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Introduction
There are many ways to classify differing literacies. In this paper I attempt to sketch some of 
the principal contexts,fields,and uses of written text in contemporary adult life as viewed 
from the perspective of the newly emerging field of Adult Basic Education. I will do this by 
analysing the place of literacy within the lives of adults in terms of four regions: epistemic 
literacy; humanist literacy; technical literacy; and social literacy. This specification of the 
uses of literacy into four regions is not intended to be absolute, but rather a heuristic and 
provisional way of pointing to four clusterings of aporias, theories, practices, pedagogic 
orientations, contexts, institutional locations, assumptions, values, and normative genres.
I begin with a Background that outlines the emergence of Adult Basic Education as itself a 
response to the competing demands of these divergent contexts for the use of written text in 
modern life.
This is followed by four sections dealing with the four regions of literacy.

Section 1 deals with what I shall call epistemic literacy, which is the uses of 
written text in the production, distribution and application of modern knowledges.
Section 2 examines what I call technical literacy, which refers to the uses of 
written and electronic text in enacting the procedural sequences necessary for 
practical action whether in everyday life and more specifically in the workplace.
Section 3 looks at what I shall call humanist literacy, which is the use of forms of 
reading and writing to inculcate ethical schemas centred on the aporias of the self 
within modernity.
Section 4 outlines what I call public literacy, which is intended to include the 
forms of written interchange used to debate and negotiate social and political 
differences through public discourse within a modern polity.

The paper concludes with a Coda in which I argue that literacy pedagogy should not take the 
specificity of these regions at face value. This is not because one of the regions constitutes the 
underlying origin or telos of the rest. I will, instead, suggest that each region constitutes its 
specificity by engaging in a continual censorship of other forms of meaning-making within its 
borders, and that modern adults should be enabled to mobilise all four forms of meaning at 
any specific social site. No social occasion should be circumscribed or defined within a single 
form of life.
To be inducted into a single form of life only - especially via an invisible pedagogy - is to 
remain domesticated and a victim. I will therefore argue that any efficacious literacy 
pedagogy should alert students to the ways in which each of these regions or forms of life 
defines itself through disavowal of the others. As a result, students should be apprenticed into 
each region as a form of social life and meaning, and also taught to deconstruct it in terms of 
the other forms of life.
I will also suggest that each region has developed a pedagogy consonant with its specific self-
construction:
epistemic literacy uses a visible pedagogy of exposition 
humanist literacy deploys an invisible pedagogy centred on 'personal response' 
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technical literacy employs a visible pedagogy framed in terms of training 
public literacy employs a pedagogy based on debate and argumentation.
Again, I will argue that even at the level of pedagogy the autonomy of these four regions 
should be deconstructed. I will thus suggest that it is important for educators to deploy all 
four forms of pedagogy within all four regions. In this way any social practice and its 
pedagogic representation or instancing within education can become an occasion equally for 
cognitive understanding, ethical reflection, skills training and political engagement.

Background: Adult basic education
Adult Basic Education is a new field of education. In Australia it is only just now emerging as 
a refraining of the Adult Literacy movement which was itself an offshoot of the Adult 
Continuing Education movement. In this Background I will not attempt a full historical 
account of these transformations —a satisfactory account of the history of any of these 
movements is yet to be written—but simply sketch enough to locate the emerging locus and 
concerns of Adult Basic Education as an educational field.

Adult Continuing Education

Adult Continuing Education has a many-stranded history. Although it can trace itself back to 
both Mechanics Institutes and University Extension Departments, more decisive for our 
purposes were the political movements of the late 60s and early 70s. It was during this era 
that Adult Continuing Education was decisively marked by the communitarian politics of 
Ivan Illich and Paulo Friere. As a consequence Adult Continuing Education positioned itself 
as a grassroots expression of the aspirations and needs of the victims of modern institutional 
and social structures including mainstream education institutions. In order to theorise this 
oppositional stance, Adult Continuing Education mobilised all the tropes of progressivism, 
construing itself as a region of deschooled community praxis intent on nurturing and 
releasing the authentic voice of the oppressed over against the compulsory and coercive 
'banking' regime of official educational establishments.
A representative and influential theorist of Adult Continuing Education is the Canadian, 
Malcolm Knowles, who posits a distinction between pedagogy and andragogy (Knowles, 
1970). Pedagogy is the education of children, while andragogy is the education of adults.
The difference between the two forms of education is derived from a characterisation of their 
respective client groups. While pedagogy is concerned with the primary socialisation of the 
young, andragogy is concerned with responding to the self-determined needs of autonomous 
adults. As a consequence, schools impose a pre-determined curriculum on children, while 
Adult Continuing Education simply responds to the expressed needs of adults. Thus, in Adult 
Continuing Education, attendance is voluntary, the curriculum is negotiated with students, 
and there is no credentialling.
Stephen Brookfield recently characterised the orthodoxy within adult continuing education as 
based on three assumptions:
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The first assumption is that the purpose of adult continuing education is to 
meet the felt needs of learners...[The second assumption] is that adults 
arenaturally self-directed learners, so that the educational task becomes one of 
assisting adults realize their already half-perceived self-directedness.... The other 
assumption regarding learning is that it is a joyful, wholly fulfilling experience in 
self-actualisation, in which educator intent and learner needs are matched in a 
marriage of perfection (Brookfield, 1985:44-9).

'Second Chance' Education

However, during the '80s this framing of Adult Continuing Education as simply catering to 
autonomous self-defining adults was placed under increasing pressure. The demands for 
education by adults became more diverse and less easily contained within the rubric of non-
credentialing personal enrichment classes. Adults were looking towards credentialed courses 
that articulated into mainstream educational systems and opened up new work careers.
Obviously many factors were involved in this shift: the devaluation of credentials; the 
tightening of the job market; more children staying on through secondary school; shifts in the 
labour market from manual work to white collar work; and the increasing prominence of the 
adult education sector itself. However, I will look at just one factor only: the impact of the 
women's movement on the educational aspirations of women because I think that this has 
been a crucial factor in crystallising the demand, for an Adult Basic Education field.
Women of all classes but especially those from working class or ethnic contexts had 
traditionally not been encouraged to think of education as leading to an adult career in the 
workforce. Work was viewed as a temporary commitment, because women's main adult 
career was to be wives and mothers. This meant that many women who were excellent 
students at junior secondary were encouraged to leave school and take up temporary 
unskilled work while waiting to get married.
As the women's movement spread, more and more women began to envisage new 
possibilities within their lives. Initially it was mainly the wives of professionals who used 
Adult Continuing Education classes as a ladder into mainstream tertiary courses. But over 
time the background of women seeking to redress their lack of initial qualifications has 
broadened to include women of all cultural and social class backgrounds.
The women's movement, changes in attitude to divorce and to women working, the fall in 
real wages, the inflation in property costs such that a single wage was no longer sufficient to 
sustain the lifestyle of most families—all these led to many women needing and wishing to 
enter the workforce. But it was obvious to themselves and others that there was a serious 
discrepancy between their level of official schooling and their actual competencies. Their 
school results had been devalued by the subsequent inflation in credentialism. On paper these 
women were only good for unskilled work yet they were in fact highly competent and skilled. 
As a consequence, women began attending classes at community centres, adult education 
centres and TAPE Colleges offering adult courses in senior secondary school subjects. For 
middle class women in particular this was an effective pathway for entering tertiary 
institutions via Special Entry schemes.
Gradually a range of preparatory courses developed that provided stepping stones for women 
who were not yet ready to tackle an official curriculum immediately. But this development of 
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preparatory courses articulating into mainstream educational structures further undermined 
the clean boundary setting off Adult Continuing Education as an oppositional sector of 
education committed to offering only courses without credentials, qualifications or 
mainstream articulation and mainstream education.

Adult Literacy

This growth of a 'second chance' education component within the Adult Continuing 
Education movement gradually came into alignment with another component within Adult 
Continuing Education which could also only tenuously be characterised as andragogy. This 
was the Adult Literacy movement.
Adult literacy had emerged in Australia as a movement during the 1970s. Although this 
would need to be empirically documented, it is my understanding that (in Victoria at least) 
Adult Literacy arose out of remedial settings within the Secondary Technical School system. 
It was in the Technical School system that students with basic literacy problems were to be 
found, and where they abandoned their schooling while still in junior secondary. The desire to 
continue helping their ex-students and dissatisfaction with schools as a site for this work led a 
number of teachers to initiate the beginnings of Adult Literacy within the framework of Adult 
Continuing Education.
However Adult Literacy always sat oddly within the andragogic self-understanding of the 
Adult Continuing Education movement because adult literacy students were clearly not
the self-directed, self-defining adults posited by the notion of andragogy. Clearly, there was a 
need for a more finely grained classification of different types of adults, not just a simple 
binary contrast between adults and children.
Pedagogy within adult literacy was characterised by a collection of pedagogies redeployed 
from other educational settings. Although it tried to accommodate itself to the ethos of Adult 
Continuing Education by invoking such notions as "student choice' and the 'conditions of 
adult learning", in practice adult literacy mainly redeployed curriculum practices and texts 
from special education and from the primary classroom. The former tended towards 
American-style drilling while the latter were more 'process' oriented. However, neither was 
particularly well adapted to assisting adult students with literacy problems.

Adult Basic Education

Gradually these two components within Adult Continuing Education—second chance 
education and adult literacy—have aligned themselves in such a way as to prefigure a unified 
and coherent sector within adult education, a sector whose raison d'etre is the development of 
forms of articulation into mainstream education and training for adults whose initial 
education is inadequate for their current aspirations. So, rather than espousing an oppositional 
stance towards mainstream education, Adult Basic Education increasingly sees itself as 
providing credentialled forms of education that articulate directly into mainstream 
educational systems.
This transition from Adult Literacy to Adult Basic Education also drew on a changed 
perception of the nature of literacy itself. Initially, literacy had been construed as simply a 
problem of cracking the grapho-phonic code. However, there has been an increasing 
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realisation that literacy is not simply a coding problem but intimately connected with forms 
of understanding not readily accessible through other semiotic media. This has led to an 
increasing awareness that literacy cannot be treated as an autonomous skiU in isolation from 
other forms of education. Literacy is not simply cracking a code to access the 'information' 
stored within that code; rather, language itself carries grammatical, generic and discursive 
codings as well as grapho-phonic codings and it is these higher level codings that are crucial 
for students. Adult students with literacy problems do not need something called literacy, they 
need an education. It is this that their literacy problems have deprived them of.
It is important to point out that this new field called Adult Basic Education is still unevenly 
defined and recognised across the field. For example, the recent Federal Green Paper on 
Literacy and Language takes for granted an earlier definition of both adult literacy and of the 
field. It also manages—conveniently— to omit any reference to significant developments 
within the field, in particular the institutionalisation of CABE (Certificate of Adult Basic 
Education) in NSW and comparable developments in other states such as the steps towards 
ABEC (Adult Basic Education Certificate) in Victoria. One can only hope that this 
anachronistic framingwill not seriously impede the continuing development of the field of 
Adult Basic Education.
Thus, as we enter the 1990s, Adult Basic Education is still in the very early stages of defining 
itself, its pedagogic practices, classifications of students, evaluation practices, stable 
curricula, and a range of suitable texts. There are still those who invoke 'adult learning'; those 
who using practices and styles of teaching from primary school classes; and those relying on 
drill exercises from secondary remediation settings. However, I am not suggesting that these 
practices be simply jettisoned. Rather I am suggesting that, as the field continues to defines its 
own specificity, these practices which derive from other educational settings will be reshaped 
and reintegrated into new patterns more appropriate to the range of students and purposes 
within Adult Basic Education classrooms.

Workplace education

However, just as a consensus began to emerge regarding the outlines of Adult Basic 
Education a new set of imperatives was superimposed on this already complex field of forces 
by a renewed national sense of urgency regarding vocational training.
As part of its strategy for securing a place for Australia's secondary industry within the new 
deregulated world economy, the ALP and ACTU have taken up the notions of skill formation 
and award restructuring as ways of rearticulating the connections between education and 
vocational training.
However, this new focus on skill formation and workplace education and training has placed 
Adult Basic Education right at the heart of these new directions. The details of workplace 
education in the immediate future are too complex to deal with in a document such as this. 
However, it is worth pointing out that the 90s will be a time of complex and contradictory 
contestations over the forms of workplace education needed by workers and
their employers. There will be need to be protracted debate over both the quality and 
accreditation of providers, and the definition and evaluation of curricula.
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unfortunately. Adult Basic Education lacks stable traditions, established practices, substantial 
consensus regarding curricula, assessment practices and teacher credentialling; it is also a 
region with an embryonic research base and few connections with university disciplines and 
their research. As a result Adult Basic Education will not enter these crucial debates from a 
position of strength and thus is potentially a fairly malleable instrument of short-term 
governmental policy.

Summary

The region of adult literacy is rapidly transforming itself into an institutionalised field within 
mainstream education. Credentials are emerging, the use of volunteer tutors is declining; 
teacher education courses are being established in Tertiary institutions; texts are being 
written; curricula are being standardised; and stable forms of evaluation are gradually 
evolving. One of the symptoms of this new juncture is the term 'Adult Basic Education' to 
describe a field that includes adult literacy but extends beyond it. The term 'ABE' carries with 
it the connotation of articulation or bridging both within the field itself and with other 
educational and training sectors.
In the Introduction I outlined four regions, four clusterings of concern, as a way of organising 
the range of written text in contemporary adult life. This schema of four regions of meaning-
making can help us to organise the range of pedagogies and forces arraigned within the Adult 
Basic Education sector. There are pedagogies centred on personal growth; on 
conscientisation; on functional literacy for work or welfare settings; and on providing second 
chance entry to academic settings. It seems as if such a schema could provide a meta-
language within which adult educators could think through the pedagogic and political 
implications of their praxis.
My basic gambit is that these four forms of life constitute four dominant framings within 
modernity and that competent adults need to be able to understand, participate in and reflect 
on all four. In the next four sections of this paper I will consider each of these regions in turn 
focussing especially on their pedagogic dimensions.

Section One: Epistemic Literacy
This section will deal with the first of those regions, epistemic literacy, which is the uses of 
written text associated with the production and distribution of knowledge. Although 
traditionally set off as the preserve of an elite, I will argue that abstract knowledge is now 
penetrating the everyday life of all adults (see Section 2: Technical Literacy for a more 
detailed account of this process) and so an enlightened population must be educated to handle 
the various political, ethical and personal issues thrown up by this incursion of abstract 
knowledge into everyday life. This means that any serious education for responsible 
adulthood for the last decade of the 20th century must include an engagement with the 
conventions, procedures, and processes of the discourse of knowledge. Bacon's maxim: 
"Knowledge is power" is becoming increasingly pertinent.

Adults And Academic Disciplines
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When adult students re-enter academic settings they invariably find it difficult to understand 
the 'definition of the field'(Bizzell 1982,1986). They do not realise that modern knowledge is 
framed in disciplines which are intertextual domains constituted by a cluster of competing 
theories and positions. They do not initially understand that the texts they hear, read, write 
and speak are taken as contributions to an on-going debate within a particular discipline. This 
means that the meaning of student contributions are "read1, not in relation to pre-existing 
personal meanings or experiences, but in relation to the inter-textual domain of already 
existing positions and stances available within that discipline.(Pancini et al, 1989).
But as Derrida (1990) has pointed out these positions are not as it were spatially laid out as 
stabilised positions confronting one another so that all a student has to do is choose which 
position to adopt. Each position:

claims to comprehend itself by comprehending all the others - by extending 
beyond their borders, exceeding them, inscribing them within itself. Each 
[position] is structured, constructed, designed in order to explain and 
account for all the other [positions] (past, contemporary, and yet to come). 
(Derrida, 66)

Derrida also points out that the idea that theories within a discipline can be laid out as simply 
antagonistic positions is misleading in that:

each [position] constitutes its own identity by incorporating other identities 
- by contamination, parasitism, grafts, organ transplants, incorporation, 
etc. ..For example, if one wanted to identify what is called or what calls 
itself Marxism, today in 1987, as a theory in the subspecies of Marxism at 
work in what is called 'literary studies' in the United States (so many 
problematic titles already), one could not identify it without immediately 
perceiving the traits of the elements integrated into that Marxism—and 
which are concepts, themes, questions, words, sentences which belong to 
that which this Marxist discourse opposes today in a privileged way: that is, 
for example, structuralism, psychoanalysis, neo- or poststructuralism. 
(Derrida, 66)

For adults to take up subject positions within such an overdetermined dialectical field is not 
easy. It is almost inevitable that academic discourse is first read as 'telling the facts' or 'telling 
my opinion' rather than as an effort to dialogically speak for an entire discipline. In fact I 
think it true that even academics themselves enact their discourse better than they can 
articulate what they are enacting. This means that adult students especially are condemned to 
a process of trial and error in trying to find a point of engagement. Adult students are initially 
more disadvantaged than continuing students because they come to academic study with 
already formed stances and positions inscribed in their adult lives and responsibilities. Adults 
are certainly not empty vessels into which knowledge or ideas can be poured. Continuing 
students as a rule may be more malleable. Adult students encountering academic discourse 
resist, and it is precisely this resistance that is the place of engagement. It is the clash between 
pre-existing frameworks and disciplinary frameworks that provides the difference that drives 
the texts these adults write. Their texts are a product of a 'subject in process' (Kristeva, 1986) 
attempting to mediate incommensurable frames, not merely reproduce the discipline.
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The problem is that these intertextual references to framings outside the boundaries of the 
discipline are not well taken—they are interpreted as irrelevant contaminations. Although 
there has been almost no research on this issue, my sense is that this attempt by adult students 
to mediate between incommensurable framings is a high risk exercise inevitably producing 
generic and discursive transgressions that are not well received by markers. This is why (I 
think) some continuing students have learnt to take the low risk strategy of splitting off their 
extra-curricular framings and commitments from their disciplinary engagement. But, in my 
experience, many adults refuse to split themselves in this way: they have too much at stake to 
take this way out.

Adults and Scientific Knowledge

However,rather than try to describe the entire field of academic discourse, I will use one 
specific area of academic discourse - scientific education. One of the projects facing Adult 
Basic Education during the next decade is to devise an effective scientific education for 
adults. I will examine some of the current debates within school education concerning 
science in order to outline a preliminary specification concerning to sorts of scientific 
education relevant to adults.
There are two prominent strands within contemporary science education. One is the 
longstanding progressivist attempt to map scientific concepts onto the everyday practical 
experience of students. This strand has a long history: it prefigured in Socrates' drawing out 
of geometric theorems from an untutored slave by reference to drawings in the sand; it 
emerges again in Rousseau; and was taken up with a humanist inflection in 'nature study' by 
primary schools in the late 19th century. This progressivist strand is an attempt to locate 
objects and pedagogic processes expressive of students, thus sidestepping an education that 
simply imposes new and different understandings and capacities on students. It is an attempt 
to structure a pedagogy such that students find within themselves and their own experience 
the content and forms of knowledge.
The second strand rejects this progressivist effort to locate an underlying congruence between 
the everyday experience of the world and the theoretically articulated concepts of knowledge. 
This second strand emphasises the technicality of scientific concepts and the fact that these 
taxonomies and implication sequences are different and distinct from those of everyday 
common sense. This approach thus insists that students must be explicitly inducted into these 
new terms and new meanings.

Science: activity or discourse?

These two approaches to science education reflect an ambivalence within modern science 
itself. Many theorists have pointed to the way modern science is an amalgam of two different 
traditions: a tradition of mathematical deduction derived from ancient Greece and an 
experimental tradition associated with Bacon and the Scientific Revolution. (Kuhn, 1977; 
Hacking, 1983) This history of science as a historically contingent conjuncture of practical 
procedures and discursive processes means that, pedagogically, it can be approached along 
either of these dimensions. Progressivism foregrounds the practical activity of science; while 
the contrary approach focusses on science as discourse.
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While it is true that modern knowledge is subject to experiential and practical forms of 
production and/or verification and although it takes the form of a practical applied 
technology, this does not mean that the abstractions created by modern science are 
isomorphic with or immediately available to everyday experience. Two points need to be 
made here. One, common sense is not a theoretically unmediated perceptual encounter with 
physical objects—common sense is itself culturally constructed. Second, the activity and 
experiences that ground science are not everyday experiences but experiences available only 
as an effect of specific technologies and practices—often within laboratories. This is 
important because much progressive education seems to imply that the concepts of abstract 
knowledge can be derived directly from perceptual experiences available to the common 
sense experience of students by a process of abstraction or generalisation. Thus, underlying 
much progressivist pedagogy there lies a fairly crude empiricism which interprets conceptual 
development as simply a mental massaging of everyday experience.
However, focussing on science as discourse is also a paradoxical operation. The irony of 
considering the textual dimension of the discourse of modern science is that this discourse is 
partly constituted by a denial of its own textuality. Scientific discourse construes itself as a 
transparent representation of reality. Thus reading or writing science is construed as simply a 
matter of mentally 'transcribing' the realities mirrored by that language.
Sciences—unlike the Humanities—present themselves to students as harmonious and 
coherent bodies of knowledge made up of congruent theories, domains, concepts and 
techniques of investigation and verification. This self-representation on the part of the 
sciences is an ideological operation that disguises and occludes the disunity and disharmony 
that really constitutes modern knowledge. In fact, modern disciplines consist of competing 
research programs whose theories, concepts and modes and instruments of investigation do 
not translate seamlessly onto one another; rather, they are riven by fundamental 
incommensurabilities.
But this self-representation in the form of textbooks is no accident. In fact, it is initiating 
students into an ideology that construes each discipline as a transparent representation of 
objects. This hides both the extent to which its field is constituted by practical instruments 
and practices and the extent to which it is dependent on modes of writing.

The pedagogy of textbooks

Martin (Martin, 1990) and his colleagues, in their detailed linguistic analysis of the textuality 
of science education, gloss the science textbook genre, not as an expression of ideology, but 
as a functional distillation of past scientific knowledge in the form of technicality. These 
investigations have produced very detailed and illuminating insights into the crucial role of 
technical terms as summarising devices within scientific discourse. However, I want to 
suggest that it should not be concluded that all scientific discourse should take the form of 
textbooks and that to draw this conclusion from their work is to unnecessarily circumscribe 
the range of scientific literacies available to adults as we enter the 21st century.
I begin with a simplistic specification of social groupings in relation to disciplines of 
knowledge and science—although one should presumably advance a more detailed schema 
—in terms of: research scientist, applied scientist and general public. A research
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scientist is someone who has been inducted into the current paradigm of a discipline; an 
applied scientist is someone who works within a practical setting redeploying theories, 
techniques and concepts from a range of disciplines; the general public consists of those 
confronted with the effects of modern knowledge and who must make practical—social,
juridical, political or existential judgements—in relation to the deployment or consequences 
of scientific knowledge. Crudely, a research scientist operates from within a discipline, an 
applied scientist redeploys elements of disciplines in relation to a practical problematic, while 
the general public meta-discourses about science. Of course, the very same person will 
almost certainly instance all three positionings in relation to different disciplines.
I want to suggest that the literacies relevant to each of these stances will not be isomorphic 
with one another. It seems to me that the pedagogy that Martin and his colleagues derive from 
their analysis of school textbooks is more appropriate to the induction of students into a 
positioning as research scientists than it is to inducting students into the positionings of 
applied scientist or member of the general public.
Basically, Martin and his colleagues argue that the linguistic forms—genres and grammar—
of the science textbook functionally evolved to distill and store scientific knowledge. “[W]e 
need to remember that scientific language evolved in order to accumulate information in a 
way that makes it unnecessary to repeat the same research from one generation to the 
next" (Martin, 1990,100). This construal of textbooks as summative representations of 
science is backed by a reference to Kuhn.
However, turning to Kuhn, we find that he begins his elaboration of the function of science 
textbooks by first distinguishing between journal articles and textbooks. The former are a 
record of the on-going debate and process of scientific research, while the latter are post-
factum reconstructions developed as pedagogic instruments for the induction of future 
researchers into a specific field of science, (See also Kuhn's speculation in his Forward to 
Fleck,1979, that Fleck's discussion of the relation between journal science and vade mecum 
science (a ready-reference manual) "may conceivably be the point of origin for" his own 
remarks on "textbook science".)
Kuhn contrasts a 'convergent' pedagogy based on dogmatic textbooks with what he calls 'pre-
paradigmatic' pedagogy:

a pattern which is still familiar in the arts and in some of the social sciences, 
but one which has largely disappeared in the natural sciences. From remote 
antiquity until the end of the seventeenth century there was no single set of 
paradigms for the study of physical optics. Instead many men advanced a 
large number of different views about the nature of light. Some of these 
views found few adherents, but a number of them gave rise to continuing 
schools of optical thought. Although the historian can note the emergence of 
new points of view as well as changes in the relative popularity of older 
ones, there was never anything resembling consensus. As a result, a new 
man entering the field was inevitably exposed to a variety of conflicting 
viewpoints; he was forced to examine the evidence of each, and there was 
always good evidence. The fact that he made a choice and conducted 
himself accordingly could not entirely prevent his awareness of other 
possibilities. This earlier mode of education was obviously more suited to 
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produce a scientist without prejudice, alert to novel phenomena, flexible in 
his approach to the field. On the other hand, one can scarcely escape the 
impression that, during the period characterised by this more liberal 
educational practice, physical optics made very little progress. (Kuhn, 1977, 
231)

Kuhn concludes that the development of a pedagogy centred on textbooks was central to the 
progress of modern science:

I should like to suggest that the various fields of natural science have not 
always been characterised by rigid education in exclusive paradigms, but 
that each of them acquired something like that technique at precisely the 
point when the field began to make rapid and systematic progress. (Kuhn, 
230)

What Kuhn is arguing here is that the development of a pedagogy based on textbooks is 
functional to the growth of modern science by producing scientists socialised into the 
parameters of 'normal science' as opposed to 'revolutionary science':

Normal science is an activity that aims to elucidate the scientific tradition in 
which [the research scientist] was raised rather than to change it... Under 
normal conditions the research scientist is not an innovator but a solver of 
puzzles, and the puzzles upon which he concentrates are just those which he 
believes can be both stated and solved within the existing scientific 
tradition. (Kuhn, 234)

However, it does not follow that a textbook pedagogy is the most functional pedagogy for 
inducting students into either the role of applied scientist or the role of general member of the 
public within a knowledge-driven social world. Kuhn himself admits as much regarding 
applied science:

nevertheless, it seems likely, for example, that the applied scientist, to 
whose problems no scientific paradigm need be fully relevant, may profit by 
a far broader and less rigid education than that to which the pure scientist 
has characteristically been exposed. (Kuhn, 238)

My suggestion is that a textbook pedagogy is not necessarily suitable for workers who are 
practically situated but who need to draw on and redeploy concepts, theories and 
technologies developed within a range of disciplines; nor for citizens who need to respond to 
the impact of science and knowledge on their personal, social and work lives.

Science for the people

Of course, this specification of two further contexts for science education over and above the 
education of research scientists does not take away from the basic point embedded in the 
work of Martin and his colleagues: the crucial importance of specifiable text structures for the 
realisation of scientific discourse. In fact the specification of these two further subject 
positions in relation to scientific discourse accentuates the significance of language in science 
even more. Both positionings are almost entirely text-based in their semiotic realisation. 
When considered in relation to what is needed for addressing the skills, knowledge and 
capacities needed to take up these subject positions, the progressivist attempt to re-ground 
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scientific meanings in the everyday experience of the student's practical activity seems even 
more misguided and irrelevant. Neither stance will be helped by homely simulations of the 
laboratories of pure scientists and their experiments;rather what is required is large doses of 
extended prose.
In fact, excellent models for the sort of texts needed already exist, but they are not commonly 
used within the education system. There is now a sizeable corpus of popularisations of 
scientific discourse intended to produce a scientifically literate public, often by leading 
research scientists themselves, which successfully integrate description, explanation, 
historical explanation, narrative, argument, polemic and exhortation all within a single text. 
In trying to frame a ‘science for the people’ it seems to me that these are the texts we should 
be looking to for models of the linguistic and discursive operations needed by an enlightened 
and critical public for the 21st century. Only in this way will we be able to maintain any 
substance to the democratic tradition and not lapse into a polity ruled by experts governing on 
behalf of an ignorant public.

Section Two: Technical literacy
In the last section I suggested that abstract knowledge was increasingly penetrating the 
everyday lived world. One of the chief forms this incursion takes is in the application of 
knowledge to the objects and procedures deployed in practical action. This section will 
examine past and emergent forms of work as contrasting modes of procedural knowledge. I 
will suggest that habitual routines as a repository and repertoire of ‘know how’ are being 
displaced by an accelerated rate of change in technological and social processes. This 
displacement of tacit knowledge means that workers and the general public will have to rely 
more and more on explicit instructional and expository material for their procedural 
knowledge and competencies.

Technological change

One of the increasingly salient features of the world we live in is the rapid turn-over of 
procedures and techniques for accomplishing everyday and work tasks. In earlier social 
systems, the contexts, procedures and objects for enacting everyday actions changed slowly 
and imperceptibly enough for people to adjust their tacit understandings and judgements 
accordingly. To use Heideggerian framing of practical knowledge, we could say that in most 
previous societies the tools and skills needed for practical action simply ‘lay at hand; that is, 
‘know how’ resided as a tacit capacity inscribed in the physical memory of agents. This 
practical knowledge was learnt through imitation and participation. In Heidegger’s example 
of the peasant woodcutters, the axe and the timber lay at hand—they do not require analysis 
as objects in their own right. In cases such as this, practical knowledge and skill does not 
depend on prior theoretical knowledge or analytic instruction. On Heidegger’s account of 
practical understanding, theory only arises at the point at which everyday objects and 
activities breakdown or fail. The woodcutter only needs a theory about axes or woodcutting 
when something goes wrong—the axe begins acting strangely or trees start dying from an 
unknown disease.
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Using this account of practical knowledge as a counterpoint, we could characterise the state 
of practical knowledge for most people for the foreseeable future as increasingly existing in 
the zone of break-down. That is, the world we live and act in is increasingly one without any 
stable tacit routines.
One reason for this displacement of tacit knowledge is the rapid changes in everyday material 
objects resulting from the application of scientific knowledge and technology. As a result, 
practical competencies learnt in one context can no longer be reliably extrapolated to other 
contexts and occasions. To know how to operate one VCR or photocopier does not mean that 
you can work a different or later model. To have learnt how to buy a ticket on public transport 
one year does not mean that you know how to buy one (or which to buy) the following year. 
To have found a book on a shelf of the library one day does not mean that it will be shelved 
in that same place a few months hence. To be able to use one computer does not mean that 
you can use a different computer—or even a different piece of software on that same 
computer. I could multiply these instances but everyone can easily think of their own 
favourite example of returning to do something familiar, but finding that it has all changed, 
instantly rendering hard-won tacit routines and ‘know how’ obsolete and useless.

Institutional change

However, these same rapid changes in procedural processes are also increasingly prevalent in 
the social and organisational structures of our society. It seems that many organisations - both 
public and private - are transforming themselves about every 4 or 5 years. They move from 
one building to another; re-name their sections; rearrange the activities of each section; 
change their policies; readjust their criteria and thresholds for eligibility; change their phone 
number; change address; change their routines and procedures; even change the name of the 
entire organisation.
These rapid institutional changes mean that the public can no longer rely on ‘word of mouth’ 
or habitual information. You cannot find out how to apply for a pension from a family 
member who applied a few years ago because: the office will have changed its location; the 
forms will be different; and the procedure and eligibility criteria will have been readjusted.
It is tempting to hope that this present volatility of organisations is just a transitional phase 
and that they will settle down to be stable features of the social fabric once again. 
Unfortunately this is a forlorn hope. It seems more likely that the current pace of change will 
continue indefinitely. In short, the whole institutional world has simply speeded up. No doubt 
this speed-up in the rate of change can be partly explained by the increased speed of 
communication and the present shift to digital telematics will certainly accelerate this rate of 
change.
Thus, for the foreseeable future, the general public must be able to use written text to access 
the latest procedures, practices, requirements, eligibilities, etc. Yet adults are even less adept 
than children at deriving practical skills from explicit instruction. The fact that very few 
adults have mastered the pre-recording facilities on their VCRs
could be taken as an index of the fact that adults are not accustomed to learning practical 
skills from explicit written instructions. So, even though many organisations have recognised 
the fact that their procedures are constantly evolving and are trying to produce user-based 
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informations sheets and pamphlets, most adults feel uncomfortable and confused faced with 
explicit instructions—even when they are in Plain English.
So far I have been using the diffuse notion of ‘the general public’. If one then adduces the 
large percentage of the public that is migrant—for whom word of mouth is both an instancing 
of their traditional culture and a necessity because of lack of fluency in English, then the 
importance of literacy programs addressing this shift in the medium of practical knowledge 
from tacit habit to explicit procedure is obvious.

The workplace: Taylorism

The workplace has been subjected to more explicit shifts in the locus of procedural 
knowledge than the more general social processes participated in by the general public. 
During the middle ages, most areas of practical work were monopolised by craft guilds who 
inducted apprentices through a lengthy process based on a transfer of tacit skills. At the 
beginning of this century, this craft-based form of practical knowledge was expropriated by 
capitalists and redeployed within an increased division of labour and eventually, in the 
dominant industries, in the assembly line.
The modernisation of work over the last century has been dependent on the increasing 
fragmentation of labour which in turn depended on the analysis of the concrete actions of 
craftworkers in terms of a set of abstract schemas such that the holistic work of the 
craftworker could be reorganised into a number of analytically separate tasks that could be 
executed by unskilled labour. This rationalisation of practical action developed through the 
sustained analysis of the tacit skills and knowledge of craftworkers. Taylorism was 
undoubtedly the most influential theorisation of this expropriation of worker 'know how' by 
management.
Taylorism depended on three principles. First, the implicit knowledge of the worker was 
gathered and analysed through observation and measurement. Second, these data, combined 
with other systematic information regarding tools and materials, laid the foundation for a new 
division of labour within the factory. It became possible to separate planning from task 
execution, to increase the fragmentation and thus the simplicity of production jobs and so to 
minimise the amount of skill and training time associated with efficient operations. Third, the 
new system required a variety of specific control mechanisms to ensure the regularity and 
intensity of effort while continuing to supply managers and planners with the data necessary 
for adjustment and improvement. These mechanisms included the development of incentive 
payment schemes, monitoring systems, and standard operating procedures (Zuboff, 1988).
This historical development set in place an increased social separation between theory and 
practice. While scientific and technological understanding and control was vested with white 
collar professionals, a mindless labour of the body was left for process workers. This 
separation of mental and manual labour was intensified by Henry Ford's Highland park car 
assembly plant factory for producing the Model T. By adapting the conveyor systems he had 
observed in the Chicago meatworks to manufacturing, he was able to simplify the work tasks 
even more. Ford was able to discard the instruction cards on which Taylor set so much value. 
They were displaced by the conveyor belt, the travelling platform, the overhead rails and 
material conveyors. Even motion analysis became largely unnecessary, as the task of the 
assembly line worker had been reduced to a few manipulations (Zuboff, 1988).
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However, this Fordist application of analysis to the workplace has continued and intensified 
with the introduction of computer-based technology. And this process will render the tacit 
bodily knowledge of workers even more redundant. Work processes will increasingly be 
grounded in abstract analytic representations rather than in the tacit routines of physical 
labour.

Post-Fordist work

This development of the digital computer and its integration into the fabric of work life 
almost certainly constitutes a ‘second Industrial Revolution’. The introduction of computers 
into the workplace is only the beginnings of a revolution that will eventually include 
robotisation and automation. For our purposes, the main impact of this revolution is that it 
marginalises and makes obsolete the hard-won experiential ‘know how’ of workers. The tools 
of trade are now becoming increasingly abstract, so abstract that they cannot be mastered 
through hands-on experience or in the 'natural' assimilation of craftworkers from previous 
eras. A micro-chip will never reveal its secrets to the trial and error fiddling of a craftworker; 
only deliberate and systematic initiation into the abstractions of electronics as an abstract 
science and technology will allow a worker to master these new forms of technology.
Zuboff (1988) has developed an interesting metaphor for characterising the shift from both 
craft labour to process work to the new forms of work emerging with the Second Industrial 
Revolution. She characterises these new forms of work as textual work as opposed to the 
bodily labour of previous work regimes. This means that the forms of control, agency and 
communication within the workplace are increasingly enacted through text rather than 
through bodily action.
In her ethnographic study. In the Age of the Smart Machine, (1988) she documents the 
experience of workers in the transition from the congruence of analogic hands-on work to the 
semiotically distanced and abstract digitalised modes of electronically based work. She found 
that workers felt they had been disabled; the tacit forms of knowledge and judgement 
assimilated into their very senses and limbs had been lost; they experienced the increased 
semiotic distance of a computer interface as a form of separation from their machines; and 
most important of all, she found that they had to deliberately work at constructing explicit 
'mental' schemas of the implication sequences within the machinery they were controlling.
Previously, they had no need of such explicit schemas; their tacit knowledge had emerged 
symbiotically and contextually in response to the machine itself. Just as Heidegger’s peasants 
did not need a theory of axes or axemanship, so pulp mill operators had no need of an explicit 
theory for operating their mill. They could do more than they could consciously articulate; 
their bodies, as it were, knew more than their minds.
As Zuboff writes: 

The work of the skilled craftsperson may not have been “intellectual” but it 
was knowledge. These nineteenth-century workers participated in a form of 
knowledge that had always defined the activity of making things. It was 
knowledge that accrues to the sentient body in the course of its activity: 
knowledge inscribed in the labouring body—in hands, fingertips, wrists, 
feet, nose, eyes, ears, skin, muscles, shoulders, arms, and legs—as surely as 
it is inscribed in the brain. It was knowledge filled with intimate detail of 
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material and ambience—the colour and consistency of metal as it was put 
into a blazing fire, the smooth finish of the clay as it gave up its moisture, 
the supple feel of leather as it was beaten and stretched, the strength and 
delicacy of glass as it is filled with human breath. These details were 
known, though in the practical action of production work, they were rarely 
made explicit. Few of those who had such knowledge would have been able 
to explain, rationalise,or articulate it. Such skills were learnt through 
observation, imitation, and action more than they were taught, reflected 
upon, or verbalised. (Zuboff, 1988,40).

However, substituting the computer interface as a medium of interaction for the previous 
bodily interaction rendered most of this tacit, unconscious knowledge redundant. Workers 
experienced this shift in semiotic medium—from body to mind as it were—as disorienting. In 
fact, many of the older operators who were previously the best operators because they had 
accumulated long experience with the machines were no longer able to work effectively in 
the new medium. It was the younger workers who had received more education and were 
thus more at home with abstraction who adapted best to the new work context. Older workers 
complained of being deprived of their senses. No longer able to listen to the range of sounds 
coming from the machinery; no longer able to taste the pulp at very stages; deprived of their 
sense of smell; no longer able to feel different vibrations through the floor; no longer able to 
sense the results of any changes they made in the operation—they felt helplessly 
disconnected from both their machines and their own skills and knowledge. For these older 
workers, staring at an array of figures on computer screens was no substitute for actual 
physical presence.
One shorthand way of characterising the fundamental realignments taking place in the nature 
of work would be to say that the medium within which work is transacted is changing. In 
systemic terms, we could say that this change is a change of mode. The semiotic distance 
between the act of discourse and work activity is being redistributed. A first description might 
be that the semiotic distance between the scene of discourse and the scene of activity is 
increasing. However, a more accurate description would be to say that the semiotic distance 
is narrowing; that the scene of work is being relocated so that it is closer to the scene of 
discourse. In the past, discourse was an accompaniment or handmaiden or planning adjunct to 
the real substance of work activity. This distance was a reflection of the Taylorist division of 
labour such that work was enacted in the form of unskilled labour but planned and organised 
by engineers and managers. Now work itself is discursive. Increasingly, discourse is not 
about work or to enable work; it is work.
Of course, discursive work has existed for a longtime.The professions, service industries, and 
much white collar work has always been essentially discursive. All these forms of work have 
been fundamentally engaged in acting in relation to others, rather than acting on physical 
objects. This form of work has always centred around communication - both speech and 
writing. However, it has often been viewed as marginal and somehow parasitic on ‘real 
work’. Both Adam Smith and Karl Marx characterised it as ‘unproductive work’ because it 
did not directly produce physical commodities for exchange.

Computer interfaces: medium or message?



Framing the Field: Adult Literacies and the Future

Rob McCormack 18 of 30 1991

However, looking further into the future of these changes we discover an ambiguous 
development whose meaning is not clear to me. For at the very same time that computers are 
substituting for bodily presence and making obsolete tacit experiential knowledge, there has 
emerged a strategy of separating the operations of computers at the machine level from their 
interface with humans. A new analogue semiotic has been superimposed on the inherent 
digital semiotic of binary machine language. This development derives from very early work 
by Xerox researchers at Palo Alto and was then incorporated in Apple's Lisa and ultimately 
into the Macintosh. Faced with the alternate strategies of either adapting people to computers 
through 'computer literacy' or adapting computers to people through analogue interfaces, the 
market has voted decisively over the last 3-4 years for the latter strategy. All computer 
interfaces are now moving towards visual—and in future verbal—interfaces that deploy 
metaphors drawn from more familiar semiotics.
The question we face is this: what levels of abstraction will workers need in order to use 
these more congruently interfaced computers? My best hunch at this stage is that even though 
interfaces will become more congruent, thus more closely simulating ‘bodily presence’, this 
will still not return us to the experience-based forms of skill and knowledge of traditional 
craft. Workers will still need an abstract ‘mental’ schema of what they are doing and of what 
is happening. The analogy might be with the introduction of calculators into mathematics. 
Although calculators have rendered earlier algorithms redundant, they have made it even 
more imperative that students can estimate and understand the meaning of mathematical 
operations in a semiotic form separate from the simple actions of pressing buttons on the 
calculator itself. My hunch is that no matter how intelligent the interface, computer-based 
work will still rely on explicit discursively articulated understandings rather than the tacit 
habitual knowledge of traditional workers.
Even when the computer interface can 'prompt' intelligently and second guess what you are 
trying to do or say based on its experience of your previous work routines—and these are all 
probable developments within the next 10 years—the specific development of electronically 
textualised work will still depend at its crucial points on the worker. In the extreme case, 
where computers have taken over the entire control of a process through automation, it will 
still be the human operator who is decisive in the event of malfunction or breakdown. And 
this means that the operator must possess a schema abstract enough to troubleshoot or 
generate hypotheses about what is happening. For example, given the finite set of words and 
collocations I use in my own writing, a powerful computer could probably generate 
extremely accurate hypotheses about which word I am about to type from the first letter or 
two I input. However, this could never be 100% accurate, so I would still need to override it 
some of the time. Work in electronic text will never be totally reduced to passive boilerplate.
I will desist from these speculations at this point. However, it is clear that they will become 
crucial pedagogic issues over the next 20 or so years, and will raise questions of the same 
order as the questions raised by the development of writing 2000 years ago. The 
epistemological and pedagogic significance of the historical irruption of writing is still being 
debated, and the historical emergence of electronic forms of communication and action will 
raise equally paradoxical epistemological and pedagogic issues. We can envisage at least a 
century of debate over the question of whether someone who does something by computer 
can ‘really’ do it. At a more prosaic level: what will educators make of essays written with the 
use of spell checkers, grammar and style checkers, discipline-based thesauri, and interactive 
prompts?
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The questions raised by Plato concerning writing as a new semiotic medium will be raised 
again concerning computers: Where does agency and understanding reside? Does 
‘understanding’ reside in the ‘person’ or in the technology? Questions such as: Are these 
‘your own words’? Is this ‘your own work’ will become hopelessly intractable. The fact that 
texts are intertextual, that texts are constructed out of and in relation to other texts will be 
materially realised by computers of the future. These computers will be able to intelligently 
search textual data-bases and assemble a hypertext of ‘relevant’ references and co-texts, 
grammatical, generic and textual ‘models’, and possibly even run some linguistic algorithms 
to check a range of linguistic features and probabilities against a set of paradigmatic 
instances. It is the future development of the computer as a material technology that will 
finally seal ‘the death of the author’. The social construction of mind will become a palpable 
fact for all to see.
There is one other development resulting from the impact of computers that I have not dealt 
with in this paper. It is clear the spread of telematics is going to change our present 
opposition between Speech and Writing. Electronic text undermines this opposition because 
although written it is also interactive. The current monologic features associated with written 
text will obviously recede in dominance. But this set of changes requires more investigation 
than I have been able to muster.

Conclusion

The constant state of innovation at the level of practical action as we enter the 21st century 
means that,from now on, participation in modern social life necessarily involves the ability to 
read and interpret instructions and documentation. This new world of literacy concerning 
user-based instructions has not yet worked its way into the educational syllabus. It is still the 
province of advertising, graphic designers, Plain English consultants, and desktop publishers. 
However, it is important that a place be found for it in education that does not displace 
existing forms of literacy. Adult Basic Education is one obvious location for serious work on 
the application and pedagogy of instructions and documentation.
But, although I have pointed to the absence of a sustained pedagogy regarding explicit 
instructions as a genre within educational settings, this is not intended to give comfort to 
reductive and behaviourist notions of training based on a Fordist paradigm. In a Fordist 
regime, workers do not need any reading or writing skills at all and very little of the 
discursive or theoretical power associated with literacy. Knowledge, understanding, debate, 
discussion, judgement and design are the monopoly of the engineers and managerial class.
However, the future needs of the workplace cannot be framed within this Fordist setting. 
Whereas within a Fordist regime, a worker can quickly be shown what to do, and simply 
repeated those actions interminably; within a post-Fordist regime, workers increasingly need 
to know and understand what they are doing and why, not just how. This means that the 
representation of work processes will more and more take the form of written text,diagrams, 
visuals, graphs, numbers and so on. These are forms of literacy or forms of semiotic 
representational systems that will need to be mastered by workers. Similarly, as more and 
more process work disappears - either overseas to newly industrialised Countries (NICs) or 
displaced by the growth of automation—increasing numbers of workers will become more 
dependent on written or electronic text as a work medium.
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In the foreseeable future, physical work will become more automated and more and more 
enacted by machines. Automation is not a new thing. Taylor and his scientific approach to 
work were the first to push automation. They analysed the physical actions of skilled 
craftworkers and developed a scientific description of what when and why craftworkers were 
doing what they were doing so that these tasks could then be redesigned for unskilled 
workers.

Section Three: Humanist Literacy
So far I have looked at two regions of meaning-making in adult life: the world of knowledge 
and the world of practical action. I now turn to a third region of meaning that is not 
foregrounded within either of these two worlds: the world of the self. This cultivation of 
practices of the self is one of the defining features of the world we live in as we enter the last 
decade of the 20th century.
In this Section I will try to situate pedagogies focused on this cultivation of the self by an 
extended reflection on school English and its use of language instruction as a scene for 
instituting practices of self-reflection. This is important because there is a debilitating 
confusion within educational circles and the general public concerning the goals of the school 
subject called English. Most of the population assume that the fundamental goal of English is 
teaching the English language; that English is teaching students how to read and write the 
English language, yet, school English itself does not see its central charter as simply teaching 
of ‘the English language’. This confusion between school English, language instruction and 
literacy has had debilitating effects on the Adult Basic Education sector.

School English

Secondary school English views itself as cultivating a sensibility and sense of self that 
reaches beyond the mastery of a body of knowledge or inculcation of a set of cognitive or 
linguistic skills. In this way English construes itself as quite different from the rest of the 
secondary school curriculum. While the rest of the school curriculum is concerned to initiate 
students into disciplines of knowledge and skill, English is concerned with nurturing a 
reflective self that can encompass the entire experience of a whole person.
Nor does school English frame itself as simply an initiation into theories or practices of 
literary criticism. In fact, the recent proliferation of explicitly articulated literary theory 
within Tertiary institutions over the last decade is now engendering a serious mis-match 
between school English and Tertiary literary studies. English in secondary schools typically 
uses literary texts not as occasions to learn, apply, or test literary theories, but as occasions 
for drawing out a response from students concerning the ethical dimensions of fictional 
characters, their actions and lives. It is hoped that this identification with characters in fiction 
will invoke processes of transference so that students will reconstrue their own lives, motives 
and forms of self-judgement within the same terms. Thus, school English is essentially an 
ethical meditation on the existential paradoxes of modernity that articulates and 
problematises the divided loyalties or selves arising from the experience of modernity by 
insisting that students attempt to forge a unitary self out of these competing loyalties. For our 
purposes, a principal form that this effort at mediation takes is forms of pedagogies. Process 
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writing may be less visible and may be experienced as less coercive but is still an imposition, 
an imposition that creates capacities, expectations, schemas, and projects.
My experience would suggest that many students are genuinely puzzled by what is going on 
in English classrooms. They can understand pedagogies that frame themselves as handing on 
bodies of knowledge or skill. But English does not present itself as doing this. Inevitably, 
many students revert to a liberal framing of personal life. English must simply be a space for 
being yourself, for enjoying yourself, for saying what you think. Thus, English is experienced 
as possessing no goals or standards, nothing that can be mastered or learnt—except perhaps 
the mechanics of spelling and grammar. But usually English has made it clear that the 
'mechanics' is precisely what it is not concerned with. Students are then left baffled by the 
fact that their work in English is assessed and on what basis assessment rests. How can there 
be assessment if there are no public or objective standards of assessment? And if there are, 
why aren't they taught to?
But just as psychoanalysis has been supplemented by a range of 'short therapies' that deploy a 
more visible pedagogy and teach more explicit techniques for (re) constructing the self, so 
too English as a contemporary vehicle for the liberal concern with the self should give more 
visibility to its pedagogy, constitutive technologies and genres. The reason it has problems 
with doing this is that liberal education has locked itself into a humanist reading of itself. By 
setting itself in opposition to visible pedagogies, by embracing the metaphors of voice and 
authenticity as opposed to inauthenticity, ritual and alienation, and by construing itself as the 
scene where the former find expression, it has blocked itself off from increasing the level of 
visibility of its own procedures. To do so would be tantamount to admitting that it too was an 
imposition, that it too was a historically produced field,that students doing English were 
acquiring new capacities, not just reappropriating hidden dimensions of their existing self.
This non-coercive pedagogy has had a deep impact on the field of adult education and adult 
literacy. As I have previously pointed out Knowle’s opposition between pedagogy and 
andragogy depends precisely on the distinction between pedagogy as an imposition and 
pedagogy as a satisfaction of pre-existing needs or intentions. I hope it is clear that I am not 
opposed to liberal education nor its forms of pedagogy—however I reject the imperialism of 
English regarding its progressivist invisible pedagogy. Hunter (1988) has amply 
demonstrated that this pedagogy derives not simply from the imperatives of ethical self-
formation but more fundamentally from the imperatives of surveillance in the government of 
modern populations. Thus I reject the identification of all literacy pedagogy with the 
pedagogic styles of English. 

Conclusion

Adults do need to take responsibility for their lives, do need to try to construct narratives that 
articulate patterns of response and desire in their lives; do need to reconstruct the filiations 
between their childhood embeddedness within the remnants of traditional cultures and their 
adulthood within the worlds of modernity. As a project, trying to write one's life as the 
expression of an underlying telos is I think a good thing. I also approve of practices of the 
self which anchor forms of discipline and skill in the self, rather than in ‘the King's Body’. 
Similarly, I approve of re-glossing one’s life as a narrative recounting the passage from 
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heteronomy to autonomy but an autonomy that recuperates the values of an earlier insertion 
into place and community.
To conclude: insofar as the pedagogies of English—along with astrology charts, psycho-
therapies, and management manuals—carry practices of the self, they are important for 
articulating the world of the self. But I reject the attempt by English to construe itself as in 
some metaphysical relationship with ‘real life’ and ‘real selves’ in such a way as to displace 
the seriousness of other regions of social life and their associated literacies.

Section Four: Public Literacy
The third domain or form of life I have nominated as constitutive of modernity is public 
literacy which ranges over the forms of written interchange used to debate and negotiate 
social and political differences through public discourse within a modern polity.This domain 
of public forms of interchange, proposals, accusation, justification and defense which can be 
harnessed together under the rubric of a democratic politics. I will take up Castioridis's view 
that the democratic polis is an historically instituted social imaginary that constitutes an 
horizon within which we interpret and act (See Arnason, (1990) for an account which places 
Castioridis in relation to competing theorisations of democracy).
This effort to institute and reinstitute a 'we' that is not just the 'we' of cultural or ethnic 
identity is constitutive of the history within which we find ourselves. This of course does not 
mean that all things political are instances of a democratic politics, but it does mean that they 
can be reglossed in relation to this historically instituted project. A pedagogy for adults 
concerning this region would identify the values, principles, procedures and kinds of 
reasoning at play in public controversies as well as some of the conflicting ideologies which 
unify what otherwise seem discrete issues.
One reason a more articulated pedagogy of public discourse is vital is that globally we seem 
to be entering into a period of cultural politics. The end of ideology foreshadowed by the 
development of the national welfare state and an economy of abundance has been superseded 
by a global world capitalist economy and a resurgence of religious and ethnocentric social 
movements. Whether the Russian Empire, the Middle East, India, or the English-speaking 
world—all are increasingly riven by cultural politics. It thus becomes imperative to think 
through and find practices and understandings concerning the relation between culture, 
religion and politics. The fear is that a politics of cultural identity framed in terms of the 
nation will lead inexorably to a politics of genocide.

Marxism

This is a new challenge because the political discourse of many teachers within adult 
education was formed during the 70s and early 80s by a taken for granted and simplistic 
(echo of) Marxism. This discourse assumed that political conflict was simply a screen for 
economic, in particular class, conflict and posited a future socialist horizon of economic 
abundance for all as a vantage point for critique of the present. A radical pedagogy of public 
discourse meant critique as opposed to a sentimental chauvinistic civics; and critique meant 
identifying the economic class interest behind public utterances. This pre-Althusserian 



Framing the Field: Adult Literacies and the Future

Rob McCormack 23 of 30 1991

Marxism framed politics as simply a reflection of economic forces. Its key concepts were the 
notions of ‘alienation’ and ‘interest’.
However, it is now widely agreed that, as Hannah Arendt (1959) pointed out, Marx in fact 
had no theory of politics in its own right at all. For Marx, politics in pre-socialist modes of 
production is simply a reflection of the class struggle whilst in a socialist order it would be 
replaced by the ‘mere administration of things’. Thus historical materialism allowed no place 
for a serious specification of politics. ‘According to Marxists, politics and the state are neither 
natural nor functional components of society. Politics, ideology and culture [were] regarded 
as a more or less complex representation of economic class relations,’ (Johnson, 4). Politics 
as the institution and renewal of a public discursive space was either invisible or occluded.
Althusser, by breaching this reflection theory of the relationship between politics and 
economics, opened up a field within which the political could be newly thought. And so we 
find Marxists beginning to engage with political theory virtually for the first time in the 
history of the Marxist paradigm. We find them seriously rereading and reappropriating 
liberalism, pluralism, republicanism and democracy in ways they have not done previously.

The politics of voice

However, within adult education circles, this classical Marxist discourse was married to a 
discourse of national and cultural liberation derived from the anti-colonial struggles of Asia, 
Africa and South America. Within the adult education movement it is almost impossible to 
over-estimate the impact and defining role of Paulo Freire in shaping a concept of adult 
education as ‘cultural liberation’. Adult educators worldwide construe themselves as engaged 
in a politics of voice, of assisting the oppressed and silent to reappropriate and authentically 
speak their identity in opposition to the dominant culture oppressing them. However, there is 
now a question mark hanging over this framing of politics concerning the extent to which its 
framing in terms of ‘the other’ simply reproduces the binarism of the dominant culture and 
instantiates a schema of the development of the self traceable back to Schiller and the 
Romantics in Western culture.
The most recent (and perhaps in a sense ontologically the last) of these liberation movements 
is the women’s movement. It is in the current debates within the feminist movement that we 
find the most powerful and sophisticated discussion of the limits or validity of a politics of 
voice. Without wishing to preempt the future of these crucial debates (see Alcoff, 1988 and 
Ferguson, 1991 for overviews), it is clear that the feminist movement is finding it 
increasingly difficult to identify a grounding for the identity of all women as sisters that does 
not relapse into essentialism. Whatever the outcome of these debates it is clear that the old 
pieties of ‘alienation’, ‘liberation’, and ‘identity’ have been irretrievably complicated.
The increasing complexities and complications within the politics of voice mean that it more 
and more difficult for adult education to define itself as simply an empowering consciousness 
raising in opposition to the domesticating function of mainstream education. It also means 
that mainstream education can no longer be glossed as merely the imposition of a dominant 
ideology. Mainstream education becomes a more complex site of contestation of imposition 
and resistance.
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School pedagogy

However if we look to school pedagogies for ways to renew a pedagogy for public discourse 
we find very little that can help. In schools, political discourse has mainly been enacted in 
English classrooms under the rubrics of 'current affairs' or 'clear thinking'. When examined 
we find that these pedagogies contain two incompatible framings woven together into a single 
practice.
On the one hand there is the 'clear thinking' strand from positivist philosophy claiming that 
political discourse could be critiqued by the identification of logical blunders. In classroom 
practice, however, these techniques of logic reduce to two questions: is there enough 
evidence? and does the writer use emotive language? The ‘clear thinking’ question: Is there 
enough evidence? implies that the only warrant or rationality to a political claim is its factual 
grounding. It inevitably sends students down an irrelevant path of statistics.
However, the rationality of political statements does not rest simply on their representation of 
an independently specifiable set of facts. Political statements are proposals which gloss a 
situation in the light of a small range of political values or framings such as liberty, equality, 
happiness, fairness and community. Most political debate hinges on the appropriateness or 
relative significance of the values invoked, not on the specification of the facts in some 
unglossed way. Not only that, but it is only by invoking a different value frame that students 
can reframe a situation to foreground different aspects or features thus uncovering 'new facts'. 
Describing is not prior to judging or evaluating. As Halliday's metafunctions make clear: both 
are simultaneously realised in any utterance.
However, this essential role of value frames in the specification of the facts was lost in the 
empiricist distinction between factual and non-factual statements, between 'is' and 'ought' 
statements. Such a distinction means that valuation was interpreted as simply expressive of a 
subjective attitude (‘emotive language’) and does not enter into the specification of the facts 
of the case except as contaminating ‘emotive language’. Although this simple positivist 
dichotomy has been undermined within the analytic philosophy community for at least 15 
years now, this shift has still not filtered through to the secondary school community in the 
form of new curricula.
This pedagogy based on a distinction between empirical fact and personal opinion means that 
although teachers might intend to initiate students into a community of judgement and 
criticism, all they can ask of students is to ‘give their own opinion’. By default this pedagogy 
issues in a liberalism in which ‘[e]xpressions of approval and disapproval replace the 
performative postures of defence and critique’ (Murphy, 48). That is, instead of 
systematically exploring the forms of reasoning deployed in public debate so that students 
can begin to take up a stance within the space of public debate, students are left to draw on 
their pre-existing resources. Little wonder that students from the new middle classes and 
professional backgrounds are able to deploy public forms of reasoning in a way that other 
students could not, while the latter are condemned to revealing their particularist prejudices.

Conclusion

A rejuvenated literacy of public discourse should reassess the extent to which clear thinking 
and current affairs as school genres are limited by their empiricist origins, origins that slice 
discourse into two competing paradigms - mirroring reality and expressing a self. Both 
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practices tend to shuttle back and forth across this dichotomy in erratic ways that often do not 
assist students make sense of public discourse. Nor is a politics for the liberation of voice 
sufficient on its own.
What we need if a rejuvenated literacy of public discourse is to emerge is sustained studies 
of:

the nature of opinion, the way it is formed and mediated, the nature and 
structure of political judgement, the structure and dynamics of political 
action, the nature of political argument, the logic of persuasion, the nature 
and forms of political consciousness, the way men (sic) define, perceive and 
interpret political reality, the manner in which a group of men (sic) develop 
and define their collective identity, the basis of the community's 
individuality, the manner in which a political agent defines their public 
identity, the way a political community appropriates its past, projects its 
future and conceptualises its historical continuity, and the nature and 
structure of political language. (Parekh, 54)

As Australia, along with the rest of the globe, enters an era in which cultural groupings are 
dispersed across many nations, it is crucial that a politics emerge that is not simply a politics 
of identity. The plurality and difference inherent in a public political space must become a 
common horizon within which the social and economic conflicts of the future are framed.

Coda
Having employed the device of setting off four regions of modern life from one another, it is 
important to now deconstruct that taxonomy. Although modernity might strongly frame these 
regions off from one another by erecting a range of institutional, spatial, temporal and 
discursive boundaries between them, an enlightened literacy pedagogy should not simply 
reproduce or mirror this framing.

Education as a site of competing agendas

Historically, knowledge has been framed as that which exists only in educational institutions 
and that which the population at large encounters only when young. That is, for the majority 
of the population the encounter with abstract knowledge takes place under the sign of a child. 
Upon graduation you can be an adult and put aside childish things. But this positioning of 
knowledge as separate from social processes, from contexts of work, from politics and from 
social life is increasingly being undermined. Whether positioned as something that one leaves 
behind on graduation or as a transcendental locus of critique and/or research, the boundary 
separating educational institutions and the rest of social life is increasingly permeable.
Until recently, educational contexts have been traversed by competition between two 
discourses—the discourse of knowledge and the discourse of the self. This ongoing dialogue 
was articulated by the difference between the Humanities and the Sciences. The former, for 
all its scholarship, contained an intrinsic reference to the formation of the self while the latter 
focused on the production of knowledge. But in recent timesthe two other discourses have 
washed over educational settings. During the 70s the student movement foregrounded the 
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way in which the production of knowledge was implicated in politics; and during the 80s 
economic rationalists highlighted the contribution (or otherwise) of education to work-
processes and the economy.
As a result educational settings are now answerable to imperatives and criteria of judgement 
derived from all four regions: economic imperatives, political imperatives, research and 
development imperatives, and imperatives regarding the formation of selves and character.

The workplace as a site of competing agendas 

But this extrapolation of agendas has not impacted on educational institutions only. All four 
regions have been traversed by criteria from the other regions. For example, productive 
processes are now in the process of being penetrated by discourses of knowledge. The 
Training Guarantee Scheme is precisely an attempt to make industry reconstruct its 
relationship to the production and application of knowledge. Meanings derived from the other 
two regions already exist in the work place for some time. The workplace has been construed 
as a site of political contestation since before the beginning of the century. This politicisation 
of the workplace is institutionalised in the union movement and its traditions.
The workplace has also been a site for the formation of selves ever since the ‘human 
relations’ movement within management studies began with the Hawthorn experiments in the 
20s. But this attention to the construction of subjectivity has been exercised exclusively in the 
name of the capitalist efficiency and profits within a Fordist regime. With the increasing 
importance of creativity, responsibility and knowledge on the part of workers, this framing is 
coming under increasing pressure. We could interpret the development and dissemination of 
recent technologies of surveillance and accountability such as peer reviews, career counseling 
and performance agreements as ambiguously situated.
They are both a way of disseminating and dispersing responsibility, initiative and knowledge 
within the workplace and at the same time a way of containing that dissemination. These 
technologies enact and produce the very dispersal they attempt to shape and contain. They 
constitute an acknowledgement that management now depends on its workforce not simply 
for the corporeal labour of their bodies but for their knowledge, attentiveness and judgement 
regarding the workplace as a site of social relational, political, ethical, institutional and 
productive contestation and cooperation.

The self as a site of competing agendas

Similarly, Feminism has exploded the boundaries of personal life as a separate region of 
social life. This region of adult life is often glossed as private life in contrast to public or 
work life, as a world of personal relations, of sexuality, of family life, the world of intimacy 
and emotions, the world of leisure and relaxation, the world of pleasure and bodily life. It is a 
region that is usually experienced as unconstructed, as natural and intuitive, as obvious, as 
unconstrained and natural compared with the ‘role playing’ of work or public life. Here it 
feels as if the real self is allowed to reveal and give voice to itself—in private life you can 
just be—be yourself. However, the deconstruction of the autonomy of the personal life 
expressed in the adage ‘the personal is the political’ has increasingly politicised the world of 
the self as a site of oppression.
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Similarly, this world of social life outside the bounds of capitalist work relations is being 
examined more and more closely in terms of its contribution to productivity in the 
reproduction of both the economy and as a ‘shadow economy’. And the intrusion of what 
Habermas terms system requirements into the lifeworld is well documented, the AIDS 
campaign being only the most recent and most spectacular instance.

Politics as a site of competing agendas

Just as the other regions of meaning making have insulated themselves off from one another, 
so has public discourse. Politics can interpret itself as the realm of disinterested public policy 
concerned with the ‘general good’ or the formation of a ‘general will’. However, it has not 
had such an easy time of it. Both liberalism and Marxism have deployed a hermeneutic of 
suspicion which construes politics as simply the play of social and economic conflict.
Within educational circles, especially adult education, politics has been framed by a humanist 
cultural identity derived from Freire. This meant reading politics in terms of what I have 
called the discourse of the self. Certainly this has provided a powerful context within which 
oppressed groups can reappropriate their indigenous cultures, but whether it provides a basis 
for a democratic politics is doubtful.
In fact, I think that the pedagogy of public discourse is the region of meaning-making that is 
most underdeveloped. It is a region that is most in need of an injection of new forms of 
pedagogy to supplement or replace the existing practices of ‘clear thinking’, ‘current affairs’ 
and ‘consciousness raising’.

Conclusion
What this all adds up to is that even though modernity attempts to institutionally seal off 
different contexts from one another, this is a self-delusory and ideological simplification. As 
Foucault has pointed out, any domain of social life entails: the articulation and production of 
subject positions; the institutionalisation of procedures and technologies; the constitution of a 
field of knowledge; and a play of power (Foucault, 1972). Thus all four forms of meaning-
making enter into any instance of social life.
The importance of this for a pedagogy of literacy is that each region attempts to suppress 
essential elements in its own reproduction. Thus, a pedagogy that intends to be both effective 
and radical must rescue these repressed dimensions. For example, the traditional pedagogy of 
self-formation attempts to repress the extent to which its relies on a training into a range of 
skills. Similarly, the pedagogy of scientific knowledge represses the extent to which it 
depends on students identifying with a subject position which abstracts away from personal 
and political meanings. Similarly, the pedagogy of the workplace effaces the ethics and 
politics of discourse by erecting a definition of discourse as simply communication.
Any serious engagement with the literacies of the adult world in the late 20th and early 21st 
centuries must refuse the one dimensional self-construals of each of these regions of social 
life together with their correspondingly reduced pedagogies. A renewed literacy pedagogy 
must address the increased centrality of written text in modern life in all its dimensions—
personal, social, political, institutional and economic. Only in this way can people be initiated 
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into the power of the meanings enacted by this textual production without being simply 
domesticated by or subjected to these contexts of textual enactment. An effective and 
responsible pedagogy for adulthood in the last decade of the 20th century and the early 
decades of the 21st century should assist students both to participate within each of these 
regions and to deconstract their disavowal and displacement of other meanings. In other 
words, an effective literacy pedagogy must work both with and against the grain of each 
specific region of social practice.
In fact, even to state the boundaries of meaning-making within a specific context entails 
stating what is not sayable or relevant. So, for example, an explicit literacy pedagogy for the 
modern workplace would need to explain the difference between the institutional meaning of 
politeness and the significance of politeness in personal relations by referring to such things 
as company profits, the possibility of legal action, and so on. It is my view that we are faced 
with a paradoxical situation here because the more the modern state presses for an efficient 
and explicit induction into these regions of meaning, the more educators will be forced to 
explicitly articulate the boundaries that constitute these regions. This will inevitably take the 
form of saying what is not relevant, not sayable.
To be forced to state explicitly what is not appropriate or relevant is to in some sense 
acknowledge its existence and to acknowledge its potential to infect the space one is 
banishing it from. Thus, paradoxically, this call for explicitness will in fact have radicalising 
effects. This visible pedagogy will mean that students will become more conscious of other 
possible ways of construing, responding or acting - ways that are not congruent with the 
specific framingof that particular region as an autonomous realm of meaning. As a result, 
students will be inducted into each specific region more self- consciously, more shallowly 
and more ambivalently.
A form of reflexivity such as this, which derives from awareness of other ways of framing or 
judging social occasions, seems to me to provide the basis for a politically responsible 
citizenry in the 21st century. But this is only possible if adults are explicitly inducted into all 
four regions of social meaning and can thus sense the way they each constitute themselves by 
exclusion. To be inducted into only a single form of life—especially via an invisible 
pedagogy—is to remain domesticated and a victim.
In this paper, I (like the adults I envisage resulting from this multi-faceted initiation into a 
range of forms of life or regions of meaning, or rather framings of life) have refused to locate 
myself within only one of them in order to construct a transcendental vantage point for 
deconstructing the others - even though this has been the basic trope in educational theory 
over the last 100 years. This is not a matter of rejecting logocentric discourse; rather, it seems 
to me that this is precisely the position adult basic education workers themselves are in as 
'intellectual workers'. Teachers of adult basic education should not be expected to answer the 
question: which is your ultimate ground of answerability: your students? your subject? the 
economic wellbeing of the community? or political justice? They should simply reply to this 
challenge: all of them!
Finally, the adult education sector is an important barometer of the conflicting forces 
converging on the education sector as a whole. As the newest, least institutionalised, and 
most vulnerable sector of education, adult basic education is very exposed to these pressures. 
Educationalists in other sectors have every reason—including self-interest—to keep in touch 



Framing the Field: Adult Literacies and the Future

Rob McCormack 29 of 30 1991

with the adult basic education sector. What they see there may assist them shape their own 
future.
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