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Note from the Journal Coordinator 

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

Welcome to Volume 111, our Spring/Summer edition. 

We are always pleased to be able to facilitate practitioners and early-stage researchers to avail 

themselves of the opportunity to refine their ideas and disseminate to the field. The RaPAL network 

includes managers, practitioner researchers, researchers, teachers, tutors, students and librarians in 

adult, community, further and higher education in the UK and Ireland. It also has overseas members 

in Canada, USA, New Zealand, Australia, South America, Europe and Africa. 

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 on 26th September 2025 at a venue in the 

Midlands.  See the poster at the end of this edition and log onto our website to register for this 

exciting event.  We would love to see as many of you there as possible to help us celebrate.   

Finally, our front cover was again chosen by Toni, joint editor for this edition, and features a 

beautiful swan, elegantly calm on the surface, but maybe like so many of us paddling furiously 

underneath.  Like our last cover picture, the robin in winter, this has been generously provided from 

a collection by Henry Ainsworth. 

Volunteers 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. 

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 and Yvonne Spare 

As RaPAL approaches its 40th anniversary we are delighted to welcome several new 

contributors to the 111th edition of the RaPAL journal.  

This edition opens with Karen Bunyan’s article on creativity in adult education. Karen is 

building an arts-based community of practice to support practitioners in developing and 

sharing creative practices. In this article Karen reflects on the value of creative approaches to 

literacy learning and shares some of the highlights of her Creative Alphabets Workshop. 

Hug Your Book is a family literacy programme developed by Dr Lána McCarthy. Lána is 

passionate about family learning and in this article she discusses how family learning 

programmes can support parents to develop a culture of learning in the home. She 

describes how Hug Your Book grew out of her early efforts to encourage a love of reading in 

her own children and provides details of how the programme works in practice; of particular 

interest is Lána’s discussion of the dedicated evaluation tool accompanying the Hug Your 

Book programme.  

In our next article Katrina Ninfa Topacio reflects on the work of women farmers in the 

Philippines. Women farmers occupy both the domestic and the farming sphere and their 

literacy and linguistic practices are reflective of this. However, as Katrina highlights, the 

dominant discourse in Philippine society is not reflective of these women farmers’ lives. She 

argues that inequalities persist because they ‘thrive in our language, discourse and the 

various representations of women farmers’ and calls for a critical discourse analysis of texts 

to allow these inequalities to be revealed and challenged.  

The following two articles are linked.  Firstly, Tara Furlong and Tamara Garnault‘s article 

provides us with some insight into the development of trauma-informed practice in Adult 

Learning Wales. Next, Tara interviews Professor Dina Soeiro, Beth John and Tamara Garnault 

about their international project - Learner Literacy Narratives: A Library of Life, Love and 

Loss, where a trauma-informed approach is central to the project. The Tutor and Learner 

Perspectives that follow demonstrate the value of the project from participants’ point of 

view. 

Our final article in this edition is by Uta Papen where she traces the massive changes in adult 

literacy, language and 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 
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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.  

Please also see our poster at the end of this edition where you will find information about 

our 40th Anniversary event and Uta’s contribution. 

The book reviewed in this edition is What is a Bong Tree? by Michael Rosen. The book 

comes highly recommended ‘for its diversity of ideas and challenges to how we think about 

reading and writing’.   

We conclude with News from the Sector by our Chair, Tara Furlong. 
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Encouraging Creativity in Adult Education: Building an Arts-Based 

Community of Practice 

Karen Bunyan 

Karen is a lecturer in the Literacy Development Centre, South East Technological University (SETU), Waterford, Ireland. 

She teaches pedagogy and practical teaching skills to tutors in adult education and adult literacy. She is interested in 

exploring arts-based learning in literacy, encouraging tutors to be creative in their teaching. Karen has recently 

established a Community of Practice where practitioners can share their creative approaches with one another and 

regularly runs workshops in arts-based methods for tutors. 

Karen is happy to be contacted about any of the ideas expressed here or if you would like to find out more about the 

Art-based Learning Community of Practice, you can email Karen.Bunyan@setu.ie. 

 

Introduction 

‘Art is literacy of the heart’ - Eliot Eisner 

In this article, I share how I am building an arts-based community of practice for tutors in 

adult education. I will also show some key moments from our latest workshop, Creative 

Alphabets, where we reimagine letters through art, encouraging students to play with 

letters in new ways. I hope this offers literacy tutors some new techniques and ideas for 

their classrooms. 

Background 

I am a lecturer in the Literacy Development Centre (LDC) in the South East Technological 

University (SETU) in Waterford, Ireland. The LDC delivers educational programmes for 

practitioners in adult and further education from level 6 (equivalent to a Higher Diploma or 

Associate Degree) to Level 8 (equivalent to a University Bachelor’s Degree). Our 

programmes are rooted in the principles and values of adult literacy outlined by the 

National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA, 2012). NALA emphasises good literacy work that 

begins with the needs of individuals and is rooted in social action. Good practice in literacy 

is not just about technical skills but also incorporates personal development and growing 

confidence. The LDC's work is guided by values such as equality, inclusiveness and social 

justice. 

In my work, I facilitate adult educators to reflect on their practice and connect theory to 

what they do in their classrooms. I am specifically interested in creativity and how we can 

use art to engage students. I value the connections I make with my students and the 

connections they make with each other. My interest in arts-based methods is inspired by 

the many tutors I have worked with in my career, and I feel privileged to work in this area. 

Arts-based learning 

Arts-based learning refers to the use of artistic methods for teaching in any subject area 

(Bamford, 2012). The arts not only help with skill development but also support the 
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development of relationships within the classroom (Zander, 2004; Eisner, 2002). Arts-based 

learning allows students to communicate in expressive and non-verbal ways, which can be 

useful to communicate across cultures as well as being a low-pressure activity for students 

who struggle with literacy. While adult education often prioritises workforce-oriented skill 

development, it is equally important to nurture students’ emotional learning (Krathwohl, 

Bloom, & Masia, 1964). This is especially relevant for adult literacy learners, who may have 

previous negative experiences in education. Emotional learning plays a key role in building 

confidence, encouraging adult literacy students to see themselves as capable learners. 

Greene (1995) highlights the transformative power of the arts to facilitate emotional 

connection, creating spaces where learners can express themselves and connect with others 

on a deeper level. By integrating the arts into adult literacy programmes, tutors can 

cultivate a more holistic approach, recognising the emotional development of their learners. 

The Creative Alphabets Workshop 

In February 2025 I ran an art workshop for tutors called creative alphabets. I have been 

practising calligraphy and lettering for the past five years and I wanted to combine this 

passion with my work in adult literacy.  

I have been interested in the intersection of arts-based learning and literacy for many years. 

In June 2024 I set up a community of practice in arts-based learning for tutors. We meet 

online once a month, practise an art technique and share teaching ideas. We also have an 

in-person workshop every year. While I initially established these workshops to give tutors 

ideas for their practice, I noticed that tutors are also looking for time in their busy schedules 

to relax and engage in something for themselves. This was the environment that I wanted to 

nurture in the creative alphabets workshop. Creative alphabets was a way of bringing tutors 

together to connect with one another and play with letters while also gathering some new 

ideas for their teaching. 

 

Image 1: The creative alphabets workshop 

The best way to explain what we did in the workshop is by showing images of the tutors' 

work. 
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We began the workshop by discussing our favourite letter. This got participants thinking 

outside the box by discussing the shapes of letters and their emotional connection to 

particular letters. We then drew or traced these letters onto watercolour paper and painted 

them (see image 2). Once dry we then decorated and embellished the letters with fineliner 

pens and gel markers. Most of the participants made these letters as a gift for a family 

member. 

 

Image 2: Painted and decorated letters 

We also explored freehand lettering by drawing a letter over and over itself (see image 3). 

This technique creates interesting letters with spaces between the overlapping lines, which 

we then decorated and coloured in. This exercise encourages whole-arm movement and co-

ordination, which is something adult literacy students may struggle with. Art activities such 

as freehand letters can help in developing co-ordination, especially fine motor skills and 

hand-eye co-ordination, strengthening hand and finger muscles. 

Students who are not used to writing can find writing tiring as they are not used to using the 

muscles of the hand, wrist and arm. Over-gripping the pen can also be a problem leading to 

what is referred to as ‘the death grip’. Activities such as freehand letters, which focus on 

fluidity rather than precision, help to relax the hand and build confidence. 

The fear of making mistakes can be a significant barrier for adult literacy learners, 

potentially hindering their progress and confidence. Arts-based learning teaching learners 

how to embrace mistakes and see them as an integral part of the learning process. Creating 

freehand letters is a good way to support students to embrace spontaneity and let go of 

fear. There is no right or wrong as every mark on the page contributes to an interesting 

letter. 
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One of the tutors has since introduced these lettering activities to her students with 

encouraging results: 

They responded really positively. It offers a gentle, creative way to build confidence, 

support fine motor skills, and engage with letters in a low-pressure, enjoyable way 

that can complement their literacy learning. 

 

Image 3: Freehand Letters. These letters encourage spontaneous whole arm movement and co-
ordination 

One fascinating discovery from the workshop was how unpredictable the creative process 

can be. A memorable moment occurred when one participant initially felt dissatisfied with 

her painted letter. However, after returning to it once it had dried and adding lines and 

decorations, the letter transformed into something unique and beautiful. She left the 

workshop feeling proud of her creation. This experience was a valuable learning moment for 

me. When we persevere and face our fear of failure, something beautiful and unexpected 

can emerge from our creative work. 

The workshop showed that artistic expression is about the process rather than perfection. 

By embracing spontaneity, participants discovered how unexpected results can lead to 

unique and beautiful outcomes. Adult literacy learning is also an expressive process (NALA, 

2012, p.8). Good literacy practice emphasises process over perfection. Activities like this can 

offer a fun, non-threatening way of helping literacy students to embrace mistakes and grow 

in confidence.  

Conclusion 

Creative lettering offers an engaging approach to literacy by merging creativity with literacy 

learning. Experimenting with letters can help adult learners develop co-ordination and pen 
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mastery, while also removing the fear of making mistakes. Artistic approaches like this can 

serve as a non-intimidating way to build confidence in writing. 
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Hug Your Book - a family literacy programme 

Dr. Lána McCarthy 

Lána is lecturing in South East Technological University (SETU) in the Literacy Development Centre (LDC). She 

has over 25 years’ experience as a literacy tutor and a family literacy coordinator. She has developed many 

Family Literacy Programmes that are delivered across Ireland by Education and Training Boards (ETBs) and 

Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) teachers. Lána can be contacted at lana.mccarthy@setu.ie 

 

What is family literacy? 

Family literacy happens in homes every day when parents1 engage in fun and rich literacy 
activities that support their children’s language and literacy development, for example 
reading a book, telling stories and playing games. Family literacy promotes the relationship 
between the parent and child that optimises the essential home learning environment and 
promotes a culture of learning in the home that matters, for our families, our communities 
and our society.  

Family literacy programmes are often delivered in the school or community setting and are 
focused on supporting parents to enhance their literacy practices in the home. Practitioners 
coach and model language and literacy activities with parents to enhance their knowledge 
and know how to develop literacy practices in the home. Most programmes supply parents 
with the resources they can use to enhance their home learning environment.  

 

Why Family literacy programmes? 

Family literacy programmes emphasise the parent-child relationship and learning 
opportunities through a sociocultural lens. As a child's first and most influential educators, 
parents play a vital role in children’s learning and development (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 
Consequently, home literacy practices are essential for fostering early cognitive and 
language development. Family literacy views literacy and learning as embedded in the 
culture, relationships and practices of children and their parents (González, Moll et al. 2005). 
It values the role of parents as the principal educator of their children and honours the 
relationship between parents and their children that enhances parents’ abilities to support 
their children to learn, grow and develop their potential (Lynch and Prins 2022). 

The ethos and partnership approach of the delivery of family literacy programmes is key to 
engaging with parents and creating a rich home learning environment for children, 
supporting the literacy skills of the entire family, breaking the cycle of intergenerational 
literacy disadvantage (Hannon, 1995). We know from research that promoting positive 
parenting practices enhances the home learning environment (Nix, Bierman, Motamedi, & 
Heinrichs, 2018). The benefits of parental engagement in these programmes across services 
are crucial to supporting children's development potential (Feinstein, 2003; Sénéchal & 
Young, 2008; Swain et al., 2014). Family literacy aligns with Ireland’s Literacy, Numeracy and 

 
1 The word parent is used to describe anyone who is in a caregiving role for children  
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Digital Literacy Strategy with pillar 1, asking for parents and communities to support literacy 
development (Gov.ie 2024). 

 
Benefits of Family Literacy programmes  

Involving parents in interventions to support their child’s development is viewed as a form of 
social investment that yields positive results (Heckman and Masterov 2007, Williams and 
Sánchez 2012, Curry and Holter 2019). Actively engaging parents in their children's 
education is often seen as a tool to raise children’s achievement levels (Harris and Goodall 
2007). The impact of collaboration between families, schools, and communities, improves 
social, academic, and behavioural outcomes for children (Chappel and Ratliffe 2021). Family 
literacy programmes can improve the life prospects of vulnerable children, benefiting both 
parents and children. It helps reduce parental stress, boosts confidence in parenting skills, 
strengthens social support for parents, and enhances children’s language, literacy, and 
behaviour  (Sneddon and Owens 2012, Hackworth, Matthews et al. 2018).  

 

Background to Hug Your Book?   

I developed Hug Your Book with my own children when they were small to encourage a love 
of reading in my home. I saw how much my children enjoyed it and decided to bring the 
concept into the family literacy courses I was delivering for the ETB in an area of socio-
economic disadvantage. I further developed this programme with parents to be a stand-
alone family literacy course that focuses on custom activities that promote reading, writing, 
numeracy, digital literacy, and oral language development. I have delivered training to ETBs 
and Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) teachers in implementing it in the specific way 
it was designed and I recently revised its contents to ensure that it utilises the latest 
research to support children’s language and literacy development and supports effective 
engagement for parents supporting them to gain the skills they need to support a rich home 
learning environment (McCarthy 2025).  

 

What is Hug Your Book?   

Hug Your Book encourages parents to approach family literacy in new ways, making reading 
enjoyable while exploring creative methods to enhance their children's literacy skills through 
engaging and rewarding activities. This programme supports parents in nurturing their 
children's language and literacy development while promoting the relationship between 
parent and child, and parent and school. Hug Your Book introduces books to parents in a fun 
way that includes a reading routine that is a core component of the programme. 
Practitioners model and coach to parents the reading routine that encourages parents to 
develop fun and exciting ways to enjoy literacy activities with their children. Furthermore, all 
parents who attend the course receive free resources, so they have the tools to go home 
and implement what was learned in the programme with their children. 
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Who can deliver Hug Your Book?  

Once trained, Hug Your Book Can be delivered by Adult Literacy Tutors, Speech and 
Language Therapists, Home School Community Liaison teachers, Early Years Practitioners 
and anyone who has a passion for family literacy, reading books and working with parents. 

Areas of instruction in Hug Your book: 
 
Hug Your Book supports parents to develop their children’s language and literacy 
development through fun ways:  

• Reading Fluency – encompasses rate, accuracy, and expression.  

• Reading Comprehension – the ability to derive meaning from text.  

• Vocabulary – explicit instruction in word meanings and word-learning strategies  

• Writing – encouraging children to express themselves through print. 

• Numeracy – developing maths skills essential for everyday life. 

• Digital Literacy – exploring educational apps and online books to enhance learning. 

 
Has Hug Your Book got an evaluation tool? 
 
Hug Your book has its own evaluation tool SPACES (McCarthy 2017) that is a pre- and post- 
questionnaire specifically developed to support parents to review and summarise their 
learning process and stimulate critical thinking and discussion on the programme. This 
evaluation process supports practitioners in the delivery of the programme to think about 
what works and what may need improvement in the course delivery. 

 

Parents’ testimonials 

Parents expressed how much they enjoyed the Hug Your Book programmes and talked about 
feeling more confident, having fun with their children, using different character voices when 
reading and learning new ways to support children’s language and literacy learning.  

I wanted to be more confident, and I wanted my children to like reading and to 
know that it’s good to read. (Parent interview 3, p.3) 

Learning all the different things to do with the kids with their reading and their 
writing and stuff like that I just think it’s amazing. (Parent interview 5, p.11) 

Using different voices, making it like really fun. Before it was I’ll read the story 
and then go to bed, you read to them, and they fall asleep. You bore them to 
death (Parent interview 6, p.5) 

It’s just something different; it’s fun. You make it exciting. You make it relevant 
to whatever age group. You always have something for the smaller children 
something for the older children. Just lots of great tips and advice and fun ways 
of learning. (Parent interview 6, p.10) 

Testimonials taken from Family literacy: Developing a framework for practice (McCarthy 
2017). 
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Summary  

Hug Your Book is a family literacy programme that supports parents to enjoy literacy 
activities with their children. We know from research that  engaging parents in interventions 
that promote children's language and literacy development is crucial to enhance children’s  
long-term life outcomes (Melvin, Meyer et al. 2019). Hug Your Book helps parents to build 
knowledge and skills to foster their children's imagination, language skills and love for 
learning, tailored to each parent's abilities. This enables parents to create learning 
opportunities for their children at home and in the community. Hug your Book really is a win 
-win programme for schools, services, parents and their children.  

Lána invites anybody who is interested to join the Family Literacy Community of Practice for 
a FREE workshop on Hug Your Book in September. To register 
https://forms.office.com/e/fVan26wNsr  
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(De)valuing Women’s Labor: Reflections on the Significance of 

Women Farmers in the Philippines 

Katrina Ninfa Topacio 

Katrina is an Assistant Professor at the Department of English, University of Santo Tomas, Manila, Philippines, 

and a Research Associate at the Research Center on Social Sciences and Education of the same University. She 

recently completed her dissertation on Filipino women farmers’ representation in agricultural discourse at the 

University of the Philippines Diliman, College of Arts and Letters. Her research interests include Language and 

Gender, Feminist Stylistics, and Women & Literacy. She is also an advocate of reading and literacy, co-creator 

of the Bahay Basa Eskuwela (BBE) reading advocacy program, and the Secretary of Transformare: A Network of 

Learning and Literacy Advocates of the Philippines, Katrina can be contacted at kmtopacio@ust.edu.ph 

 

Back in 2018, I was given the opportunity to conduct ethnographic research to study the 

literacy practices of women farmers in a rice-producing community in Nueva Ecija, 

Philippines (Topacio, 2023). It was an enlightening and enriching experience. It provided a 

deeper knowledge of women farmers’ social and economic situations produced through 

cultural ideologies and existing organizational structures in their society. One of the most 

notable findings in that study is the persistence of the patriarchal ideology of land 

ownership even in modern times. In an interview with a woman farmer, she talked about 

how she lost rights over conjugal properties when her husband decided to separate from 

her. There is no divorce law in the Philippines, and the division of properties after the 

separation of husband and wife, without the dissolution of marriage, is determined by 

cultural and local traditions rather than the law. She accepted her situation as the only 

probable option for a woman of her status instead of pursuing legal rights. Such is the effect 

of the limitations of literacy and dominant patriarchal ideologies that still lurk in our society. 

Apart from socio-cultural discrimination and inequalities, women in the Philippines are 

found to be third of the poorest sectors in the country, with 9.99 million as stated in the 

latest Philippine statistics survey, following children (around 10 million) and people residing 

in rural areas (around 14 million) (PSA, 2023). Hence, in this country, the virtue of being a 

woman alone already increases the risk of economic poverty and social vulnerability. In 

agricultural societies, the vulnerability risk of Filipino women farmers is higher since they 

are also part of those ‘residing in rural areas’ who compose the majority of the farming 

communities in the Philippines. Most Filipino farmers are also considered poor, but research 

also shows that women farmers are poorer, have lesser access to resources, labor for longer 

hours, and are more exposed to the dangers of their work environment (ILO, 2022). 

But then again, my research experience in the areas of gender, language, and literacy also 

taught me to see such a situation from different angles, considering what is positive in these 

women’s experiences and what is their potential despite the poverty of their material 

conditions. The analysis of their literacy, for example, also led to an observation of their 

invaluable skills, knowledge and values, especially those that have been significantly 

contributing to the survival of their families and the community as a whole.  The women are 
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poor but possess literacy, knowledge and power that we rarely thought they had. Despite 

their marginalized status, Filipino women farmers contribute significantly to the agricultural 

workforce and production, with some skills especially attributed to their 'special' talents and 

characteristics as women. Through this essay, I hope to share general observations on the 

practice of literacy among women farmers in the Philippines and explain how such practices 

are integrated within wider socio-cultural practices and institutions, including that of 

gender. The essay is a reflection based on my experiences as a researcher and data 

produced through the various projects I engaged in.  

 

Literacy and Linguistic Practices  

Literacy practices are understood as ‘general cultural ways of utilizing written language 

which people draw upon in their lives’ (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p.7). It is a social activity 

that people engage in so they can fulfill their functions and roles in the community. As a 

literacy practice, they also include reading, writing, and arithmetic, but also consider other 

indigenous skills or cultural ways of doing things. Literacy practices in my research involved 

identifying the social or literacy events, the texts, the functions of literacy, as well as the 

relationships among the social actors involved in the event.  

The domains of activity in which literacy events happen vary for women farmers. 

Traditionally, in patriarchal agricultural societies, women occupy the home space, and their 

literacy practices are contained or limited within it. However, it has been observed that in 

some communities in the Philippines, the home is more of a third space where traditional 

and non-traditional roles are both practised. For instance, during home visits, I observed 

that women farmers do not only focus on domestic tasks, but they also play other important 

roles, like being the primary educator of their children and grandchildren, which entails 

managing both the children’s formal schooling (i.e., tutoring, assisting in homework, 

providing material schooling needs) and the non-formal education (i.e., instilling values, 

teaching children household chores and simple farm tasks). The home space can also 

become a site of social activities that have an impact beyond the home. For example, in 

studying the discourse representation of women farmers in Philippine discourse, I found out 

that the home space can be used by women coffee farmers during some stages of coffee 

production (e.g. the sorting stage). In this way, women find opportunities to gain more 

income for the family without sacrificing their household responsibilities. In another 

instance, it was observed how women farmers use the home as a site of protest—they 

engage in solidarity activities that involve cooking and eating together while discussing 

national concerns and issues (e.g. national elections, violence in the countryside) and 

hanging protest tarpaulins about them in their homes. The use of a single space to cater to 

different domains of activity was helpful for women to actively attend to both their 

responsibilities in the home and the public sphere. 

Practices of literacy also differ according to the texts used in the events. Because Filipino 

women farmers are usually economically challenged and their livelihoods are precarious, 
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their priority is to put food on the table with the least possible amount of expense. Material 

sources of knowledge and information are not the priority. Books and learning materials are 

scarce except for books that the public schools provide for their children. The emergence of 

internet resources made it possible for these women to access information related to their 

literacy practices, but then again, material resources like gadgets, Wi-Fi connections, and 

literacies involved in online media access (i.e., navigating the world wide web, 

understanding English as the primary language of the internet, manipulating the gadgets 

themselves) are limited, not to mention the geographical displacement of farming 

communities since they are far from the centers of knowledge and information.  

Socio-political and cultural barriers exist limiting women farmers’ opportunities to improve 

their literacy skills and practices. In my research among women farmers, I found out that 

they lack access to training because agricultural government agencies prioritize inviting men 

instead. In the interviews, the women farmers said that the man who is recognized as the 

head of the household and owner of the farm is the one who is usually invited to special 

training and events and that the women only get the chance to attend if their husbands or 

fathers cannot do so. Also, formal financing institutions do not readily give financial 

assistance to women farmers without the presence of their husbands, thereby limiting 

financial resources that can help them start or grow their businesses.  

Furthermore, it was observed that language and perceptions influenced by gender division 

affect the social value of these women farmers in their communities. For instance, in Nueva 

Ecija, a rice farming society in the Philippines, the women claim the term ‘magsasaka’ 

(generally translated as ‘farmer’ in English) is a term only attributed to the male agricultural 

workers who plant and harvest rice. Women are labeled as ‘magbubukid’ or ‘magtatanim’ 

(roughly translated as ‘planters’) because they primarily focus on vegetable farming 

(Topacio, 2018). In the Tagalog language (on which the Philippine national language is 

based), the term ‘magsasaka’ is gender-neutral and, hence, can refer to both female and 

male farmers. However, in the case of some farming communities in the Philippines, social 

meanings based on gender perceptions can be attached to certain names, revealing the 

gendered politics of naming in society. Together with this political naming game, the 

prestige given to men’s labor versus women’s is also a sign of structural inequalities 

persisting in Philippine agriculture.  

 

Women coffee farmers 

 In one research project, I got the chance to interview Pacita Juan, president of the 

International Coffee Alliance (IWCA) Philippines chapter. This conversation, together with a 

few related studies, revealed to me significant information on the role and contribution of 

women in the Philippine coffee industry and around the globe. The role of women farmers 

in coffee production is indispensable, as they care for the meticulous process of coffee 

farming, especially during the harvesting and sorting stages, making sure that the best 

quality beans are offered in the market. Pacita Juan attributed women’s significance in the 
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chain to their patient and scrupulous nature; coffee beans need delicate hands to be picked 

from their trees, and quality beans can only be determined through a keen sense of smell, 

sight, and even taste. The same phenomenon can be observed in the global scene since 

studies tell us that the majority, about 70%, of labor in the coffee industry is fulfilled by 

women farmers (International Coffee Organization, 2018). 

In the Philippines, farming coffee is hard labor characterized by old-fashioned and 

traditional farming methods. Most stages in the process are done by hand, from the 

harvesting to the sorting and drying stages.  Even the pounding of coffee beans and roasting 

are manually done in some provinces where coffee is produced. Most of these are done by 

the women farmers using traditional and indigenous knowledge and tools, and more 

interesting is how some stages in the process (i.e., roasting and packing) are done in their 

own home space (Chaves, 2012). Their contributions do not end here, as they also include 

what these women can do in the sales department and the economic security they can 

provide for their families. In her work as a coffee advocate, Miss Juan also talked about how 

Filipino women coffee farmers handle money more efficiently than men, bringing around 

70% of the profits from coffee selling back to the table. According to Miss Juan, women 

coffee farmers are also meticulous when it comes to managing the finances as they are the 

ones who decide on budget allocation and the payment of the workers. Women also 

spearhead and lead the cooperatives in their communities. When asked what men do 

instead with most of the profits, she answered in a half-joking, half-serious manner, ‘Where 

else but on alcohol, tobacco!’ However, when the coffee business booms, the men 

voluntarily take over the ‘business matters’ as they are normally in charge of the farm 

logistics and transportation. Eventually, they manage the profits as they grow, and women 

are once again relegated to their traditional roles on the farm and in the household.  

Clearly, there is a persisting division of labor in agricultural spaces in the Philippines; as 

Watanabe (2014) puts it, ‘In the Philippines … the challenges women face in coffee farming 

are abundant and in some ways – a question of tradition’ (para. 4). What women do and are 

allowed to do are determined by traditional perspectives on gender roles and expectations. 

This is not only observed in coffee farming but in other areas of agriculture as well. 

However, one thing is clear from all these conversations, whether coming from an advocacy 

line or published research, and that is – that Filipino women farmers are poor not because 

they lack the essential skills but because of the structural inequalities that they face in 

society. In the Philippines and many agricultural societies around the world, women farmers 

have lesser access to land and other material resources, receive lesser income, and 

experience limited access to education and training opportunities (International Coffee 

Organization, 2018; Mamaril & Lu, 2019; Philippine Statistics Authority, 2018;  Agricultural 

and Rural Economy Directorate, 2017; Lu, 2011; Doss, 2011; Doss, 1999). Recognizing these 

limitations is crucial in improving not only these women’s livelihoods but their quality of life 

as well. As it is, women already possess skills to survive in their communities, but further 

training, especially on how to make their farming business thrive and grow, could further 

ensure their social and economic security since most of them are still living in poverty.  
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Recently, I have also been studying women farmers’ representations in agricultural 

discourse, including their portrayals in media images and informational materials. Similar to 

other social observations, their representations manifest the same issues in gender 

inequality, especially differences in the value of women’s labor, which focuses more on 

traditional, conservative and subsistence farming. With this, I argue that women's labor’s 

devaluation in agriculture is patterned after the relative importance given to a capitalist and 

neoliberal framework of production. In general, the present society does not often see the 

importance of women farmers’ contributions because we are blinded by progress that is 

framed within economic and technological development. Within agriculture discourse, 

alternative paradigms and perspectives are already being formed based on the philosophies 

and patterns found in portrayals coming from advocacy groups and non-governmental 

organizations. In this alternative discourse, women farmers are valued based on their 

contributions to food security, climate change, and environmental protection, including 

their efforts to fight for human rights and non-violent societies.  

 

Conclusion 

What can research on language, gender, and literacy particularly contribute to women's 

empowerment and emancipation from unfair social structures? I believe appropriate and 

gender-sensitive policies play an important role in any social change, but it is also necessary 

to recognize these inequalities first at the discourse and ideological level. Inequalities persist 

because they also thrive in our language, discourse and the various representations of 

women farmers. Their valuing and devaluing start at the ideological level, so a critical 

discourse analysis of texts is crucial in revealing how discourses either perpetuate gender 

biases or challenge them. Aside from a critical analysis of the factors of women farmers’ 

devaluation and discrimination, perhaps it is also essential to look into alternative ways of 

thinking about our perspectives on labor, production and social development. Using an 

alternative framework of production, women farmers' skills, knowledge, and capabilities 

using indigenous and sustainable methods offer not only a framework for farming but also a 

vision and hope for the earth and its future.  
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Trauma Informed Wales 

Public Health Wales (n.d.), an arm of the Welsh 
Government, in 2017 set up ACE Hub Wales. After 
initiating work in schools and community settings, 
attention turned to driving TrACE (Trauma and 
Adverse Childhood Experiences)-informed leadership 
in the further and higher education sectors (Public 
Health Wales, 2023). It aimed to ‘create an 
environment for large scale, whole system 
transformation’ in trauma-informed practice across 
education settings (ACE, 2020).  
 
Being ‘TrACE-aware’ is recognising that traumatic 
experiences are a possibility for anyone we meet in 
our personal and professional lives, and necessitate a 
commitment to adaptive social and working 
practices:  

…organisations and systems that are not trauma-informed may exacerbate the 
impacts of adversity and trauma by being experienced as very traumatising. 
 
Trauma-informed organisations understand that adversity, trauma and distress can 
occur to anyone and at any point across the life course. They aim to create 
psychosocially healthy conditions for both the workforce and people they support to 
minimise exposure to adversity, trauma and distress.                                (ACE, 2022:8)  

 
In practical terms, this includes taking the time to understand what has happened to people, 
rather than blaming or stereotyping. It means a society and workforce that is more 
compassionate to people. A trauma-informed approach recognises that everyone has a role 
in sensitively facilitating opportunities and life chances for people affected by trauma and 
adversity.  
 

ACEs 
Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs) are traumatic experiences 
occurring during childhood that 
cause children to repeatedly 
suffer. The resulting trauma can 
continue to affect people as 
adults, long after it has 
happened. This could show itself 
in repeating the behaviour for 
their families, substance misuse, 
incarceration and even health 
problems such as diabetes.  
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ACE Hub Wales created a TrACE Toolkit, which ‘includes key tools to support an organisation 
baseline and produce an action plan to strengthen areas for development’ (Public Health 
Wales, 2023:4). A TrACE Playlist of multimedia resources, which put learner voice centre 
stage, was also created and made available to the education sector. The report provides 
case studies and learning from piloting a range of approaches in the sector. 
 
Adult Learning Wales: Trauma Informed  

Adult Learning Wales (ALW) has built up a team of TrACE Ambassadors who have received 
training from Public Health Wales in Trauma Informed Practice. The TrACE Ambassadors will 
be offering training to all staff to help them understand what a trauma-informed approach 
to all frontline work looks like. There are two phases of the training currently being rolled 
out. All staff will receive Phase 1 ‘trauma-aware’ of the training and then delivery staff will 
receive Phase 2 ‘trauma-aware’. The final two phases, ‘trauma-enhanced’ and ‘specialist 
interventions’ are relevant to key post holders only (ACE, 2022: 12). 
 
ALW are also looking at transitions for learners and how to make it a more pleasant process, 
how to make classrooms more inviting, and how to create safe spaces on all courses. The 
intention is to create a safer, more inclusive environment for all learners and staff, where 
they feel understood and supported.  
 
More about trauma-informed Wales can be found here: 
https://traumaframeworkcymru.com/  
 
Learner Literacy Narratives: A Library of Life, Love and Loss 

ALW feel that a trauma-informed approach links with a new project launched this year, 
Learner Literacy Narratives Project: A Library of Life, Love and Loss (Furlong, 2025) because 
adult learners, by the very nature of being adult learners and many arriving into Wales from 
other countries, will have experienced some trauma or adverse experiences in their lives. 
The TrACE approach to teaching and learning ensures that the learners are supported at all 
times while they are with ALW. 
 
It was clear from the feedback received from ALW tutors that the TrACE approach informed 
the planning and delivery of the sessions around the project and that it was woven 
sensitively into their classrooms. Examples of effective practice included co-production of 
learning with learners, learner choice regarding participation or non-participation in the 
project itself and creating a safe environment to share and talk in class. ALW envisage that 
this approach will help to support and empower learners and staff to feel comfortable 
telling their stories in a supported environment and will also allow them to begin the 
journey to their own healing process. This can begin with the sharing of the story and move 
on through health and well-being services such as ALW’s free, confidential, in-house 
counselling service for learners. 
 
More about the project can be found here: https://lifeloveloss.digital/  
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COVID-19. She can be contacted on tara.furlong@designingfutures.uk  

 

I was delighted to meet with Professor Dina Soeiro, Polytechnic University of Coimbra, and 

Beth John and Tamara Garnault, Adult Learning Wales, to discuss their international project, 

‘Learner Literacy Narratives: A Library of Life, Love and Loss’ and its 3D virtual gallery of 

adult learner contributions.  This article outlines the background to and construction of the 

project, how it works with learner experience and a whole system trauma-informed 

approach, and its widening participation.  Thereafter follow two short sections illustrating 

the experience from the point of view of tutors and learners. 

 

Background to Learner Literacy Narratives: A Library of Life, Love and Loss 

Professor Soeiro found inspiration for this project in her adult literacy work with the over-

65s. She explained that this year, Portugal celebrates a half century of democracy. During 

the previous dictatorship, particularly in rural areas, many women did not have the 

opportunity to learn to read and write. Professor Soeiro now works to create opportunities 

to support the development of the literacy skills of all these older learners through non-

formal learning, and to educate future educational gerontologists. At a European level, 

Professor Soeiro holds roles which argue for investment in older learners’ right to adult 

education, promote transformative and emancipatory education, and build networks 

between practitioners and researchers. Professor Soeiro is particularly interested in seeing 

the successes of whole system trauma-informed approaches in adult education 

methodologies disseminated more widely. 

Beth John, Regional Manager, met Professor Soeiro in June 2023 at a conference of the 

European Association for the Education of Adults in Zagreb. As they waited for a taxi on the 

steps outside at the end, they discovered that they had both visited a tiny local attraction, 

The Museum of Broken Relationships, and in the subsequent car journey, they hatched a 

plan to create a library of life, love and loss, which launched this year. The proposal was to 

collect artefacts put forward by learners with the accompanying learner stories. John 

explained, ‘the concept, as simple as it was, of that museum could lend itself in so many 

ways to supporting adult literacy learners’. Over the next six months, the burgeoning team 

fleshed out their ideas to, ‘implement something that was very classroom based… (using) 

the show and tell teaching strategy’, initially in literacy and English for Speakers of Other 
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Languages (ESOL) classes. They quickly realised that the project could be extended to a 

wider curriculum.  

 

Adult Literacy Wales: from pilot to national programme 

Tamara Garnault, Curriculum Development Co-

ordinator and Health and Wellbeing Champion, took 

forward the embedded curriculum development with 

tutors in Adult Learning Wales, including in digital 

literacy and in health and wellbeing courses, where 

‘everyone has a story to tell’. She explained that ‘the 

health and wellbeing courses really thrived on it… we 

really, really got to know our learners… The teachers 

were really enthusiastic because they could see the 

potential…’. In the ESOL classrooms, the stories can 

be delivered in English and in learners’ own native 

languages, where ‘the stories flow differently’.  

Participating learners have primarily been at entry level, generally from Entry 2 to level 1. 

However, the project is funded up to level 2, and opportunities have been identified for pre-

entry and milestone stages, for learners with very low literacy skills. This extension to the 

accessibility of the project is now being programmed in to the post-pilot phase. 

Qualifications have been developed with the Agored Cymru awarding body at entry levels 2 

and 3, in written communication and in oral communication. The team are working on 

mapping the qualifications to the adult literacy core curriculum in Wales to ensure tutors 

nationally have a framework to work alongside, and can integrate the objectives into 

individual learner plans (ILPs). They are writing Assessment Booklets to accompany these 

units in 2025. 

From the feedback received, learners overwhelmingly valued participating in the Learner 

Literacy Narratives project. Reflecting on the success of the initiative to date, the team 

emphasise the role of co-production, between project leaders and tutors, and between 

tutors and learners. They also emphasise the role of the project in contributing to 

embedding a culture of trauma-informed practice in Adult Learning Wales (Furlong and 

Garnault, 2025). Garnault explains that ‘the tutors and the learners have both seen it as a 

real kind of learning and engaging experience and a kind of cathartic experience.’ 

 

Trauma informed approaches 

Learners have a wide variety of backgrounds and prior experiences. Some learners have fled 

their homes and war. Tutors expressed concern regarding triggering traumatic memories. 

All staff at Adult Learning Wales have been through level one ‘trauma aware’ training 

How could this improve literacy 
and digital skills? 
 
One of our teachers had the 
learners write the story into a 
Word document and then they 
took a photo of their artefact and 
they put that into the Word 
document and they emailed it to 
me.  
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around the terminology that they use and the way they embed content into the classroom, 

and delivery staff have level two ‘trauma-skilled’ (ACE, 2022:12) training as they are working 

directly with people who have been traumatised. Tutors acted under the umbrella of a 

trauma-informed organisation and worked to do everything in association with the project 

through a trauma lens. 

Tutors created in the classroom a nice atmosphere and a safe space to be able to talk and 

share openly with each other. In some classes, there were lots of cups of tea, sitting around 

and talking about people's stories. Some of the learners might not have had artefacts with 

them because they had to flee and leave things behind. However, they talked about 

experiences, people that had supported them in the past, or things like recipes that have 

been handed down – not necessarily a physical artefact, but a memory. Learners found it 

inspiring to have a story that they knew so well and to be able to learn new skills through 

telling this story, such as digital literacy skills.  

 

Models of delivery 

While priority was given to a safe structure around learners to be able to share confidently 

and to know that they were supported, teachers had different ways of looking at the project 

and different ways of embedding it into their classroom and being inventive. Tutors have 

ownership and the freedom and flexibility to choose what best fits for them with their 

individual groups. Some tutors spend one whole day on the initiative because their course 

runs for one whole day a week, for example in the health and well-being courses, where 

learners could prepare and then share on the same day. On other courses, the project may 

run over two or three full days, for example, or for the last half hour of each class where 

they have that class five days a week.  

The project has been very much led by tutors but also by learners. Adult Learning Wales 

promotes learners having a strong voice in their learning and the direction that that learning 

takes, and values highly the learner feedback on how they want to approach the project. It 

is open and transparent, and if people have not wanted to get involved, they have had the 

option not to. Implementation of the project is very much open to interpretation in the 

classroom depending on the type of class, but also interpretation from the learners 

themselves. 

One of the learners relished the idea of telling a story together with her mum in the class. It 

was about the mother’s father, who was involved with horses and a circus and with Buffalo 

Bill’s Wild West Pioneer Exhibition and it was a fantastic story. She was willing to be 

videoed, which can be viewed here https://lifeloveloss.digital/introduction-video/ 

(https://youtu.be/JlYlGYnWpiU 08:11- 09:52). Some learners wanted to be audio recorded 

and others wanted to create a written piece. It is very much about making sure that 

everybody is as comfortable as possible with how they are participating and communicating 
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and for the stories to flow naturally. All of these story formats and copies of artefacts can be 

shared in the virtual library. 

 

Sharing success 

The contribution of the digital department stands out for their initiative in taking the basic 

premises and delivering an immersive 3D 360° experience with learners’ works displayed as 

if in a gallery or museum; lifts and staircases for the different contributing countries’ and 

institutions’ floors; plants, water features, etc. Learner contributions can be as multi-media 

as they choose, with capacity for audio and video as well as text and image. John celebrates 

being at the point post-pilot where learners are able to achieve a qualification for their work 

on the project but highlights that,  

the website really is what is showcasing and celebrating learners’ success and achievement 

in their classrooms, across Europe, across the world now. But it's all sitting in one central 

website portal to be enjoyed by people from across the world. 

The virtual library and more information about the project can be found here: 

https://lifeloveloss.digital/ 

Professor Soeiro is keen to develop a community of practice around this work amongst 

adult education professionals across Europe. She identifies a shortage of expertise and 

whole system institutional frameworks in trauma-informed approaches in adult literacy and 

adult education methodologies. Furthermore, she identifies that, despite the formal and 

class-based educational structure developed by Adult Learning Wales, this project opens 

wide opportunities within non-formal education provision across Europe. This is attributed 

to the empowering, personalised and workshop-type potential of the project and its 

delivery. Professor Soeiro concludes that recognising that their story, the story they want to 

share, is interesting to others from all over the world builds self-esteem in adult learners: it 

celebrates the value of their life stories. 

The virtual interview took place on the 22nd October 2024. 
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Adult literacy, language and numeracy education: Skills for Life or 

Skills for Work? 

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 
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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 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 
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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. 

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 
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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 

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 
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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 

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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What is a Bong Tree? 

By Michael Rosen (2022) 

Cost: £14.99  

Publisher: Lightning Source UK Ltd, Milton Keynes (Now renamed Ingram Content Group) 

ISBN: 978-1-9999-2386-0 

Reviewed by Dr Kerry Scattergood 

 

Michael Rosen is a writer, poet, broadcaster for BBC Radio 4’s Word of Mouth, and 

Professor of Children’s Literature at Goldsmith’s, University of London, where he co-devised 

and co-teaches their MA in Children’s Literature. He is not only a beloved children’s author 

and former Children’s Laureate (2007-2009), but an outspoken critic of narrow approaches 

to education. 

I had the pleasure of attending a Reading for Pleasure conference hosted by Rosen at 

Goldsmith’s a few years ago and was very taken by his thinking about education in general 

and literacy in particular, so I was very intrigued by the publication of five decades of 

Rosen’s writing and talks in the form of What is a Bong Tree? At first glance, it isn’t 

necessarily an obvious book for the adult literacy professional, and yet I seriously 

recommend it for its diversity of ideas and challenges to how we think about reading and 

writing. Rosen celebrates the importance of literature in all our lives, especially in everyday 

forms, and promotes an approach to language and literature which we would very much 

recognise as a social practice approach. 

The book separates Rosen’s writing into four sections: autobiographical; literature and 

children’s literature; poetry; and politics, education and culture. It is not the sort of book 

which you read from front to back, so I’d recommend diving in wherever your interest takes 

you. Unfortunately, there isn’t an index, which does make it a little tricky to navigate, but 

the upside is I often found myself reading something that possibly I wouldn’t have 

necessarily searched for. This is an easy book to dip into and get a lot out of. It reflects 

Rosen’s style well, something that has made him popular as a children’s author, as his 

writing draws very much on his own experiences and describes the everyday well. The 

contents are possibly a reasonable guide, although you won’t always know the topic from 

the title; there are some absolute gems, such as ‘How I Learnt to Read (and Became a 

Reader) and Learnt to Write (and Became a Writer)’. 

The book is edited by John Richmond, who may also be of interest to readers for his own 

work around teacher action research. Rosen reports that Richmond pioneered action 

research to enable teachers to explore and reflect, first published as Becoming Our Own 

Experts and now available at www.becomingourownexperts.org). It is well worth a look, 

especially for those of us interested in literacy learning and teaching practice. 
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Overall, I think this is a great book which will get us all thinking more broadly about 

language and literature, and also about the importance of writing things down, recording 

our experiences, and even being brave enough to share them with others.  
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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 

Research and Practice in Adult Literacies: present, past and future – celebrating 40 years 

We’re delighted to have Professor Uta Papen, Lancaster University, delivering a keynote 

speech on ‘Adult literacy, language and numeracy education: Skills for Life or Skills for 

Work?’ at our autumn event in the Midlands. More information and booking here 

https://www.rapal.org.uk/40  

Get the nation learning 

Learning and Work Institute has launched a new campaign: Get the Nation Learning. This 

aims to make and win the case for the importance of lifelong learning to people, society and 

the economy.  
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PIAAC demands action: basic skills to tackle inequalities 

EBSN have analysed the winter PIAAC (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 

Competencies) results and found that, ‘… while some European countries have seen modest 

gains, many are facing stagnation or decline in adult skills, with widening inequalities.’ EBSN 

outline a plan for policy change https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/piaac-demands-action-

basic-skills-tackle-inequalities  

Family and intergenerational literacy and learning: international perspectives 

Isabell Kempf Director, UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, argues that,  

‘… family learning remains under-researched and under-appreciated… most of the 

countries considered in this book were at one time colonized. Rediscovering traditional 

intergenerational knowledge systems, ways of transfer and learning practices, 

including reviving traditional languages, represents a critical part of family literacy and 

learning in these countries and reflects the importance of building on these practices 

in fostering community flourishing, prosperity and well-being.’  

Prins and Zholdoshalieva (2025) edit the UNESCO compilation - more here 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000393131 
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Present, past and future:
celebrating 40 years
To mark its 40  birthday, RaPAL is
holding a special celebration event in
Birmingham on Friday 26 September.

th

BOOK NOW!
rapal.org.uk/40

Scan this QR
(or go to rapal.org.uk/40)

to secure your place

Skills for Life or Skills for Work? 
Reflecting on the last 40 years in adult literacy,
language and numeracy (ALLN) education.
Examining the present.
Looking to the future.

Keynote speaker: 
Professor Uta Papan (Lancaster University)

Plus networking and cake!  🎂
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