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Abstract

This dissertation explores adult basic education in the Republic of Ireland. ABE is
seen to be closely related to international interest in the notion of lifelong learning.
The lhiterature surrounding this notion is reviewed in detail in order to outline a
conception of ABE that 1s both appropriate to the Irish context and wider
international concern. Recent developments have led to increased Government
funding, recognition and a commitment under the National Development Plan 2000-
2006 to expand the ABE service within the Republic. It 1s argued however that this
plan is not entirely coherent and that there i1s a dearth of research about and within

the service. This dissertation aims to outline the extent of that incoherence and to go

someway towards remedying the purported dearth.

The first research element of the dissertation is a survey of ABE practitioners and
follow up interviews. This highlights priority issues for the service and provides an
overview of the way the service is currently and could in the future be organmised. The
second element concerns government policy towards ABE. There appears to be a

shift in focus from a holistic approach to a more economic one.

From what is discovered from the survey, interviews, literature review and policy

critique an attempt is made to make recommendations for future development and

future areas of research in the Irish context.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This chapter begins by presenting a brief background to the research concern
addressed in this dissertation. These discussions form the basis for identifying the
outlined research problem. The aims and objectives of this study, in addition to the
research questions posed, will be clearly stated. Finally, an outline of the dissertation

structure describing the contents of the remaining chapters is given.

In 1997 the level of literacy difficulties in Ireland was highlighted with the
publication of the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) figures which found
that 25% of the adult population were ‘functioning at a very basic level of
comprehension in the ordinary reading and writing situations which arise, in the
community and at work’ (O’Sullivan, 1999, pg.8) therefore ‘making 1t ditficult for

them to cope with the rising skill demands of the information age’ (RTE, 2000, June

14).

The IALS survey (OECD, 1997) further highlighted that adults in Ireland with low

literacy skills were twice as likely to be unemployed than adults with medium to high
skills, serving as a strong indicator of the extent to which low literacy levels may

effectively inhibit individuals from full participation in society. The IALS results



indicated average literacy levels well below the expectations of literacy practitioners.
The publication of the results gave added weight to the lobbying efforts of the
National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA), and adult literacy moved quickly up the
list of educational priorities (NALA, 2002, pg.1). It resulted in a renewed emphasis
and a commitment both to literacy and to adult education, as outlined in the White
Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000). The annual literacy budget has been
Increased by a factor of 18 since 1997 to re#h7.9 million in 2003 (DeValera,

2003, February 1), and significant investment in literacy is provided for in the

National Development Plan 2000-2006 (DES, 2000).

The Adult Literacy Service has expanded rapidly and there are now almost 23,000
people attending literacy classes in 126 schemes operated by the Vocational
Education Committees (VEC’s) and funded by the Department of Education and
Science (DES, 2002). This compares to 15,000 people attending classes in 2001
(NALA, 2002). It 1s anticipated by both the Department of Education and NALA
that these numbers will increase during the coming years (DeValera, 2003, February

1; NALA, 2002).

Literacy advocates have used the IALS results to position literacy as being capable of
addressing a wide range of social and economic 1ssues as a way of levering funding
and since the publication of the IALS results the Irish government has begun to take
literacy seriously (NALA, 2002). Despite the best efforts of literacy advocates to
publicise that fact and their continual striving to remove barrners to participation,

there 1s a significant gap between the number of people considered to need skill



upgrading and those who actually take part in basic education classes. DeValera
(2003, February 1) states that ‘while participation on adult literacy schemes has
Increased dramatically in recent years, we know that the challenge is broader than

that - no country has ever succeeded in attracting more that 5-10% of those in need

through conventional adult literacy schemes’.

The VEC Literacy Service has been the primary provider of literacy tuition in Ireland
since the late 1970s. The service emerged as a voluntary response to an identified
need within the community for literacy support. The service has been operating in a
voluntary capacity until as recently as 1995, but has since been funded by the
Department of Education and Science. Although the service had been operating on
the assumption that approximately 5 per cent of the adult population required literacy
supports, the service was expanded to meet the literacy needs of a substantially
higher proportion of the population as i1dentified in IALS (OECD, 1997). The IALS
results have led to an examination of the services and opportunities offered to adults
with literacy difficulties, with NALA highlighting that 'two hours of tuition per week
was too short a time to make significant progress' while also emphasising that ‘the

voluntary nature of schemes makes it difficult to increase tuition time' (McDonogh,

1999, pg.3).

‘Basic levels of literacy and numeracy are an indispensable prerequisite for
independent living, for access to education and training and for effective
participation in society’ (DES, 1995, pg.78). Individuals without these basic levels

are denied the opportunity to fully participate in society. The importance of an



effective Adult Literacy Programme cannot be underestimated, either in terms of

improving the life chances of participants on adult literacy courses or in terms of

building and developing a skilled workforce.

The OECD Economic Survey of Ireland also highlighted low literacy levels as a
‘major bottleneck’ in Ireland’s current economic success story, noting that ‘there is
still too little adult education and training, especially for the unemployed’ (OECD,
1999) which eftectively inhibits individuals from full participation in society. With
the pressure to up skill the Irish workforce there is increasing pressure to accredit
courses In order to improve the employment chances of participants in literacy
tuition and adult education. However, NALA also recommend that learning which is
not certified should be equally valued and resourced. Although literacy is important
in improving an individual’s access to the labour force, there are a huge range of

benetfits to an 1ndividual’s self-confidence and self-esteem that should not be

underestimated 1n measuring the progress of participants in literacy tuition.

According to the IALS (OECD, 1995) there is little difference in self-rating between
those with high and low literacy skills (pp. 171-183). Clearly many individuals with
lower literacy skills do not see themselves as having a literacy problem. Ironically,
those with higher literacy skills are more likely to participate in adult education
activities (pp.144-146). This is exactly the opposite of what would be needed to
redress inequities in literacy levels. This suggests that within their work and social
context, many people have the literacy or decoding skills that meet their needs

(Barton & Hamilton, 2000), whether or not they meet the minimum level set by the



OECD and national governments. An understanding of how literacy is contextualised

in the lives of the people 1s essential if effective literacy policy 1s to be developed.

Adult learners often have difficulty finding work and this suggests that issues beyond
mere technical skills of reading and writing figure 1n successful job searches. Many
authors have questioned the claims that are made about education leading to jobs
(Hull, 1997; Toll, 2001). Furthermore, individuals who complete adult upgrading
programmes may have difficulty retaining the skills learned if they do not live 1n a
community or personal context that encourages reading. In today’s economy there 1s
no guarantee, perhaps even little chance, of getting employment for those who

improve their skill level (Livingstone, 1998).

Widespread commentary on the issue indicates the “problem' is not simply one of
improving the quality or length of compulsory schooling, as literacy and numeracy
capacity on leaving school is only one indicator of continued competence throughout
the lifespan (Castleton and McDonald, 2002; Mezirow, 1991; Scribner 1984;
Cropley and Knapper, 1983). While some researchers question the transfer of school
literacies to the workplace others argue that contemporary work and citizenship
demands create new forms of literacy and numeracy practice (Johnston, 1998).
Therefore ongoing literacy and numeracy competence is best conceptualised under a
model of “lifelong learning’, with the requirement for support in terms of policies that

address whole of life education, rather than schools based policy initiatives alone

(Castleton and McDonald, 2002).



As stated in the White Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000, pg. 30) ‘this White
Paper marks the adoption for the first time of a commitment to lifelong learning as
the governing principle of Irish education policy’. However, Eurydice, the
Information Network on Education in Europe, (2000, pg.79) points out that ‘in
1dentitying priorities for lifelong learning, the National Employment Action Plan for
Ireland 1999 contextualised the elements of a lifelong learning strategy within the
Employment and Labour Market Committee definition: ‘all purposeful learning
activity, whether formal or informal, undertaken on an ongoing basis with the aim of

improving knowledge, skills and competence’’. This highlights the Irish government

emphasis on the economic benefits of lifelong learning.

There 1s currently an increased government commitment to improving literacy levels
in Ireland and funding has subsequently become available to address literacy issues
in a comprehensive manner. This has led to the literacy service and the various
literacy providers to expand their services to provide a wider range of tuition options
and to substantially increase the number of people availing of literacy tuition.
However, rather than merely expanding the service on an adhoc basis there appears
to be a case for providers to take stock of recent developments 1n the service and 1n

literacy generally prior to developing and expanding the service.

Organisation of Adult Literacy Service

The Adult Literacy Service delivers a range of programmes nationwide through

literacy schemes operated by the 33 VEC’s. Funding is provided from the Adult



Literacy and Community Education budget of the Department of Education and
Science. There are currently 126 literacy schemes, with many VEC’s operating
several schemes to meet the scale and geographic spread of demand in their areas.
While the general structure and funding of schemes is standardised, operational

guidelines are loose and there appears to be considerable variation between VEC’s in

the management of the schemes (NALA, 2002, pg.5).

1.3. Adult Literacy Organisers

Schemes are managed by Adult Literacy Organisers (ALOs) who report to the Adult
Education Organisers in the VEC’s. There are currently 141 ALOs, of whom 61 work
on a full-time basis and 80 are part-time (DES, 2002). The main functions of ALOs are
"to:

- plan, develop, manage and administer their literacy scheme (in

conjunction with the Adult Education Officer)
- recruit and train voluntary tutors
- recruit and assess students and match them with tutors

- promote the literacy service and their scheme.” (NALA, 2002, pg.6)

The role of the ALO has changed significantly over the years as a result of the rapid
crowth and development of the Literacy Service. This growth has placed increasing

emphasis on the managerial and administrative function of ALOs and has reduced

their direct involvement in tuition (NALA, 2002, pg.6).



1.3.2 Adult Literacy Tutors

Literacy tutors are divided into two groups - voluntary and paid tutors. There are
currently 5386 tutors working in literacy schemes around the country, 4136 of whom

are volunteers, 1193 part-time paid and 57 full-time paid. (DES, 2002) The total
amount of tuition provided is 14,000 hours per week (NALA, 2003). Each volunteer
delivers a limited number of hours of tuition per week, generally less than five.
However, the combined input of the body of volunteers is about 10,000 hours of

tuition per week, which adds up to an annual saving of abou€8.9m for the State

(NALA, 2002).

Volunteers provide about 85% of the total volume of literacy tuition and work on a
one-to-one basis with their students. The concept of voluntary tutors working in their
own communities 1s fundamental to the ethos of the Literacy Service, as it has
developed to date. Paid tutors normally work with groups and 73.1 % of all learners
are 1n groups (DES, 2002). There has been a vast increase in tutor and student
numbers since 1997 when there was ‘around 2,500 volunteers contributing to the
service'. (Bailey, 1999, pg.16). This vast expansion of the service is further
highlighted by DeValera (2003) when she points out that the current number of tutors

(both paid and voluntary) equals the number of clients the service had in 1997.

This growth of the Adult Literacy Service has given rise to greater training needs
among adult literacy practitioners - the Adult Literacy Organisers and literacy tutors

(NALA, 2002, pg.1). These needs arise from the growing scale of the service and



from anticipated developments in the scope of the service. NALA (2002, pg.1) also
states that ‘since the quality of the Literacy Service is critically dependent on the
quality of those responsible for its provision, the training of adult literacy
practitioners is a priority for NALA’. The Report by the Scottish Executive (2001,
pg. 36) supports this view when it states that the ‘development of a professional
qualitication in teaching adult literacy and numeracy and accredited options for staff
Involved in supporting, developing and managing programmes is required to create a
high quality professional level of service delivery across all sectors’. As pointed out

by Beder (1991, pg.135) “if adult literacy is worth doing, it is worth doing well. This

requires a well trained, well paid, professional workforce’.

1.3. National Adult Literacy Agency

Finally, the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) is the co-ordinating, training
and campaigning body for all those interested and involved in adult literacy work in
Ireland. It 1s a membership organisation, but it receives most of its funding from the

Department of Education and Science. NALA states 1ts aims as being ‘to:

- raise public awareness about literacy i1ssues
- secure adequate resources for adult literacy work
- develop and support high quality adult literacy provision’ (NALA,

1998, pg.7)



A key part of NALA’s work is the development and organisation of in-service

training programmes for literacy practitioners. Its budget for training has expanded

significantly in recent years to provide for greatly increased provision of training.

The National Adult Learning Council (NALC) will complement NALA’s work in
future. NALC’s remit covers the entire adult education sector, including literacy. It
will have an overall promotion, co-ordinating and advisory role, including the

funding and monitoring of programmes and staff development initiatives, advising

on quality standards and dissemination of good practice (NALA, 2002, pg.7)

1.4 Qutline of Study

NALA (1998) have stated that there is a 'dearth of research in this area' which is
'symptomatic of the lack of resources available' to this sphere of education in Ireland.
This indicates that there is much uncharted territory in the area of adult basic

education 1n Ireland.

Tutors 1n adult basic education have rarely been surveyed. NALA (2002) surveyed
tutors as part of an analysis of training needs. During the course of this research it
emerged that some VEC’s have surveyed tutors locally in order to inform their
strategic plans. However, these have generally not been on a large scale basis. It is
imperative to find out whom the providers of this primarily voluntary service are,
what motivates them and why they continue to tutor. The training received by

participants would also provide useful data given the aforementioned debate

10



regarding teacher quality. The experience of tutors can also provide a detailed picture
of the perceived strengths and weaknesses of this sector. This will assist in

highlighting priority issues for the service.

This study is intended to outline current concerns of the group of ABE tutors who
participated in the research process. Ideally, this research will result in a general

contribution to the sphere of adult basic education in Ireland.

This research has several components. The Literature Review is examined in
chapters two, three and four. Chapter Two begins with an exploration of the whole
area ot Adults Learning and Adult / Further Education in general, of which ABE is
part. Chapter Three focuses on Lifelong Learning in both a national and an
international context. Literacy and numeracy competence is seen by the Irish

government as being critical to the notion of lifelong learning which has been

adopted as the governing principle of Irish education policy (DES, 2000) Chapter

Four completes the literature review with an examination of literature on Adult Basic

Education from Ireland and elsewhere in order to provide a clear picture of the

concepts and issues involved.

Chapter Five outlines the methodology and data collection process, and gives some
background information about the population studied. In Chapter Six, the results of
the research process are presented. The themes in the literature are applied to the
primary interview and survey data in order to ‘test’ some of the assertions in the

literature against the experiences of the respondents studied. Points of disjuncture, as

11



well as some recurrent commonalities are identified. Finally, Chapter Seven
concludes with some evaluation of how well this study succeeded in profiling the

Adult Literacy Service in the Republic of Ireland. The themes and central questions

raised 1n the dissertation are reiterated; an attempt is made to make recommendations

for tuture development and future areas of research in the Irish context.

1.4.1 Aims and Objectives

The main aims of this research are:

e To survey ABE practitioners and conduct follow up interviews in order to

highlight priority issues for the service and provide an overview of the way

the service 1s currently and could 1n the future be organised.

e To examine government policy towards ABE.

e To review relevant literature on ABE, Adult/Further Education and Litelong

Learning.
e To examine the development of ABE in the Irish context.

e To make recommendations for future development and future areas of

research in the Irish context.

1.4.2 Research Questions

The main research questions that I intend to address in this study are:

12



e What is the profile of currently serving ABE tutors: age, sex, educational

background, etc?

e How 1s the ABE service organised? What are priority issues for future

development and future research within the service?

e Has Insh government policy on Lifelong Learning caused a shift in the focus

of the ABE service from a holistic approach to a more economic one?

Chapter Summary

This chapter presents a brief background to the area of adult basic education in the
Republic of Ireland. This background forms the basis for identifying the outlined

research questions. An outline of the dissertation structure describing the contents of

the remaining chapters 1s given.

13



Chapter Two

Adults Learning

2.1 Introduction

This chapter presents relevant research on adult education, both nationally and
internationally. The historical evolution of adult education in the Republic of Ireland
1S traced so as to provide the reader with a greater understanding of the context. The

arcas of post compulsory and further education are explored. Government policy on

adult education is introduced and discussed.

Adult Education

Adult education and training is an important and developing field of activity and
study. Basset et al (1989) argue that 'adult education plays an integral part in our
social, cultural and economic development. It is central to the maintenance and
development of a mature democratic society. It provides an opportunity for people to
develop their knowledge, understanding and skills and through improved cooperation
and communication to create a better community, society and environment in which
to live' (pg.7). Bane (1996) states that 'adult education has now become an agent of
change and 1s at the forefront in many areas, both urban and rural, in the attempt to
counter disadvantage whether educational, social or economic' (pg.7). This highlights
the change in perception of adult and continuing education, which was for many

years viewed as little more than the provision of courses of a hobby or recreational

14



nature for people with time on their hands! The Report on the National Education
Convention (Coolahan, 1994, pg.104) highlighted the need to ensure that adult
education becomes more 'centre stage' and mainstream with increased government

funding and support. It is recognised that adult learning, which for many years was

regarded as the Cinderella area of education, must now have a dominant role in our

changing society.

Sargant (1996, pg.196) points out that a number of key researchers have made it
clear that 'adult learning is not confined within conventional institutions or conveyed
only by qualified teachers'. She goes so far as to say that 'the learning that goes on in
public places, whether it 1s described as education, training or development is only
the tip of the iceberg' (pg.196). Adult learning takes place in many different forms
and places. These include:

e Publicly funded formal education and training e.g. Further education and
higher education 1n universities and other third level institutions. Formal
adult education i1s also aimed at giving adults a chance of making up for
deficiencies in their previous schooling and of qualifying tor turther studies,

for vocational education and for employment (Abrahamsson, 1996, pg.169).

e Private education and training organisations e.g. secretarial schools,
correspondence colleges. Training specifically for the labour market 1s an
important element of this, as is in-service training and retraining. It 1s seen as

a measure for the prevention and solution of unemployment problems.

e Learning also takes place in the home, workplace, local community centre

and the local sports complex. Many term this as non-formal learming (or

15



popular education). Abrahamsson (1996) believes that this form of learning is
very important as 1t reaches 'those who would otherwise not go in for
education activities' (pg.173). While this form of education confers skills and
knowledge to participants, many consider its real strength lies in the
increased selt-confidence it gives to adult learners. It also increases their
understanding and respect for other people's opinions. Therefore, it can be
seen that this form of learning makes a significant contribution not only to the

individual or groups participating but also to society as a whole.

Sargant (1996) observes that 'most adults interweave their learning with the rest of
their lives, their work and their family and use some of their leisure time....
frequently, leisure activities provide a bridge into active learning' (p.198) and many
people learn from their leisure activities without realising the knowledge and skills
they have gained. Gardening 1s a classic example of this. There 1s also a need for a
generous range and variety of provision to be maintained, without unreasonable
financial stress on participants, as the social and demographic trends of increased
early retirement, unemployment and active old age are very much likely to increase
need and demand of such provision. As education of adults 1s a goal of social and
economic policy we must 'return to a more generous notion of the relevance and

scope of adult learning if we are to provide for the needs of adults throughout their

lives [and]...to meet the national training and education targets' (Sargant, 1996,

pg.209).

16



2.3. Historical Evolution of Adult Education in Ireland

The Department of Education (DES, 1998, pg.35) traced the development of adult
education in Ireland 1nto 'three phases and two evolutionary streams'. Phase one took
place from the foundation of the Irish Free State in 1922 until 1969 when the first
Committee on Adult Education, which marked the beginning of the second phase,
was established. The third phase began with the advent of the introduction of second
chance education in this country. Unlike the other sectors of education there have
been two distinct strands involved in adult learning throughout its evolution - the

statutory sector and the voluntary sector.

2.3.1

Phase One: 1922 — 1969.

In the early years of the Irish Republic a number of statutory developments took
place in the educational sphere. The Department of Education was established in
1924 and this in turn provided for a more centralised approach to education and
training policymaking. In 1930 the Vocational Education Act established VEC’s.
These provide formal second-level education for young people in their catchment
areas and were also required under the act to provide continuing and technical
education. This Act also 'initiated the agencies which became the major statutory
providers of education for adults in this period. The County Committees of

Agriculture (1931) and later ACOT (1980) provided training for farmers and rural

women. This training is now provided by TEAGASC' (Des, 1998, pg.36).
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It 1s very clear, however, that the policy of this period was primarily focussed on
Increasing and widening access to those of obligatory school going age (specifically
at post-primary level) rather than adults. There was a start of a sustained and long-
term investment in education at this stage. Post compulsory certainly was not a

priority for the government at this time. This made the contribution by the voluntary

sector all the more crucial.

There were many voluntary organisations that were to play a very significant role in
the shaping of the emerging state. Nationalist organisations such as the Gaelic
Athletic Association (GAA) and the Gaelic League greatly assisted in revitalising the

cultural and intellectual climate of the country.

2.3.2 Phase Two: 1969 - 1988.

In the 1960's there was a growing consensus on the relationship between increased
economic growth and increased investment 1n education. The main concentration of
this investment was once again diverted away from adult education into the other
educational sectors..During this period, however, there were two significant advisory
bodies on adult education policy: - the Committee on Adult Education (Murphy

Report) (1969-1973) and the Kenny Commission on Adult Education (Lifelong

Learning) (1984).
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e Committee on Adult Education:

This Committee reported its findings and recommendations in late 1973. It was a

very comprehensive document dealing with a number of different issues including a
defimition of adult education and an analysis of existing provision and participants.
The report outlined many difficulties faced by the sector including a lack of
structure, government funding and minimal cooperation between organisations in the
field. The contribution of the voluntary sector was recognised. The report primarily
recommended that the sphere of adult learning would be placed on a more statutory
footing complete with clear administrative structures. The Committee suggested a
'framework consisting of thirty five County Education Committees, feeding into nine
Regional Education Committees, with a 'special section' within the Department of
Education at the apex of the proposed structure' (DES, 1998, pg.39). The report also
recommended fifty fulltime adult education organisers and these were appointed in
1979 by the VEC's. Their main role was the identification and servicing of the
learning needs of adults within their catchment areas. This development highlights
the first clear professionalisation of adult education practitioners 1n Ireland.
Economic difficulties due to the world oil crisis and the increase in the school
population at second level meant that sufficient funds were not available to create a
centralised adult education programme. The introduction of the community and
comprehensive school systems did strengthen the sector, as they also had to provide

adult and community education in addition to operating second level schools.
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The Report of the Kenny Commission was published in 1984 and was mainly
concerned with the needs of the adult education sector and sought to recommend
how best these needs could be met. In essence the recommendations of this
commission were broadly similar to those espoused by the Murphy Committee.

Some recommendations were acted upon. However its' proposal to set up a National

Council for Adult Education was not implemented.

Aontas and the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) were both established as
voluntary organisations during this phase so as to promote and prioritise adult

education and literacy issues in the country.

2

3.3 Phase Three: 1989 To Present

In 1989 a significant development in the adult education sphere occurred with the
introduction of the first national second chance education scheme. The Vocational
Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) was set up to give a second chance to unemployed
people over the age of twenty one years of age so that this group would not be at a

disadvantage when seeking employment. In 1997 a new integrated Back to

Education programme also provided access to second and third level education
programmes. A major advantage of these schemes was that they also allowed social
welfare recipients to retain their welfare entitlements. However, even at this stage,
adult education remains isolated from the other sectors of education in the country.

Irvine (1991, pg.51) highlights that ‘institutes of formal education in Ireland vary

significantly in their respective contributions to adult education. Little evidence
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exists of involvement in the education of adults by the various agencies of

elementary education. Secondary schools, which are mainly voluntary schools and
run by religious orders, have only recently become involved. Comprehensive and

Community schools are more actively engaged in adult education and have directors

of adult education in post whose responsibility it is to promote and provide adult

education in their respective catchment areas’.

e Green Paper on Adult Education

A Green Paper on Adult Education ‘Adult Education in an Era of Lifelong Learning’
was published in 1998 (DES, 1998). A Green Paper is a government discussion
document. Interested individuals and organisations were invited to make their
opinions known to the government. This was the first Green Paper on Adult
Education in the history of the state and was seen as an ‘unprecedented opportunity
to develop a coherent policy on adult education in the context of lifelong learning’
(Brady and McCauley, 1999, pg.7). Many of these recommendations were broadly
similar to those of the Kenny Commission and the Murphy Committee particularly in

terms of the proposed structures.

e White Paper on Adult Education

A wide-ranging consultation on the Green Paper took place with the major

stakeholders in the sphere of lifelong learning. Following this, in 2000, the White
Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000) was published. The Irish government has

committed itself to implementing the proposals in this document. The main proposals

WCIC:
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The establishment of a National Adult Learning Council (NALC) which will

involve the stakeholders in adult learning, those government departments

directly involved and the social partners.

The 1ssue of qualifications of adult educators is to be examined by a working

group. It will specifically concentrate on those practitioners who do not
currently have a qualification in this field.

The establishment of a forum for adult educators is a priority area. The
purpose of such a forum includes enabling practitioners to share information

and to develop their policy-influencing role.

The establishment of a more permanent career structure will also be dealt

with under the terms of the White Paper.

The Gudance and Counselling service for adults is to be enlarged so that all

priority groups will have access to it.

The White Paper also recommended that provision for the following sectors
of society to be increased: older people, people with disabilities, members of
the travelling community and refugees and asylum seekers. The issue of
provision through the medium of the Irish language is also to be examined.
Under Section 21 of the VEC Act, 33 Adult Learning Boards will be
established as autonomous sub-committees of the VEC’s. However, approval

about how money is spent and all other details will rest completely with the
Adult Learning Board 1itself.

An additional 35 Adult Education Organisers are to be appointed in order to
assist the development of adult education in the Community, Comprehensive

and Secondary school. One will be appointed to each of the 33
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aforementioned Adult Learning Boards. Two AEO’s will also be appointed to

a coordinating and policy role with the NALC. The White Paper
recommended the appointment of 35 Community Education Facilitators and
these were appointed in 2003. Again one will work within each Adult
Learning Board area and two will be appointed to the NALC. Their main role

will be to aid and advise community education groups, both existing and new.

The White Paper proposed that the National Qualifications Authority of
Ireland (NQAI) will work closely with the NALC in order to develop a

system of accredited prior and experiential learning (APEL).

An additional 20,000 part-time places will be created each year under the
Back to Education initiative until 2006. This initiative will be funded to the

tune of £1.027 billion during this period and will include VTOS, Youthreach
and training programmes for travellers, in addition to a new information

technology course for adults.

The question of fees for adult education was also addressed. Any participant

who receives a Social Welfare or Health Board payment will be eligible for
free tees, as will their dependants. Some of these participants will also
recelve a training allowance for the duration of their course. Participants, who
are unwaged but are not in receipt of such payments, will receive a 30 percent
reduction in fees while the remainder will be required to pay. A working
group is also to be established in order that tax incentives for educational

funding by employers or employees can be investigated.
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Post-Compulsory Education in Ireland

O'Sullivan (1992, pg.336) states that 'the concept of adult and continuing
education/adult learning i1s being increasingly used (in the Irish Republic) to cover a
diversity of educational provision and experience geared to the adult who has broken
with full-time education'. Therefore the notion of adult learning is very broad and
involves a number of disparate types of provision: courses of a hobby or recreational
nature, vocational formation through in-service or retraining and those involving
second or third level re-entry and certification for adults. Brady and McCauley
(1999, pg.2) state that ‘the last thirty years has seen a proliferation of new education
and training opportunities, designed to enable Irish people to meet the challenges
presented by the dizzying social and economic change that now characterises Irish
society’. Basset et al (1989) highlight that 'the vast majority of adult education
courses are merely replicas of school or college courses in which mature adults are
taught what is often considered to be a hobby or leisure activity' (p.101). O'Sullivan
(1992, pp.338/341) categorises adult and continuing provision into five different

types in order to highlight the wide range of learning experiences that are currently

available to adults in Ireland:

2.4.1 Liberal Adult Learning

This type of provision is widely available in Ireland and characterises the form of
adult learning that is most popular in this country. This popularity is due primarily to

the success of evening class programmes in local community schools and VEC
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schools. These programmes regularly offer as many as thirty different courses in
areas such as language, sports, car maintenance etc. Universities also participate in
this field providing extra mural courses. He highlights that experiences in non-formal
learning are harder to assess and are less systematised than those in formal education.
However, he highlights that all evidence points to the fact that this system provides a
wide range of opportunities in local communities outside the formal education

system, which have positive outcomes for participants.

2.4.2 Social Adult Learning

Rural groups like Muintir na Tire and Macra na Feirme have played an important

role in this area by providing civic and community courses on topics such as

leadership, communication skills, social action, etc.

Vocational Adult Learning

This form of education is taken to encompass in-service and retraining courses.
These are normally not certificated and although they are advantageous for
occupational mobility, they do not count as entry-level qualifications. These courses
are provided by both private and state agencies. O'Sullivan (1992, p.339) quotes

O'Murchu (1986) who states that 'this is the most rapidly developing dimension of

adult and continuing education in universities'.

235



2.4.4 Certification Adult Learning

T'his form of learning primarily includes educational programmes for adults which
are certificated and lead to second or third level qualifications (or re-entry to such).
O'Sullivan (1992) notes that 'the data that exists suggests that, though improving, this
1s the weakest element of adult education in Ireland (pg.340). The Vocational
Training Opportunities Scheme (V.T.0.S.) and the Educational Opportunities
Scheme have aided this improvement, as has the increased provision of evening and

weekend degree programmes by private colleges and universities, as well as distance

education.

Interventionist Adult Learning

This form of provision involves areas of society that have great learning needs. It
caters for education for adult handicapped people and prisoners among others.
Iliteracy 1s catered for by this method of provision. The V.T.O.S. and Educational
Opportunities schemes were set up to provide a solution for unemployment for
people in educationally disadvantaged areas. Basset et al (1989) state that adult

education 'has tended to be a reactive form of education responding to needs 1n an

intermittent way and remaining subject to the fluctuations of the market place'

(p.97).

The main training and employment authority in Ireland 1s FAS (formerly known as

AnCo). This was established by the government so as to encourage education and
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training in order to reduce unemployment. It has a very important role in education
and training, primarily providing a wide range of vocational programmes particularly
for those who are long term unemployed or have left school with no formal
qualifications. Two other government established agencies for further education and
training in this country are Cert and Teagasc. Cert is responsible for training
personnel for the tourism, hotel and catering industries while Teagasc, the agriculture

and food development authority, which lists education of young farmers among its

many responsibilities (O'Sullivan, 1992).

The other main state aided programmes are:

Post-Leaving Certificate courses (PLC's): With approximately a 30% intake of post
second level students these courses are geared for students who have completed
second level education and usually last for one year. Their main aim is to equip

students with vocational and technological skills so hat they can proceed to

employment or turther education.

Apprenticeship: This form of practical training involves work based training under

the guidance of a qualified tradesperson e.g. Construction and motor trade

professions.

Youthreach: This course was introduced to provide education and training to early

school leavers without any formal qualifications. It is a two-year programme, which

1s jointly operated by FAS and VEC's.

Community Training Workshops: These workshops were established to provide
instruction in literacy and numeracy skills to students, mainly from disadvantaged

areas, with poor educational standards and low self-esteem.
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Traveller's Training Workshops: The Irish Travelling Community has generally
disregarded formal education considering it unnecessary for their way of life. The
Department of Education and Science have established this scheme in conjunction

with FAS to promote literacy, numeracy and the benefits of education among the

travelling community.

Adult and Continuing Education: The main characteristic of this type of education

is that 1t 1s primarily voluntary run. The government provides general education

through V.T.O.S. and the Adult Literacy Community Education Scheme (A.L.C.E.)

(Local Ireland, 1999).

There has also been a significant shift towards vocationalism in Ireland in the recent
past and it 1s still an ongoing process. In this country, vocational qualifications were
too often regarded as being of a much lower status than the traditional academic
awards. Vocational education and training was seen as 'making workers more
efficient' while the academic route gave them more power in the labour market by
awarding marketable credential' (O'Sullivan, 1992, pg.348). This dichotomy was also
highlighted in the second level system where students had no option but to study for

the traditional Leaving Certificate, which is not geared towards labour market, needs.

Irvine (1991, pg.56) points out ‘the ‘invisibility’ of adult education as a distinctive
sector in Ireland, resulting in the lack of a common identity among the thousands of
practitioners, the absence of a definite career structure and the primacy of the
traditional areas of elementary, secondary and third-level education tend to confirm

in people’s minds the marginality of adult education’. Chadwick (1991, pg.213)
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ghlights the lack of a comprehensive and coherent adult education policy when he
states that ‘in the recent past some opportunities for the production of legislation
supportive to adult education have been missed: Two reports were produced in
Ireland, in 1973 and 1984, which raised expectations among adult educators but did
not, in fact, produce any substantial change’. The Kenny Report (1984,pg. 4) states
that “there 1s a shortage of effective tutors of adults, particularly in rural areas. Very
few have even elementary training and the official rate of remuneration is too low to
provide an incentive’. This is a primary difficulty facing the enlargement and
development of the sector in the Republic of Ireland. Many educational organisations
are finding it increasingly difficult to retain a cadre of experienced and competent
tutors to teach on many programmes. It is extremely important also to ensure that the
proposals in the White Paper are implemented as soon as possible and that the sphere
of lifelong learning is allowed to develop in a holistic way, rather than merely aiming

to gain maximum economic potential from the increased investment.

Further Education in Ireland

Further Education (FE) is a new and developing concept in Ireland. This section of
the dissertation presents recent definitions proposed by Government and the
academic sector. ‘What must be borne in mind is that practice in the area of FE is far
in advance of policy, and thus any definition of the FE sector arrived at so far must
be a tentative one and subject to modification in the light of future developments’
(McNamara, Mulcahy, O’Hara, 2001, pg.6). The White Paper on Education refers to

FE as an educational sector in its own right (DES,1995, pp 73-74). In the White
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Paper, the term FE is used to apply to Vocational Education and Training and Adult

Education, with particular reference to
e The Post Leaving Certificate Sector (PLC)

¢ Adult Education, including the Vocational Training and Opportunities

Scheme (VTOS), and

e Apprenticeships.

However, the extent of Further Education has been expanded 1n recent times by
defining it as “a range of post compulsory education and training options provided in
the education sector largely by VEC’s in both school and out-of-school settings™
(Stokes and Watters, 1997, p. 18). Stokes and Watters describe in detail the FE sector
iIn terms of its assessment and qualifications framework — “the developing
qualification system of the National Council for Vocational Awards (NCVA) is
increasingly accepted as the definite frame in which provision is set” (p.18) and
broaden their definition to include the tollowing:

1. Vocational Preparation and Training Programme (VPTP)

2. Post Leaving Certificate courses (PLCs)

3. Youthreach
4. Traveller Education

5. Vocational Training and Opportunities Scheme (VTOS)

6. Other measures aimed at those who have left school with poor qualifications

7. Other Adult and Recurring Education

(p. 16)
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This list is lengthened further in the aforementioned White Paper on Adult Education

(DES, 2000, pg.85) to include -

e Adult Literacy
e Basic and Community Education Provision

e Self-funded night-class provision in second-level schools and other centres.

‘Not included, although a good case can be made, is FAS (Industrial Training
Agency), education/training provision for unemployed school leavers and redundant
workers, the Leaving Certificate Applied Programme (LCA) (designed to replace the
Vocational Preparation and Training Course in the school system), and education and

training programmes for people with disabilities’ (McNamara et al.2001, pg. 7).

The Green Paper on Adult Education (DES, 1998) tenders what is perhaps the most
wide-ranging definition, describing FE as a sector within hifelong learning informed

by the following definition of adult education.

‘Adult Education includes all systematic learning by adults which contributes to their
development as individuals and as members of the community and of society, apart

from full-time instruction received by persons as part of their uninterrupted 1nitial
education and training. It may be formal education which takes place in institutions

e.g. training centres, schools, colleges, institutes and universities, or non-formal

education which is any other systematic form of learning including self-directed
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Training Courses for Trainers in the Further Education Sector

Generally, training provision in the sphere of teaching and learning for trainers in the
Further Education sector is very limited, and a high percentage of such trainers have
undergone no formal teacher training or acquired qualifications. The deficits that

exist in this sphere are described in the course of the analysis of the results of the

tutor survey in chapter 6.

2.6.1 National Policy on Training Educators

‘National policy in Ireland regarding the training of FE educators does not yet

formally exist and 1s only beginning to be developed’ (McNamara et al, 2001, p.10).

The Green Paper on Adult Education recommends the following:

¢ The establishment of an inter-agency working group to make recommendations on
the formal recognition of professional qualifications for adult education practitioners
¢ The establishment of a Forum for Practitioners of Adult and Community
Education

¢ The development of organised and well recognised mechanisms for in-service

training and career progression.

(DES, 1998 pp. 111, 112)

These ideas are developed in the White Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000)

where the role of the inter-agency working group is further defined as follows:

¢ to represent the wide range of agencies in the field;
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¢ to examine the range of qualifications currently available in relation to the needs

of the sector:;

¢ to 1dentify generic training needs as well as the scope and need for specific

training on a selective basis;

¢ to explore with relevant third-level colleges the scope for modular and flexible
approaches to the development of nationally certified in-service and pre-service
training programmes;

¢ to make recommendations on the future recognition of qualifications in the Adult

Education sector. (DES, 2000, pg. 151)

Policy in relation to the appropriate level of training for educators in Adult and

Further Education is also made clear (DES, 2000, pg.152):

‘So as to ensure parity of esteem between the professionals within the education

sector, the Government envisages that the qualification as an Adult educator will be a

third-level one’.

Policy regarding issues of access to appropriate qualifications 1s also outlined (DES,

2000, pg. 152):

‘People working in the field who currently lack a qualification will be facilitated to
attain certification through in-work education, block release and IN-Service
opportunities. The working group will look specifically at the qualification needs and

access ways of those who lack a qualification’.
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2.7 Some Further Issues in Further Education in Ireland

The key issue for FE in Ireland currently is the need for a precise definition of the
sector. The definitions outlined at the start of this section have mainly come about
through practice rather than policy. Unlike the United Kingdom, Ireland does not
have Further Education colleges, although some of the larger VEC schools are
quickly moving 1n this direction. ‘Rather there are many diverse providers and wide-
ranging courses — from large providers to relatively small organisations, from
courses taking place in schools to various out-of-school contexts, from courses aimed
at unqualified youths to those aimed at mature students. The NCVA, since its
inception in 1991, has developed a National Certification Scheme for programmes in
the FE sector. In practice, these courses including Youthreach, VTOS, Traveller

Education and many others — have come to form the sector “Further Education™

(McNamara et al, 2001).

As an initial step, research needs to be carried out in order to define the scale of FE
in Ireland. Otherwise, between course providers, trainers and participants there will

continue to be a lack of structure or permanence and no sense of fitting into an

overall picture of educational opportunity.
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Chapter 3

Lifelong Learning

3.1 Introduction

This chapter of the dissertation explores the concept of lifelong learning from its

beginnings and examines the implications this concept has for the area of adult basic

education in the Ireland and internationally.

3.2 Learning and Lifelong Learning

‘Litelong learning 1s an increasingly important phenomenon in society today. The
label of 'lifelong learning' 1s becoming more prevalent in pronouncements of policy
and in the rhetoric of practice. Whether or not it 1s formally recognised, litelong
learning in some shape or form is occurring every day in formal educational contexts
as well as in more informal and incidental situations’. (Harris (1999,pg.1). Lifelong
learning is a philosophical concept that explores the importance of education as it
relates to the individual accomplishments, motivation for self and societal
improvement and the expansion of conventional leisure activities. In its 1deal sense,
lifelong learning should encompass the whole of society and engage each citizen in
learning experiences that last for one’s whole lifetime. Lifelong learning is also
important for the achievement of social democracy and equity. A central tenet of

lifelong learning is the fact that learning is something that must be accessible to all
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people. It is certainly not only for select groups 1n society. Everyone is able to

participate in the learning society.

In 1965 UNESCO's adopted ‘lifelong learning’ as part of ‘lifelong education’ and the
term was further developed in the Faure report, Learning to be, in 1972 (Duke 1976,
pg. 23). The report highlights UNESCO's commitment to lifelong education as "the
master concept for educational policies in the years to come for both developed and
developing countries" (Faure 1972, pg. 182). The concept was originally grounded in
the humanistic tradition and therefore saw linked educational reform with demands

for increased opportunity and personal fulfilment. In essence it was democratisation

through the education system.

The concept of lifelong learning did not begin with its official adoption by
UNESCO. Longworth (1998,pg. 8) quotes Comenius’ ‘Pampaedia’ written in 1609
which states:

“Just as the whole world 1s a school for the whole of the human race, from the
beginning of time until the very end, so the whole of a person’s life is a school for
everyone of us, from the cradle to the grave. It 1s no longer enough to say with
Senea, ‘No age is too late to begin learning’. We must say, ‘Every age 1s destined for

learning, nor is a person given other goals in learning than in life itself’.

Learning is a natural lifelong process. However, lifelong learning is more than a

simple experiential activity; it comprises deliberate learning and the related processes
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that give rise to certain meanings, interpretations and purposes. As Jarvis (1992,
pp-11-12) pointed out, learning is:

‘Of the essence of everyday living and of conscious experience; it is the process of
transforming that experience into knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and beliefs. It
1s about the continuing process of making sense of everyday experience... Learning

1s, therefore, a process of giving meaning to, or seeking to understand, life
experiences ... [however] ... unless provision is made for learning, the experience of
everyday living may be restrictive, and learning may be limited to the primary

experiences of life’.

More specifically, "deliberate" learning (Tough, 1971) is an important component of
lifelong learning and, as Knapper & Cropley (1985, pg. 20) noted, has an array of
characteristics. For example, deliberate learning is intentional, and learners are aware
that they are learning. It has explicit and specific goals, and is not directed at vague
generalizations such as developing the mind. The goals provide the rationale that
enthuses the learner, as compared with other factors such as "boredom". Further, the

learner intends to retain what has been learned for a considerable period of time.

From a broader and more inclusive perspective, Cropley & Knapper (1983, pg. 17),
describe lifelong learning as lasting for the whole lifetime of the learner; leading to
the orderly acquisition, renewal, upgrading or completion of knowledge, skills and
attitudes: fostering and depending for its existence on people's increasing ability and

. motivation to engage in learning, much of the time without dependence upon
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traditional schools or school-like institutions; and depending on the contribution of

all available educational influences including formal, non-formal and informal.

Lifelong education has also been prioritised by the European Union since the latter
part of the 1980’s. In 1987, a ‘Standing Working Group on Education’ was
established in order to examine difficulties in education and industry. This Working

Group also set up a lifelong learning and adult education special task force.
Consequently, the necessity of ‘creating a European concept of lifelong learning and
the need for closer co-operation and partnership between all parties concerned with
education and training’ (Kairamo 1989, pg.3) was acknowledged. This initial
recognition was unexpected as prior to 1992 the European Union had no legislative
power over the sphere of Education, though it had played a role in education since
the mid-1970°s. The European Commission has also ‘long been exerting a massive
influence on the education policies of the member states via guidelines, resolutions,

recommendations and reports’ (Heinemann 1991, pg.71).

Murphy (1997, pg.364) states that ‘it is in the policy of lifelong learning that we see
most clearly the connections between education, European capital and state
governments. European multinationals, in order to take advantage of their new
economies of scale, need a flexible and adaptable workforce. The production of new
technologies requires labour, which has the ability to rapidly change its skill base in
order to keep up with developments in industry. The political decision to foster a
policy of lifelong learning is an attempt to provide this education infrastructure to

European big business, a policy that is crucial if they are to maintain their profit
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levels. According to Field (1996, pg.131) the European Commission White Paper -

Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society' states that ‘the general

objectives of European Policy are:

e Encourage the acquisition of new knowledge.

e Bring schools and the business sector closer together.

e (Combat exclusion.
e Proficiency in three community languages.

e [lreat capital investment and investment in training on an equal basis' (p.131).

Longworth (1999,pg. 1) also points out the global interest in lifelong learning when
he stated that 'the G7 Nations in their Naples Communiqué, called for "the

development of human potential through the creation of a culture of lifetime

learning""'

Johnston (2000, pg.1) states that ‘as we move into the 21* century, the lifelong
education dreamt of, almost exclusively by the liberal education establishment has
somehow been transmogrified into a universally-acclaimed lifelong learning which is
embraced by international bodies, national governments, employers, trade unions and
educators alike. This lifelong learning is underpinned by a clear economic rationale,
puts an emphasis on human capital and employability and appears to be flourishing

within an increasingly marketised and consumer-oriented world’.

Harris (1999, pg.1) points out that the focus of lifelong learning in the 1970°s was

primarily based on its social benefits and the emphasis appeared to be on social
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capital. The perception at the time was that lifelong learning was for ‘individual

development and therefore for citizenship’. Dave (1976) discussed ‘the fullest

development of human potential’ (pg.3), ‘quality of life’ (pg.12), lifelong learning
"as a potent instrument to keep up and accelerate all sided development’ (pg.12) and
‘as a means of attaining the highest form of self-realisation’ (pg.12). This clearly

1llustrates the significant shift from the 1970’s to current thinking, which often

focuses on lifelong learning and enhanced employability.

Harris (1999, pg.1) states that currently ‘the pendulum has swung dramatically in
favour of the economic rather than the social’. It must be admitted that the
importance of the social goals are still recognised; however they do appear to be
considered less important. . As can be clearly seen the current version of lifelong
learning has altered significantly from the original concept. The recent European
Union reports on the sphere of lifelong learning concentrate on a wide ranging mix
of social and economic issues but the focus remains clearly focused on the economic
benefits of the concept. Field (1997) also highlights that although the European
Union White Paper briefly mentions the need for personal development, social
learning and active citizenships there did not appear to be any firm proposals in these
areas. The primary significance of lifelong learning was clearly defined in terms of
employment and the economy. This needs to be further examined as there is little

empirical data, which highlights the efficacy of education and training as a cure for

economic problems (Edwards et al, 1998).
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Harris (1999, pg.2) holds the view that ‘rather than the primary role of education
being to assist individuals to realise their full potential, thereby also contributing to

social and cultural development, the focus is more on it contributing to the

development of national economic success by developing the human resource capital
required by industries and enterprises’. Martin (1999, pg.184) also states that ‘the
problem 1s that although we live in an increasingly unfair and unequal society (and,
indeed, world), the current discourse of lifelong learning and the learning society
seldom seems to make any attempt to connect with the material realities of ordinary

people’s lives. Consequently, it remains at best somewhat abstract and rhetorical; at

worst disingenuous and misleading’.

Many commentators are firmly against this swing. Seddon (1998, pg.244) has
warned of the dangers of this shift from social goals and considers that it actually

threatens economic goals: ‘what is challenging about our moment in history is that it

appears to be a time of transition. The nation-building state has changed its mind. It

seeks simultaneously to up skill the national human stock and to undermine the
social organization of expertise by treating knowledge and values as simple
commodities that can be exchanged in the marketplace.... The pre-occupation with
the economic goals of education and training reflects this curious contradiction. It
captures the contribution of education and training to human capital investment but is
blind to the social organization of knowledge and communities that continuously
construct and protect cultural resources’. Therefore, a more balanced
acknowledgement of the social and economic goals of lifelong learning by

governments 1s now required. As pointed out by Martin (1999,pg.183) ‘it is in social
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movements in civil society that people act collectively and dialectically to assert their

agency, or their capacity to be free, within the real constraints of structure — often
beginning by learning that the first lesson of freedom is to understand the reality of
unfreedom. This is where the struggle of active citizens for a truly democratic

learning society must begin, and where the learning society must learn to be a

society’.

However, not all commentators feel at ease with the whole concept. In fact Illich and
Verne (1976, pg.9) highlighted their opposition to the concept of lifelong learning
when they envisaged a scenario where workers/learner might easily be pushed into

‘training he {sic] does not want, from which he hardly benefits but which serves to

adapt, integrate and dominate him’.

As quoted by McGivney (1993, pg.14), Hedoux (1982) discovered in his study of
participation in France that educational participation was firmly related to the degree
of each person’s integration into community life. Participants in adult education were
seen to be leading a more varied social life than those who were non-participant and
were appreciably more involved in cultural practices such as visiting museums,
theatres, cinema and reading. Hedoux therefore was of the opinion that ‘a dynamic of
cultural development within families reinforces the positive thrust towards

education’. He concluded that participation in adult education anises from

‘particularly tenacious social differentiations’.
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Barnett (1988) has proposed that there are four versions of the learning society: the

economic approach, enhancing quality of life, the democratic approach and the
emancipatory approach. He stresses that literature on the learning society reflects at
least one or more of these versions and therefore contends that a more

comprehensive understanding of the opportunities offered by the learning socliety can

only be gained when one is familiar with each of these definitions.

As already highlighted the economic approach appears to be that which is most
favoured by the European Union and national governments. In Ireland the recent
adult education government papers have certainly stressed the economic benefits of
promoting the concept of lifelong learning. Barnett asserts that his second approach,
enhancing quality of each individuals life, is embodied in terms like ‘continuing
education’, ‘lifelong learning’, in addition to mainstream education provision for
adults. The third kind of the learning society, the democratic approach, links learning
with the concept of citizenship and stresses the importance of people learning 1n
order to play fuller active roles in their society. Barnett’s fourth and final approach,
is at his own admission rather vague as it has, in his opinion, not been fully
developed in the sphere of lifelong learning research. It proposes an emancipatory
vision of the learning society, enabling society itself to become more selt-retlexive
and self-learning. These certainly appear to be related to the aspiration to encourage

learners to become self-directed and autonomous.

Effective lifelong learners need to be self-directed learners. Knapper and Cropley

(1985) describe etfective learners as being aware of the relationship between learning
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and real life, cognizant of the need for learning throughout the lifespan, motivated to
learn throughout the lifespan, and in possession of a self-concept supportive of
lifelong learning. Specific skills for lifelong learning include the ability to set
personal objectives in a realistic way; the ability to apply knowledge already
possessed; the ability to valuate one's own learning; the ability to locate information;
the ability to use different learning strategies and learn in different settings; the
ability to use learning aids, such as libraries or the media; and the ability to use and
interpret materials from different subject areas. Above all, lifelong learning must
emphasize learners' autonomy and learning life-wide (a wide breadth of learning, not

simply length of learning) as well as throughout the lifespan. These are basic

principles for lifelong learning of all stripes, including adult literacy education.

3.3 Lifelong Learning and Adult Literacy

In Ireland, presumably a democratic society, the principle of equality and rights,
opportunity and treatment 1s enshrined within the Irish Constitution, Bunreacht na
Heireann (Ireland, 1937). However, as previously noted IALS (OECD, 1997) figures
have shown that this recognition of rights 1s true only in principle, for a significant
number of people in Ireland. Low literacy skills may prevent a significant percentage
of our population from enjoying and exercising their social and political rights to the
fullest extent. It is difficult to participate in the community and political arena and to
become involved in the decision making opportunities offered to citizens of

democracies, when the majority of such events are linked in the main to written
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communication. To participate fully in civic life, citizens must have the skills
necessary to access and to act upon information. Whether casting a ballot in an
election, participating in a community forum, accessing programs and services,
defending their civic or human rights, or advocating for change, an effective
democracy demands that its citizens are informed and engaged. Johnston (1998,
pg.1), Secretary-General of the OECD states that ‘the importance of basic education
cannot be emphasised enough... Previous generations referred to the importance of
the three ‘R’s: reading, writing and arithmetic. They were right. These are the
essential tools for lifelong learning’. Literacy and adult basic education provides

those people unable to fully participate in society with an essential set of tools in

order to allow them to play a more effective part in their community, in the economy,

in the wider education system and even in their own families.

Learning needs to be viewed as a process whereby meaning and purpose is
constructed throughout one's lifetime. Through learning, the depth and breadth of life
1s enlarged and enhanced, making learning life-wide as well as lifelong. Literacy is
the most fundamental tool for awakening individuals' interests n self, life, and
learning. True learning for literacy should, as Mezirow (1991) stated, help learners
transform their perspectives about life. Thus, literacy and learning should not be
confined to basic writing, reading, and calculating skills. Instead, literacy needs to be
a channel whereby empowerment is the rightful end. At the same time, learners need
to learn how to learn, and they need to become self-directed learners, something that

doesn't happen within the current more formal and narrow setting. Also, learners also

need to assume responsibility for their own learning.
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Based on the functional literacy noted earlier, obviously, basic literacy benchmarks
are being elevated as technology becomes more pervasive and progressively more

complex. To a greater and greater level, literacy is an essential requirement for
obtaining information and using basic technology. Without basic literacy, it is
increasingly difficult to fulfil goals that form the basis for a secure and satisfying life

in a developed economy. In this sense, learning for literacy is the most basic stepping

stone 1n life-wide and lifelong learning.

Literacy 1s not simply a mechanism for adjustment in order to "fit" or "survive".
Scribner (1984) points out that literacy has at least two other principal functions:
first, 1t furnishes power; and second, it contributes to a "state of grace". Literacy as
power emphasises the liberating nature of knowledge. As Freire (1970, pg. 205) has

suggested, literacy "is truly an act of knowing, through which a person 1s able to look

critically at the culture which has shaped him, and to move toward reflection and
positive action upon his world." Literacy as a state of grace is perhaps best
appreciated and understood as the tendency in many societies to bestow literacy with

exceptional virtues.

The TALS (1995) definition of literacy - ‘the ability to understand and use printed
information in daily activities at home, at work and in the community to achieve
one’s goals and to develop one’s knowledge and potential’ 1s a very important
definition to comprehend. Fisher (2001, pg.58) notes ‘the ability to decode and
comprehend printed information is not new to adult educators and speaks to a

traditional ‘literacy’ curriculum. The idea that this information must be applied to
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situations at home, at work and in the community moves us towards a process
perspective about learning. This perspective speaks to the necessity for us to ensure
that the process and content skills we teach are transferable to other situations,
personal and social, in which our students find themselves in their everyday life’.
This clearly dovetails into lifelong learning. Unesco (1999) also views the ability to
transter knowledge and skills to life outside the classroom as being highly important.

It 1dentifies four pillars of education which stress the importance of the whole

concept of lifelong learning:

e Learning to know — learning skills required to learn throughout life.
e Learning to do — acquiring skills, especially those needed to earn a living.

e Learning to live together — developing civic values and the aptitude for

understanding, working in teams and respecting others.

e Learning to be — the overall development of the human person in all ways.

Many adult basic education students do not come to classes with this capacity for
being lifelong learners and often simply lack the learning skills required to build

these four pillars of education.

Fisher (2001, pg.58) also argues that ‘one goal of literacy programs ... should be to
assist literacy students in becoming lifelong learners. Literate people learn
independently, interdependently, and continuously throughout their lives.
Perseverance along the path to becoming a lifelong learner 1s required as participants
gain the knowledge of how to learn as well as the academic skills themselves’. She

further states that ‘educators will need to nurture [students’] .. curiosity, guide their
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knowledge of how to learn, encourage their inner motivation, and assist their ability
to learn independently and interdependently’(pg.58) and points out that ‘as
educators, our role is to be facilitators and mediators in order for the awareness,
articulation and continued application of the skills of learning to occur’ (pg.58). This

clearly shows the immense skills that are required by all adult basic educators.

The principle of adult literacy education cannot be restricted to helping people obtain
conventional reading, writing, mathematical, and the somewhat newer addition,
computing abilities. Literacy must be a device for empowerment, unleashing
innovative and inquisitive energy. This means that structures and programming to
support adult literacy in Ireland must be centred on a holistic view of lifelong
learning and giving power to people. Effectively, the features of effective lifelong

learning need to be rooted within literacy education, and the target groups for literacy

education need to be defined quite broadly.

However, as described by Heath (1986), higher level and, ultimately, more
significant applications such as social-interaction activities, news-related contexts,
memory-supportive frameworks, and substitutes for oral messages are not embedded
in adult literacy education. The notion of literacy for empowerment is completely
absent, and practitioners still count the number of words that students should learn as
the criteria for literacy education. As a result, literacy is isolated from the socio-
cultural context. This static view of literacy ensures that it remains apart and separate

from the lifelong learning context.
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In order to realize the potential for adult literacy training, and at the same time
provide an accommodating and supportive platform for the transition to the full

range of lifelong learning opportunities, there needs to be change in the definitions,

goals, platforms and policies regarding literacy, learning and lifelong learning in

Ireland.

With regard to policy, 1t 1s important to include avenues and opportunities for all
groups 1n need of adult basic education, including early school leavers, immigrants,
and older people. Also, different levels, different contexts, and different providers
need to be available and drawn into the mix. Adult literacy education must go
beyond schools and reach out to communities as well as families. This is particularly
important in that it will draw people who have negative attitudes towards schools,
and encourage them to attend. Also, it helps break stereotypes about schools,
education and the student-teacher relationship, and in turn renews and broadens the
public's view of learning. Community-based and family-directed literacy programs
are essential. Most importantly, adult literacy students need to become active, self-

directed, autonomous learners if they are to continue down the lifelong learning

continuum.

In essence, adult basic education must be linked to a wide range of lifelong learning
activities and opportunities. This is what will draw adult basic education out of 1ts
narrow and confining shell and into the broader learning context rightfully associated
with responsible holistic participation in the society at large. Redefined, restructured

and revamped adult basic education will do much for groups that are currently
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excluded from the opportunities associated with full participation in a learning

society, and in the end the entire community will benefit from increased cohesion

and economic potential.

Lifelong Educators?

The connection between teachers’ professional development and school is made
quite explicit: “it is a corollary of accepting the necessity of lifelong teacher
education that the very model of schooling and its organisation needs to be
reconstituted” (OECD, 1991, pg. 103). Teaching can therefore no longer be defined
simply in terms of being mere ‘transmission of information’. In order that this
becomes a firmly rooted reality, all educators must also become learners. This

certainly has serious implications for all educational sectors in Ireland.

McNaughton (1999, pg.19) states that ‘arguably one of the best and necessary ways
of making lifelong learning a reality is to develop an effective, well trained cadre of
teaching/learning volunteers. The 1dea in a sense would be not only to make each of
us a lifelong learner, but also a lifelong teacher. We all have the knowledge we could
choose to pass on to others. But we have to know we have the knowledge, we have to
refine it, and we have to know how to pass it on to people’. It 1s clear that learning
society will not develop unless teachers at work and during their training appreciate
and come to terms with ideas, concepts and practices of lifelong learning. This
change will certainly will broaden practitioners abilities, scope and knowledge well

beyond present requirements and insights.
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Longworth and Davis (1996, pg.89) see this as being a compulsory element of any
teaching or training position: 'in simple terms of remaining in employment it is
becoming more and more important that people should learn and relearn constantly
in order to keep up with the rapidly changing demands of technological progress. So
1t 1s with teachers and teacher trainers. OECD ministers acknowledge that 'the quality

of education depends heavily on the skill, experience and motivation of teachers and

trainers. They, too, should be lifelong learners'.

There is very little indication that a lifelong learning for educators of any type 1s
being dealt with at any serious level in Ireland, and what evidence there 1s appears to
be aspirational rather than contributing to a coherent vision. It is improbable to
suggest that lifelong learning for educators will develop into an exact science.
However, even limited success in this sphere necessitates a form of strategic
planning with a futuristic and long-term view that adequately deals with increasing
intricacies in the education system while not being beleaguered by them. Such
planning will necessitate a recognition and acknowledgement of the culture of
individualism which is firmly rooted in the system as well as practical steps being
taken to blur the walls of “privatism” (Hargreaves, 1994) while developing the self-

confidence of practitioners, therefore facilitating them to promote and practice a

more “interactive” professionalism (Fullan, 1991; Day, 1993).

ILO (2000, pg.1) highlights the fact that ‘teachers within adult and non-formal
education rarely receive the status of “teacher”, which is to say that the salary they

receive may bear no resemblance to the salary paid to an “official” teacher’. For
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example, in Ireland, there are extremely few full-time adult educators for the simple
reason that there are few full-time posts as adult educators. The salaries paid to these

educators are generally low — approximately €27 per hour of teaching for an average
of three or four hours of teaching per week. In most contexts, adult education is a

part-time activity, especially for the adult educators.

The White Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000) recognised the specific difficulties
with regard to the training provision that exists for adult educators in Ireland. It
further stated that ‘in common with many other aspects of Adult Education, the
sector compares poorly with the other education sectors in terms of the stability of
employment, career options and structures for ongoing development of practitioners’.
The White Paper envisaged a system in the future whereby practitioners of adult
education will be trained to third level, professional standard. It i1s proposed to
establish an Inter Agency Working group (IAW) to examine 1ssues of
professionalisation, including the feasibility of developing a generic training
programme. It is envisaged that this training programme would operate on a
modular, in- service basis in the first instance and, later, a pre-service training
programme. The work of the Inter Agency Working group will proceed on a phased
basis, in tandem with a process of consultation, research and review of best
international practice. People working within the service who do not currently have
a qualification are to be facilitated to attain certification through block release, 1n-
work education and in-service opportunities. The IAW is to look specifically at need
of practitioners who lack a qualification. It is hoped that they will pave the way for
the assessment of prior learning, workplace learning, criterion-referenced assessment

and community learning. A Forum for Adult Education Practitioners will also be
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established to provide an opportunity for practitioner to network, share best
practice, inform policy development and develop a peer support mechanism. It was

recognised that ‘this needs to be accompanied by systematic investment in inservice

training, and by the development of career structures and conditions of employment
which reward excellence and professionalism, and which ensure the retention of
expertise in the system for the future benefit of the sector and its participants’ (DES,

1998, pg.111). Staff conditions will also be addressed, in consultation with staff

Interests and in the context of public pay parameters.

The development of flexible qualification for those practitioners who currently lack a
qualification was seen as another area of concern, particularly for volunteers working
in the community education sector. The development of part-time, block release,
modularised and in-service programme should ensure that those who wish to gain a
qualification are enabled to do so. As stated by the Green Paper on adult education
‘tutor becomes a co-learner’ (DES, 1998, pg.108). Theretore it 1s imperative that
support should also be provided for these learners in line with support available to

all other adult learners.

The inservice and pre-service training forms part of an overall framework
‘promoting teaching strategies appropriate to adults as a key element in the evolution
of a framework for lifelong learning’ (DES, 1998, pg.109). It also recognizes that
‘while it is essential that Adult Education retains the flexibility and freedom to draw
from a wide range of sources and expertise, it is vital that, over time, qualifications

for the teaching and practice of Adult Education be accorded formal recognition.
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This process would need to recognise the diversity of the sector and provide for the
multiplicity of actors and providers in the field.” Indeed these considerations are

reflected in the strategy document "Strategy for Lifelong Learning" (1996) which

proposes that qualifications for adult educators should
e Ultimately apply only to third level qualifications:

e Allow for professional movement between the sectors, through inservice

provision;

e Allow for a variety of entry points to the profession reflecting the diversity of

those who currently work in the area:

e Address the learning and education possibilities offered by new, multi-media

technologies and distance learning.

The term “lifelong learning” calls for a much more extensive range of definitions
than “protessional development” for what makes up useful knowledge and who sets
the defimtion of °‘good teaching’ that guides learning. While professional
development clearly denotes learning for the sake of improving professional practice,
lifelong learning is not rooted in any particular moral or professional commitment.

The question becomes, learning what, and for which purposes? For example, 1s

learning legitimate if it leads people out of teaching?

The notion of “learning community” that has become popular in schools
(Sergiovanni, 1994; Shields, 2000) may help avoid potential individualism, vague
purposes or technicist approaches to teachers’ lifelong learming. According to

Mitchell and Sackney (2000), learning community i1s developed through building
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three modes of capacity: personal, interpersonal, and organisational. Building
personal  capacity involves individual teachers confronting and perhaps
reconstructing their structures of personal narratives shaping their practice:
embedded values, assumptions, beliefs and practical knowledge. Interpersonal

capacity depends on fostering both an affective climate where teachers feel affirmed

and motivated to participate, and a cognitive climate that encourages learning.
Organisational capacity depends upon the productive rearrangement of structures that
can enable and encourage collective learning: resources, power relationships, and

work design. Are ABE schemes communities that promote personal, interpersonal

and organizational capacity building?

If a love of lifelong learning is to develop and grow, then “every school must be a

learning organisation” (Day, 1996, pg. 4) and this would involve major shift of focus

in this sphere. This required change is certainly a long-term one, but government
policy must enthusiastically promote this essential change of approach and set about
its advance by putting in place a number of measures. It is becoming rather clichéd to
suggest that schools need to become learning communities for educators as well as
pupils, but it does indeed have special significance in the Irish adult education sector
where opportunities for career advancement are rather limited. Sustaining the
profession in this situation is necessary for the quality of both teaching and learning
in schools. Greater flexibility in providing in-service training seems necessary and
more attention to practitioners’ individual development seems appropniate if they are
not to be worn out by the immediacy of the “daily grind” (Fullan & Hargreaves,

1992). A more highly attuned methodology, which recognises this twofold

55



responsibility in lifelong learning, needs continuous monitoring and sensitively
conducted research in the setting. Without these measures, and the list is by no
means comprehensive, the quality of teaching and learning in our schools will
become increasingly irrelevant to the lives of learners. These issues cannot be
ignored. Lifelong learning for teachers requires flexibility, planning, infrastructure,
resources, and coherence, as well as much more attention by policy-makers than it

currently enjoys.
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Chapter 4
Adult Literacy - the national context

4.1. Introduction

The following section will place adult literacy in a national context, detailing the
number of adults with low literacy levels, the organisations and agencies nationwide

working both to improve literacy levels and to raise awareness of literacy issues.

4.2. Brief overview of adult literacy in Ireland

The release, 1n 1997, of the IALS survey results, highlighted the extent of the literacy
problem in Ireland with 25 per cent of the adult population found to be’ functioning
at a very basic level of comprehension in the ordinary reading and writing situations
which arise, in the community and at work’ (O’Sullivan, 1999, pg.8). These results
were considerably higher than were expected and NALA claimed they were ‘a
warning sign to the government to invest in basic adult education’ (Oliver, 2000,
June 15). An Irish Times editorial described the adult education and literacy sector at

this stage of its development:

'For decades, adult education has been the Cinderella of the education sector. to their

credit, teachers and students in virtually every community in the state still forged a
dynamic adult education sector and muddled through- despite the lack of support

from the state'. (Irish Times, 2000, August 3).
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The value of literacy in the daily lives of individuals cannot be under estimated, as
highlighted in the White Paper on Education, ' basic levels of literacy and numeracy
are an indispensable prerequisite for independent living, for access to education and
training and for the effective participation in society’ (DES, 1995,pg.78). In the
current economic boom, much emphasis has been placed on the need to improve the
skills of the workforce but, as NALA have highlighted, low literacy levels have
wider implications both for employees and the unemployed. While people need
adequate literacy skills to obtain a job they also need these skills to hold down jobs
and to adapt to changes in the workplace (NALA press release, 2/6/00). The
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development reported that ' the quiet
contributions that literacy makes to the economy are not fully appreciated...'! (OECD,
1997, pg.57). They also highlighted skills shortages as a 'major bottleneck' in the
Irish economy (OECD, 1999). With the IALS (OECD, 1997) survey reporting that
25 per cent of the Irish adult population were not able to get beyond level one when
tested and a further 30 per cent of the population could not get beyond level two,
while ' level 3 is considered the minimum desirable threshold in most industrialised
countries' (in Bailey and Coleman, 1998, pg.4), there is a recognition of the urgent
need to address low literacy levels, as ' skills shortages both in terms of new entrants

to the work force as well as the skills of those already in the work force are now a

major barrier to sustainable development of the Irish economy' (DES, 2000, pe.17).
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4.2.1 'Learning for Life: White Paper on Adult Education’

The White Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000) offers an important insight into
the future direction of adult literacy provision in Ireland. The following is a brief

discussion of the recommendations in the White Paper and their implications for the

future of the Literacy Service.

The White Paper signals a firm commitment by government to addressing literacy in
a strategic manner. There is recognition of the importance of lifelong learning and
also of the role of the adult education sector in promoting and delivering that
learning. As the minister outlines in the initial pages of the document, ' this White
Paper sets out a blueprint for the future development and expansion of adult
education, for a strengthened focus on access, quality, flexibility and responsiveness
and for the establishment of national and local structures which will help provide a
coordinated and integrated approach' (DES, 2000, pg.10). The White Paper outlines
the National Adult Literacy Programme (NALP), major elements of which have
already been implemented. In recognition of the impact of low literacy levels on an
individual's life, ' the scale of the problem; the negative implications for the person's
life chances; its intergenerational impact and the recognition that there still 1s a lot to
learn in tackling the problem' (DES, 2000, pg.88), NALP has committed £73.8

million €93.7 million) to literacy, under the National Development Plan (2000-

2006).

The main aims of the National Adult Literacy Programme are to:
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* Continue to increase the number of clients reached, and the scale of
investment, so that by the end of the plan (2006), an estimated 113,000 will
have availed of tuition (there are currently approximately 23,000 clients
participating in literacy tuition nationwide).

o Priontise those with lowest literacy levels

e Implement the quality framework

o Continue to develop new methods of targeting the client group, especially

through the use of referral networks

e (Combine literacy training with other programmes, thereby allowing agencies

to combine resources locally to best address emerging needs.

e Continue to develop specific initiatives for groups such as people with

disabilities, the homeless, Travellers, refugees and asylum seekers.
e Expand the provision of workplace literacy

e Explore the potential of ICT and broadcasting in literacy training.

(DES, 2000, pg.88)

This programme plan aims to address many of the issues that have arisen 1n the
course of this evaluation as factors that have posed a challenge to literacy delivery.
The commitment of the programme to provide such levels of funding to the service
and to prioritise these issues, will improve the provision of literacy generally. The
increased funding will allow the literacy service to improve the flexibility and quality

provided to their clients and also to improve the range of provision on offer.
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4.3. Causes and Effects

The manifestation of literacy difficulties fall into four broad categories:

Educational: large classes, poor teaching, limited remedial facilities.
Physical/Psychological: poor hearing/vision, specific learning difficulties.
Social & Economic: poverty, poor housing, no money for materials.
Family: large size, no habit of reading, other difficulties.

Most people who have low literacy skills will also have experienced a combination

of the above. The effects of this can be divided as follows:
Positive: good memory, observation skills and coping strategies.
Negative: generalised sense of failure, negative attitudes to school, poor self esteem,

lower social standing, non-participation, isolation and limited employment prospects.

Adult Basic Education

Adult Basic Education (ABE) is a comparatively new term, which is surrounded by a
certain degree of ambiguity. Its meaning is often determined by the interest and
knowledge of those involved. Its more usual meaning refers to an 'adult equivalent of
the three R's with a new component of social education'. (Inglis, 1986, pg.53). The
sphere of adult basic education is concerned with and i1s seen to refer to literacy,
numeracy and basic social/personal skills. Theretore ABE 1s primarily remedial or
compensatory and there is a strong emphasis on the basic survival skills necessary in
order to participate efficiently in society. On the other hand, within the whole context

of adult learning, basic education can be taken to mean the provision of first or
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second chance education for those adults who, for whatever reason, have had limited

educational opportunities previously.

4.4.1 Literacy

In the recently published International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), Ireland was
found to have a great number of adults with skills below the minimum recommended
level in an economically developed country (OECD, 1997). It is estimated that 25%
of the population between the ages of 16 and 64 were found to be unable to progress
past the first (of five) level in the study. This indicated that this cohort were "only
able to perform the simplest of tasks at best" (Morgan et al, 1997 pg.2). A further
30% were unable to progress past the second level, which included information and
tasks that one would expect to perform in everyday situations. The IALS (OECD,
1995) viewed level three as the minimum desired threshold in economically
developed countries. It was their view that rapidly changing economies constantly
require much higher levels of literacy in order that their citizens are in a position to
fully participate in society. Morgan (1999, pg.1) points out that 'the findings attracted
considerable attention at the time and have been the subject of much media comment
as well as being the focus of the work of an Oireachtas [Irish Parliament] sub-
committee’. NALD (1998,pg.1) states that 'the survey [(IALS)] shows that literacy
contributes to the economy in the form of higher worker productivity and income,

provides a better quality of life in terms of reduced poverty, unemployment and
public assistance, and helps to ensure improved health and child rearing practices'.

Alden (1982, pg.2) states that 'one of the most painful consequences of illiteracy 1s
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the sense of personal shame that often accompanies being unable to read and write in

a soclety in which literacy is taken for granted'

The IALS and other research in the field have clearly shown that the literacy problem

1s found in industrialized Western nations. 'Although differences appear in the

literature as to the severity of the problem, one UNESCO document observed that an
individual ‘need only stand at the counter of a post office, bank, tax office or social
security office ... to realize that functional illiterates are legion. They have more or
less mastered the rudiments of reading and writing .... But in the jungle of
bureaucracy they are lost, entangled in the red tape and incapable of understanding

the nstructions or filling in forms’. (UNESCO, 1981, as cited in Coombs, 1985,

pg.281).

Beder (1991, pg.23) states that ‘clearly, estimates of illiteracy rates vary according to
how illiteracy i1s defined, and the more comprehensive the definition, the larger the
estimate’. ‘Why has the i1ssue of adult literacy become so prominent? There are at
least two reasons. First, as knowledge has expanded in amount and complexity in the
wake of technological growth, the sophistication required to be literate has been
increased accordingly. Thus, while adults were considered to be literate in the
nineteenth century if they could write their names, and were deemed to be literate in
the 1930’s if they had achieved eight grade, today adults are considered functionally
illiterate unless they have mastered the complexities of technical manuals, tax forms
and the like'. Second, literacy has been linked to worker productivity, and

productivity has become a critical issue as this nation’s economic prominence in the
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world is increasingly threatened’. Kett (1991) also highlights that 'the concept of
what it means to be literate is, of course arbitrary and culturally specific' (pg.14). She
points out that as society changes the level of literacy skills needed to function
efficiently change also. Since the introduction of free secondary education in 1967,
more of our population have been able to achieve more than minimum competency.
This leads to 'inflation' of sorts with a rise 'in the minimum standards of reading and
writing performance that are considered to represent barely acceptable competence'.
Theretore people who a few years ago were considered to have 'competent literacy
skills' are now considered 'illiterate' (pg.14). This is one of the many problems
associated with defining literacy and the measurement of literacy achievement.
Charnley and Jones (1981, pg.8/9) illustrated the dilemma facing teachers, planners
and researchers when they stated 'illiteracy means the inability to interpret any
written message, but literacy cannot mean the opposite, the ability to interpret any
written message ... there is no demarcated state that can be called absolute literacy,
with an identifiable threshold. Adult reading and writing always takes place in a
context of its efficacy can be gauged only in that context. As the contexts change, the
threshold of literacy may change too...". Hunter and Harman (1979) believe that “all
definitions of literacy or illiteracy are completely relative’ (pg.101). They detfine two
kinds of literacy: conventional literacy which is the ‘ability to read, write, and
comprehend texts on familiar subjects and to understand whatever signs, labels,
instructions, and directions are necessary to get along within one’s environment’,
(pg.7) and functional literacy, ‘the possession of skills perceived as necessary by
particular persons and groups to fulfill their own self-determined objectives...’

(pg.7). Scribner and Cole (1981) state ‘literacy is not simply knowing how to read or
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write a particular script but applying this knowledge for specific purposes 1n specific

contexts of use’ (pg.236).

Beder (1991, pg.4) highlights that ‘overlaid on the discussion of what being literate
means 1s the distinction between basic literacy and functional literacy. Basic literacy
1s generally defined as the ability to master the skills of reading and writing and to
perform basic numerical computations. It tends to view literacy as a set of

generalized skills. That is to say, once individuals can ‘read’, they will be able to

read 1n any context. Functional literacy is a bit more complex’.

4.4.2

Numeracy

Wells (1997, pg.151) states that 'the impact of poor literacy has also been well
documented. And it is fairly obvious. If you think of all, of the times you read or
write everyday it is fairly easy to get an idea of disadvantage you would face if you
could not read effectively and could not write with confidence. Poor literacy skills
are a major disadvantage for most people and they are not offset by other skills such
as practical or manual skills'. Wells goes on to point out that 'less is known about
poor numeracy and its impact. There is less stigma attached to poor numeracy skills
and some people boast quite proudly that 'they're not very good with numbers'.
There's also plenty of confusion between poor numeracy and weaknesses at
mathematics. Plenty of people can manipulate numbers and understand the four rules
but have little idea of quadratic equations or logarithms. Are these people numerate?’

(pg.152). Beder (1991, pg.79) highlights the example of an 1lliterate painter who he
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cncountered: 'not being able to do basic arithmetic, he ‘computed’ the area of a room
by running a special stick along the appropriate sides of a wall and then “adding’ the
areas of the walls together. In essence he had invented mathematics for himself, and

he claimed that his estimates were seldom inaccurate’. This raises questions about

the dithiculties encountered by adults with low numeracy skills.

Ciancone (1988, pg.1) explains that 'mumeracy', as distinct from 'arithmetic' or
'mathematics’, is a relatively new word in the jargon of adult education'. Penny
(1984, pg.24) detines it as 'the ability to understand and use mathematics as a means
of communication, to interpret a situation given in mathematical terms or to employ
mathematics to represent a situation and, if necessary, use mathematical symbols to
obtain further information'. In the age of the pocket calculator it has often been
questioned whether mathematical ability is necessary in day-to-day life. Few people
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