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In this paper I would like to sketch some challenges I think the Adult Basic Education field 
needs to tackle in the 90s.  

ABE: new skills, new lives 
The first issue is specifying the relationship between literacy and social competence, between 
acknowledging the need for literacy education and acknowledging the adulthood of our 
students. We must accept that here we are facing a fundamental paradox in our work as adult 
educators and language educators. Premature attempts to evade these paradoxes both 
misrecognize and reduce our practice. For example, officially the only criteria used to 
distinguish different types of adult students in ABE settings is a classification in terms of their 
level of literacy where literacy is defined as facility with the grapho-phonics and lexico-
grammar of written English. Adults are then directed to programs organized in terms of levels 
of facility with the written code. This reading of literacy as mastery of a written code contrasts 
with an emphasis on literacy as participation in social occasions and  processes. 

ABE: education of adults or for adulthood 
It also contrasts with our commitment to the concept of adulthood drawn from Adult 
Education. On this view, any person over the age of 18 is basically a competent person who 
may however wish to add or extend some of their skills — such as literacy skills. Yet, to then 
shift ground and begin with a definition of our students as adults is to also falsely make out 
that what happens in ABE education is relatively peripheral to our student's social identity, 
that all we are doing is adding a repertoire of skills to an already defined adult identity. It is to 
gloss ABE as an adult hobby course and trivialize literacy education. ABE educators know 
their educational practice can be life transforming, and they intend it to be life transforming. 
We seem caught in an inescapable contradiction: to emphasize the social competence of our 
students leads to a reductive account of language; to emphasize the social significance of 
language leads to a reductive account of the social competence of our students. 

ABE education is powerful and does transform lives. In fact many students embark on an 
education precisely in the hope that it will radically change their lives. Returning to education 
is often a tacit admission that you have hit a brick wall. We all know that many of our students 
use education as a way of repositioning their life situations. Many women students will leave 
their marriages or re-enter the workforce. Many who are locked into a life dominated by 
familial relations, attempt to break out of these constraints through education. And workers 
use ABE to reposition themselves in other sectors of the workforce. 

Development or Difference 
However, what I want to point to as an important feature of the ABE agenda during the 90s is 
that we have been loathe to acknowledge the way that ABE education is implicated in our 
student's everyday lives and vice versa — the way that our students' real lives impinge on 
ABE pedagogy. What I mean by this latter is this: in fact every ABE educator makes intuitive 
judgments about their students that are not simply grounded in assessing literacy as a coding 
skill. We all make judgments concerning the motivation, understandings, capacities, possible 
futures and so on of our students. And these judgments are grounded in our actual teaching 
experience but are also interwoven with ethnocentric opinions and prejudices arising out of 
our own everyday membership of contemporary Australia.   



I believe that during the 90s these judgments must be brought out into the open, justified, 
changed, examined and given definition. I do not believe that they can or should be replaced 
by an assessment of our students purely in terms of linguistic competence at the level of 
coding. I will give a quick sketch of the sort of thing I have in mind. Recently I have been 
involved in conversations concerning young Italian women, women who live at home with 
their parents even though they are in their 20s. What one often finds teaching such students is 
that their concept of what education is on about is so discrepant with what is happening in the 
classroom that they cannot tune in at all. They seem unable to make a connection between 
many of the issues raised in the classroom and their own life context even though this 
connection seems obvious to both teachers and other adult students. One senses that these 
students are so tightly woven into their familial situation that they cannot even speak it. To 
speak it would be a betrayal of those they are bound to by bonds of love and duty. 

I won't go on with this exploration. Most teachers of second chance education will I suspect 
already have their own examples vividly in mind. What I do want to suggest that we need to 
theorize the differences between our students more sensitively. And these differences need to 
underpin a growing diversity of curriculum offerings adapted to the existential context of the 
full range of adults we teach. We need far more work on multi-cultural difference, on 
epistemic difference and the way these differences frame the range of subject positions adults 
can take up. We then need curriculum that can scaffold adults from their current range of 
subject positions into the subject positions they aspire to or need.  

One final point. This scaffolding is not a simple developmental or evolutionary path as most 
theories on adulthood suggest. One of the lessons of postmodernism that has been salutary is 
that this process is one fraught with contradiction, conflict and paradox. So, although I think 
that the developmental schema used by Women's Ways of Knowing (insofar as it draws on and 
refines William Perry — its use of Gilligan is another matter) is the most illuminating 
framework we have for describing and framing these different existential positionings and 
their implications for education, if you read this book — and it should read carefully by all 
second chance educators — you will notice that there is a subtext in it that has been effaced 
and suppressed concerning with social class and cultural difference. This subtext has been 
repressed in the name of the universalist aspirations of mainstream psychology. Unfortunately 
this means that even though Women's Ways of Knowing1 specifies a schema of typical 
moments in coming to terms with the abstract discourses of modernity, this sequence while 
dealing with the issue of gender does not address issues of cultural or class difference.  

Still at least Women's Ways of Knowing does provide a starting point for thinking about these 
matters even if this starting point needs to be deconstructed, reshaped and reconstructed into a 
less utopian, less humanist, less developmental and less Anglo schema. At least it can assist us 
engage with the issue: how is the ‘zone of proximal development’ of adult students shaped by 
the range of life and work contexts within which they live their lives, and how are we as 
educators to position ourselves given that we know our practices are going to reverberate 
back into those life contexts. 

So that is one issue that I think we need to face up to in the 90s. I would summarize this by 
saying we need to develop thicker descriptions of our adult students. We need a taxonomy of 
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adults. An adult is not just an adult. There are different sorts of adults. And they need different 
sorts of curriculum. 

The other way I have found helpful to think about the relationship between these two aspects 
of language is to think of genre as dealing with the immediate context or situation and 
discourse as dealing with the more dispersed context consisting of other texts, other situations, 
earlier situations and possible situations, texts and contexts. 

Literacy pedagogy is not simply the application of literacy theory.  

Literacy theory is not a meta-language of literacy practice but is itself a practice subject to 
socio-discursive processes and pressures.  

Language as site for education 
The important thing is that the descriptions of language and its workings that we need are not 
necessarily identical with those that linguists need. The challenge for the ABE field is to 
rework and recontextualize the grammars produced by linguists for their purposes, and embed 
these linguistic descriptions into coherent curricula for our purposes.  

It can even happen that linguists overlook something that is important. For example, Peter 
Moraitis and I discovered by analyzing many Letters to the Editor that what seemed an 
insignificant or arbitrary shifting in the scoping of personal pronouns was an absolutely 
crucial feature of public discourse; that although a writer typically begins a letter as just an 'I', 
a solitary writer, their letter usually unfolds in such a way that eventually they speak on behalf 
of the whole community, on behalf of a 'we'. As far as we can see, this very tiny and 
seemingly insignificant grammatical shift is central to public discourse. I only mention this 
because the linguists we know had not taken much notice of this, although when brought to 
their attention they immediately recognized its significance.  

 In the curriculum on Public Discourse we are writing, this grammar of first person pronouns 
and the meanings they carry in public discourse has provided us with a pretext, a context, a 
point of leverage to explore notions of citizenship and notions of community. Although in one 
sense what defines the publicness of a Letter to the Editor is where it appears — namely, in a 
publicly available newspaper (i.e. MODE), the difference between private discourse and 
public discourse is also realized textually in the tiny difference between a one-letter work 'I' 
and a two-letter word 'we' together with its three-letter possessive 'our' (i.e. TENOR). I would 
summarize this second challenge facing the ABE field by saying: language matters.  

ABE and governmentality 
In the past much adult literacy endeavour framed itself over against mainstream education 
which it saw as a corrupt expression of what was popularly called in the 60s and 70s 'the 
system'. Drawing on a rhetoric of deschooling, Adult Literacy tended to frame itself as an 
alternative to mainstream educational settings, a haven in a heartless world. Over recent years 
this simple binary distinction between being inside the system and being outside the system or 
between being in the community and being in the educational system has begun to blur. There 
has been a proliferation of courses and settings which now mediate between these two 
contexts. Whether called bridging courses, access courses, return to study courses and so on 
— there has been an explosion of programs mediating non-educational contexts and 
mainstream educational institutions.  

This growth has itself been underpinned by much larger social forces. Chief among these, I 
think, has been the women's movement and its impact on the self-definition and aspirations of 
millions of women. In a sense we could say that the adult literacy movement has been taken 



up by women and redefined as second chance education. Whereas initially only women from 
the upper middle class or professional sector sought second chance education and were able to 
re-enter the mainstream system via HSC (as it then was), now, as more women seek to 
reposition their lives through education, there has been a huge growth in demand for different 
points of articulation and new educational pathways which do not assume as much as HSC 
did. 

ABE and men 
And now to point to just one of the challenges I think we face in the 90s in this regard. The 
80s was mainly a time of women's second chance education. However, I think the 90s will see 
more and more men seeking second chance education. Men who have been retrenched, men 
wanting to change their type or sector of work. Until now ABE has dealt with relatively few 
men. I suspect this trickle will turn into a flood as the economy continues to convulse. The 
challenge in all this is that I don't think that most of these men realize what they are in for. 
Unlike women they will not have been exposed to a social and political movement attempting 
to articulate their situation — as the women's movement has for women. They will, I suspect, 
be angry, confused and possess few social relational resources for instituting supportive 
relationships among themselves. If I am correct in this surmise this influx of angry men into a 
territory that is currently nominated as predominantly women's space is going to lead to 
tensions, frictions and conflict within the ABE field. I also think that the range of pedagogic 
styles currently used may turn out to be ineffective for these men. I won't even mention the 
fact that most of them may even be unwilling conscripts drafted by the CES. 

As I have only just begun to think about this issue and really don't have any concrete thoughts 
at this stage I will say no more but obviously we need some very innovative thinking here. 

Specifying outcomes 
I think it would be fair to say that the Griffin scales signal the end of the age of innocence for 
the ABE field in Australia. There can be no return to the tacit taken-for-granted 
understandings of the past. We are now quite concretely and publicly faced with articulating 
an account of ourselves and our educational practices that can demonstrate how our practices 
and students articulate with other sectors of education, training and work.  

Now that the initial euphoria of finding that governments want us is turning to realism 
concerning the magnitude of the tasks facing us, we should — at least among ourselves — 
admit that this is entirely new territory, that we possess no maps of this territory and even that 
we have mapped our existing territories only in the most perfunctory and freehand way.  

ABE Curriculum 
For example, a workplace ABE curriculum should not be framed only in terms of what is 
traditionally called 'functional literacy'. Although this aspect may be foregrounded in the 
program, other horizons must also be invoked. 
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