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When the magic of literacy wears thin.

David Barton, Literacy Research Centre, Lancaster University

We all believe in literacy. It is a good thing, and can bring great possibilities to people and societies. Governments throughout the world make literacy a central part of educational policy, primarily for children, but also for adults. There has been a strong emphasis on supporting literacy education for adults in recent educational policy in England, but that may now be changing. In this short paper I reflect on what is happening now in England. I argue that the government’s strong focus on adults and literacy has peaked and is passing on; that we need to take account of what has happened with adult literacy campaigns in other countries; that at the root of such changes is an over simple view of literacy and its effects; and, most importantly, we have to ensure that the provision and infrastructure for literacy work is sustainable when policy priorities move on. 

To provide a way into this I will begin by bringing together several strands of research on literacy which I have been involved in at the Literacy Research Centre at Lancaster University and then use it to think about what is happening to policy in this area now and whether learners’ needs are being met. My interest has been in adults’ lives and how learning fits in with the rest of their lives, highlighting learners’ perspectives on what is going on and, inevitably, how policy impacts on opportunities for learning on the ground. Three of our research projects demonstrate the complexity of these relationships. 
In a study of Local literacies, funded by the ESRC, and as reported in Barton & Hamilton (1998), my colleagues and I carried out detailed research on what people read and write in their everyday lives; we followed people around, observing them and talking to them - in their kitchens and living rooms, in pubs and cafes, in the doctor’s waiting room, in the allotment. In this research we saw what people read and write, how they learn new things and the meaning it has for them in their lives. We saw what children brought from school into the home and what adults brought back from work. The study was very rich and we found more reading and writing going on in everyday life than we had expected and in a range of quite different activities. People used literacy to get things done and everyone had a range of expertises. The one idea to take from this first study is the diversity and complexity of everyday literacies and the variety of ways of learning people draw upon.

Another study also funded by the ESRC, which we are in the middle of, Literacies for learning in Further Education, is focusing on students in Further Education colleges in England and Scotland, seeing how they deal with some quite different literacies. They are grappling, on the one hand, with the reading and writing involved in being a student and being in a college environment, where formal learning is the main focus; at the same time, they are encountering the reading and writing demands of particular workplaces, of the vocations they are training to become part of. They might be preparing to work in tourism, or hairdressing, or construction, for instance, and each of these has distinct demands in terms of reading and writing. It’s tough taking on these different literacies and all this at a time when the world and the ways of learning about it are changing rapidly.
Most of the FE students are young people and there are areas of life where these young people are enthusiastic, articulate, passionate, focussed, and quick learners, notably around new technologies, around music and other creative arts and around leisure and communicating with friends. We are interested in how these enthusiasms and ways of learning can be harnessed within college settings and how the links between everyday literacies and literacies for learning can be strengthened. (See http://www.lancs.ac.uk/lflfe/ .)
The third strand to bring in here is the Adult Learners’ Lives project, part of the research programme of the English National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC). We worked with people over time in a variety of settings where there were learning programmes. As well as colleges, these included a homeless shelter for young people, a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre and a women’s shelter (and in comparable research we worked with young offenders). Researchers worked collaboratively with people in these contexts over time, understanding the role of language, literacy and numeracy in their lives and how this related to the learning opportunities which were available to them. We found that where people led complex and often turbulent lives, sometimes formal learning was appropriate; at other times other aspects of their lives had higher priorities and it was difficult to participate in a structured programme. People identified a right time for learning, and a right way. Crucially, people made decisions about their lives, based on the possibilities they saw around them. They had a range of reasons for engaging in formal learning and they identified a wide range of benefits from participating in the programmes. In these settings we saw the different agencies working together in innovative ways trying to engage learners and of ensuring that the wide spectrum of people’s needs were being met. (See Barton et al 2006; Ivanic et al 2006.)
In all these projects, we were looking from the point of view of people as active decision makers leading complex lives. And, bringing the projects together, with glimpses of home, of education at different levels and of people’s work experiences, we see reading and writing being done differently in the home, in education and at work. For instance, the range of reading and writing activities in workplaces is often formulaic, limited and constrained, and sharing, copying and collaborating are typical in workplace literacies. In contrast to this, in educational setting there is often a broader range of activities but copying and collaborating are tightly controlled and monitored. This brief example underlines the importance of understanding the ways in which reading and writing differ in different contexts and that engaging in a broader range of practices is an essential aspect of literacy learning.
To return to my starting point, for the past four years there has been a high profile policy for literacy in England and a focus on and resources for the field we used to call adult literacy. (And here I am referring specifically to literacy; the areas of numeracy and language have much in common with literacy but the policies are developing in distinct ways.) There is a fairly coherent approach with a national curriculum, assessment and monitoring regimes and systems of professional development. Undoubtedly this Skills for Life strategy has been successful in many ways and it is transforming the field. However, it is important to recognise that the wave of adult literacy work in England may have peaked. There has been a wave of work, it built up, it reached a crescendo and now it is spreading out and moving on. And, as any surfer knows, just after the peak is the most difficult time, where it’s hard to keep your balance and where you can be pushed in all sorts of directions.
We know it has peaked because policy interest has moved on; it has shifted from a focus primarily on adults and a narrow focus on literacy and numeracy and it has moved on to the education and training of the 14-19 age group more generally and to a broader skills agenda. This can be seen graphically in the changes in funding, for example in FE colleges. We can also see it in the subtle changes in name of organisations in the field, the words adult and literacy seem to be slipping away and are being replaced with broader terms.
It is important to identify what is going on now, to know how to react to it. The policy has set up some important structures and has many positive aspects, but it does bring potential dangers with it. This broadening agenda is good, for instance, if there is a clear progression and support for students to move on from beginning levels to other levels. Similarly, it is good if it enables there to be a recognition that people on drug rehab programmes, or in homeless shelters, or on probation are at many different educational levels, they are not all at some basic level. They come with a range of achievements and experiences.  
At the same time, there are dangers as the focus moves away from adult literacy. Other countries have been through this, where there has been a strong focus on adult literacy for a few years and then policy has moved on. We have seen this in Australia where there was a strong policy on adult literacy, numeracy and ESOL, especially in workplaces, in the early 1990s. There have also been waves of interest in adult literacy in many developing countries over the past forty years, for example in UNESCO literacy programmes. Developing countries have a constant tension between resources for children, Universal Primary Education, and resources for adults. What can happen in a country is that after the wave of enthusiasm has passed and policy has moved on, then there is little infrastructure left and little to show for it. Policy analysts argue that this is what has happened in Australia (as in Lo Bianco 1997; Lo Bianco & Wickert 2001; McKenna & Fitzpatrick 2004). Is this going to happen in England? 
One danger is that, as targets move on to higher levels, many of the people the original policies were aimed at may get left behind.  Some of the most vulnerable, for instance the people we worked with in the Adult Learners’ Lives project in community settings, with fewest opportunities get left out. We are seeing this on the ground, where programmes for entry level students, projects which are community focused and family learning projects are finding it harder and harder to get funding. These are often the most innovative projects and ones where different agencies are working together. The tightening of government targets means that a narrower range of courses is funded, and that courses are cut when funding ends. From the learners’ point of view, course provision is haphazard, their needs are not being met and their choices may be reduced.
There are many reasons why policies move on, but I would like to make one final point about this which takes us back to the beginning, and makes a link to the work where we were researching people’s everyday reading and writing. Adult literacy education gets taken up by governments, but looking across the world it often seems to end up in disappointment and it is only a temporary interest. At the root of this is an over simple view of literacy. As I said at the beginning, literacy is one of those things we all believe in, the idea comes with a halo of goodness surrounding it. The trouble is that when it is taken up it is treated as magic, as having wondrous properties, as solving all social ills. Here literacy learning has often been seen as a magic way whereby people are ‘provided’ with literacy and as a result they get jobs and houses, get integrated into society, and turn away from a life of drugs or crime. 
However, literacy is not magic. There is not one literacy and it does not have simple effects. Whilst a range of social difficulties have been shown to correlate with literacy needs, the causal links are not direct or straightforward. Literacy education does not solve social problems on its own and this complex relationship needs to be understood more.  We need to see the complexity of literacy in people’s lives and the variety of uses reading and writing are put to. This has to be reflected in educational provision and we need to resist a narrowing perspective, for instance, towards just workplace literacies. There needs to be greater respect for the range of reasons people go to classes and what they want out of them, understanding that for some it is a transition to further learning or to work. But it may also be for making sense of life, for community participation, for active citizenship; and literacy education is important for people who will never work, for older people, and for those bringing up children. Robust, sustainable provision does not yet exist for adults but the policy has great potential for establishing a system of lifelong learning, and looking beyond the blight of short term funding. Such provision needs to be put in place and supported, accepting that literacy learning for today’s world is not easy. There is no quick fix; it is a long hard slog and it needs continuous support in this rapidly changing world.
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