
Groping towards our Field

This article was supposed to be a report on my Keynote at ACAL 09, however in a speech, especially 
a Keynote, you need to be good and uplifting. In writing, tho, you can be bad. In fact why write if not 
to provoke. So this piece is assertively aphoristic and will hopefully offend everyone at some point or 
other—but hopefully not everyone all the time. 

Our field is badly named
‘LLN’ - a shameless device for forcing ESL and ALBE into a single object of governance. 
‘Adult Literacy’ - No adult or youth with any dignity or self-respect would want to attend a class with 
‘literacy’ in the title. Oh! The shame of it!
‘ABE’ - this was a failed attempt by myself and others to connect the field to a larger, more 
mainstream narrative.
‘Second Chance Education’ - I still use this term to characterise my own deepest motives and values 
as an educator, but I don’t think anyone has suggested it as a name for the field. Actually, thinking 
about it now, why not? I’m sure it would make sense to both students and to the general public. It 
would also sidestep the debilitating focus on ‘literacy’ as the goal or object defining our field.

We have no classic texts or founding cultural hero(ine)s 
OK, a few of us oldies might still dip into Freire now & then. But who else? James Gee gets 
mentioned, but how many have read his more recent work on games culture. I still dip into Halliday, 
and presumably the SFL-trained mob do also. But he’s not really ‘one of us’; we appropriated him. 
Who else? 

We have no widely shared autochthonic (indigenous) practices or pedagogies
Almost none of us are ‘LLN natives’; we are all ‘LLN immigrants’. We learnt our understandings and 
pedagogies of and around language somewhere else—in primary teaching, secondary teaching, 
humanities, literary studies, cultural studies, applied linguistics, ESL, EFL, or maths and science 
education. Most of us slipped into the field sideways from some other more mainstream, more defined 
educational field. No-one has learnt their trade as a pedagogue entirely within our field—or if they 
have, you could only feel pity for them.

We have no internal standards
MacIntyre (1985) distinguished between ‘internal goods’ and ‘external goods’, and argued that 
genuine practices possess their own internal goods that can be assessed only by judgement that has 
been honed practically and reflectively within the practice itself. Criteria for judging internal goods 
are invisible to outsiders, who only see the external goods. Thus, chess masters can judge chess 
moves, master chefs guide cooking by novices, ballet instructors assess those learning ballet, 
historians weigh the work of their peers and students and so on. But do Master LNN teachers also 
have these powers of judgement for assessing quality. Are there any criteria we share or learnt from 
participating in the field. Or are the standards of the field totally submissive to the external criteria 
embodied in the NRS and its successor. Notice that by definition the judgements of experts are 
intuitive tacit judgements of taste that cannot be easily captured in words. Forcing a field to voice its 
judgements in the simplistic terms of a NRS is a very effective way to undermine the integrity of  that 
field and to ensure that it has no genuine ‘internal goods’ around which to form a community of 
judgment for passing practices and their evaluating criteria on to the next generation.

We are totally submissive to (because dependent on) governmental directives
Without a community of practice and occasions for testing, sharing and reflecting on how highly 
skilled practitioners respond to ‘what is in front of  them’ (as Robbie Deans insists the Wallabies must 



do) rather than enacting preplanned or rehearsed moves, we do not have a genuine Practice. We do not 
have anything to pass on to the next generation. No wonder the field is unable to generate any interest 
or engagement from younger generations. We baby boomers may live off a fading 70s habitus derived 
from the radical days of social justice but are now moving out of the field. 

We have no defining practices of which to be proud.
I can’t think of a single pedagogic practice that is distinctive to NLL/AL/ABE. Can you? No-one uses 
Freire’s ‘generative words’ or even an adaptation of it, to my knowledge. I suspect that all our 
educational practices are derivative.

We have nothing distinctive or special about language to offer students
Our field knows nothing much about language theoretically, even though we had the gift of living on 
the same continent as MAK Halliday. (BTW you can now throw away all those musty photocopies 
and buy the ten volume Collected Works of Halliday)
It has not developed a practical knowledge of language and pedagogy that could be used for 
developing or enhancing the human being and lifeworlds of our students through practical pedagogic 
exercises of engagement and reflection on and around language 

In truth, the Field, whatever its name, has not yet come into existence.
I wouldn’t mind if this meant that it shared Derrida’s sense of a utopian future to which we were 
trying to be faithful in judging the present. But it seems that the present is all we have. We have no 
past, no future. We are simply part of an infernal bureaucratic machine. 
I have always had the sense that the field we are in has yet to be born. Which is why it amazed me 
when many leading practitioners seemed so keen to engage with policy makers in the mid 90s. It 
implied they experienced our field as already possessing a strong, distinct and well-defined identity, 
together with a secure grasp of its internal goods. 
So different from what I felt. I approached the dialogue with dread, which is why I wrote Framing the 
Field (1991). To pretend that we could have developed a set of defined pedagogic practices—if given 
time. Or at least some that we could argue about. The problem was that these were no different to the 
pedagogic practices of many other fields. No better, no worse. The same. And so, not grounds for 
claiming a special specificity, particularity or uniqueness for our field.

“This is so depressing! Don’t you have anything uplifting to say?”
No, Not really! I can’t really see much hope in the short term. The rationalist market-based micro-
managing of Left wing governments has landed us with the worst of  both worlds. A know-all 
bureaucracy. And a market structure that undermines collaboration and the formation of shared 
communities of enquiry, reflection or practice among practitioners. Which undermines all sense of 
community full-stop. Even strong professions such as mainstream teachers or medical professions are 
finding it hard to resist the strong colonisation of their fields by the ‘external’ auditing regimes of 
governmental bureaucracies. 
OK Some positive suggestions:

What is the internal good of our field?
Here is how I tried to answer this question in 2004:

Adult literacy is a second chance education which through performative and 
interpretative engagement with the canonical texts and textual performances 
of cultures and communities aims to cultivate phronesis for responsible 
adulthood. (McCormack 2004).

To make much sense of it you would need to (re)read the original in Fine Print.



To have another crack at what I was trying to say then: 
Although governments may believe they can (or should pretend to) run the world and people’s lives 
on evidence-based sociological/psychological/economic knowledge, in fact we are all dependent on 
practical ethical judgements as the basis for forming understanding, common ground, trust and shared 
experience. And this experience lies deeper than any institutions of governmentality or economics. 
For 2000 years a primary purpose of education has been to inculcate these values into future 
generations. How? By bringing students into deep discursive engagement with the texts carrying, 
enacting and reflecting on these values. 
Even quicker: Second chance education = liberal arts for those who, for whatever reason, did not 
engage with the cultural sources of who they are and of the communities they belong to. Why liberal 
arts? Because liberal arts teaches you to have a mind of your own, how to express it, and how to 
acknowledge, engage with, and learn with and from others who also have minds of their own.
Final aphorism: The goal of learning is to be a learner, not a knower. Openness not knowledge. To be 
someone open to learning, open to the new, to the strange, to the unfamiliar. And who can discover the 
strangeness and unfamiliarity of their own lives and realities.
Final final aphorism: In an interview marking his 102 birthday, Gadamer (my cultural hero) remarked: 
"Man cannot live without hope; that is the only proposition which I would gladly continue to defend 
without qualification." 
I take this to mean that we must continue to judge ourselves and the present by cultivating and 
exercising values that transcend who we are and what governments want of us. And if keeping alive 
these values is what we are charged with, then it is no wonder we are not a normal healthy field. Our 
field is inherently subversive: its concern is with the excluded and marginalised; its concern is to 
enable them to find a self, a mind, a voice, a language, a community, a life and keep their culture 
alive; and all of this can only be even envisioned by invoking a reality beyond the boundaries of 
current reality. To move beyond a resigned embrace of social fate, requires a rich engagement with 
cultural meanings, performances and discourses—as a ground and source shaping the sensibility and 
practical wisdom we need to ‘keep hope alive’.
Surely it is only to be expected that as a field dedicated to the marginalised we should also be 
marginalised. Why would the powerful support those supporting the powerless? 

Apart from this ethical side, what other ‘internal goods’ could or should we have?
I believe we need a trained ear for language, backed by a rich metalanguage. In modern times, 
Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics provides us with this. However, I still believe that it was 
during the 2000 year long history of ancient rhetoric that highest levels of attentiveness and 
attunement to language and its workings were attained. But how, as a field, we could retrieve or renew 
this intimacy with language and its powers of meaning making, I just don’t know. If it is any comfort, 
we are not alone; university arts faculties and the humanities are in the same boat. 
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