projects which has increased my confidence and my ability to try new things. 

After attending a poetry workshop in the library. I was inspired to write and learn more 
about poetry. At my next learner’s session, Donna, my tutor, told me about a poetry 
workshop being run by RaPAL. I attended the workshop which was with the poet Paul Lyalls 
from Writing Room and following that I was invited to apply for a bursary to do a poetry 
course with Writing Room. I received a memento mug from RaPAL, and I was lucky enough 
to be awarded the bursary, which enabled me to take the course. 

As I was new to poetry, I thought this was a wonderful opportunity to learn. I was registered 
onto the course, and I received a welcome email from Paul.  Paul’s email was informal and 
the details he provided about the first session made me feel relaxed and I looked forward to 
the first class. 

Poetry course 

The classes were on a Zoom from 6:30pm till 9pm on a Monday evening. We started with a 
cuppa, some people taking the chance to show off their new Writing Room mugs. The class 
had around 10 people, this included people from America, Spain and the UK.  After 
introducing ourselves it became apparent that most of the participants knew each other. 
They had continued to attend Paul’s classes after doing the course previously. That made it 
feel like I was joining a weekly meet-up writing group. There were only two of us that were 
new to the group. This made me feel a little nervous as everyone knew each other, and they 
all seemed to have a lot of experience due to participating in Paul’s classes. Some also 
performed for Paul’s private poetry events. However, I was made to very feel welcome and 
Paul’s relaxed and laid-back approach put me at ease. 

We started off doing the same exercise which we did on the Poetic workshop. The first 
exercise was finding a way into a poem. We would have a prompt and were then told to 
write a poem in an allocated time frame. I found this difficult as I was new to writing poetry 
so writing a poem or part of a poem in 15 to 20 minutes for me was daunting. After the time 
was up, we were asked to share our writing work with the group. I found this exercise useful 
as it helped me to think about different ways to start a poem. What I did find was by 
listening to everyone’s poems most of them were experienced and most had written fully 
formed poems, whereas I was new to poetry and felt a little uncomfortable and less 
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confident.  We were given another writing exercise and again asked to share our work. 

After the first class I had a mixture of feelings and felt out of my depth and unsure if I should 
continue the class.  Writing Room offered this course to me as learning with them. I thought 
it would be learning more about poetry, poetry styles, and then taught how to write poetry 
as it was advertised for beginners.  This course was more like a weekly writing group. I 
decided to continue with the course to see if I could learn and improve my poetry writing. 
Each week we had a different theme on which to write our poetry. I still felt a bit nervous 
attending the class. I enjoyed writing, and I enjoyed listening to other people reading out 
their work, but I felt uncomfortable that I had written so little so reading out my own work 
was not as enjoyable. From attending the Glasgow Women’s Library I had built my 
confidence and attended a wide range of classes where we are all at different skill levels. If I 
hadn’t had this experience, I don’t think I would have had the confidence to continue the 
Writing Room course. 

On completing the first block of five sessions, we were offered an end-of-learning 
showpiece where we had the opportunity to perform our poetry. I never took the 
opportunity to go to the showcase as I didn’t feel I had any piece of work complete enough, 
and we did not receive feedback on any of the pieces we read out, so I was unsure whether 
any of them were good enough. We received a certificate of completion of the block.   

I was then offered the next block of the course again on a bursary place, which I was very 
grateful for. I continued to see if it was different from the first block. We did write poems 
starting with letters of the alphabet, specific line count, pyramid poem, writing from 
pictures, writing from objects that were important to us, and I enjoyed the variety of 
exercises. We would receive an email explaining the next session theme and instructions if 
we needed to do any preparation work beforehand and that was helpful.  

I was starting to feel a bit more relaxed as I was writing more poetry and developing my 
own writing style and enjoying the process of writing away from the class. This helped in 
class as I was more comfortable with everyone and surer about my writing ability.  The class 
was not judgemental, everyone had different styles and experiences, therefore listening to 
everyone’s work inspired me as I saw things from a different perspective.  The exercises 
were fun and informal. I learnt that it didn’t matter what was written in the class, it was the 
fact that I was writing.  

I continued on the bursary place for the third block. Everyone on the course continued the 
block with one new person starting. The classes were the same set up: we met for a cuppa 
and a catch up 15 minutes before the class would start. We would do writing prompts and 
write a poem and share our work. I now started to treat the class like a weekly meet-up 
group and enjoyed the exercises. I was lucky to be getting the course for free, as I was 
getting writing practice and exercises. However, if I had to pay £148 for each block, I would 
not be able to attend. There are other weekly writing groups that you can join for free or 
little cost, and I would look into that.  

I was offered the next block at a half bursary price of £70. I was happy to pay this as I hadn’t 
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paid any contributions toward the previous blocks. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to take part in 
this block as my mum was taken seriously ill and was hospitalised. I contacted Paul to 
explain my situation. He was very understanding and told me he would speak to the 
administrator, and I would be able to transfer on to the next block.  After the break Paul 
contacted me inviting me onto the block. Then I received an email asking for further 
payment for the half bursary place, but it should have been a transfer of the money I had 
paid for the previous block, so I wasn’t able to take up the offer as it would have meant 
paying an additional £74 due to a price increase. However, I was then offered a place on a 
later course in exchange, as agreed. 

Conclusion 

I was really grateful for the bursary, and I really enjoyed the experience and the sessions. At 
the start, because of the way the details were provided, I was expecting more of a ‘learning’ 
experience, such as being taught about different types of poetry. However, once I got used 
to the fact that it was more informal and I felt more comfortable reading out my work, I 
found it a positive experience. If I were to attend such groups or classes in future, I would 
like to get more feedback on my writing as I would find that helpful. I want to thank RaPAL 
for the opportunity. 

 

 
  

10



 

Family Learning in Tallaght gets back on track 

Helen Cleary 
Helen Cleary is the Adult Literacy Organiser with the Adult Education Service in Tallaght Dublin 
Ireland. She looks after adult literacy and numeracy provision in the Tallaght and surrounding areas, 
and has a particular interest in family learning and diversity. 

Introduction 

Family learning and literacy programmes are an important part of the tool kit for many adult 
literacy providers. These programmes are a way of encouraging parents to engage with 
learning in a non-threatening and adult-centred environment. Family learning and literacy is 
also highly valued as a way of increasing parents’ capacity to support their children’s 
experience of schooling (SOLAS, 2020: 13), thus, helping break the cycle of intergenerational 
educational disadvantage (ibid: 40). 

This article illustrates how one adult literacy service invigorated their family learning and 
literacy offering following what can only be considered ‘a series of unfortunate events’. I 
hope this article will provide some encouragement and inspiration to others who are 
working with or trying to develop programmes in the family learning and literacy space. 

Background 

The adult literacy service in Tallaght has had a long history of involvement with family 
learning and family learning partnerships both nationally and internationally. For example, 
in 2006 – 2008 we were partners in a Grundtvig-funded initiative entitled the European 
Family Learning Training Project alongside practitioners from the United Kingdom, 
Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark. As part of the project, one of our tutors in co-operation 
with one of the local Home School and Community Liaison (HSCL) coordinators developed 
and piloted a 10-hour family learning training module - Family Learning in Context, which 
provided an overview of theory and practice in the field of family learning for practitioners.   

Locally we have worked with the library and local schools to provide family learning 
programmes. In the schools, in cooperation with the HSCL coordinator, we ran Help to Help 
with Homework programmes. These programmes aimed to encourage parents to engage 
and assist with their child’s learning particularly focusing on literacy and numeracy skills.  

Our Stories and More programme, run in partnership with the library, was based on Neil 
Griffith’s Story Sacks and explored ways of enjoying books with children. While parents and 
carers attended Stories and More, delivered by adult literacy practitioners, their preschool 
children were entertained by a staff member from the literacy centre creche and two of the 
librarians.   
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A series of unfortunate events 

Beginning in 2020, our Adult Literacy Service, like everyone else, was prey to the effects of 
the pandemic and the concomitant restrictions. As has been widely reported (e.g. James 
and Thériault, 2020; National Coalition for Literacy: 2024), these restrictions had a huge 
adverse impact on adult literacy provision. Many students lacked the necessary literacy and 
digital literacy skills to engage effectively online. Many more didn't have suitable devices or 
reliable broadband connections. As a result, the literacy service lost contact with a large 
cohort of students. In addition, we had to contend with losing our computer room, our 
library, and several classrooms due to a winter storm which severed the roof of a big section 
of our premises. The combined impact was that by 2021 the number of students engaging 
with our literacy service declined by a massive 50% when compared with the 2018 numbers 
and our classroom space was but a fraction of what it had been. 

A further complication for us was the early retirement of a significant number of 
experienced staff, both management and teaching and the commensurate loss of 
knowledge and expertise. As a result, we were facing 2022 with new management, a less 
experienced staff cohort, smaller premises, and a lot of missing students. Unfortunately, our 
family learning offering suffered while we tried to find our feet, reestablish contact with 
students, and locate space within which to deliver literacy classes.  

Family Learning reinvigorated 

However, by early 2024 having reestablished contact with many of our students and found 
spaces in which to provide classes we were in a much better position and began to think 
about reviving our family learning offering. We were fortunate that just prior to our 
attempts to regroup, a new 10-year Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy strategy had 
been launched. The Adult Literacy for Life (ALL) strategy set out clear steps to expand and 
evolve the adult literacy service, and included funds for promotion, development and 
collaborations. It was time to begin work on getting family learning back on track.  

In keeping with our commitment to partnership and cooperation, we worked collaboratively 
with Esker Educate Together National School to develop and run a family learning 
programme. The school has a wonderfully diverse student population, with children from 
over 30 different nationalities attending.  As a 
result, the group of parents who participated in 
our family learning programme were a diverse 
group with very different backgrounds and needs.  

Given that family learning takes an inclusive and 
learner-centred approach, the group were 
facilitated to find a common interest to help form 
the basis of the programme. After much 
discussion the group decided that food and 
cooking was something they could come together 
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around. They talked about writing recipes, sharing 
cooking and shopping tips and organising food 
tastings. In addition, they suggested putting all 
this work together in a cookery book.  

We decided to make an application to the Adult 
Literacy for Life fund and were successful in 
getting funding that allowed us to work with a 
printer and create a cookbook. This was just 
such an amazing experience for all of us, 

especially the parents. They got the opportunity not only to participate in the family 
learning programme, but also got to learn all about book layout and design and how to 
bring a project like this from an idea to concrete reality – a finished book. In addition, their 
involvement gave them a positive experience of learning as can be seen from the quotes 
below.  

I liked being together with a group of parents. Everyone was so friendly and helpful 
in the family room 

The course had so much variety and was great fun. We were reading, writing, 
shopping, taking photos and having food tastings. We collected over 40 recipes for 
our book!  

When you are a parent, it can be difficult to do a course; there is a lot of juggling. I’m 
glad I took the time as I have learned so much. 

This Summer we celebrated the group's achievements when they launched their book - 
Esker Eats: Multicultural Cookbook at the Esker Summer Fete.  
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Conclusion 

This was a wonderful example of the positive aspects of family learning and family learning 
partnership. The next steps are to continue to develop on our learning in this project and to 
provide an increasing variety of family learning options for parents and carers. Our intention 
is to offer opportunities which will allow parents and carers to explore various ways in 
which they can support their children's learning while also working on their own skills and 
interests. 
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Teaching English to Ukrainian Refugees: Managing ‘Helpers’ 

Siobhan Cooney 
Siobhan is currently a tutor and ESOL co-ordinator in Dublin and Dun Laoghaire Education Training 
Board (DDLETB), Ireland. She has worked for over 25 years in further education, across a range of 
areas including ESOL (English as a Second Language), literacy, IT and rehab care. She now teaches 
Ukrainian refugees in ESOL as well as working as a co-ordinator of ESOL classes in the local Tallaght 
area. Siobhan has master’s degree in creative writing and her focus is a student-centred approach to 
teaching and learning with a particular emphasis on teaching through creativity. Siobhan welcomes 
comments on the ideas expressed here and can be contacted at: siobhanbcooney@ddletbaes.ie 

 

Introduction  

In a previous article A Personal Experience of Teaching English to Ukrainians (Cooney, RaPAL 
Journal Vol 108: 8).  I talked about some of the issues I encountered when teaching a cohort 
of Ukrainian and/or Russian speakers and the many issues around the students using their 
own language (L1) consistently in class. These students are living in a hotel complex on the 
outskirts of Dublin which houses only Ukrainians. They are in an enclave of sorts with little 
or no exposure to English language speakers apart from some of the hotel staff, brief 
interactions with local shopkeepers, or with a teacher for those who have children at school.  

To maximise their exposure to English I put an emphasis on speaking in the lessons. I 
encourage students to speak as much as possible during class as this is their only 
opportunity to immerse themselves in the language. Thus, it is important to manage the use 
of L1 in the class so the students can get the best from their lesson.  

It can be difficult to try to curtail the constant chatter in Ukrainian/Russian in the classroom. 
Additionally, there is the problem of students who regularly ‘help’ each other, in that they 
either translate immediately if I ask as student a question, or correct the other’s English, 
(oftentimes giving the incorrect answer themselves).  It can be particularly frustrating in 
class activities when soliciting an answer from a particular student, a ‘helper’ will 
immediately jump in and answer before the student has a chance to think of the answer. 
The ‘helper’ will often immediately translate the question or word which doesn’t give the 
person about to answer the question time to think in English. This help is very often 
unsolicited and happens among peers in the class as well as couples. I have several students 
who relentlessly answer and translate for their partner despite many interventions. 

Often, if I am trying to give a lesson to the whole class, for example, explain a grammar 
point and the stronger student ‘gets it’, they will begin immediately to translate for the class 
in the background while I am still talking.  It can be very irritating for tutors to have to try to 
explain something to the class with a student continually talking over you and taking the 
attention of the students away. While their intentions are good it is hard not to get 
frustrated and annoyed with these helpers at times. Not only have I lost the attention of the 
class, but I have no idea whether the explanation by the ‘alternate teacher’ is correct. 
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I have experience of teaching English L1 classes to Spanish speaking groups and had never 
found this to be such a big issue. Chatting to some of the other teachers it appeared that 
the constant ‘helping’ was an issue in their classroom also. While it is somewhat normal for 
an L1 cohort to use their native language in class, most found it much more constant and 
harder to manage with these particular groups. For the most part reverting to a common 
language cannot happen in classrooms with mixed nationalities and languages. Those who 
study in classes with a variety of different nationalities are at an advantage as they use 
English and struggle to find the English to communicate with the other students. In City 
West often the room breaks into a pile of chatter in L1, then of course we need to get them 
to refocus their attention on speaking English.  

Having unsuccessfully done some quick research online, to find an explanation or some 
suggestions, I decided this phenomenon warranted further investigation. I thought it would 
be interesting to do a little local research of my own with other tutors teaching in the 
Centre. To do this, I emailed a questionnaire to five other tutors who were working in the 
hotel.  We then had a chat about some of the responses.  

Considerations: 

The first question we discussed was whether the others were having the same experience 
with students ‘helping’ and translating for other students. We discussed if and why it was 
happening and if was exclusive to this particular cohort. All of us were conscious of the 
daunting experience these students have been through, fleeing from war and arriving in a 
new English-speaking country. Not only that but then unexpectedly finding themselves back 
in an education setting, some having left school over 40 years ago. So, when they first came 
to class, some were a little wary, but most were very enthusiastic about learning English. 

I was not surprised to hear that all the other tutors were having the same problems with 
students constantly interpreting or answering for each other in class. All confirmed that it 
was a regular occurrence in their classrooms and was indeed a cause of frustration for them.  

Most of the tutors agreed that it was a combination of students trying to be helpful, that 
feeling of comradeship and maybe a little showing off all contributed.  

Because they are living outside their country, they may feel more responsible for each 
other. Living and studying in such proximity they may have built up a trust with their peers 
and feel comfortable enough to help each other.   

Only two other tutors apart from myself had experience of teaching in a single language 
class, as it is more common for ESOL classrooms in Ireland to have a mixture of students 
from a variety of countries in a mixed classroom. Although there may be a few students who 
speak the same language, often there is enough of a variation in languages to ensure that 
English is the main language spoken during lessons.  
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Impedes learning? 

Does all this translating and helping impede learning? Personally, I feel that in some cases 
the answer is yes, especially as it then could become a habit. Targeted students need time 
to think and to produce an answer. Part of learning is the struggle to pull the answers from 
one’s head to help assimilate language. Being constantly talked over may also erode 
confidence over time. It takes away the opportunity for the tutor to praise those that lack in 
confidence which in turn may lead to that student feeling they not making progress. When a 
‘helper’ jumps in to answer, the student feels pressured and loses their train of thought. 
While they can now respond with the correct response or word right (after being told) they 
can be so distracted and flustered, they will have forgotten the rest of the sentence. Over 
time, not being able to produce an answer independently erodes their confidence as the 
tutor doesn’t have the opportunity to praise them and they may not feel they are making 
progress. 

What can we do to address the situation? 

As we are dealing with a cohort of adults, we cannot dictate how they behave but we can 
make them aware that although their intention is to help their friend, it can be detrimental 
to that friend’s learning. The student needs to think about the question, possibly translate in 
their heads and have time to absorb new information. I have had many such discussions 
with my students about the importance of giving people a chance to think and speak, and 
while they all acknowledge that it is unfair not to give someone time to think, they must be 
constantly reminded as in the next class tend to do it again. The occurrence has lessened 
over time, but it still happens, especially when new students join a group. However, most 
are slowly becoming aware and often catch themselves and will stop themselves and others 
shouting out a translation or answering the other students’ question. 

Tactics for reducing the ‘helping’ habit 

One tutor is contemplating introducing a red-card system, like in a football match. This will 
remind the student that he is asking another student and that it is important they each be 
allowed answer for themselves and in their own time. Some tutors felt it was key to be very 
clear about which specific student they want to answer the question.  Another tutor 
described how, if the helper student answered, he would make a joke, jumping up and 
down on the spot and pointing at the person being talked over. The students think it is 
funny, and it gives the target student the space to respond. 

Another tutor sits down with the students at the beginning of the term and has them fill out 
and sign a learner record form. At that time, he points out the importance of allowing other 
students time to speak in the classroom. He politely requests they answer only their own 
questions not translate for others.  Then, should this occur during class, he reminds them 
about the form.  

Being consistent with reminders and getting the class back on to produce the target 
language is slowly working and is creating a new culture in existing groups. Often, students 
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will now ask each other to stop translating and correcting. They understand that we are 
focussing on weaker students to get the best from him/ her and are more comfortable with 
the few seconds silence while that student thinks of an answer. We all agreed that while it is 
important to police the practice to a certain extent, we also have to be mindful of keeping 
the environment pleasant and conducive to learning and we try to use humour as much as 
possible in the class. 

Positives/ negatives 

The positive side of having students translate, is that it can be helpful to have the stronger 
students interpret for the weaker ones.  Especially when a weak student is struggling to 
understand an activity or lesson and asks for help. In one class where students are visually 
impaired for example, it is particularly helpful for the tutor who has no visual means at all to 
communicate to have one of the stronger students translate.  Also, helping can make strong 
students feel useful and the weaker students are really pleased when they get the answers 
right. It is the unsolicited shouting out of answers that is really the problem.  

Conclusion 

It is difficult to know whether it is because these students are all living in the hotel, in other 
words their ‘home’. Could it be that they are very comfortable in their own domain? 
Perhaps having people study where they are living is not good idea, and it might be different 
if they went to a more formal setting outside of the complex. Would studying in a mixed 
language environment be more beneficial for them? I put this question to some of my 
stronger students who have studied in mixed language classes in the past and most agreed 
that although it was more challenging for them at the time, they had had to ‘reach deeper’ 
to find the English as they were forced to only use English as a medium in the classroom. In 
the long run. they learned English more quickly. Of course, ideally you would remove all L1 
influence within a class and have completely mixed classrooms with a very wide range of 
nationalities, however this is not always possible which makes learning to minimise use of 
L1 classroom especially important. 
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Adult Educator Contracts: A case of be careful what you wish for? 

Dr Toni Lambe 
Toni is an adult education professional with a background in adult literacy. She currently works as an 
ESOL programme co-ordinator. Her research interests are around literacy and social justice. 

IntroducXon 

Over my 25 plus years of involvement in adult literacy educaron, both as a pracrroner and 
a researcher, one of the most constant refrains has been ‘tutor contracts’ or rather the lack 
thereof. Rarely could a group of pracrroners get together without the issue of precarity of 
employment being raised. While is far too early to make any definirve judgement on the 
recently introduced Adult Educator contracts for those working in Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy, and ESOL in Ireland, some personal reflecrons are perrnent.  

Background 

Adult literacy provision in Ireland, as in many other countries, began as a voluntary 
endeavour. Despite several government commissioned reports (e.g. Department of 
Educaron, 1973; Kenny, 1983) calling for a structure for adult literacy, the only full-rme post 
unrl 2001 was that of Adult Educaron Officer (AEO). Publicaron of the shocking results of 
the Internaronal Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and the subsequent White Paper, Learning for 
Life: White Paper on Adult EducaPon (2000), prompted the appointment of full-rme Adult 
Literacy Organisers (ALOs). The opportunity to address the role of adult literacy tutors, 
however, was not taken up at this rme. 

The Protecron of Employees (Fixed Term Work) Act 2003 gave tutors, once they had 
completed four years on a fixed term contract, the benefit of Contracts of indefinite 
Duraron (CIDs) which guaranteed them a minimum number of hours spread over the 
working year. CIDs are open-ended, and tutors are paid an hourly rate for the hours they 
teach. However, there continued to be no nationally agreed standard pay arrangements or 
terms of employment for tutors, who are typically employed on a part-time basis, and paid 
on various rates across the sector. 

 A particular bone of contention for tutors was their differential treatment during the 
breaks. As with other education facilities, adult literacy centres close during Easter, 
Christmas, summer and mid-terms. In contrast to other professional educators, who are 
paid during these breaks, adult literacy tutors join the ranks of the unemployed and are 
treated the same as any other unemployed person. 

At the time of the publication of Adult Literacy for Life – a 10-year Adult Literacy, Numeracy 
and Digital Literacy Strategy in late 2021, which provided detailed expansion plans for the 
sector, adult literacy remained the only area in the Further Education and Training (FET) 
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sector operating on the basis of a part-time staff in teaching and learning (Lambe, E. 2023: 
120).  

A May 2020 recommendation by the Labour Court, that the Department of Education make 
an offer to tutors based on what they could afford had been referred to the Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform who seemed in no rush to deal with the matter.  

Some tutors took to the streets, protesting outside the Dáil (parliament) and the 
Department of Further Education in November 2023 and again in February 2024 arguing for 
‘parity of esteem and conditions with teachers’ (AONTAS, 2024). The issue was raised in the 
Dáil on several occasions, including by Deputy Marian Harkin on 18th January 2024, when 
the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Simon 
Harris, advised that a proposal had been finalised between the ETBs and the unions and 
expressed the hope that the matter would be brought to a swift conclusion (Oireachtas, 
2024). 

Outcome 

Minister Harris was true to his word and an Information Note: ESR ETB 0001/2024 was 
issued to the Chief Executives of Education and Training Boards on 22nd April 2024 titled, 
Regularisation of Tutors employed by ETBs in Adult, Community and Further Education 
settings (Department of Education, 2024). The note announced that the post of Adult 
Educator had been formally established with a standardised pay scale which would be 
aligned with the Youthreach Resource Person Scale; not that of teachers. 

There are several points to be noted before drawing attention to some of the positives and 
negatives of the new contracts. Firstly, existing tutors with CIDs were given the option to 
assimilate or to continue with current arrangement, allowing them to decide which was 
more suited to their personal circumstances. Secondly, those on fixed term contracts were 
automatically rolled onto the Adult Educator contract at point eight on the 13-point 
proposed scale. The hourly rate at point eight being roughly equivalent to the prevailing 
rate for these tutors of €45.41. Finally, new entrants would be placed at point one on the 
scale at an equivalent hourly rate of €33.70.  

For CID holders the Adult Educator contract could be nothing other than disappointing.  One 
of the main points of dissatisfaction being that tutors on full time Adult Educator contracts 
must work considerably longer per academic year than other teachers. Full time Adult 
Educators are to work 45 weeks per year (Department of Education, 2024: 2, see also 
WWETB, 2024) as compared to 34 weeks per year for Teachers (TUI, 2024). Secondly, for 
each contact hour timetabled and paid for there is an expected undertaking of associated 
work of 45 minutes which is not paid for (Department of Education, 2024) and which 
effectively reduces the hourly rate to €19.57 (less than €5 more that the living wage of 
€14.75). Thirdly, the vast majority of the estimated 3,300 tutors employed at Education and 
Training Boards across the state will continue to join the ranks of the unemployed during 
the long summer break. Finally, contracts continue to be issued on a Fixed Term basis where 
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Adult Educators, like tutors before them, will continue to have to wait until they have 
completed four years of Fixed Term contracts before the receive a CID.  

There are some positives to the new Adult Educator contracts, which include an incremental 
salary scale with 13 points, two long service increments, paid annual leave, and paid public 
holidays. In addition, standard pay arrangements and terms of employment for tutors are to 
be welcomed. However, structural issues, including a lack of full-time administration staff in 
the adult education sector mean that classes cannot be provided during the summer period. 
Without support staff during this time tutors cannot work. As a result, full-time contracts 
remain a rarity, with most Adult Educator contracts terminating in mid-June. Thus, most 
continue to be obliged to depend on welfare payments for the 12 weeks of summer.  

Summary 

The new Adult Educator contracts for those working in Adult Literacy and Numeracy, and 
ESOL in Ireland, have addressed some, but not all, of the issues around precarity of 
employment that tutors have been raising for many years. However, the situation as it 
stands now is there are four distinct groups with somewhat different terms and conditions:  
CID holders who choose not to assimilate; those who did assimilate and anybody with less 
than four years’ service; new entrants from September 2024; and the occasional few who 
have full time Adult Educator contracts. Once again unaddressed structural issues, first 
raised by Murphy in 1973 (Department of Education, 1973) have served to frustrate 
progress within the adult education sector. It seems unlikely that ‘tutor contracts’ are going 
to fall off the agenda anytime soon. 
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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, Liferme President of the Literacy Research Centre, Lancaster 
University, died on 18th October 2024. This piece brings together the voices of many friends 
and colleagues reflecrng on his extraordinary life and contriburons. 

Isle of Wright, Brighton and Essex 

David grew up and went to school on the Isle of Wight. He was drawn to the sciences 
selecrng physics and double maths for his A-levels, but also chose what would be best for 
his rmetable, leaving rme 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 sexle on an MA in Theorercal 
Linguisrcs 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 Linguisrcs at University College London in 1976, with a focus on 
Child Language Development. His thesis was enrtled The role of percepPon in the acquisiPon 
of phonology. In 1975, he presented a paper based on his doctoral research at an 
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Internaronal Child Language Symposium in London. Charles Ferguson (Department of 
Linguisrcs, Stanford University, USA) heard this presentaron 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 unrl 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 pracrce. Both UCL and Stanford were major world centres of linguisrc 
research, and David was at the beginning of a very promising career in a core topic, the 
acquisiron 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 contriburon to research at Stanford was a joint project on metalinguisrc awareness 
and on the effects of literacy on adults’ definirons of the concept of ‘word’, later published 
in the Journal of PragmaPcs in 1983. This was the beginning of a frui}ul and highly 
influenral research, wrirng 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 parrcipated in the Nicaraguan literacy campaign, and they collected 
literacy campaign artefacts.  

Return to the UK and the move to Lancaster University 

Developing research and prac?ce 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 psycholinguisrcs, phonercs and research methods 
in the (then) Department of Linguisrcs and Modern English Language, and Mary joined the 
Department of Educaronal 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 meerng where each 
person introduced themselves and said something about their background or their work. For 
many postgraduate students in parrcular, this was the first rme they had experienced 
‘having a voice’ in an academic community. As the rourne conrnued week a~er 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 
supporrve group.  

In 1984, David and Mary ran the first ever conference bringing together researchers and 
pracrroners 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 Pracrce in Adult Literacies), a network of researchers and pracrroners in the 
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UK and which is just coming up to its 40th anniversary. David and Mary were leading figures 
in pu�ng on annual RaPAL conferences and in establishing The RAPAL BullePn (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 internaronally well-known. His research approached reading, 
wrirng and the uses of texts as social pracrces, rather than ‘skills’. In 1994, David published 
a single-authored volume outlining this theorercal approach: Literacy: An introducPon to 
the ecology of wriUen language (Blackwell). The second ediron of this landmark volume 
appeared in 2007. What he said then srll 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 rme remember him as an energerc 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 pracrces 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 illustraron of the social, 
situated nature of literacy. Students o~en went on to turn these mini research projects into 
dissertarons, showing the complex and extensive texts and literacy pracrces associated with 
even such an apparently non-textual acrvity 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. Parrcipants at the conference were drawn from the growing 
literacy research community at Lancaster University, and a wide variety of invited adult 
literacy students, pracrroners 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 internaronal literacy led to a number of acrvires over the years especially 
with the then UNESCO Insrtute for Educaron (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 wrirng that valued the perspecrves of parrcipants. From February 1988 to 
March 1989, they received support from the Lancaster University Research Fund for a pilot 
project enrtled Literacy in the community. Then, in April 1989, they received substanral 
research funding from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) to develop this 
project. This research, invesrgarng the literacy pracrces 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 wriPng in one 
community, published by Routledge in 1998. This landmark work in literacy studies conveys 
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an acute sense of place, serving not only as a vivid exemplificaron of the theory of literacy 
as social pracrce, 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 fascinaron with people’s everyday lives, and a parence for slowly 
developing an argument rigorously grounded in data through powerful illustraron. 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 
inspiraron for our own wrirng. It was reissued as a Routledge Linguisrcs Classic in 2012. 

The Centre for Language in Social Life and research on mul?lingualism and literacy 

From 1986-2000 David was Director of the Centre for Language in Social Life based in the 
(then) Department of Linguisrcs and Modern English Language. The centre promoted social 
approaches to language and literacy, including the New Literacy Studies, crircal discourse 
analysis and crircal approaches to mulrlingualism. Members of the Centre included Norman 
Fairclough, Roz Ivanič, Romy Clark, Marilyn Marrn-Jones, Greg Myers and Mark Sebba.  A 
Working Paper series was established in 1994.The centre hosted Sociolinguisrcs Symposium 
10, with the theme of Discourse: PracPces and IdenPPes. Shirley Brice Heath gave a keynote 
address on her research on literacy in the USA.  

Between 1989 and 1995, David collaborated with Marilyn Marrn-Jones on two research 
projects on mulrlingualism, literacy and educaron. The project Bilingual resources in 
primary classroom interacPon, 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 recepron classes, exploring how their bilingual resources were 
drawn on in class acrvires. The MulPlingual literacy pracPces: home, community and school 
project, located in Leicester, with Marilyn, Mukul, and researcher Arvind Bhax, explored the 
language and literacy pracrces of members of 12 Gujarar-speaking households with 
different migraron histories and religious backgrounds (Hindu, Muslim and Chrisran). 
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Building connec?ons locally and interna?onally 

Throughout this rme and beyond, David and Mary organised many informal social events for 
members of the Lancaster Literacy Research Group, both staff and students, o~en at their 
home in Freehold in Lancaster. Food was enjoyed; chats started up in corners; no-one was 
le~ 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 parrcularly important connecron. Between 1992 and 1998, research links, 
funded by the Brirsh Council, were established between the Centre for Language in Social 
Life at Lancaster and two university departments in Brazilian universires: at UNICAMP (State 
University of Campinas) and the University of Brasilia (UnB). This was a rme when there 
were similar theorercal shi~s in Brazil towards a social pracrce view of literacy. David visited 
both universires 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 rme, new direcrons in the study of literacy 
were being explored by both staff and doctoral researchers in the Literacy Research Group, 
including Kathryn Jones’ work on mulrlingual literacies on Welsh farms, Anita Wilson’s 
research on the ‘in-between’ literacies of prisoners and staff in prisons, Kathy Pix’s work on 
the discourses and pracrces of family literacy classes, Clara Kearng’s study of the roots and 
routes of the literacies of Portuguese women living in London, and Karin Tusrng’s research 
on literacy pracrces and idenrty in a Catholic parish community. The Situated Literacies 
conference and subsequent collecron of the same name (Routledge 2000), edited by David, 
Mary and Roz, brought together much of this work. 

This book is a good illustraron of David’s commitment to supporrng PhD students. As a 
postgraduate supervisor, David was always helpful and encouraging, while at the same rme 
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 applicarons; while probably adding to his 
workload, this provided a huge confidence boost and an important step in supporrng 
people’s publicarons and their academic careers. At rmes 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 axenron was 
drawn to David’s colourful socks, unusual for an academic of his standing. Musing on his 
sense of style, the undoubtedly deliberate mismatch between smart suit and rainbow 
striped socks, provided enough distracron to make her forget her nervousness and deliver 
her talk with more confidence than expected.  
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David’s research interests conrnued to develop into new areas, extending the scope of 
literacy studies further. In the late 1990s, he became interested in lexer wrirng. This led to a 
frui}ul collaboraron with Nigel Hall and the producron of an edited volume, enrtled: LeUer 
wriPng as a social pracPce (John Benjamins, 2000). In 2000 David proposed organising a 
small workshop with the theme Orthography as social pracPce, 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 possibilires and limitarons of the concept of 
communires of pracrce led to the edited collecron Beyond communiPes of pracPce (CUP, 
2005), showing how a literacy lens could extend the theorercal focus of social pracrce 
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 possibilires for the publicaron of 
significant new work in literacy studies. These series are conrnuing as unique and successful 
book series based in Lancaster’s Literacy Research Centre to this day. 

Engaging with policy and pracXce  

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 mulr-site Naronal Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy (NRDC) was established, and David became a member of its naronal 
Management Team. This made it possible to establish an externally funded Literacy Research 
Centre at Lancaster University, with David as its Director. The crearon of a Centre facilitated 
the organisaron of seminars and conferences and the planning of further research. It 
brought major funding and with it the crearon of several new posts. Uta Papen was 
appointed to teach and research literacy in the Linguisrcs and English Language department. 
Yvon Appleby, Rachel Hodge and Karin Tusrng joined as researchers working on the Adult 
Learner’s Lives project, an innovarve ethnographic project that worked with adult learners 
and pracrroners of literacy, numeracy and ESOL in a range of se�ngs 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 Pix. 

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 
pracrces view of literacy into policy and pracrce. This was a bold thing to try to do and 
David went about it with his usual enthusiasm, dedicaron and oprmism. It was also a 
change in life, as David was constantly pu�ng on a suit, ge�ng on a train and going to 
London to a meerng or to present a report. David was willing to devote a significant porron 
of his life, more than five years, to trying to change the way people think, and he engaged 
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with naronal-level policy in ways which at the rme 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 rme 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 rme in 
valuing engagement with policymakers and pracrroners. Their reports and booklets may 
have received less interest from academic audiences, but they were valued by pracrroners 
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 naronal curricula for literacy, numeracy and 
ESOL developed and produced as part of Skills for Life. Social pracrces views of literacy fed 
into these new curricula. These, together with a series of pracrce guides, several of which 
David and colleagues contributed to, were the most tangible and visible illustraron of how 
the Literacy Research Centre, directed by David and Mary, successfully engaged with 
government policy. 

The Literacies for Learning in Further Educa?on 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 EducaPon project, undertaken jointly with the 
University of Srrling 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, apprenrces, tutors and lecturers in subjects across the 
curriculum such as Painrng and Decorarng, Childcare, Catering and Hospitality in further 
educaron colleges; the Lancaster-based researchers were Candice Satchwell and Zoe Fowler. 
The aim was to understand the everyday literacy pracrces 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 pracrces, but also his trade-mark way of undertaking research in 
collaboraron with parrcipants. 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 
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 
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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 pracrces’. Prior to this, work going on in France and other 
French-speaking countries had been lixle known in Lancaster. In 2007, David and Uta were 
invited by the French research group Anthropology of WriPng, 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 consPtuPon of the research field in Great Britain and 
France.  Axending the conference, they learned about research in France that had striking 
similarires 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 meerng Ethnographies of 
literacy: an Anglo-French dialogue which was axended by five members of the Paris-based 
group. Papers given at that meerng provided the iniral dra~s for the book The 
Anthropology of wriPng: Understanding texturally mediated worlds, co-edited by David and 
Uta (Conrnuum, 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 unrl December 2010 David was disrnguished Visirng 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 earng and photographs of signs in Stavanger that he had taken. As with 
everything David did, he was fully commixed, including making a weekly effort to axend a 
Norwegian class. 

The connecron with Stavanger University was maintained by the Literacy Research Centre 
for many years; most recently through an Erasmus+ project on CriPcal Literacies and 
Awareness in EducaPon (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 shi~ed his axenron to the area of digital 
literacies. This transiron was not a mere change in research focus; it represented a logical 
progression and expansion of his social pracrce approach to literacy studies. His primary 
endeavour revolved around understanding vernacular literacy pracrces among adults, both 
online and offline. He supervised PhD dissertarons in this area too, including Carmen Lee’s 
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study of Chinese and English mulrlingual digital literacies and had many connecrons and 
visits with universires in Southeast Asia, parrcularly Hong Kong. 

David’s iniral engagement with digital literacies research stemmed from his enduring 
passion for photography. For him, literacy studies and photography were closely related. He 
o~en captured images of interesrng signs and literacy artefacts found in public spaces. He 
enthusiasrcally shared these visual representarons of literacy by crearng beaurful 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 acrvely posrng his photographs on the 
photo-sharing pla}orm Flickr. His involvement with Flickr deepened his interest in how 
literacy pracrces unfold online, which eventually inspired his scholarly wrirngs on the topic. 
In this work, David explored how Flickr users interacted with vernacular literacies and 
informal learning, examining how adults learned to deploy mulrlingual and mulrmodal 
resources in digital environments. This exploraron resulted in David and Carmen publishing 
the book Language online (Routledge, 2013). 

By employing innovarve methods like technobiographies, which David developed through 
working with undergraduate students, he uncovered valuable insights into how digital 
literacy pracrces are woven into the fabric of everyday life, o~en drawing on research 
parrcipants’ self-reflecrons and insider perspecrves. Drawing on this work he co-authored 
the book Researching language and social media (Routledge, 2014).   

The changing literacy landscapes of universi?es 

One of the last research projects David was involved with before his rerrement, alongside 
Mary, Karin Tusrng, Sharon McCulloch and Ibrar Bhax, was the ESRC-funded project on 
wrirng in universires, leading to the book Academics wriPng: The Dynamics of knowledge 
creaPon (Routledge, 2019). This research used the ethnographically informed methods of 
literacy studies to explore the changing wrirng pracrces of academics. In this work we can 
see many of the themes from the research described above: a refusal to privilege the more 
‘presrgious’ forms of wrirng in academia, the research arrcle. Instead, the study focusses 
on research parrcipants’ everyday workplace experiences and the full range of wrirng 
pracrces academics encountered. It seeks to understand the challenges academics faced 
navigarng 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 celebraron of the 
original Worlds of Literacy book, an academic and personal valedicron 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), 
included a presentaron of a specially created volume by their son Tom, with contriburons 
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, 
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Japan), Margarita Calderón López, (Universidad de Chile), Iva Son Li, (Columbia University), 
Virginie Thériault, (Université du Québec à Montréal) and Winnie S Y Ho (universires in 
Hong Kong).   

-------- 

David officially rerred from Lancaster University in 2019. In his final years he found rme to 
pursue some of his less well-known interests, including a passion for dicronaries (which he 
loved to collect) and a long-standing interest in James Joyce. He conrnued 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 planrng of trees and the conservaron of 
woodlands but a place for many parres 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 posirve 
and oprmisrc outlook, even in difficult rmes. He loved to share his interests with others 
and was a gi~ed and generous collaborator. He was great at bringing people together, 
inirarng conversarons and events, and building communires. He would have been the last 
person to talk about his own legacy, but it is very apparent in the breadth of connecrons 
which remain which he built around the world. He was genuinely interested in people’s lives 
and pracrces, a thread which informed much of his work. All through his many projects, his 
wrirngs, collaborarons and inirarves, in Lancaster, London, Stavanger or elsewhere, we 
know that people experienced David and remember him as the enthusiasrc, though}ul, 
wise, caring and also funny (and at rmes silly) person that he was, enjoying research, 
enjoying wrirng, always reading (and widely) and always happy to talk. 

 

Contributors 

Margarita Calderón, Julia Gillen, Mary Hamilton, Roz Ivanič, Carmen Lee, Marilyn Marrn-
Jones, Tony McEnery, Greg Myers, Uta Papen, Ami Sato, Euline Cutrim Schmid, Mark Sebba, 
Karin Tusrng 

 

Books (co)-wriMen or co-edited by David and men?oned in this tribute 

Barton, D. and Hamilton, M. (1990). Researching literacy in industrialised countries: Trends 
and prospects. UIE. Hamburg 

hxps://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000095161. 

Hamilton, M., Barton, D., & Ivanic, R. (eds) (1994). Worlds of literacy. Mulrlingual Maxers.  
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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 wriPng in one 
community. Routledge. 

Barton. D. and Hall, N. (eds) (2000). LeUer wriPng as a social pracPce. John Benjamins 

Barton, D., Hamilton, M. & Ivanic, R. (eds) (2000.) Situated Literacies: Theorising reading 
and wriPng in context. Routledge. 

Barton. D and TusXng, K. (eds) (2005). Beyond communiPes of pracPce: Language, power 
and social context. Cambridge University Press.  

Barton. D., Ivanic. R., Appleby, Y., Hodge. R, and TusXng, 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 wriPng. Conrnuum 

Barton, D. and Lee, C.  (2013). Language online: InvesPgaPng digital texts and pracPces. 
Routledge. 

Page, R., D. Barton., J. Unger and Zappavigna. M. (2014). Researching language and social 
media. Routledge 

TusXng, K., McCulloch, S., Bhae, I., Hamilton, M. and Barton. D. (2019). Academics wriPng: 
The dynamics of knowledge creaPon. 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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Literacy in the Lives of Working-Class Adults in Australia – 
Dominant versus Local Voices 

By Stephen Black (2024) 
Cost: £90.00 (hardback); £81.00 (e-book) 

Publisher: Bloomsbury, London 

ISBN: 978-1-3503-7810-0 (hardback) 

ISBN: 978-1-3503-7812-4 (e-book) 

Reviewed by Toni Lambe (ESOL Co-ordinator Adult Education Service Southeast Dublin and Dun 
Laoghaire Education and Training Board) 

Literacy in the Lives of Working-Class Adults in Australia is the fourth in the Adult Learning, 
Literacy and Social Change series. This is an excellent book that provides a convincing 
counter narrative to current ideas around literacy and social change. Rooted in a class 
analysis of adult literacy, and not shying away from exposing the politics and power of 
literacy, Black’s book will be of interest to anyone with an interest in adult literacy, including 
practitioners and academics.   

Challenging the predominant discourse of deficit, Black draws on an extensive body of 
published and unpublished ethnographic research, gathered during his 40-year career, to 
foreground the voices and views of adult literacy students. Across eight chapters he 
presents direct accounts of the literacy practices of diverse groups of adults who have been 
judged to have unmet literacy needs, exposing the contradictions between the perception 
of working-class adults’ literacy skills and the reality of their literacy practices.   

Chapter 1 is a delight and provides the context for the rest of the book. Here Black offers a 
summary of current debates in the adult literacy field supported by referencing that is both 
wide and deep. This chapter in conjunction with the concluding chapter, which provides a 
critique of ‘dominant perspectives’, should be compulsory reading for those new to adult 
literacy education.  

The other eight chapters which provide the substance of the book each follow a similar 
format. First, Black presents the dominant perspective followed by the research. Then he 
provides some ‘concluding comments’. This is strength of the book as it makes it easy to 
follow and understand Black’s argument, especially considering the diversity of groups 
represented across the eight chapters e.g. prisoners, mainstream literacy students, and 
diabetes patients. 

Literacy in the Lives of Working-Class Adults in Australia is a timely publication as we await 
the publication in December 2024 of the latest results from the OECD’s Programme for the 
International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). I would encourage all with an 
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interest in adult literacy education to get their hands on a copy of Black’s book and read it in 
advance or in conjunction with the PIAAC results.  

This book is not cheap, but I encourage you to ask your libraries to order a copy. I also 
encourage anyone who is involved in the training/education of adult literacy practitioners to 
include this book on their reading list. 
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Invitation to take part in a research study  
about practitioners’ views on current adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision 
in the UK 

Dear Colleague 

I am a researcher at Lancaster University and part of the Lancaster Literacy Research 
Centre (https://wp.lancs.ac.uk/literacy-research-centre/ ). I’m looking to hear from 
practitioners about their views on and experiences of the current adult literacy, 
language and numeracy (ALLN) policy and provision. Your views would feed into a 
study of adult literacy, language (ESOL) and numeracy policy and practice.  My aim 
is to put together a (short) history and analysis of what has happened to adult 
literacy, language and numeracy education since the mid-2000s (and, in England, the 
end of the Skills for Life programme) and specifically under the current 
qualifications systems (e.g. Functional Skills in England, Essential Skills in Wales). 
As part of my study, I am analysing policy documents and campaign materials as 
well as research studies. But I am particularly interested in the views of practitioners 
(tutors, colleagues working in curriculum design, assessment or management of 
provision).  

Literacy, language and numeracy can be understood in different ways. They can be 
seen simply a set of skills. But they are also social practices: things people do with 
reading, writing and maths. For many researchers and practitioners, it is important 
to understand how students use reading, writing and maths in their everyday lives. 
How would you define ALLN? What, in your view, are the aims of adult literacy, 
language and numeracy education? For example, what is the role of ALLN in 
promoting not only work-related skills and employability but social justice, 
citizenship and personal development? What does the current policy have to offer 
and what is missing? Who is missing out? How much scope do practitioners like you 
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have to adapt the curriculum so that it relates to students’ interests and prior 
experiences, while also preparing them for the exams? 

These are some of the questions that I would like to ask you. If you are interested, I 
would ask you to take part in a short video interview (using Teams). This should not 
take longer than 40-50 minutes and will be arranged at a time that suits you. 
Alternatively, I could send you questions by email which you could respond to in 
writing. 

I am interested to hear from anybody working in the sector, be it as teacher or tutor, 
volunteer, curriculum manager, trainer or other managerial role, whether you are 
based in England, Scotland or another part of the UK. 

I very much hope that taking part in the study might be of interest to you and that 
being interviewed could be an opportunity for reflection and thinking about the 
sector, your views and experiences of it. I would like this work to be of use to RaPAL 
and will look into how best to share my findings with the RaPAL community. 

If you would like to take part in my study, please contact me at 
u.papen@lancaster.ac.uk. If you have any questions about the project and the 
planned interviews or would like to know more about it before deciding whether to 
take part or not, please do not hesitate to get in touch. 

You can find more information about myself and my work here: 
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/linguistics/about/people/uta-papen 

 

Kind regards 

Uta  

 

Uta Papen, Literacy Research Centre, Department of Linguistics and English 
Language, Lancaster University.  
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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 

Joint English, maths and ESOL conference 2024 
 
We held our annual joint conference online in November. The virtual conference 
introductory panel debated how the new government can prioritise adult essential skills. 
The conference included breakout sessions on adult education devolution and its impact on 
ESOL, and on the OECD’s survey of adult skills (PIAAC) and implications for practitioners. You 
can find out more, including playback, here https://learningandwork.org.uk/events-
2/english-maths-and-esol-conference-2024/ 
 
OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) 
 
The OECD recently published its findings from the second round of the Programme for the 
International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). It is an international computer-
based household survey of key information-processing skills (literacy, numeracy and 
problem solving) in adults aged 16-65 years. It is designed as 10-yearly cycles. More, 
including playback and slides of the launch event, can be found here 
https://www.oecd.org/en/about/programmes/piaac.html 
 
In the UK, the 2013 trend towards lower skills in school leavers appears to have been 
corrected and now matches international norms of peaking at 25-34 and declining later in 
life. However, England now demonstrates the highest level of workers being over-qualified 
for the job they are in, which has a very negative impact on wages. England also 
demonstrates the highest rise in educational attainment boosting average literacy while skill 
decline among the low-educated offset it nationally. Migration appears to have made a 
negative overall contribution to literacy proficiency since the last survey in 2013. However, 
the UK closes the gap of skills differences between native-born adults of native-born 
parents, and native-born adults of foreign-born parents. 
 
Many trends are common to the international community, such as the positive impact of 
parental education levels, or of numeracy on self-reported health. In terms of gender 
differences, men in the UK, and compared to international averages, score more highly than 
women in numeracy, moderately higher in adaptive problem-solving, and somewhat higher 
in literacy. Skills proficiency explains a greater share of wage variation for men in the UK. The 
UK demonstrates below OECD average performance in labour force participation by 
numeracy level, appearing near the bottom of the charts. The UK reports below average 
political efficacy by numeracy proficiency level. 
 
The Big Issue 
 
The Big Issue have published a short read on the impact on economic productivity of such a 
large proportion of the population having low literacy levels. More here 

40



                                                                              

 

 

https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/uk-adult-education-literacy-crisis-economy/  
 
RaPAL’s 40th anniversary celebrations 
 
Please reserve Friday 26th – Saturday 27th September 2025 in your diaries. As well as our 
Annual Editorial Meeting and AGM, RaPAL will be hosting celebrations at a venue in central 
England. We’re looking forward to a presentation from Professor Uta Papen, Professor of 
Literacy Studies, Department of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster University, on 
current research around social practices approaches in adult literacies education.  
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