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This research examines changes in policy affecting the provision of adult literacy in South Australia with special reference to Institutes of Further Education. Over the past ten years the philosophical basis of adult literacy provision has shifted from notions of social justice and equity made concrete through publicly funded programs where there was a strong element of student centred voluntary participation to user pays programs tailored to meet the needs of business and industry rather than the individual.

More and more the literacy and numeracy needs of individuals are being made to suit the requirements of the workplace in an increasingly competitive, global environment. This trend towards economically competitive programs has had, and will continue to have, far reaching effects on TAFE institutes as they struggle to compete for the ever shrinking dollar. One of the most important changes has been the increased casualisation of teaching staff.

This research warns practitioners of the trends towards deskilling of literacy providers through the delivery of training packages by less qualified personnel. Practitioners are advised to be aware of the changes and to seek ways of keeping themselves properly informed so that they can lobby for sensible policies in the future. This is a vital responsibility for literacy educators given their vulnerable constituency.

Introduction

TAFE SA is in the midst of a shift towards a user-pays, competition driven climate. Liberal traditions of knowledge for its own sake and notions such as social justice and equity have been re-framed and replaced with graduate employability, national economic competitiveness and phrases such as who will pay??. These are major institutional changes at the same time as global changes in technology, workplace relations and economic distribution. 

The purpose of this paper is to historicise these changes, highlight current policy shifts and to encourage lecturers to pay more attention to the changes they are confronted with and engage more critically in the debates and ideas. Literacy lecturers, tutors, volunteers, students need to make it their business to be informed, aware and involved in the changes and shifts in the education landscape.

South Australian Adult literacy and numeracy provision has undergone some major changes within TAFE institutes over the past 10 years. This paper explores the context of these changes and considers a range of influences and agendas which some of the key stake holders have in this process. These changes are ongoing and are redefining the definition, practice and context of adult literacy provision within the field. The face of Adult literacy provision is continuing to be shaped by:

· historical factors

· Commonwealth and State Government policies on industry support and training

· changes in the types of employment available

· the Competitive Reform Agenda. 

The shift from an informal loosely networked, primarily voluntary adult literacy field in the mid to late 1980's occurred in parallel with a period of economic restructuring earlier on, followed by a time of increased economic restraint and recession. Recent shifts in Commonwealth Government public policy have redirected literacy funding away from stand alone literacy programs towards the integration of LLN in the workplace. This is a movement from meeting the individual needs of adult literacy learners and towards meeting the needs of industry and the business sector.

Whilst government policies overlay and shape the funding direction of literacy education, a range of providers in this sector are juggling an ever changing set of guidelines and continuing to offer services in a very uncertain climate. Voices such as the South Australian Council of Adult Literacy (SACAL), Australian Council of Adult Literacy (ACAL), The Australian Education Union (AEU) and Vocational Preparation program group practitioners have barely been heard despite the media taking an interest in literacy needs. The general public has seen a number of high profile initiatives promoted, for example Mutual Obligation (literacy training for job seekers), at the same time as the quiet withdrawal of base funding for adult literacy. 

In this paper, I will explore some future scenarios, which take some of the identifiable trends and extend them further. This is designed to generate further field discussion and debate. The critical literacy skills that teachers are able to teach, so well, to students, now need to be applied to the adult literacy field.

In the past ten years, changes have occurred in TAFE adult literacy provision, which has seen a shift from an informal and ad hoc style of service, to a more formalised educational provision.

In 1989 and earlier, volunteer tutors operated in community houses, volunteer tutors worked in home tutor schemes and some remedial assistance was funded through TAFE colleges. SACAL initiated much of this community literacy provision. Very little funding was available and many of those who sought help with their reading, writing or numeracy skills, often needed to have the skills to search for such a service, or a good advocate who could assist them. Students commonly worked together with teachers, who developed individual, negotiated learning plans. Volunteers and some paid staff operated on a local basis in the community.

The first national literacy survey (Wickert: 1989), had a strong political impact and together with International Literacy Year, the focus upon adult literacy issues was sharpened. Questions were raised in educational, academic and political circles about the nature of literacy.

How is literacy defined? Can we talk of illiterate? and Who is literate?

The definition of literacy or illiteracy? The adult literacy education sector was developing as a legitimate education field and refining itself as an academic field. Vocational Preparation was a key literacy provider within the TAFE sector and was at the forefront of broadening the definition of literacy to include the critical literacy skills, whole language and genre approaches which are valuable in a range of work or study settings. The generic literacy competencies included: reading, writing, speaking, listening, numeracy, communication and computing literacies. Vocational Preparation within TAFE, has played an integral role in introducing new students into further education or employment options and developing programs around these goals. 

Teachers were focusing on the unique needs of the adult learner and drawing threads from early childhood teaching, adult methodologies, disability studies and reshaping a specialist field of education in its own right.

During 1990, Australia participated in the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) which was published in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) report in 1992. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics collected further data in Aspects of Literacy: Assessed skill levels Australia 1996.
 Whilst comparisons of these surveys have come in for some scrutiny due to the changed definition of 'literacy', they do indicate similar data which concerns those involved in the adult literacy sector. 

we can infer that almost half the adult population in Australia can be expected to have difficulty coping with the information processing demands of everyday life. In addition, it was reported that people who are currently unemployed have much greater difficulty that those who are in the workforce, and that literacy difficulties appear to increase with age (except for the 15 - 19 year old age group), particularly for non-English speaking migrants. Across the whole sample, of people who did not speak English as their first language, approaching half were at the lowest level on the scale. More surprising, perhaps, is that fourteen per cent of those who first spoke English are also at that level. " 

It would appear from this data that the need has remained somewhat constant for adult literacy provision for some years. The proportional area of greatest need is in the age group greater than 19 years old.

Adult literacy education: the field

Increased public money was spent on adult literacy programs after International Literacy. Year. In South Australia, Adult and Community Education (ACE) funding began to increase as 'adult literacy' became a recognised need and was targeted and promoted. 

The TAFE sector employed coordinators for adult literacy programs. Volunteer schemes began to phase out and curricula were developed for The Certificate in Preparatory Education (CPE) and the Introductory Vocational Education Certificate (IVEC) in South Australia. TAFE colleges merged and changed their names to Institutes of TAFE. DEET funded CPE and IVEC literacy classes in TAFE. Commonwealth labour market programs during the 1990's were sources of funding for many programs. 

Commonwealth Special Intervention Program (SIP) money funded unemployed literacy learners to access CPE courses. This SIP money provided some of the first literacy funding where individual student's performance were classified and measured and the term outcomes based training took on a new meaning for literacy educators. During the early 1990s for the first time in the history of adult literacy education in South Australia, consolidated and specialised services were available for adult literacy learners who had for so long been effectively locked out of educational options. 

A national adult literacy Reading and Writing Hotline was also established to provide initial contact, referral and support to new adult literacy students. The Reading and Writing Roadshow series was launched on ABC-TV. 

The Special Needs of Adult Literacy

The Adult Literacy Student

The adult education field recognised the particular needs of adult literacy students. The range of physical, psychological, linguistic, cultural, social or environmental reasons for presenting in a literacy program were examined and explored through a number of government sponsored research projects. Students often lacked skills and confidence. Poverty, unemployment, health and housing were recurring risk factors and issues which many of these learners struggled with. Adult literacy students have often been the most disadvantaged students within the TAFE tertiary sector. 

As in the past literacy educators support students to deal with the more formalised structures which go hand in hand with larger institutions: the copious paperwork associated with enrolments, applying for concessions, completion of Austudy applications, ensuring students are accessing Centrelink payments they are entitled to and linking these students at risk into appropriate agencies and services as needed. These bureaucratic demands have increased significantly over the past 5 years. Institutes of TAFE have established formalised student satisfaction programs. Some literacy programs have needed to abandon full sessions of teaching and learning in order to complete these surveys. Most Vocational Preparation programs complete all the enrolment details individually to shield students from embarrassing errors. The enrolment forms become more complex and demanding for literacy students each year.

Methodology

During this time great store was placed upon individual literacy assessments. These literacy assessments were carefully designed to map student's skills and abilities on matrices such as the Interim Literacy Course Matrix (ILCM) and Global Profiles, which were designed to map students’ abilities against standardised course measuring devices.

Teacher Training

Some teachers entered the field from an early childhood teaching or special education background. There was recognition that whilst some skills and knowledge was transferable across the teaching fields, the particular needs of adult learners needed to be met by more appropriate teacher training. Training, staff development, undergraduate and postgraduate courses were developed to equip literacy and numeracy teachers with the skills to meet the needs of these learners. Universities developed teacher degrees in adult education and courses such as the Graduate Certificate in Language and Literacy. There was a shortage of specialised adult literacy teachers. The Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) funded many teachers to complete this type of professional development as it was a recognised Skills Shortage Area. The Graduate Certificate and Diploma in Language and Literacy at the University of South Australia was developed to provide an academic framework and broader based understanding of literacy teaching, resources and research.

Practice

During the nineties, there was a dramatic shift towards a centralised and specialised educational service. Literacy curricula, recognised teaching qualifications, award conditions of employment and a framework which monitors and guides standards of delivery and assessment have played a key role in this process. 

Adult literacy teaching shifted away from a remedial, special education and learning difficulty focus. Rather than operating from a deficit approach to learning, there has been a strong push towards an approach which recognises the lifelong learning principles of adult education. The establishment of stand alone Vocational Preparation programs outside of the role of 'Learning Support' has been crucial in this shift in philosophy. Most adult literacy programs, and the curricula which underpins this teaching, aim to support and initialise the learning process for students who do not have the educational skills, background or pre-requisites to access other education options. The concepts of second chance education, re-entry and lifelong learning have been crucial in allowing students time to build confidence and skills, before accessing further education. 

Flexible Delivery

Flexible delivery has evolved to include a range of approaches to learning which may include variable starting times, session times, open learning materials, computer based teaching methodologies and online programs.

Open learning resources were initially developed in an effort to meet the needs of isolated and rural students by a number of institutes. Technology began to be more accessible with the relative price falls. The relative cost of computers continued to fall. Technological changes led to widespread use of computer-based language, literacy and numeracy programs. 

New concepts of literacy continue to evolve as the computer literacies required to access information and the changes in the use of text (eg email) challenged traditional views of literacy competence. 

On-line teaching and learning programs were developed for internet access. The Internet became freely available in community and TAFE libraries. On-line literacy and numeracy modules were developed and written. Vocational Preparation has pioneered the use of internet supported learning materials within TAFE SA and continues to develop and evolve at a faster rate than most other vocational programs.

Funding 

During the late 1990s the influx of Commonwealth literacy funding changed the face of literacy provision and support in South Australian educational communities.

General Tender Funding and Diverse Training Market Funding recognised literacy and numeracy as priority areas. Literacy and vocational training were carefully targeted and employment or educational outcomes were tied to funding. 

Assessment and reporting requirements to track government money spent on LLN provision has tightened up significantly. Whereas SIP literacy funding required a descriptive report and numeric scaling to demonstrate an improved literacy rating for each literacy 'client', the Mutual Obligation Funding has continued to tie literacy funding to a range of measuring schemes to demonstrate improvements in literacy skills. Penalty clauses have been introduced to a range of funding source conditions. For example, if students do not move up a National Reporting System (NRS) level the provider may not be paid for the teaching delivered. Courses funded by General Tender Funding money have employment outcomes tied to the completion of the literacy training, as do Access and Equity Funding. This tied funding arrangement has led to literacy training dollars being directed towards industries where cheap semi-trained workers are needed for short seasonal periods of time. 

1995 saw the emergence of the National Reporting System which continued to document, record and track student's individual learning performance against numerous measurable outcomes such as reading, writing, numeracy and communication skills. This has been adopted as the measuring tool of choice for Mutual Obligation contracts.

Skillshare training groups offered literacy and numeracy provision as did individual church and charity bodies. Community Houses and Centres operated with these grants as well as Adult and Community Education (ACE) Unit money. The Workplace Education in Language and Literacy (WELL) Program continues to grow as a sizeable percentage of the literacy training dollar.

Vocational areas began to integrate language, literacy and numeracy competencies into their training courses.

A competitive tender climate has developed as private agencies have been encouraged to bid for tendered money in competition with the public provision (TAFE) and the non-profit community based sector. Deregulation in the training market has allowed a new range of service and training groups to bid for government funding. Budget restraints, cut backs in service provision and changing government priorities forced groups which had a history of working cooperatively together, to compete and bid against each other for the ever shrinking training dollar. Various institutes of TAFE compete between each other. Vocational and Preparatory programs within the same institutes now compete for the same Commonwealth funding tenders. The result of this has been severe cost restraints. The competition to reduce costs within TAFE as well as against private organisations has created a very lean and competitive climate overall.

The meshing of literacy and numeracy education, government funding requirements and the demands of TAFE institutes have led to a complex range of constantly changing factors which teachers are juggling constantly. These same teachers often have no security, are writing funding submissions in the hope that they will be employed for another term, (if successful) and are constantly having their own teaching performance reviewed. Teachers are working longer hours than previously.

Many practitioners have difficulty providing a basic service to adult literacy students as they don't have the money to meet their needs. In some TAFE institutes, waiting lists are longer than they have ever been? There is less money available to deliver adult literacy courses? People question why the push to cut costs and reduce services occurred when there was a clear community demand? 

This brings us to examine how various stakeholders position themselves in this debate and the effects Commonwealth and State Government policy has upon adult literacy provision.

Commonwealth Government Policy

In 1998, the Commonwealth Education Minister, David Kemp, initiated a vigorous public debate about literacy levels and basic skills. In the main, this has been targeted at schools and young people. He claimed that standards of reading, writing and maths were falling and that teachers must address this. Literacy initiatives in schools have also been tied to measurable outcomes and costs per student hour. Post school literacy funding for young people, was channelled through the Mutual Obligation funding source. This funding was restricted to students aged between 18 and 24. We know that current adult literacy data indicates that whilst some young people have literacy needs, the greatest need is in the older age groups.
 

Attendance at these literacy programs is now tied to the receipt of the Commonwealth Youth Allowance. The inference is that individuals are unemployed because their literacy skills are poor. This is simplifying a complex social and industrial relationship. It seems clear that the onus of responsibility is being placed upon the individual rather than it being a social or educational priority. Concerns have been raised by teachers, that an air of compulsion is not a desirable setting for good learning to occur. It goes against the concept of adult learning where students choose to build their skills voluntarily. 

David Kemp has been quoted as saying that "education has private outcomes and therefore should include private payment"
.This has significant implications for adult literacy students who are traditionally some of the poorest and disadvantaged students, who access any post-compulsory education.
Allan Luke has outlined a case against the back to basics drive by Minister Kemp. He has criticised the 

proclamation of print literacy crisis by governments, the attempt to reduce literacy to universal, transferable ‘basic skills’ and the assumption that the increased distribution of these ‘basic skills’ will ameliorate such elements of fundamental social and economic change as structural unemployment and cultural change 
.
The key principles of government policy which underpin all funding and literacy programs include elements of competition, price competitiveness, responsibility upon the individual learner to conform to a myriad of conditions, high degrees of accountability and promoting business and industry to be involved in this process. Competitive Neutrality Policy is a key part of this approach.

Competitive neutrality policy

What is competitive neutrality policy? In a competitive training climate all individual providers should have equal access to the training dollar. What would distinguish one from another, would be a more responsive or efficient business. National competition policy in Australia now means private companies can argue for equitable competing terms when bidding against other private companies or the government provider such as TAFE. For example when a private company tenders against TAFE for the training dollar it costs-in rental for teaching space in the tender. TAFE tenderers must also ensure that all room space is also costed into the tender and reimburse institutes as well. The competitive neutrality policy is designed to ensure that TAFE or government bodies do not have any advantage or edge in comparison to the private providers. This means TAFE tenders are obliged to cost in all assumed costs and to recoup these factors. It might include use of government vehicles, buildings, technology facilities, student services or student amenities. This is called creating a level playing field. State government policy obligations are outlined in A Guide to the Implementation of Competitive Neutrality Policy
. The penalties are stringent. If government bodies breach the guidelines they can be dealt with by the National Competition Council and penalties include wide ranging fines
. The level playing field does cover such things as physical amenities or services, but it does not include the disadvantages that may come with being a government service, such as being locked into uncompetitive contracts. 

Governments around the world are adopting the same trends of selling assets, tendering out funding for education and training as well as implementing a competitive culture within bodies which have always operated on a not-for-profit basis.

New Zealand has redefined the role of the state in the past 5 years. The role of government there is becoming a strategic role. It is now more of a regulatory agency which purchases services rather than delivering services
. This contracting trend is also occurring in private organisations. Data is proliferating which documents the savings which tendering brings governments
. Tendering out services saves between 20-30% of costs
. Increasingly we are hearing people asking "Do we make it? Or Do we buy it?"
 There is less money available for research into issues influencing the downside of tendering such as lack of administrative structures to monitor performance, accountability, problems with OHS&W, reduced professional development, less employment security and lower wages.

The difficulty with competitive policy occurs in areas where it is very expensive to provide a good quality service. Adult literacy is more expensive as a rule than most vocational training. It demands smaller class sizes, the level of students needs tends to be greater and often individualised, customised programs are required. This is not easily broken down into succinct costed units which can be competed for.

Training packages

Literacy competencies are being integrated into the new, vocational training packages. This means that some specialist literacy staff who are currently involved in program delivery and planning may work on developing the training packages, but on the whole, workplace assessors will be conducting the assessments. There is a built in provision for oral assessments in many of the training packages. The key element of these packages is to ensure that workers have the necessary competencies to perform work site tasks. Actual literacy assistance tends to be in the form of limited remedial assistance, or verbal testing. The need for assessors to have specialist literacy staff development is paramount, but very expensive. Training packages will challenge the traditional holistic curricula as industry strives for a leaner and cheaper form of training. Traditional Vocational Preparation students will be channelled into forms of training where they will be accepted irrespective of their literacy and numeracy competencies, and it is assumed they will just pick these up because they will be integrated into the study they do.

It is planned that the literacy, language and numeracy requirements of a job or task will be built into the relevant units of competencies in the new Training Packages.
These Training Packages are a collection of competencies which vocational industries determine that workers in their field require. They have an industry flavour such as Horticulture, Community Services, Business Studies or Engineering. There are still significant numbers of students who require generic skills development because they are unsure of their career pathway, not aiming to enter the workplace or seek to enhance their lifeskills initially. These students do not fit very well into the industry driven training packages. Traditionally they have been catered for by the entry-level literacy programs. These students may only be able to access ACE or expensive fee for service programs in the future. 

Workplace Language and Literacy (WELL) Funding

Workplace Language and Literacy (WELL) Funding has been growing steadily during the 1990s. WELL provides funding for workers in industry to build their literacy and numeracy skills. Programs are commonly offered in integrated arrangements with Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare or Communication training. Those who benefit from this form of literacy provision are workers with poor literacy skills or migrant workers with non-English speaking backgrounds, and the industries that employ them. These students have the advantage that they are already in the employment sector. Traditional Vocational Preparation students are seeking work and generally have different needs in addition to the literacy requirements. Workplace students often have higher levels of self-confidence and are seeking to enhance their work opportunities. Students who are unemployed or not seeking work, are not eligible to attend these classes, even if they are doing a voluntary work experience placement.

South Australian State Government Policy

Strategic Plan in South Australia

The state government’s State Strategic Plan for Vocational Education and Training 1998 to 2000

This plan was developed following consultation with the 15 regional development boards in South Australia. The approach was to determine what the planning priorities are for business and industry in South Australia in the future, and to then allocate resources according to this plan. This document identifies literacy, language and numeracy as a priority in light of:

· 
the increasing complexity of the business environment 

· 
the introduction of new technology

· 
the demand for higher skills

· 
competition and globalisation

· 
casualisation of the workforce

This strategic plan has always signalled to the field, projected growth or business confidence in particular areas. This data is used to determine the training needs of the future. Literacy is classified as general education. If, for example, General Education is a priority area, then training money will tend to be spent in that area during the set period. It is not a priority area in its own right in the current strategic plan until 2000. This may be due to the demands of industry for highly skilled workers in a very competitive job market. Industry bodies are saying they will be unlikely to need generally skilled workers, they want more specialised and vocationally skilled workers. This means, they must have good literacy and numeracy skills as well as particular vocational knowledge and skills.

It was noted that

"Due to changes in Commonwealth funding arrangements there will be a considerable challenge for South Australia in maintaining stand alone literacy, language and numeracy programs for the range of clients currently seeking training." 
 

Programs such as Vocational Preparation within TAFE, are stand alone literacy, language and numeracy programs. Clearly the state government sees such programs as threatened in the future. Applying for funding to run literacy classes in their current form may be precarious for TAFE Vocational Preparation courses in the future. It should be noted that whilst future funding for stand alone literacy courses seems threatened, there has been no reduction in demand. The demand across the state has remained steady even in the light of all the other literacy options made available in the WELL and Training package arenas.

Literacy education is increasingly facing new forms and alliances. In a range of settings, the crossover or interlinking of educational programs is transforming the ways students access programs. Literacy programs such as the Certificate in Preparatory Education and Introduction to Vocational Education Certificate are being adopted by many high schools and there are cross credit arrangements with the South Australian Certificate in Education and other VET courses. 

The integration of literacy and numeracy competencies across these sectors is developing a new educational framework for educators to grapple with. The push is designed to ensure that students are learning vocational skills and knowledge at the same time as furthering their general literacy education. 

Competition

Government bodies such as TAFE SA are bound by the rules of the National Competition Council. South Australian policy
 is a reflection of the NCC guidelines. TAFE SA must compete against private training groups with no advantage over them. Some argue that there is no level playing field in TAFE when it comes to buying stationery. Government services are locked into a contract with a contracted supplier for all office supplies. It is irrelevant that it is cheaper to buy many products at the local supermarket, TAFE institutes are obliged to meet the contract conditions. 

The government contract for computers and system management has similar problems. Vocational Preparation has traditionally used a range of IBM and Macintosh teaching tools. Vast amounts of money have been spent to buy specialist literacy teaching programs and tools. This has been an embarrassment to many Information Technology sections in TAFE who are trying to marry the literacy teaching demands of Vocational Preparation teams and the requirements of the contract. It has not been easy. Across the state the expensive EDS Australia replacements are in use. Local computer shops supply private training groups with equivalent value computer systems at a fraction of the cost, to which TAFE programs pay. TAFE programs are obliged to buy at non-competitive rates. This is not competition policy at its best.

There is no level playing field when it comes to wages either. Awards and conditions, which have evolved and been fought for by the education unions over time have no role in the private training market. Whereas lecturers in TAFE have a recognised award system and a clear delineation of pay levels, increments and conditions, this is not the case with private providers. Wages in the TAFE sector may range from $19 -$42 per hour for hourly paid instructors in Vocational Preparation. Private providers cost in wages at anything from $15-$35 per hour for literacy tutors. They are also able to package salaries and take advantage of lucrative tax arrangements, which church based organisations can use to cut costs and be even more competitive. Many private sector workers have completed staff development and training as TAFE lecturers and with the cuts in TAFE allocations, they have little choice but to seek work for less money. Some do not have literacy or numeracy qualifications, but may have completed the minimum Workplace Assessor training. This does not represent a level playing field. It represents a positive discrimination against TAFE provision. TAFE is asked to compete in a competitive setting and provide a quality service staffed by more expensive, higher qualified and more experienced staff. Tender feedback has indicated that TAFE has lost tenders on a cost basis repeatedly. The question of quality is not a priority.
Union involvement

The Australian Education Union (AEU) has found addressing these changes quite challenging. It has traditionally been quite good at representing permanent workers and has enjoyed high levels of support. Teachers in Vocational Preparation programs are generally casual employees. They tend to be paid on short-term contracts or an hourly paid basis. This is hardly surprising as Institutes are under pressure to cut costs, deliver programs more cheaply and are vulnerable according to the fortunes of tender applications. A casualised workforce means less income to teachers. Vocational Preparation workers tend to be female, casual, non-unionised and generally compliant. Teachers are very aware of unemployment data and are conscious of when their next contracts will be reviewed. 

The AEU is commonly perceived as representing school teachers' interests, rather than TAFE sector teachers. TAFE sector teachers in South Australia have not traditionally been active in union activities and vice-versa. However in the late 1990s, the AEU began to develop a more active profile for hourly paid or short-term contract TAFE lecturers. This is particularly relevant to Vocational Preparation programs. A Working Party to examine the situation of Hourly Paid Instructors in TAFE was established. The AEU has also responded to changes in the sector by attacking the policy shifts which have seen the government training dollar redirected away from public provision towards the industry and corporate sectors. 

The AEU has made some public comments such as:

The federal government's policy of competitive tendering threatens job security and educational quality
. 

They have also criticised the Federal government's increased restrictions and accountability measures, which are being placed upon vocational training, but not on the private school sector. The private school sector has received increased direct grants under the Howard government. 

[The] government … portrays market efficiency as more desirable than guaranteed public provision
. 

The dramatic cuts to TAFE institutes by $230 million and the diversion of $500 million to private providers has generally however, occurred quietly and without much public comment.

Is this occurring overseas?

The changes described above are confined to South Australia's borders. Commercialisation and casualisation are global trends in a range of educational settings. 

Alex Molnar, Professor of Education at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee has been a long-standing critic of the "privatisation and commercialisation of public education." He has been outspoken about the impact of sponsorship and the corporatisation of public schools and education facilities in the United States.
 Corporate sponsorship of school stationery, tuck shops, computers and the physical environment in colleges of adult learning have been encouraged by cash strapped governments. He has recently established the Centre for the Analysis of Commercialisation in Education. Some examples of commercialisation in education are:

· Sponsorship of programs or activities

· Exclusive agreements

· Incentive programs

· Appropriation of space

· Sponsored Educational Materials

· Electronic marketing

· Privatisation of management or programs

Many of these trends overseas include a shift to more centralised styles of teaching. The increased use of prescriptive teaching tools. These include highly structured computer programs that lead and define students' learning and minimise the creative input by skilled teachers. Rather than developing topical and locally based resources, the job of a teacher becomes deskilled and reduced to that of a deliverer of pre-prepared, standardised teaching materials. 

Corporate sponsorship of equipment and resources is occurring in Australia already with fast food chains promising to buy computers for schools which adopt customer loyalty arrangements. 

Student support programs are already being offered to private organisations on a tender basis. Free specialised training for unemployed workers is commonly offered by training groups where at the conclusion of the training, the companies employ a percentage of the successful trainees. These companies pay no training costs. These are either born by government grants or the students themselves.

All of these forms of industry training exist in Australia. The drive towards a user pays approach to education will compel TAFE programs to be more creatively involved in joint arrangements if they are to survive.

Will current adult literacy policy take us along these paths in Australia? It seems that in an increasingly tight economic climate, educators are being asked to deliver more and more at less cost. Perhaps forms of corporate sponsorship will become more commonplace. It certainly seems consistent with the policy of reduced government expenditure on education and the thrust to encourage public providers to be resourceful and chase any other funding sources. 

Institutes of TAFE in Queensland have been privatised and are run by a board of management. Literacy programs have been directed to operate on a for profit basis. The literacy program at Barrier Reef Institute of TAFE outlined their literacy programs' daily operations at the Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) conference in Adelaide during September 1998. The business of literacy was portrayed as a constant juggling act of running classes, promotions, entrepreneurial money making activities and industry based training. Customising individual training options, flexible delivery, advertising and dealing with outdated technologies and systems were characteristics of an ever-changing, adaptable and chaotic training organisation.
 

Reduced and minimalist service

The current literacy and numeracy provision within TAFE SA is becoming a reduced and minimalist service.

The impact of deregulation upon TAFE SA will see the majority of literacy provision integrated into industry training packages and workplace assessors monitoring the competencies, very little money will be provided to TAFE institutes for public adult literacy support. This was flagged in The State Strategic Plan for Vocational Education and Training 1998 to 2000. The actual role of TAFE involvement in literacy provision may be quite minimal. TAFE SA has raised questions surrounding the delivery for students at the Certificate 1 level from 1999. The Certificate in Preparatory Education (Stage 1) and the newly prepared Certificate in Personal Management which was specially written for students with disabilities, has a precarious future. Comparable certificates in Victoria and NSW are also facing funding cuts. The literacy level in Certificate 1 is so low that it is very expensive to offer.

The future of general literacy focused Vocational Preparation programs within TAFE SA remains in question in its current form. What follows is three scenarios which extend the trends towards a competitive training climate and capture a number of pathways that are easily recognisable to those in the field. These scenarios are provided to provoke discussion and to encourage debate in the field. In many ways the scenarios are unfolding daily in a range of settings. What seemed outrageous just a few months earlier, suddenly seems passé.

Scenario 1

Competing in a deregulated training market

Competing in a competitive training climate becomes increasingly difficult when State government TAFEs have award wages and conditions which are significantly more expensive than private training and community groups. TAFE pays hourly paid instructor's wages of up to $42 per hour. Private providers pay their staff less than half of this. The competition from the private sector challenges TAFE to win tenders and meet the cost per student hour without challenging the current conditions for lecturers and lecturer's assistants. TAFE programs tender out the delivery of modules or sub programs if someone else can deliver cheaper.

Rewriting job descriptions, duties and responsibilities, and tying wage offers to changed conditions occurs. Workplace agreements are negotiated with individual teachers outside pre-existing conditions. Trading the non-attendance days of lecturers for financial compensation in order to provide a full years worth of teaching may be introduced. This occurred in the UK where vocational education workers in community education in the UK traded leave entitlements for salary increases. 

Quality is paid lip service by implementing Quality Assurance Schemes at the same time as employing less qualified and less experienced staff at a reduced rate. As this happens industrial battles emerge with the AEU and PSA. The State government explores the techniques used by the Queensland government in 1996 when all TAFE institutes become independent autonomous bodies and government employment conditions were lost. New conditions were then renegotiated. This also bypasses expensive government contracts which become a financial drain upon individual programs. The government's policy on competitive tendering is applied to the Institutes of TAFE themselves and they are tendered out to the highest bidder. 

Scenario 2

Vocational Preparation as a Business

Vocational Programs within TAFE acknowledge that their base literacy funding is continuing to decline. Government policy has clear trends, which indicate that literacy provision will be integrated into industry training and work arrangements. Taking this into account, the programs may once again, re-define themselves, and market themselves as literacy specialists. Diminished core funding compels staff to explore every possible avenue of funding to try to meet the increased numbers of students on their waiting lists. Business activities provide some profits to cross subsidise general literacy provision. Those not seeking employment as a result of their literacy studies are funded by churches and charities.
Vocational Preparation programs continue to expand their fee-for-service operations. They target industries directly and enter into joint training ventures. Joint applications for training dollars in the Workplace Education Language and Literacy (WELL), General Tender Program (GTP) and Access and Equity arrangements in partnership with industry, become more common place. Collaboration between TAFE and industry may include industry agreements where students in programs participate in work experience, trainee-ships or part-time work arrangements. 

Vocational Preparation programs run specialist literacy services on a similar basis to the individual literacy and numeracy services which are currently advertised in the local press. Individual literacy or numeracy tutoring services, Exam preparation, Essay writing, Career Planning and Job Seeking Skills are run as a regular service for agencies, schools or other programs in TAFE. 

Vocational Preparation may offer industry a range of services such as;

plain English writing services, literacy assessments or screening services, support for workers with disabilities, learning difficulties or literacy needs. Without core funding this is on a cost recovery basis.

Joint funding may be sought with Community based organisations such as Community Health Services, Youth Services, Women's Health/Resource Services, Schools, Corrections or other Vocational programs.

Industry specific alliances will predominate, as currently exists in the private training market. Mutually beneficial training, employment and staff development agreements will emerge and these industry and TAFE alliances will aim at joint tenders and funding applications. National and international training options will also be explored. The voucher training model may well be revisited and students or industry bodies may buy training time with the most competitive bidder. Those bodies who can offer the most flexible, customised and cheapest training products will survive. 

Vocational industry training, with a literacy focus will continue to be funded by a combination of industry, ANTA and user-pays arrangements for the new apprenticeships, and trainee-ship programs. This would apply in the horticulture, community services, information technology, mechanical, business studies or arts vocational areas. 

Industry uses Vocational Preparation to provide a learning support role for employees and the work site trainers who need literacy assistance and professional development with the new Training Packages. On-line methodologies and the use of tutors cut costs. Limiting the use of qualified lecturers to oversee assessment and program design also reduces the number of staff needed to deliver certificates. Staff selection in literacy teams is based upon entrepreneurial skills, tender writing skills, business experience as well as literacy teaching ability.

Literacy education costs the government significantly less and there are no waiting lists any more as students cannot afford the fees.

Scenario 3

An alliance service based on community need for literacy and numeracy education

The Adult and Community Education (ACE) sector observes the escalating pace of change within TAFE programs with good humour. The competitive training market has gained a stranglehold on the traditional Vocational Preparation programs and forced them to compromise the principles of lifelong learning and replace these with the training needs which industry dictates. 

Staff in Vocational Preparation tire of pretending they are offering a professional adult literacy service within a large institutional framework. They opt out. They form alliances with ACE and community based organisations and deliver programs in these small local centres or else they close down. Employed literacy students access programs through their workplace. The unemployed and those not seeking work access literacy and numeracy education at their local community site. Creative and exciting joint projects are developed under other funding sources without being tied to employment outcomes.

Community health ventures include literacy, numeracy, nutrition and budget cooking. These are funded out of the health budget. Volunteer organisations apply for joint funding arrangements together with these literacy alliances and offer education under justice and policing, health, arts or community development areas. 

Summary 

Many practitioners I spoke to in preparing this background paper spoke in despairing tones about the changes and uncertainty facing the Vocational Preparation program within TAFE. The pace of change, the uncertainty, the instability of core funding and employment casualisation have combined to fill some programs with a strong sense of insecurity. Others however were more relaxed. I was reminded that adult literacy has always been a marginal, under-rated and over-looked area within the adult education sector. Funding has always been precarious. There has been a long-standing assumption that anyone who can read, can teach others to do so. This is now occurring with the introduction of the minimum qualification of Workplace Assessor and literacy assessments in the workplace. Perhaps in fact nothing has changed. Many valuable skills which Vocational Preparation teachers have are often overlooked even by themselves.

In such busy and overworked times, it is vital that teachers can meet regularly to exchange information and cross-support each other. Teams of teachers, email lists, and professional bodies such as SACAL and ACAL will play a very important role in sharing updates and discussion forums for controversy and debate. Opportunities to slow down and reflect on the needs of the student learner rather than the requirements of the funding body are essential. It is also important to record, write and document changes in student demand, the waiting lists, the feedback students provide about what they want and where they want it. Use the information to lobby for change. Use the information to lobby for student needs to be met rather than the needs of industry solely. Seek partnerships and support within the community with sporting groups, health organisations, mental health bodies or community health services. Link into offenders services or political groups and continue to lobby for the needs of the adult literacy learner. When the CPE program was threatened in 1998 and services to students with disabilities were under attack, a strong groundswell of support brought some respite thanks to the tireless group of articulate and dedicated band of families and advocates who could lobby for support. The adult literacy learner often does not have the resources, the skills, the knowledge or networks to win complex rounds of negotiating or intense lobbying. This task is part of the unwritten duty statement which literacy educators take on when they enter the field and whilst the pay is not that flash, the rewards are great.
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