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PART I

Historical and Political Contexts
for Adult Education



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

INTRODUCTION

Two questions frustrate many long-standing adult educators in Europe,
North America, Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere. Why, when life-
long learning has been a policy priority for the past 40 years, does
publicly funded adult education appear to be fighting for its life? And
why do so many qualified, skilled and experienced adult educators find
themselves in an educational landscape which does not recognise or
value their contribution? Much has been written about lifelong learning
since the term became global shorthand for a range of educational
purposes, policies and projects. Much, too, has been written about the
ways in which neoliberalism has reshaped lifelong learning for its own
economistic ends. Little attention has been paid to the impact of these
developments on adult educators themselves and on the ways they
interpret their purpose, carry out their work and seek to resist or accom-
modate the dominant global policy orthodoxy. This book analyses the
realities of adult educators’ working lives against the background of the
current global political and economic climate. In it I discuss the chal-
lenges faced by adult educators as a result of the application of neoliberal
ideologies to their field of practice. However, I seek to move beyond a
critique of the consequences of neoliberalism and a discussion of the
tactics of avoidance, accommodation and ‘micro-resistance’ which have
become standard responses to economically focused and instrumental
forms of adult education. My aim has been to move the discussion
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forward in two ways: first by pointing to some of the advocacy and
campaigning strategies which could be more widely employed in defence
of adult education for the public good; second, by articulating a more
politically engaged and theoretically informed approach to adult educa-
tion, I argue that the future lies in adult educators’ ability to link with
wider campaigns for equality, social justice and democracy – and to
advocate for education’s role in advancing these ideals.

NEOLIBERALISM AND ITS IMPACT ON ADULT EDUCATION

Since the mid-1970s neoliberalising discourses and policies have been
radically re-shaping the field of education (Gordon and Whitty 1997;
Bourdieu 1998; Apple 2000, 2001; Harvey 2005) and adult education
has become enmeshed in these policies (Foley 1999; Martin 2006; Zepke
2009; Bowl 2010). The logic of neoliberalism is underpinned by a con-
viction that economic relations and the ‘discipline of the market’ are
paramount and that the state should take a minimal role in the social
realm. This, it is argued, will produce benefits for the national economy
and develop human capital (Becker 1975) which in turn will fuel
economic competitiveness.

Influenced by this general shift to consumerism and instrumentalism in
education, a number of assumptions have become commonplace in adult
education policy and practice. The first is that as far as possible, individuals
should pay for their own education. A policy of ‘user pays’ has been
applied in much of the post-compulsory education sector, leading to
raised fee levels and reduced subsidies. And as government subsidies for
non-vocational adult education have been cut, many community-based
adult education classes have closed, unable to support their continuation
through learner-funded courses.

The second assumption is that government support for educating
adults should serve primarily economic ends; hence the emphasis on
training for work, on vocational skills and on employability, rather than
a broader view of adult education for social as well as individual develop-
ment (Coffield 1999, 2000). The third assumption is that adults deemed
to be lacking ‘functional’ or ‘employability’ skills should be the prime
targets of education and training interventions. The very notion of
‘post-compulsory’ education has been undermined by the trend for
adult education and training to be seen as a condition for employability
and, thus, social inclusion (Crowther 2004; M. Ball 2009).
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Hand in hand, though in apparent contradiction with the free-market
rhetoric of neoliberalism, new managerialism and the culture of performa-
tivity have also been brought to bear on educators’ work (S. Ball 2000;
Apple 2000, 2001; Thrupp and Willmott 2003; Gewirtz and Ball 2000;
Wilkins et al. 2012). Justified as a means of driving up quality, performa-
tive systems are characterised by an audit-driven culture in which data
collection and outcomes measurement are foregrounded as ways of jud-
ging the performance of both learners and teachers, and the notion of
professional judgement, arrived at in the process of dialogue with collea-
gues and learners, is abandoned in favour of externally imposed measure-
ments of performance, enforced by management threats and sanctions
(Seddon 1997; S. Ball 2003, 2012). Performative regimes, as described
by Stephen Ball, will be familiar to those adult educators who battle to
balance their professional judgements about teaching and the climate
of the classroom with the demands of audit and the increasing bureau-
cratisation of their work:

A powerful and insidious policy technology that is now at work at all levels
and in all kinds of education and public service, a technology that links effort,
values, purposes and self-understanding to measures and comparisons of
output. Within the rigours and disciplines of performativity we are required
to spend increasing amounts of our time in making ourselves accountable,
reporting on what we do rather than doing it. (S. Ball 2012: 19)

The result of this trend in adult education has been the imposition
of qualification frameworks, outcomes-based assessments, audits and
inspections, which have long been commonplace in the field of schooling
(Lawy and Tedder 2009; Fenwick 2010; Govers 2010). In some contexts
(for example, in community-based adult education in New Zealand) these
developments arrived relatively recently; in others (for example, in English
further education colleges) they have been part of the territory of educa-
tional work with adults for more than 20 years.

The recognition of adult education as an organised – and paid – field of
practice came relatively late compared with school education. And, until
education and training for skills and employability became a policy priority
from the late 1970s onward, the contribution of adult education to the
development of society, communities and individuals was not widely
marked by policy makers. This has had both positive and negative implica-
tions. On the positive side, adult educators have enjoyed some freedom to
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work outside the more rigid structures of formal educational institutions:
there has been room for creative practice, flexibility to innovate, and
potential to engage with individuals and communities for the purposes
of social action as well as individual accreditation and employability. Work
in adult education has offered space for those committed to more radical
political and social goals to work together with individuals and commu-
nities in settings where, although learning certainly takes place, it may not
be foregrounded as such. However, this marginality has its negative side.
Few of those who work in the field of adult education can regard it as a
‘career’; it has a long tradition of voluntary, casualised, temporary and
hourly paid employment. Routes into adult education work tend to be
haphazard and ill-defined and prospects for a permanent living wage are
not good for newcomers.

Government investment in adult education has tended to be low com-
pared with school-based education and it is particularly prone to buffeting
by political and economic winds. Not surprisingly, the financial crises since
2008 in Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand have pre-
cipitated policies of fiscal restraint which have impacted negatively on
adult education, further diminishing it as field of practice, except where
it is clearly tied into instrumental policy aims, and worsening adult edu-
cators’ conditions of employment and job prospects. The first purpose of
this book is to examine the impact of changes in global policy on adult
education as a field of practice.

While global shifts in the way education is viewed are unarguably
impacting on adult education, history and culture, as well as socioeco-
nomic circumstances, are likely to influence the extent to which adult
education is prioritised and resourced at a national level and the type of
work in which adult educators are engaged (Rust 2000). A second aim of
this book is therefore to compare developments in adult education in
two countries – England and New Zealand – which share aspects of a
common history, based on colonialism and Eurocentric domination,
but which also manifest demographic and cultural differences resulting
from historical forces and struggles (Tobias 1994; Walker 1990;
Thrupp 2001).

Adult educators’ practice is not only influenced by international and
national discourses and policies, however. Their ideas about the aims of
education are also likely to have been shaped by their biographies, their
educational backgrounds, their personal and professional experiences and
those of their peers. This book also explores how adult educators – their
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values, their work, their expectations and the expectations laid upon
them – are being affected by the changing political and economic envir-
onment. A particular concern is to assess the extent to which adult
educators can continue to exercise professional agency and judgement in
the current context, to work against the grain of policies and practices
which conflict with their values or which they feel are not in the interests of
adult learners and communities. Finally, the book draws lessons from the
efforts of adult education practitioners and organisations to rescue and
keep alive a vision of adult education as a vehicle for promoting and
sustaining democracy and social justice, in the face of increasingly priva-
tised, instrumental and marketised policy hegemony.

MAPPING THE FIELD OF ADULT EDUCATION

Merriam and Brockett (1997: 8) describe adult education as involving

activities intentionally designed for the purpose of bringing about learning
among those whose age, social roles or self-perception define them as
adults.

This definition suggests that adult education, like school education, is
planned and purposeful. It also implies a role for the educator: to facilitate
and encourage the process of learning. The inference is too, that there is
something about adult learners – the fact that they have undergone a
maturation process and/or that they have accrued experience through
life and work – which differentiates their learning from that of school-age
students.

However, in practice, the field of adult and community education is
not easily delineated (Tobias 1996a; Merriam and Brockett 1997;
Osborne and Sankey 2009; Rubenson 2010). Adult education activ-
ities may take place in a diverse range of contexts, from formally
organised and accredited programmes within large and generalist edu-
cational institutions (such as in tertiary education colleges and uni-
versities) to loosely organised and non-accredited activity within
informal groupings, such as community or work-based organisations
and group learning for leisure, personal interest or political and social
education.

The idea that adults because of their maturity and their experience of
life and work can be considered as a different ‘species’ of learner, requiring
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a specifically adult teaching approach (Knowles 1973), has also been
widely contested. Knowles premised the concept of ‘andragogy’ on certain
assumptions:

• That adults, as they mature, become increasingly capable of self-
direction and therefore more able (with guidance from the adult
educator) to assess their own learning needs.

• That adults have quantitatively and qualitatively more experience
than younger people. On the one hand, this may mean they have a
richer foundation on which to build knowledge and share with
others; on the other it may mean that they are more firmly attached
to fixed beliefs and habits of learning which the adult educator may
need to challenge.

• That adults’ ‘readiness to learn’ is oriented to the fulfilment of social
roles – particularly those related to work.

• That adults are drawn to problem-centred learning which links
to their immediate context, rather than subject-based knowledge
oriented to the future.

These assumptions have been criticised on a number of grounds
(Brookfield 1986; Hanson 1996). The first of these is the difficulty of
determining at what point an individual changes from being other-
directed to being self-directed, or indeed whether it is true to say that
younger people are not able to be self-directed learners. Second, it does
not seem to be the case that experiential learning is the sine qua non for
adults. There are clearly circumstances in which experiential learning is
neither preferred nor appropriate for adults. Third, Knowles’s tendency
towards instrumentalism – the view that adult education should be
organised around immediate and practical learning needs – flies in the
face of a liberal adult education philosophy which promotes the benefits
of learning for personal fulfilment, and of radical perspectives which see
the potential of learning as a means to bring about social change.
Knowles’s notion of learner-readiness is also undermined by the ten-
dency in recent years in many industrialised countries for some forms of
adult education and training to be overtly or tacitly obligatory. For
example, in some instances, training for work and the development of
‘employability skills’ has become a condition of receiving state benefits
(Preston 1999), parenting education has been proposed as a way of
preventing child abuse and neglect, and the ‘empowering’ effects of
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adult education have been advocated in criminal justice and substance
abuse contexts (Hannah-Moffatt 2000).

Given these definitional difficulties, it is tempting to wonder whether
adult education can really be seen as a field of practice in its own right.
Why cannot adult education be simply subsumed within the general field
of lifelong learning? Alternatively, why should training for work, adult
literacy and language, community-based classes and continuing profes-
sional development not be regarded as separate and unrelated fields?
I offer three reasons. First, whatever the differences in settings and
roles, there do appear to be certain principles and values underlying
adult educators’ work which relate to their perception of the particular
needs of adults. Second, adults (however loosely defined) experience
economic, political, social and personal circumstances which they can
be facilitated to address and challenge through adult education and the
efforts of adult educators. Third, some of the approaches which have
been advocated by adult education practitioners and theorists continue
to offer lessons for formal schooling and challenge some of the taken-
for-granted assumptions of formal education (Harber 2009). Adult
education, as discussed in this book, therefore refers to education
which focuses on:

• ‘Second chance’ education for those who, for whatever reason, did
not progress educationally beyond compulsory schooling and who
wish to do so

• Alternative educational provision which validates those experiences
not privileged in school education

• Education for specific groups of adults (for example new migrants)
whose personal and social situations would be enhanced thereby

• Community-based and informal education for personal, social or
community development and change

• Education for non-vocational aims.

Historically, adult education has been seen as distinct from vocational
training. However, from the 1970s onwards, reflecting the shifting
policy focus of educational activity with adults, the line between adult
education and training for and in work became increasingly blurred.
More recently, adult education as defined above has become margin-
alised within policy to the extent that it has virtually disappeared from
policy discourse.
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The Scope and Nature of Adult Educators’ Work

As the foregoing discussion suggests, adult education is a fragmented field
of practice (Field 2000; Boud and Rooney 2010), spanning activity from
basic literacy and numeracy to university continuing education. UNESCO’s
(2009) Global Report on Adult Learning and Education has painted a
picture of the types of work in which adult educators across the world
may be engaged. Basic education (mainly literacy) remains its most com-
mon form (82% of 127 countries declaring that as an area in which they are
engaged). Adult education may also be offered in settings as diverse as
community meeting places, schools, colleges and universities, health centres
and prisons. Because of this diversity of purpose and context those organis-
ing and teaching in adult education may be more likely to identify with the
particular context in which they work – for example in a community setting,
in the health sector or in a polytechnic or college of further education –

rather than as operating in a field of adult education practice (Tobias 1996a;
Merriam and Brockett 1997). Thus adult educators may refer to themselves
or be referred to as lecturer, teacher, trainer, tutor, instructor, mentor or
facilitator; there is a tendency for descriptions of adult educators to be
context specific. For example, in an informal setting the adult educator
may call herself a ‘facilitator’; in some community development settings
the term ‘animateur’ has been utilised to emphasise the facilitative, catalytic
nature of the adult educator’s work, contrasting it with the more didactic
connotations of teacher or lecturer. And increasingly, ‘tutor’ is used in
formal adult education settings as a blanket term which covers both formal
teaching and less formal one-to-one or group guidance and support for
learning. Each designation reflects a slightly different perspective on the
nature and purpose of the adult educator’s work.

At the same time, those who work as adult educators may not regard it
as their primary professional identity. They may, for example, be working
in another full-time professional role, fitting in teaching adult evening
classes, weekend and summer schools with other careers in or outside
teaching, supporting or supplementing their income from their main
area of expertise. For example, it is not uncommon for those in the creative
professions to be teaching art, music or creative writing as a means of
making ends meet in a precarious occupation.

Many of those working in adult education are ‘moonlighting’ – that is,
gainfully employed in second jobs, with their main employment as teachers
in the formal school system. Consequently many working in the sector have
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difficulties developing a professional identity and primary commitment as
adult educator; many others do not recognise themselves as genuinely
belonging to the sector. (UNESCO 2009: 93)

Finally, the developing tendency to talk about adult learning rather than
adult education reflects a discourse of lifelong learning which separates the
educator from the cognitive process (Field 2000; Biesta 2016), with the
implication that the learner is viewed as autonomous and capable of self-
direction in all learning. Knowles’s (1973) notion of the ‘self-directed’
learner has thus been put to the service of policies which have tended to
write the educator out of the equation. However, as this book will
demonstrate, there is still a sizable cohort of people who regard themselves
as educators of adults in a range of settings and for a range of individual
and social purposes. And they regard their contribution as important to
adults’ individual, community and social development.

SITUATING ADULT EDUCATORS’ BELIEFS AND VALUES

In the field of adult education, perhaps more than schooling, discussion of
the beliefs and values which inform educational practice has featured
strongly. Such discussion typically concerns the ideas which underlie
adult education’s purposes, curricula, teacher-learner relationships and
methods of teaching and assessment. And, as will be seen later in this
book, although adult educators may be reluctant to acknowledge explicitly
or articulate theories of education, their motivations and priorities are
likely to be underpinned by values and beliefs about its purposes. There
is a wealth of literature (discussed in Merriam and Brockett 1997) which
suggests that adult educators align to discrete philosophical positions,
each with its own theoretical stance and view of the learner, learning and
the educator. These positions have arisen from particular historical, poli-
tical and social circumstances. Apps (1973), Heimstra (1988), Zinn
(1990) and Elias and Merriam (1994) identify five main philosophical
traditions: liberal, behaviourist, progressive, humanist and radical, whose
positions may be summarised as follows:

• Liberal: concerned with the development of an informed, cultured
and moral citizenry and with the value of knowledge acquisition ‘for
its own’ sake’. The adult educator is characterised as the conveyor of
an established body of knowledge.
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• Behaviourist: concerned with behaviour change and the acquisition
of competence in prescribed areas, for the better functioning of
the individual, the economy or society. The adult educator is char-
acterised as managing the ‘delivery’ of prescribed educational or
behavioural outcomes.

• Progressive: concerned with the development of practical problem-
solving skills which enable the learner to act upon and change
society. The adult educators’ role is seen as that of organiser, guide
and evaluator of the learning process.

• Humanistic: concerned with personal growth and development and
self-actualisation. The adult educator acts as facilitator and resource
for learning.

• Radical: concerned with education’s role in bringing about funda-
mental social, economic and political change. The adult educator is
characterised as catalyst for and facilitator of collective thought and
action.

These positions are rooted in particular moments in the history of strug-
gles for knowledge and power, and thus linked to specific strands of the
adult education movement. While it might be hypothesised that individual
adult educators working on a day-to-day basis will take a more pragmatic
approach than these categories suggest (Heimstra 1988; Cranton 1994)
and that such categorisations are in any case over-simplified, it does raise
the question, which this book discusses, of how they act in situations
where the dominant policy thrust is at odds with their own values and
beliefs. What happens, as is currently the case, when policy shifts margin-
alise a radical, liberal or humanist perspective and promote more instru-
mentalist ends? For example, how are adult educators reconciling a
concern for equal access to education with the development of an educa-
tional market? How do they promote an open-ended, dialogical approach
to learning when faced with prescribed learning outcomes and accredita-
tion regimes? To what extent are adult educators able to draw on theory to
articulate alternatives and mobilise to resist dominant ideologies and their
related discourses and policies? Or are the conditions in which they work
so constrained that their only option is to capitulate to or assimilate the
neoliberal ideologies underpinning current policies? This book is written
at a moment in history when dominant conceptions of education have
shifted definitively from public to private good and from social to eco-
nomic purposes. This shift has impacted on all forms of education, but
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most particularly on the education of adults, which has historically occu-
pied a marginal position in the broader field. At this critical point, it seems
important to focus on what this has meant for adult education and its
workforce, and to consider what this may mean for the future.

PROFESSIONALISM AND CAREER IDENTITY

IN ADULT EDUCATION

Another issue which has preoccupied writers and policy makers across a
number of countries, including England and New Zealand, is the profes-
sional status of adult education (Merriam and Brockett 1997; Tobias 2003;
Guimarăes 2009; Osborne and Sankey 2009; Yee Fan Tang 2011).
Professional status, in the traditionally accepted use of the term (Flexner
1915; Millerson 1964; Eraut 1994), is conferred on occupations which are
viewed as performing a recognised social function requiring a high degree
of specialised knowledge and skill and drawing on an ethical system which
is autonomously regulated by the membership of that profession. The
applicability of this elite conception of professionalism to education
has been much debated (Etzioni 1969; Gordon et al. 1985; Tobias
2003) and alternative conceptualisations have been proposed (Goodson
and Hargreaves 1996; Sachs 2003) which imply a more reflective, demo-
cratic and less exclusive professional ethos. However, the issue of profes-
sionalism has also become bound up in government policies around
education which have increasingly tended towards control and the surveil-
lance of teacher performance (Beck 2008, 2009; Fitzgerald 2008).

For adult education it is bound up in other issues too. First, while it
may be argued that recognised professional status improves the standing
of the individual worker and the field of adult education as a whole, the
relatively low pay and job insecurity of adult educators, make the issue of
their professionalisation seem somewhat irrelevant. More pressing (as will
be seen in Chapter 6) is the issue of what it means to try to sustain a career
of any kind in adult education. Rather it might be argued that adult
educators, along with school teachers, are in the process of being de-
professionalised through the implementation of regimes of managerial
accountability. Second, while it may be argued that adult education
meets the criterion of altruistic service, in all other respects its professional
status is more questionable. Traditionally there has been no specific
qualification requirement for adult educators. Some come from a school
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teaching background; others may possess particular skills and knowledge
in their subject discipline. The range of routes to ‘qualification’ have been
diverse and, while the desire for adult educators to be trained for their role
may have become an increasing policy priority, this has not been reflected
in an increase in opportunities or funding for practitioners to study adult
education at higher levels. In both New Zealand and England the policy
debate around professionalism has tended to focus on standards and the
requirement to undertake short term and relatively low level professional
development and training. Finally, professional status is a thorny issue for
adult educators whose aim is to break down the power differentials which
typically separate professional elites from the mass of the population. It
does not sit well with ideas of democracy and equality which so frequently
infuse adult educators’ narratives of empowerment. In this sense the policy
preoccupation with professionalisation runs counter to the values of many
adult educators. How these tensions between professional status and the
ideals and realities of practice are manifested will be dealt with in more
detail in later chapters.

SUMMARY OF THE BOOK

Section I charts the historical and political contexts for adult education,
with particular reference to England and New Zealand, the two countries
which are the focus of the research for this book. This Introduction has
reviewed some of the current issues in adult education practice which will
be reflected throughout the book: the nature and scope of adult educa-
tors’ work; the values and philosophies which are said to underpin adult
education practice; and the shape of adult education as a field of practice.
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the changing policy discourse in adult
education and lifelong learning at a global level, with particular reference
to the role of UNESCO, and other international organisations. Chapter 3
draws on the historical and policy literature to offer an account of chan-
ging adult education policy and practice at national level in England and
New Zealand. It illustrates the strength of the influence of global trends
and ideologies in both countries, which has resulted in a degree of policy
convergence. It suggests, however, that some aspects of policy continue to
be influenced by the specificities of historical, national and cultural con-
texts and may therefore be amenable to change through local action. As
Chapter 4 explains, the debate around adult education and professional-
ism is a long-running one. However, it has taken on new intensity in the
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context of increasing managerialism in the post-compulsory education
sector. The chapter focuses on attempts to prescribe training standards
for adult educators in England and the policy push for professional devel-
opment in New Zealand. It provides evidence of the contradictions of
‘professionalisation’ in the context of the continuing casualisation and
increasing regulation of adult educators’ work and its incorporation into
a neoliberally driven, economically focused educational regime.

Section II of the book draws on research conducted with 62 adult
educators in England and New Zealand between 2011 and 2012. The
research took a narrative, career biography approach to exploring these
educators’ careers and their views about practice in the current political
and economic climate. Chapter 5 provides a brief rationale for the research
and a description of how it was conducted. Chapter 6 explores the notion
of a ‘career’ in adult education in the prevailing political and fiscal climate.
It first examines how adult educators have typically entered and trained for
the field of practice and the expectations placed upon them in their work.
It goes on to discuss the impact of work intensification and contractual
uncertainty on their working lives and contrasts this with the policy pre-
occupation of professionalisation and professional development, discussed
in Chapter 4. Chapter 7 presents adult educators’ perspectives on the
purposes of adult education. The interviews suggested a more fluid and
complex picture of adult educators’ philosophical alignments than is gen-
erally found in the literature. They also suggested a dominant orientation
towards values of equality of opportunity and social justice, which does
not sit well with current instrumentalist and marketising policies in both
countries. The chapter highlights the reluctance of some adult educators
explicitly to incorporate theory into their understanding of practice.
I argue that one implication of this reluctance is that adult educators
struggle to articulate a coherent sense of purpose, leaving them – and
adult education as a field of practice – vulnerable to attack in hostile policy
climates. Chapter 8 describes how adult educators in England and New
Zealand managed the contradictions between their beliefs about adult
education and the expectations placed upon them by policy. It discusses
the tactics which adult educators adopt in practice in order to work in ways
which are consistent with their values. It goes on to argue that tactics of
‘micro resistance’ may inadvertently perpetuate an illusion that working
creatively in the ‘spaces’ between policy intentions and regimes of
accountability will benefit adult education in the longer term. Chapter 9
takes the discussion beyond the dilemmas of the workplace and evaluates
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some of the strategic responses of practitioners and practitioner organisa-
tions to the policy climate. These responses range from fatalism to advocacy
and campaigning and include the development of social-entrepreneurial
forms of adult education as a ‘third way’ for practice which attempts to
reconcile social need and the market. The concluding chapter summarises
the main themes of the book and the lessons they offer for the future of
adult education. Adult educators are still finding space to work against the
grain of policy. However, their fate is inextricably linked with the global
political economy – a fact which needs to be explicitly acknowledged and
critically explored. As such, their future lies in re-articulating the role and
purpose of adult education as a force for advancing critical dialogue,
democracy and social justice and making common cause with others
defending work in the public sphere, within and outside their immediate
context for work.
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CHAPTER 2

From Adult Education to Lifelong
Learning: A Changing Global Landscape

INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents an overview of the changing landscape in adult
education and lifelong learning. It discusses the role of UNESCO (the
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation) in
influencing policy discourses in recent years (Field 2000; Tobias 2004;
Ouane 2011; Jarvis 2011; Rivera 2011; Schuller 2011; Milana 2012).
It also touches on the contribution of the OECD (Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development), the European Union
(EU) and the World Bank in shifting the international focus from
broadly based adult education for a range of purposes to lifelong
learning for more narrowly economic ends. I first briefly sketch the
various socio-political and economic shifts which have influenced
conceptions of the purpose of adult education. For good or ill, the
global discourse of lifelong learning, and the uses to which the term
has been put, has crucially influenced adult education in the past
30 years. I therefore draw on the literature of international lifelong
learning policy development and discuss its impact on adult education
practice globally, before moving on in Chapter 3 to discuss the devel-
opment and current state of adult education in the two case study
countries – England and Aotearoa New Zealand – which are the focus
of this book.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF HISTORY IN UNDERSTANDING

CONTEMPORARY ADULT EDUCATION

There are a number of ways in which a reader can understand the history
of adult education (Hake 2010). It has been related in the biographies
of ‘pioneering’ individuals, such as Albert Mansbridge, Basil Yeaxlee,
R. H. Tawney, John Dewey, Raymond Williams and Paulo Freire (Jarvis
1987; McIlroy and Westwood 1993; Coben 1998; Mayo 1999). But, as is
evident from this roll-call, a history of individuals tends to be a history of
(mainly middle-class and white) men who came to enjoy power or influ-
ence and whose stories therefore have been extensively documented
(Purvis 1989). Only relatively recently, for example, has the leadership
role of women, particularly in socialist adult education, been rescued
from obscurity and their stories recounted (Martin 2010). This history
has also been told through literature documenting the work of prominent
organisations such as the Mechanics Institutes, University Settlements,
the university extension movement and the Workers’ Educational
Association (Hudson 1851; Pimlott 1935; Allaway 1961; Marriott
1991, 1998; Roberts 2003) which have been important in the develop-
ment of the organised practice of adult education in the English speaking
world. However, such accounts omit the influence of indigenous commu-
nities, small, self-organised and sometimes ‘underground’ movements
and groups which have played an important role in contesting dominant
and elite notions of adult education (Hake 2010). There have been many
histories, too, written on adult education in specific countries of the
English speaking world (Thompson 1945; Knowles 1962; Kelly 1970;
Harrison 1994; Tobias 1994; Fieldhouse 1996; Bowl and Tobias 2012).
These also add to our understanding but perhapsmay not offer a full sense of
the influences on adult education which have crossed international bound-
aries and the social and political threads which bind practice in countries
which are geographically separate. So below I trace the history of adult
education through a chronology of the key social and political influences.

Adult education has developed in the context of diverse, and sometimes
conflicting, social and political ideas. Different historical periods have
given rise to attempts on the part of those with power to control and direct
access to knowledge and understanding. At the same time these attempts
have been contested by those who have been subject to them. Educational
movements based in resistance and in struggles for self-determination have
therefore also arisen. A historical perspective on adult education deepens
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one’s understanding of its diverse ideological antecedents and how these
are echoed in current philosophy, policy and practice. It reveals the extent
to which contemporary concerns have their roots in the past and the
points at which major shifts in policy or practice took hold. It helps us
to see that the present is a product of struggles, over time, between
differing views and people in different power relationships (McCulloch
2011). Most important perhaps, it enables us to see that the future can be
changed through the actions of people and organisations. This chapter
does not attempt to go over the historical ground in detail, but rather to
provide an overview of the ways in which adult education practice has
been influenced by the global spread of ideas.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN ADULT EDUCATION

Our understanding of the complexity of human settlement and achieve-
ment in prehistoric times enables us to recognise that more or less
formalised learning activities must have been undertaken in the past in
many parts of the world, though they would not, of course, have been
labelled as such (Merriam and Brockett 1997; Tobias 2004). Rubenson
(2010), in his overview of adult education, points out that in Egypt,
China, India and the Greek and Roman empires adult education and
training accompanied technological advances and the development of
administrative systems which characterised previous civilisations. Adults
have been engaged in forms of education and training for a range of
purposes from the earliest times and across the world.

Recognition of the notion of adult education as formalised provision is a
relatively recent phenomenon. It arose from processes of religious and cultural
change, urbanisation, industrialisation and scientific advance aswell as colonial
expansion – and the struggles against it – beginning in Europe in the mid-
sixteenth century and moving with increased rapidity during the late eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries (Field 2000: 15; Hake 2010). This period of
massive social change impacted on the field of adult education, whose devel-
opment was driven by overlapping, and sometimes divergent, purposes and
processes. In the twentieth century the provision of formalised adult education
was influenced by liberal, humanist and socialist ideas and the intervention of
the state in social affairs, while its philosophy was also influenced by the
educational dimensions of anti – and post-colonial struggles. However, parti-
cularly since the early 1980s, globalisation of capitalism has intensified, and
the discourse of lifelong learning has been implicated in the transmission of
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neoliberal ideas to the adult education sector. Hake (2010) outlines some of
the key historical periods of changewhich have impacted on adult education in
the United Kingdom, North America, Australia, New Zealand and are there-
fore of relevance to this book. FollowingHake’s model, I outline each below.

The Protestant Reformation

From the mid-sixteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries, during the period
of Protestant Reformation in Northern and Central Europe, the growth of
early forms of adult education was aided by the invention of the printing
press and the translation of the Bible into the vernacular. Bible study
groups fostered the dissemination of moral and religious ideas to adults
by means of the written word – and led to an increase in literacy levels.
This in turn stimulated demand for books of other kinds and the initiation
of libraries and outlets for book sales. These developments mark the
beginning of the idea of adult group learning and of the thirst for learning
in groups, beyond the social elite.

The ‘Enlightenment’ and Revolution

The period of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, popu-
larly known as the ‘Age of Enlightenment’, resulted in the spread of
educational systems throughout Europe and further rapid increases in
literacy among men and, to a lesser extent, women and the growth of a
reading public. Ideas influenced by developments in scientific understand-
ing began to challenge traditional those based in a largely religious world
view. Clubs, coffee houses and libraries developed as focal points for the
discussion of politics, science and philosophy and thus became centres for
informal and voluntary adult education, if not for all, then within a wider
section of the European public life than hitherto. The period of the French
Revolution and, in particular, the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man
also gave stimulus to debate and organisation throughout Europe and
beyond around ideas of civil equality, equality and the right to education.

Colonial Expansion

Also beginning in the mid-eighteenth century and gathering pace from
the mid-nineteenth century, colonialism’s influence on education was
characterised by the export of Eurocentric ideas not only for the purpose
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of establishing and maintaining political, social, religious and cultural
hegemony but also to maintain morale and social control among settler
populations. In the English-speaking colonial world this process saw the
spread of moral and religious organisations, such as the missionary and
temperance movements and institutionalised education such as that later
found in university extramural and continuing education departments.
The radical political consciousness generated by the French Revolution
spread throughout Europe. By the beginning of the twentieth century in
the United Kingdom and its colonies in Canada, Australia and New
Zealand, self-organised adult education flourished alongside that offered
by religious groups, trades unions and philanthropic movements.

Urbanisation and Industrialisation

From the late eighteenth century through to the early 1930s the processes of
industrialisation which began in the United Kingdom brought major
changes which influenced the development of formalised adult education.
Technological advances and the intensification of industrial production
signalled the need for training for a more skilled workforce to which some
employers responded. The growth of urbanisation which accompanied
industrialisation also ushered in concern for the realisation of civic rights
and the performance of civic duties. Adult educational organisations (such
as Mechanics’ Institutes and the Workers’ Educational Association and
the university extension movement) were established in the late part of the
nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries and were exported to
Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States and elsewhere. The
growing organisation of the working classes, the struggle for women’s rights
and the revolutionary climates in Europe andNorth America also gave rise to
a range of more radical organisations concerned with the education of adults
which were distinct from those inaugurated by the middle and upper classes.

The aftermath of the 1914–1918 war in Europe stimulated a ferment of
social and political movements, of the left and the right in which the
contestation of ideas and, thus the political and social education of adults
played an important part. Of particular importance in contemporary discus-
sion of adult education is the work and writing of Antonio Gramsci in the
period between 1926 and 1937 (Gramsci 1971; Coben 1998; Mayo 1999).
Gramsci’s discussion of hegemony, the concept of organic intellectuals and
of the distinction between good sense and common sense are central to con-
temporary radical socialist ideas of the role and purpose of adult education
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and the adult educator. This post-war period marked concerns about inter-
national solidarity and peaceful coexistence. It also saw the first attempt
to link adult education organisations and movements internationally, by
means of the ‘World Association’ for adult education (Fieldhouse 1996).

A Post–World War Two Consensus on Education

By the end of World War Two in 1945 and until the late 1970s, humanistic
notions of adult education supported the idea of education for a variety of
purposes as a right for individuals as citizens. During this period and in a
number of countries the state assumed most responsibility for the education
and training of adults. There was a growth in adult education provision for
non-vocational ends and support for community-based education activities.
At the same time the notion of lifelong education began to be promoted –

an idea which was taken up byUNESCO as early as 1949 (UNESCO 2009)
but most notably in the early to mid-1970s (Lengrand 1970; Faure 1972;
Dave 1976). Implicit in the humanistic perspective was a critique of con-
ventional teaching methods and the introduction of the concept of the
‘facilitation’ of adults’ learning (Rogers 1969; Knowles 1973).

Anti- and Post-Colonialism

The post–World War Two struggles against colonialism strongly influ-
enced the philosophy and practice of adult education worldwide. Here the
focus was on self-determination, nation building and social and political
development in the context of struggles for liberation from colonial rule –
particularly in Africa, Asia and South and Central America. In this way, the
post-colonial movements of the 1960s and 1970s have been influential
well beyond the decolonising world. Supported by a strong literature base
(Freire 1972; Illich 1973; Nyerere 1976) post-colonial educational ideas
informed feminist, anti-war, anti-racist and anti-imperialist struggles
across the globe and gave rise to the idea of consciousness-raising educa-
tion as a condition for radical social change.

Globalising Capitalism and Neoliberalisation

However, beginning in the United States and the United Kingdom, the
period since the late 1970s has been characterised by the global spread of
neoliberal ideologies and their application to the policy sphere. The
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dominance of neoliberalism has eclipsed the post-war humanist consensus
and the radicalism of the 1960s and 1970s and has had far-reaching
consequences for the structuring of publicly funded provision and the
organisation of education. It has involved the withdrawal of the state
from areas of educational provision formerly regarded as being in the
public domain and signalled a shift in post-compulsory education policy
from the provision of education for a range of individual, social and
vocational purposes to a narrower conception of education and training
for primarily instrumental ends. Training for work and the need to accrue
qualifications in the service of the ‘knowledge economy’ and international
economic competitiveness is now the central focus of education policy in
countries across the world. This shift has had major consequences for adult
education practitioners, their perspectives on their work and their job
prospects. And ironically, the liberal humanistic concept of lifelong learn-
ing has been harnessed to the service of this new economistic world view.

THE GLOBAL DISCOURSE OF LIFELONG LEARNING

Although the origins of the term lifelong education (later re-dubbed
lifelong learning) pre-date the post–World War Two era (Lindeman
1926; Yeaxlee 1929), it entered the mainstream of policy discourse in
the early 1970s under the auspices of UNESCO (Field 2000; Jarvis 2011).
Its emergence was prompted by a range of political, social and economic
factors, well summarised as:

the continuation of ‘the cold war’ and the ever increasing expenditure on
defence and deployment of nuclear weapons, the rapid process of political
de-colonization in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, and the continuing ‘booms
and busts’ of a relatively slowly expanding global capitalist system. In addi-
tion they included the rise of ‘new social movements’ such as environmental,
peace, indigenous peoples’ and women’s movements that raised increasingly
questions about the Euro-centred and gendered nature of much of society
and about the possibility of solving problems of wealth, poverty, peace and
war, or of achieving sustainability of the eco-system within existing political
and economic settlements. (Tobias 2004: 570)

Important too was an increasing recognition of the limitations of formal
school-based and youth-focused education (Tobias 2004; Jarvis 2011).
One of UNESCO’s aims, expressed in two key UNESCO-commissioned
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reports published in the early 1970s (Lengrand 1970; Faure 1972) was to
encourage governments to move away from an exclusive focus on expand-
ing formal schooling and towards promoting education throughout the
lifespan and in non-formal settings. All this might well have been an
encouragement to adult educators to believe that an era of expanded
adult education opportunities was heralded. However as Jarvis (2011:
16) suggests, any optimism they may have entertained at this time is likely
to have been dissipated by the way the international discourse of lifelong
learning developed subsequently.

For the other players in the international policy field – the OECD, the
World Bank and the European Union – economic concerns dominated the
adult education agenda. While each of these organisations has a remit
beyond economic development – in terms of social and cultural integra-
tion and inclusion – education and training for work and international
competitiveness have nevertheless trumped social aims. The OECD’s
remit includes the elimination of social disadvantage as well as employ-
ment and economic development. However, the focus of its contribution
to policy development in the 1970s (OECD 1973) became recurrent
education as an answer to rising unemployment and rapid technological
change (Rubenson 2011). The capture of lifelong education for economic
policy purposes began as long ago as the mid-1970s, but has intensified
over the following decades, most notably in the 1990s (OECD 1996;
Delors 1996; CEC 2007). Field (2000) discusses this period in detail,
drawing attention to the importance of the European Union in confirming
lifelong learning as a central feature in education and labour market
policies across the wider industrialised world.

Field (2000), Milana (2012) and contributors to Jarvis (2011) draw on
the various policy documents produced by the OECD (see Schuller
2011), UNESCO (see Ouane 2011), the European Union (see Jarvis
2011; Milana 2012) and the World Bank (see Rivera 2011) to trace

the shift from adult education to lifelong learning that political globalization
processes have favoured. (Milana 2012: 104)

This shift in language from adult education, via lifelong education to
lifelong learning which is apparent in international and national govern-
ment pronouncements concerns adult educators because of its implica-
tions for adult education as a field of practice. It shows that policy
expectations have shifted in three main ways:
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• From social and individual to primarily economic objectives
• From institutional to individual responsibility for ensuring participation
• From education as public good to education as a market commodity

By means of this shift, now widely reflected in national as well as interna-
tional policies, adult education has been reconstructed to focus on training
for work and away from individual and social development. Furthermore
the adult educator has been pushed from centre stage, as the learner is
now deemed responsible for directing, planning – and paying for – her
own learning.

THE CAPTURE OF ADULT EDUCATION FOR LIFELONG

LEARNING POLICY HEGEMONY

By bringing the agency of the learner to the foreground, public policy
shades off the agency of the educator engaged in teaching-learning transac-
tions or broader educative relations, while interfering with the politics of
everyday life. (Milana 2012: 105)

Across the world the policy consensus in favour of lifelong learning and
adult education for primarily economic ends is now almost unanimous.
Governments have borrowed from each other, adapting policies on
education and training to their national contexts. The impact of this
is that paid employment opportunities for adult educators have been
increasingly restricted to training for, or in, work and to credentialised
learning. That is not to say that there has been no emphasis at all on
education for social inclusion and social cohesion; indeed these con-
cerns are frequently mentioned in national and international policy
documents. For example, The European Union’s strategic framework
‘ET 2020’ (EU 2009) laid emphasis on ‘promoting equity, social cohe-
sion and active citizenship’ as well as on education and training for
employability. However, when it comes to the distribution of resources,
the low priority placed on non-work related education is clearly apparent
(Field 2000).

The dominance of lifelong learning as a policy discourse raises other
problems. As Field (2000: 102) suggests, lifelong learning may not only
be guilty of narrowing the possibilities for education, it may also be
reproducing inequality through its tendency to emphasise the exclusion
of those who have had least access to education. In a situation of
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increasing unemployment, coupled with credential inflation (Dore 1997),
those without qualifications, in particular those with lower literacy levels,
are the least likely to have access to jobs and to meaningful educational
opportunities. The promotion of lifelong learning as an individual respon-
sibility and as a panacea for the ills of economy and society has re-cast
education increasingly as a compulsory activity on which social acceptance,
career advancement or state support may depend (Coffield 1999). The
impact for the adult educators is the transformation of their role from the
facilitation of willing learners to the management of the successful course
completion of educational conscripts.

A further and more subtle aspect of the impact of neoliberalism on
adult education has been discussed by Martin (2001, 2005). He argues
that the deconstruction of welfare has been predicated on a reconstruc-
tion of the notion of citizenship, which in much adult education work is
now defined in terms of individuals’ responsibility to accept and assume
their place in the economic world order. Citizenship education – once a
forum for facilitating critical debate and social action – has conse-
quently, Martin suggests, become a vehicle for domestication rather
than liberation:

As the state’s role shifts from doing things to enabling them to happen, from
intervention to facilitation (i.e. managing the contexts in which citizens
make their own autonomous choices) so it is necessary to prepare such
‘empowered’ citizens for their unaccustomed civic self-sufficiency. (Martin
2005: 575)

Adult educators engaged in active citizenship education social skills
training, ESOL teaching and Personal and Community Development
Learning (PCDL) are implicated in this process by which the term
‘empowerment’ has taken on a very different meaning from that proposed
by their radical forebears of the 1960s and 1970s (Coare and Johnson
2003; Fryer 2011). As Martin argues, empowerment – defined as the
development of political awareness as a precursor to social action which
is, in turn, directed to the creation of a more socially just and equal social
order – has been denuded of its radical meaning. In its place the neoliber-
alised notion of ‘empowerment’ signifies self-efficacy, self-sufficiency and
personal responsibility for ensuring one’s own economic and personal
well-being.
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ADULT EDUCATION IN THE CURRENT CONTEXT

Everywhere in the world statements identify adult education as a key to the
survival of humankind in the 21st century, attributing adult education with
the magic to contribute positively to education for all . . . and yet, almost
everywhere in the world, adult education is a widely neglected and feeble
part of the official education scene. (UNESCO 1997: 3–4)

In the foreword to its Global Report on Adult Education and Lifelong
Learning, UNESCO (2009: 8) refers to its own ‘pioneering role in affirming
the critical role of adult education in the development of society and promot-
ing a comprehensive approach to learning throughout life’. This gives a
flavour of the breadth of the vision of lifelong learning as originally laid out.
However, while the internationalisation of the concept of lifelong education
may have been spearheaded by UNESCO, its vision has been eclipsed by
policy scripts of other, more economically focused ideological forces, agencies
and governments. UNESCO itself acknowledges the primacy of vocational
training, at the expense of other forms of education in the wealthier countries
(including England and New Zealand). It notes the increasing marketisation
and privatisation of adult education in these countries. It describes some of the
features which now characterise adult education across a range of countries:

• The restriction of public provision to minimum purposes and the
lowest levels

• The tendency for adult education beyond ‘the minimum’ to be given
over to commercial providers or non-government agencies whose
provision is reliant on market forces

• The instability of provision as a result of the unpredictability of
funding

• A consequent weakening of governance structures for the provision
of adult education

• The threat to equity as a result of the increasing dominance of the
profit motive in adult education provision

In summary, it states:

The fluctuation and instability of public funds for adult education further
underscores the sensitivity and vulnerability of this sector. With an unstable
legal and financial framework, adult education provision is extremely
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susceptible to even minor economic or political change. (UNESCO (United
Nations Educational, Social and Cultural Organisation) Institute for Lifelong
Learning 2009: 56)

Even from the perspective of UNESCO, which could hardly be described
as an over-critical organisation, the prospects for a publicly provided adult
education system which pays attention to issues of equality and social
justice do not appear good.

SUMMARY

This chapter has outlined some of the ideas and events in history which
have influenced the development of adult education globally as a field
characterised by diversity and contested philosophical and political views.
It has described how the dominance of neoliberalism has overshadowed
radical and liberal/humanist ideas, has swept away policy and funding
support for adult education which is not geared to economic aims and
has left provision for non-instrumental ends to be offered in the educa-
tional marketplace. It has discussed how the discourse of lifelong learning
has been captured in support of neoliberal aims, re-casting education and
training in the richer industrialised countries as an individual responsibility
and as a precondition for economic inclusion. The next chapter looks in
more detail at the influence of the global and the local on adult education
in two such countries – England and New Zealand.
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CHAPTER 3

England and New Zealand: Two National
Contexts for Adult Education

INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes the development and current context for
adult education in two case-study countries – England and Aotearoa
New Zealand. Although separated by a distance of over 12,000 miles,
and marked by geographical, demographic and cultural differences,
England and New Zealand share aspects of a common heritage as a
result of migration, colonisation and the continuing flow of people
and ideas between the two countries (Bowl and Tobias 2012). They
also share more recent experience of the zealous application of neo-
liberal ideas to all aspects of education (Gordon and Whitty 1997),
including post-compulsory education. While the impact of neoliberal-
ism has been powerful in both countries, the specifics of demography,
history and culture may also shape the possibilities for action suggest-
ing differences as well as convergences in education policy and prac-
tice (McLean 1992; Phillips and Schweisfurth 2008). The chapter
begins with a description of the demographic and historical contexts
for adult education in both countries. It then goes on to discuss the
development of policy around adult and community education in
recent times and considers how policy changes are being played out
in practice.
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NEW ZEALAND AND ENGLAND: A BRIEF

DEMOGRAPHIC SKETCH
The majority of Aotearoa New Zealand’s population of just over four
million resides in 16 urban centres on New Zealand’s North or South
Islands, with over half the population located in six cities: Auckland,
Christchurch, Dunedin, Hamilton, Tauranga and Wellington (the
capital). Away from these urban centres New Zealand is sparsely
populated and largely rural. This relatively small population enables
social networks to flourish, in spite of geographical differences. Its
economy is based on agriculture, tourism and small- to medium-sized
industries. Māori, the earliest inhabitants, make up just under 15% of
the population; people of European (Pākehā) heritage make up the
majority at around 70%. New Zealand’s ethnic make-up is increasingly
diverse, however, and people of Pacific Island (Pasifika) and East
Asian heritage make up sizeable minorities. New Zealand today is
officially a bicultural and bilingual state in which Māori, Pākehā and
new migrants from across the globe coexist within the context of the
Treaty of Waitangi1 (Ministry of Education 2008; Statistics New
Zealand 2013).

England – along with Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales – has
been a member of the European Union since 1973, and therefore
party to EU policies and initiatives around adult education and lifelong
learning. However, within the United Kingdom in recent years the
devolution of many government functions (including education) to its
constituent countries – England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales
– has led to a divergence in national adult education policies. England
is the most highly populated of the four countries of the United
Kingdom. Its population (around 53 million) is much larger than that
of New Zealand. Like New Zealand, it is ethnically diverse. According
to the ethnic classifications of the United Kingdom’s Office for
National Statistics (2016) the population includes around 80% white
British inhabitants with minority populations of South Asian, African
Caribbean and African heritage (totalling around 11%) and other ethnic
backgrounds, including European and East Asian. Compared with New
Zealand, England is highly urbanised as a consequence of its industrial
past. Heavy industry has been in decline for a number of years; its
economy is now based on a mix which includes manufacturing, chemi-
cal and pharmaceutical, finance, service and agricultural industries. At
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the time of writing (April 2016), the official unemployment rates in both
England and New Zealand were on a downward trajectory, with England’s
rate at 5.0%, and that of New Zealand at 5.4%.

TWO HISTORICAL CONTEXTS FOR ADULT EDUCATION

A number of writers (King 2003; Tobias 1994, 2004; Walker 1990) have
explored the pre-colonial and pre-capitalist history of education in New
Zealand. Prior to European settlement, Māori kinship-based social and
organisational arrangements were central to the passing on of knowledge,
understanding and skills within and across generations. While European
settlement from the 1700s initially resulted in a two-way flow of knowl-
edge between indigenous and newcomer populations, the incorporation
of New Zealand into the British colonial political economy in the nine-
teenth century established a new hegemony (Walker 1990). The develop-
ment of educational institutions on a British model was integral to colonial
strategies for extending British influence. Today, adult and community
education (ACE) largely reflects this colonial past. But colonisation and its
impact did not go uncontested; the current structure and discourse of
adult and community education (ACE) in New Zealand also reflect the
‘military, political, economic and ideological’ struggles (Tobias 2004:
570) of and between Māori and Pākehā (Tobias 2004; Bowl and Tobias
2012). A key moment in those struggles was the signing of the Treaty of
Waitangi in 1840 which officially established a formal partnership between
the country’s indigenous people and its colonial settlers. However, it did
not put an end to the appropriation of Māori land, or to the suppression of
Māori language, culture and ways of knowing – which Māori continued to
resist. Nevertheless, the Treaty of Waitangi still defines the relationship
between Māori and non-Māori within the parameters of a bicultural state
in which the values, language and world view of both should be respected.

In England, prior to industrialisation, adult education and learning were
largely informally organised and religious and vocational in nature. Formally
organised adult education arose in the wake of nineteenth century industrial
and imperial expansion, urbanisation, technological advance and, crucially,
the growth of an organised working class (Williams 1961a; Simon 1965,
1990; E.P. Thompson 1980; Fieldhouse 1996; Field 2000). It was driven
by a number of sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory
motives. First, the explosion in scientific and technical knowledge was accom-
panied by a growing interest on the part of working- and middle-class
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people to understand the many developments which were impacting on their
lives. Second, there was a desire on the part of some employers for a more
skilled workforce to facilitate capitalist competition with an industrialising
Europe and North America. Third, there was concern among liberal elites,
municipal authorities and central government to manage some of the pro-
blems arising from urbanisation – including poor economic and social con-
ditions, and the social unrest which accompanied them. Fourth, as working
people became more self-organised there was a growth in autonomous
educational associations, often linked to radical or socialist political aspira-
tions (Simon 1965, 1990; Fieldhouse 1996). From its early origins, there-
fore, adult education in England was driven by diverse aims – instrumental,
liberal and radical – and organised by diverse actors – industrialists, religious
organisations and workers – either separately or in alliance.

Many of the educational organisations formed in the United
Kingdom during the nineteenth century were short-lived and localised.
However, some, like the Mechanics’ Institutes and the university exten-
sion movement persisted into the twentieth century. Fieldhouse (1996)
provides a detailed history of the development of these organisations
in the United Kingdom. He describes the impetus behind Mechanics’
Institutes as being: ‘A mixture of autonomous working-class enterprise
and paternalistic middle-class provision’ (ibid: 23) whose classes on
topics of scientific and cultural interest were directed primarily towards
skilled working- and lower middle-class men, rather than the unem-
ployed or unskilled worker. The WEA, which was formed in 1903,
linked organised labour and the universities and aimed to provide man-
ual labourers with access to university education and knowledge
(Roberts 2003). Again, however, it was an alliance between middle-
class liberal intellectuals and working-class organisations, rather than an
independent workers’ movement. And the focus of these organisations
was primarily, though not exclusively, male (Purvis 1989; Martin 2010).
Although adult education initiatives tended to focus on men, and
although women tended to be excluded from higher level education,
this is not to say that women were not active in their own right. Jane
Martin (2010) for example, describes the life and work of Mary Bridges
Adams, one of the female campaigners for working-class education
whose contribution has been neglected, while Robert Tobias (1994)
describes the various female-led organisations which grew up in New
Zealand, among whose aims were the extension of educational oppor-
tunities to women.
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These organisations along with libraries for working men and Christian
and temperance organisations were among those imported from Britain
to New Zealand in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
to cater for the needs of European migrants and to regulate male settler
social life. As in England, the motivations for their importation were
diverse and included social control as well as educational emancipation.
The Mechanics’ Institutes (Hudson 1851; Sims 2010) were relatively
short lived, but in New Zealand as well as in England, the WEA has
continued to provide adult education opportunities. The nature of these
opportunities has varied from place to place, depending on the local
context and funding available. In New Zealand the focus has been on
political and cultural education. In England in recent years WEA provision
has increasingly been tied in with accreditation and government funding
priorities. In both countries the tension between middle-class and work-
ing-class interests has been a feature of the internal debates of these
organisations (Simon 1990; Tobias 1994; Fieldhouse 1996).

One of these debates in the struggles for working-class and radical
education, which remains relevant today (CCCS 1981), is over the extent
to which popular adult education should be developed independently of
state and philanthropic intervention (substitutional strategies) and the
extent to which the efforts of those advocating for adult education should
be directed towards securing publicly funded provision (statist strategies).
And linked to this has been the debate around the forms of knowledge and
understanding which should be fostered. In this context ‘Really Useful
Knowledge’ – practical political knowledge of the economy, social sciences
and politics which provides adults with the means to understand and
change society (Johnson 1979) – was advocated, in opposition to ‘merely’
useful knowledge which was seen as being imposed by middle-class inter-
ests in an attempt to neutralise self-organised and more politically challen-
ging working-class adult educational projects. These debates are echoed in
contemporary struggles over the funding and purposes of adult education
(Mayo and Thompson 1995; Thompson 1997; Foley 1999).

The early history of adult education in England and New Zealand
demonstrates the way in which industrialisation and colonial expansion
aided the development and dissemination of adult educational ideas and
organisations. This aspect of their shared history has led to some conti-
nuity between the two countries’ adult education traditions, which reflect
a mix of motivations – conservative, liberal, humanist and radical.
However, in New Zealand the influence of Māori culture, language and
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organisation is significant and the struggles of Māori to challenge hege-
monic educational ideas and structures (Walker 1990) have been and
remain important in claiming and maintaining space in New Zealand for
education with social and cultural aims.

ADULT AND COMMUNITY EDUCATION AND THE RISE

OF THE WELFARE STATE
Throughout the nineteenth century in both England and New Zealand
the state’s role in adult education was negligible. However, in spite
of economic booms and busts and the losses and disruptions caused by
two World Wars, the first half of the twentieth century was marked by
increased state interest in the education of adults. In England the 1902
Education Act saw the creation of Local Education Authorities which
became responsible for adult, as well as elementary and some secondary
education (Fieldhouse 1996). Similarly, in New Zealand state subsidies
began to be made available for the provision of technical and other forms
of adult education (Tobias 1994), though equivalent local government
structures were not developed to administer and fund education, and this
remains the case (Gordon and Whitty 1997).

In England after the 1914–1918 World War there was high-level sup-
port for the idea of adult education becoming available to the mass of
the people. The argument was made for adult education’s social purpose
and its contribution to building and sustaining participatory democracy.
This support was expressed through the Smith Report (Ministry of
Reconstruction 1919) which was commissioned by the UK government as
part of its planning for post-war reconstruction. Local education authorities
and some of the larger voluntary organisations (including the WEA and the
universities) were designated as ‘responsible bodies’ in respect of adult
education and charged with providing both long and shorter courses of
non-accredited adult education from 1924. This set the pattern for funding
for many years to come – a mix of local and central government subsidy to
public and voluntary bodies working independently of one another.
Through and between both World Wars adult education in England con-
tinued to survive, addressing a range of purposes, reflecting the perceived
needs of the times but subject to the vicissitudes of the economic climate.

A similar picture was discernible in New Zealand. For example, the
depression of the early 1930s saw widespread cuts in state expenditure on
public services including adult education. However, as Tobias (1994)

34 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



points out, even in periods of economic stringency independent popular
study groups continued to thrive in New Zealand as working people
engaged in political action and debate. As the national economy began
to recover, and with the election of a Labour Government in 1935,
funding was restored to some organisations and new adult and community
education initiatives also began to spring up. The 1938 Education
Amendment Act led to the establishment of a centralised National
Council for Adult Education which assumed responsibility for advising
on adult education and distributing funds to adult education organisa-
tions. At the same time, in the late 1930s and early 1940s a number of
Young Māori Leaders’ Conferences were held which debated issues faced
by Māori, especially in view of rapid urbanisation (Thompson 1945;
Walker 1990; Tobias 1994; Bowl and Tobias 2012). These conferences
reflected the continuing struggle for self-determination and for a future
for Māori which went beyond the Labour government’s aspiration for
socio-economic equalisation in the context of the Welfare State. And they
also encompassed struggles in relation to education, language and culture
which continue to be reflected in debates around adult education policy
(Hill 2004).

While the engagement of England and New Zealand in the 1939 to
1945 war diverted resources and political attention away from educational
developments in the civilian realm, adult education activity was sustained
(Tobias 1994; Fieldhouse 1996). Furthermore educational provision for
those serving in the armed forces was established in both countries from
the early 1940s. Its purposes were diverse and embraced general interest
education, preparation for re-entry into civilian life and citizenship and
social and political education. The latter was sometimes seen as contro-
versial however, particularly when it was offered by non-Forces organisa-
tions and, as Fieldhouse reports in relation to England, it rarely went
uncensored.

As World War Two drew to a close in England the 1944 Education Act
heralded the introduction of more egalitarian principles to the educational
sphere. Among the Act’s provisions was support for post-compulsory
education for a range of purposes, including cultural enrichment and
recreation (Fieldhouse 1996) and part-time continuing education for
young workers (Tinkler 2001). Local Education Authorities were charged
with providing full- and part-time post-compulsory educational opportu-
nities, in consultation with other providers, including local universities and
voluntary bodies. Evening classes and university extra-mural provision
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expanded. But a plan by the Ministry of Education to develop further
education colleges as the hub for vocational and non-vocational adult
education throughout the country, supported by networks of more loca-
lised centres, did not materialise, due to a combination of lack of political
will and lack of finance. As a result further education colleges focused
primarily on vocational training, while local education authority evening
institutes, community centres and voluntary sector organisations focused
on non-vocational adult education, reinforcing a tacit demarcation between
adult (non-vocational) and further (vocational) education which, as
Fieldhouse suggests, had already been mooted by the 1919 Smith Report.
The key post-war development in New Zealand adult education was the
1947 Adult Education Act which established the National Council of Adult
Education, along with regional councils (based in the universities). During
this period too, schools-based adult education expanded considerably and,
until relatively recently, schools remained the major providers of non-
vocational, non-accredited adult education for local individuals and
communities.

The development of the Welfare State in both countries brought with
it a measure of expansion in community-based adult education, and laid
the funding foundations for some of the institutions which have hosted
adult and community education activity from then to the present day.
However, the main educational focus was secondary schooling. Although
there were plans in both countries for more comprehensive development
of a system of adult education these rarely came to full fruition, but were
limited by lack of investment and uneven political will. Also discernible in
both countries is the ongoing tension around the purposes of adult
education, the extent to which it should be socially and politically
engaged and the division between vocational and non-vocational pur-
poses (Williams 1961a).

THE SIXTIES AND SEVENTIES: RADICAL INFLUENCES

AND EDUCATIONAL IDEALISM

The processes of decolonisation stimulated radical thinking worldwide
(Freire 1972; Illich 1973; Nyerere 1976) and ushered in a period of
optimism about possibilities for adult education. The May 1968 uprisings
of students and workers in France also brought to the fore issues
around the relationship between intellectuals and the workers movement.
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Moreover, global social movements – anti-apartheid, anti-nuclear, envir-
onmentalist, indigenous and feminist – also gave practical meaning to
learning through struggle outside state funding and control.

At the same time growing international interest in lifelong education,
sponsored through UNESCO and the OECD (Lengrand 1970; Faure
1972; Dave 1976), provided a counterbalance to the historical empha-
sis on formal schooling. This too influenced adult educators’ ideas
about the possibilities of non-formal approaches to education (Tobias
2004; Jarvis 2011). As discussed in Chapter 2 these developments were
international in scale but also significant in their impact on national
contexts for adult education. Radical political and educational ideas
stimulated popular education movements; they also influenced publicly
funded adult educators who were employed in the developing adult and
community education field. And in the early 1970s government policy
also began to reflect a socially oriented view of adult education’s
purpose.

In England radical ideas were influential in the work of adult and
community educators appointed to the Inner London (ILEA) and other
Local Education Authorities. The ILEA replaced the London County
Council in 1965. It assumed responsibility for the network of adult
education institutes which existed around London and which engaged in
educational work with local communities, in literacy education and teach-
ing English as a foreign language as well as in the provision of more
traditional evening classes. And while relationships between the young,
radically influenced (and usually part-time) adult education workers and
the more bureaucratic outlook of Local Education Authorities was at
times somewhat fraught, it was a time when, viewed in retrospect, a
hundred adult and community education flowers seemed to bloom. In
the policy arena, the Russell Committee was appointed to advise the
government on policies for adult education. The consequent report
(DES 1973) supported the creation of a number of agencies to promote
specific types of provision including the Adult Literacy Resources Agency
and The National Institute for Adult Education (NIACE) as well as
supporting residential adult education. The intention behind the report
was to lay out a plan for adult education within the context of a national
education system and it appeared at the time to presage further develop-
ment. The report recommended the expansion of non-vocational adult
education as a vehicle for helping adults to adjust to rapidly changing
times. However, this promise was never fully realised as economic crises
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and rising unemployment turned government attention increasingly
towards vocational education and training and on preparing young people
for work (Callaghan 1976), rather than education for broader social
purposes (Field 2000). Humanistic ideals were overtaken by an instru-
mentalist policy approach which has virtually eradicated liberal humanistic
policy discourses.

In New Zealand under the 1972–1975 Labour administration adult
and community education also gained momentum with the expansion of
government supported adult education for non-vocational and social ends
which raised the status of adult education and heralded increased partici-
pation (Tobias 2004). Among the initiatives funded by government and
which employed adult and community educators were community col-
leges, adult literacy projects and Rural Education Activities Programmes
(REAPs). From 1979, 13 REAPS were established with the aim of improv-
ing educational services across the board in rural areas. Community adult
educators employed by REAPS, along with school-based adult education
coordinators, thus became the bedrock of national organisations which
represented the interests of adult education.

At the same time, and outside the confines of policy-driven adult
education in New Zealand, many informal adult education activities
accompanied various political movements – for peace, anti-nuclear
armament and for women’s and Māori rights (Locke 1992). Walker
(1990) points to the Māori renaissance from the late 1970s and the
work of the Māori Women’s Welfare League and Ngā Tamatoa (the
young warriors) in promoting the resurgence of Māori language. From
the 1970s there was also rapid growth in the teaching of Māori in
schools and the community (Bowl and Tobias 2012). A key moment in
the recent history of political action in New Zealand was the 1981
South African Rugby tour of New Zealand which sparked a massive
resistance movement and divided national opinion. Thousands of peo-
ple were involved in protests everywhere matches were held, and Beyer
(1981) describes some of the informal learning from such campaigns to
demonstrate the power of popular education outside the control of the
state. However, a crisis in capitalism, mounting unemployment and the
growing influence of neoliberalising ideologies brought adult education
expansion to a halt in both countries, and the late 1970s and early
1980s marked a retreat from the post-war welfare consensus which
progressively impacted on adult education and which continues to the
present.
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STRUGGLES WITH NEOLIBERALISM

Since the early 1980s both England and New Zealand have experienced
the aggressive implementation of neoliberal policy which has impacted on
education across the board (Gordon and Whitty 1997). The key features
of this shift have been the pulling back of the state from large parts of
public sector, a diminution of concern with social relations and a reliance
on the ‘market’ to deliver national economic prosperity. For adult and
community education, whose position has been historically marginal and
vulnerable, the impact has been particularly stark. While there have been
some differences in pace and detail, ‘user pays’ and training for skills,
employment and employability have become the policy mantra in both
countries and there have been remarkable similarities in policy statements
and funding priorities.

England and the Legacy of Thatcherism

In England, from the early 1980s a Conservative government under the
Prime Ministership of Margaret Thatcher asserted a strongly instrumen-
talist and individualised vision for education and training. This view
persisted through the term of the Labour Government from 1997 to
2010, notwithstanding the administration’s policy rhetoric around life-
long learning (DfEE 1998) and into the present under two Conservative-
led governments. It was a view which was also reflected beyond the United
Kingdom and across the European Union as a whole (CEC 1993). Adult
educators’ practice shifted increasingly towards training for employment.
An element of compulsion was also introduced into training for the
unemployed. Of particular significance for adult educators’ work was the
government’s attack on local authorities. The 1988 Education Reform Act
reduced the power of, and hence the funding available to, local education
authorities; the Inner London Education Authority was abolished.
Community-based adult education was much diminished. Following
this, the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act took further education
colleges out of local authority control, establishing them as corporate
bodies within a developing education market. Further education colleges
were charged with responsibility for vocational education and training,
basic skills, education for people with learning difficulties and access to
higher education programmes. While further education expanded, adult
and community education increasingly became residual. Local education
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authorities and the private and voluntary sector were left to manage
Personal and Community Development Learning (PCDL), with shrinking
resources and shrinking policy support (Osborne and Sankey 2009).

One area of adult education which did not decline during this period
and which was enthusiastically embraced by further education colleges,
local education authorities and some voluntary adult and community
organisations, was adult access to higher education provision (more com-
monly known as Access Courses). Access Courses were an educational
response to rising adult unemployment but also grew out of a movement
among adult educators and others to open up routes to higher level
educational opportunities, particularly for women and ethnic minorities
who had earlier been excluded from these. Increasingly, however, Access
Courses have become bound into formal accreditation and quality control
systems and geared towards access to vocational study – nursing, health
and social care being the most popular pathways (Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education 2011). As Benn and Burton (1995) have
suggested, this has presented a dilemma for adult educators engaged in
work which began with a socially transformative purpose and has been
reshaped to individual and instrumentalist ends.

Policies of instrumentalism, vocationalism and accreditation were
further cemented by the implementation of the recommendations of the
Leitch Review (2006). The Review’s recommendations aimed to make the
United Kingdom a world leader in skills as a means to enable it to compete
in the global economy. Along with the White Paper Further Education:
Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances (DfES 2006) it established skills for
work, minimum levels of accredited attainment and individuals’ responsi-
bility for investment in their own education and training as the dominant
discourse for adult education. Despite the White Paper’s acknowledge-
ment of the desirability of an educational agenda which goes wider than
skills training, the government was explicit about its intention not to
fund it:

There will increasingly be an expectation that individuals should pay for this
kind of provision where they can afford to do so. (DfES (Department for
Education and Skills) 2006: 31)

A further development which has impacted on the flexibility and respon-
siveness of organised adult education has been the policy focus on ‘quality’
and ‘standards’ and ‘outcomes’ defined by government (LSC 2000;
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Ofsted 2013). Regimes of inspection now extend to all providers of adult
education, from large further education colleges to community-based,
voluntary and local authority organisations. At the same time adult edu-
cators have been expected to meet centrally defined expectations in rela-
tion to their own qualifications and continuing professional development
(DfES 2004); from 2007 until 2012 all entrants to employment in adult
education were required to gain qualified teacher status.

There has been limited resistance. Until early 2016, NIACE (The
National Institute of Adult Continuing Education) sought to advocate
on behalf of adult learners in England and Wales. However, its member-
ship was relatively small (NIACE 2010a), its advocacy role was one of
‘critical friendship’ with government (NIACE 2010b) and it was also a
contractor of work for government, which arguably compromised its
ability to campaign against the impact of cuts in the sector. In July
2015, NIACE announced its intention to merge with another non-gov-
ernment organisation – the Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion.
The title of the organisation formed from this alliance – The Learning and
Work Institute – signals the shift in focus away from adult education and
towards learning for work as well as a further weakening of the organisa-
tion’s campaigning stance.

In 2008 The Campaigning Alliance for Lifelong Learning (CALL), a
loose alliance of trade unions, student groups and adult education providers
came together to lobby for the maintenance of support for adult education
for personal wellbeing and development as well as instrumental ends.
The Alliance was relatively short-lived, though the Workers’ Educational
Association has continued attempts to sustain a Save Adult Education
Campaign, through activities focused primarily on parliamentary lobbying.
Finally, Action for ESOL has mobilised learners, teachers and trade unions
and has had some success in lobbying to stem the tide of cutbacks in
educational provision for migrants and refugees. The advocacy and cam-
paigning work of these organisations will be discussed in Chapter 9.
Overall however, reduced subsidies, instrumentalist agendas, accredita-
tion regimes and ‘quality’ controls have decimated English community-
based adult education, while college-based adult education, which has
been subject to severe government funding cuts since 2010, is tied into
vocational training and certification (Skills Funding Agency 2016), and
universities have all but lost the fight for liberal adult education. The
bulk of paid adult education work is now confined to literacy, ESOL and
vocational training.
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New Zealand and the Neoliberal Experiment

It has been argued (Tobias 2004; Zepke 2009) that 1987 marked the
point at which policy in New Zealand, under a succession of governments,
but beginning with a Labour government, became dominated by neolib-
eral ideas. The 1989 Education Act created the Tertiary Education
Commission and, important for adult education, it also ushered in open
entry to tertiary education for adults over 20 years of age, regardless of
their prior qualifications. Open access for mature students has been a
unique, but increasingly controversial aspect of education policy, particu-
larly since 2009, as government has capped university numbers and pena-
lised universities with low retention rates (Healy and Gunby 2012). The
1989 Act also formally recognised Wānanga – public tertiary institutions
providing education in a specifically Māori cultural context (Walker
1990). The 1990 Education Amendment Act saw the restructuring
of post-compulsory education and established a largely demand-led
framework for tertiary education, which Tobias (2004: 576) describes
as a compromise between competing ideologies, with some resultant
contradictions:

On the one hand, it went some way toward breaking down institutional
barriers to learning and allowed for the possibility of a more diverse curri-
culum; on the other hand, it endorsed a highly individualized and consu-
merist notion of lifelong learning and a managerialist approach to problem
solving. It appeared to allow little space for the development of radical or
critical engagements based on the collective interests of groups and move-
ments in society.

The election of a National Party government in 1990 was to further
worsen the position of adult education (Benseman 2005) and bring
about drastic funding cuts, the removal of government advisory support
which in turn precipitated a fall in membership of ACE Aotearoa (the
national umbrella organisation) and a decline in morale and activity.

Tobias (2004) however, describes how some practitioners kept the
vision of a progressive future alive through the 1990s with little state
funding or recognition. Adult educators continued to organise nationally,
while maintaining international engagement through UNESCO. Walker
(1990) also describes the activities of Māori organisations during this time,
in particular the 1984Māori Educational Development Conference and its
radical influence in advancing Māori education. ACE Aotearoa national
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conferences featured speeches which contested the assumptions of neoli-
beralism and highlighted the radicalism of adult education manifested
through struggles around Māori language education and culture and the
Treaty of Waitangi. Although the history of ACE in New Zealand during
the 1980s and 1990s may appear a story of defeat, there was some con-
tinuity of progressive thought and action informed by radical education
ideas and traditions. The momentum of protest over economic and social
policy changes grew through the late 1980s and early 1990s and con-
tributed to a change in government and a degree of change in policy
direction in 1999.

The 1999 Labour Alliance government (Codd 2002; Zepke 2009)
pursued a Third Way (Giddens 1998, 2000, 2001) in politics, seeking to
reconcile neoliberal and social democratic ideologies and create a socia-
lised market economy. For adult educators this brief period was one of
increased optimism. The government established the Tertiary Education
Advisory Commission (TEAC) which, in 2003, became the Tertiary
Education Commission. The TEC assumed responsibility for policy and
funding in the whole post-compulsory education sector. This, in theory,
gave ACE equal standing alongside polytechnics, universities, industrial
training organisations and other educational organisations. The govern-
ment acknowledged adult and community education as a public and
private good and advocated a collaborative approach to rebuilding the
ACE sector. An Adult Education and Community Learning Working
Party was set up to consult with the ACE sector. The result of the working
party’s considerations was Koia! Koia! Towards a Learning Society (TEC
2001) which defined ACE and outlined a vision for its future. The sector
was charged with focusing of five priorities which reflected a range of aims,
individual and social, compensatory and liberal:

• Targeting learners whose initial learning was not successful
• Raising foundation skills
• Encouraging lifelong learning
• Strengthening communities
• Strengthening social cohesion

Central to policy at this point was an understanding that the ACE sector
should take ‘ownership’ of its defined role and accompanying responsi-
bilities. The promise of funding was used as an incentive to encourage
the sector to work collaboratively through regional networks to
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coordinate provision to meet local needs, and implement quality systems
and professional development plans. Meanwhile Māori and Pasifika orga-
nisations laid out their own ACE agenda based on self-determination, self-
organisation and distinctive conceptions of knowledge, learning and
teaching (Irwin 2008; Morrison and Vaioleti 2008). It seemed that the
place of non-accredited education within tertiary education had been
publicly recognised.

However, over time, the Labour coalition’s interest in ACE appeared to
wane, and the global drive for education and training for the knowledge
economy became more influential. This is reflected in the decreased promi-
nence of ACE within the government’s Tertiary Education Strategy (TEC
2007) which devoted just six lines to ACE. Hopes for increased, secure
and equitable funding were not realised and the government’s aspirations
to meet industry’s needs through training, to link research to economic
opportunities and to improve workforce literacy and numeracy took pre-
cedence over funding for more general, community-based purposes.

A change of government and an economic downturn signalled renewed
problems for ACE in New Zealand from the 2008 general election when
the Labour-led coalition was replaced by a centre-right coalition led by the
National Party. One of the new government’s first acts was to cut staffing
in the Tertiary Education Commission and funding for ACE. Funding to
schools-based adult education was slashed and support for university- and
polytechnic-based community education was phased out from 2011.
General interest, non-accredited liberal education (characterised by the
then Minister of Education as ‘hobby classes’) was the first to be targeted.
School and university adult educators, along with community educators in
REAPs had been the main recipients of funded provision, and therefore
the most active in regional and national organisations representing adult
and community education. Funding cutbacks resulted in the loss of many
of these practitioners and thereby the capacity for organised opposition.
The New Zealand government’s Tertiary Education Strategy for 2010–
2015 (TEC 2010a) revealed the nature of the policy shift as the five
priorities for ACE were replaced by three target groups and was clearly
individual, compensatory and instrumental in tone:

• To serve learners whose first learning experience was unsuccessful
• To assist those seeking pathways into tertiary education
• To assist people who lack literacy, language and numeracy skills for

work and further study
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The government’s view of the contribution of liberal education was
clarified further in its guidance to ACE organisations:

Organisations are welcome to continue to deliver hobby and personal
interest courses; however as these are not TEC funded please do not include
them in your completed template. (TEC 2010b)

The fragile certainties of the previous 10 years were rapidly undermined,
and although a spirited defence was mounted against the cuts (Fordyce
and Papa 2009; Tully 2009), it did not prevent their implementation. The
marginalisation of adult education is underlined by the New Zealand gov-
ernment’s most recent tertiary education strategy document from which
specific reference to adult and community education has been removed and
replaced by one brief and somewhat vague reference to community educa-
tion which ‘provides informal learning that reflects a diverse range of
community interests and needs’ (New Zealand Government 2014: 22).
In New Zealand, as well as in England, adult and community education has
been absorbed into a tertiary education policy regime that focuses on formal
qualifications and learning for work.

2016: WHERE ARE THE ADULT AND COMMUNITY

EDUCATORS?
In the past 10 years there have been, in both countries, further reductions
in publicly funded adult education provision and jobs. Those who remain
in employment are likely to have experienced job insecurity and reductions
in classes taught and hours of work. The move towards marketisation has
shifted some adult educators towards the private sector and others out of
employment (Table 3.1).

In England, the decline in adult education has been unrelenting since
the election of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government in 1979.
There was no revival under the 1997–2010 Labour Governments such as
was seen in New Zealand under a Labour-led coalition from 1999 to
2008. While in New Zealand non-accredited education is still a feature
of the ACE landscape, adult education practitioners in both countries
are now subject to more targeted, competitive approaches and tighter
accountability regimes. The post-war welfare consensus which counte-
nanced the funding of adult education for a broad range of purposes has
been all but swept away. State funded adult education is increasingly
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confined to a narrow range of purposes. Nevertheless adult educators in
both countries, whether paid or unpaid, continue to practice in diverse
contexts across the public, voluntary and private sectors. The implications
of these changes for their work and how they view their purposes, their
practice and their prospects in the current policy climate will be explored
in Section II.

SUMMARY

This chapter has described the history and development of adult education
in England and New Zealand. Historically, the influence of British colo-
nialism on adult education in New Zealand has been substantial. Many of
the adult education activities and organisations which exist there today
reflect the past and continuing relationship between the two countries.
However, there are differences as well as similarities between the two
countries. Foremost among these is the fact that New Zealand is a bicul-
tural state. Its indigenous Māori citizens have continued to assert the
importance of a Māori world view, Māori language and Māori values
around education and community. The struggle for rights and recognition
by Māori has influenced all aspects of policy and practice in New Zealand,
including adult education. The chapter also reveals that education
has been central to struggles between competing conceptions of what

Table 3.1 Where are the adult and community educators?

England New Zealand

– University continuing education departments – University continuing education
departments

– Further education and sixth form colleges – Wānanga
– Local education authorities and other public
sector organisations

– Polytechnics/technical institutions
– Schools

– National and local non-profit organisations – Rural Education Activities Providers
– Work-based training organisations – Iwi-based (Māori tribal) groups
– Trade unions – National and local non-profit

organisations
– Penal institutions – Work-based training organisations
– Private training providers – Penal institutions
– Informal organisations and campaigning
groups

– Private training providers
– Informal organisations and
campaigning groups
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constitutes a ‘good society’ (Carr and Hartnett 1996). In particular, issues
of whose interests should be served by education, what should be taught
and learned for what purpose and who should have the right to participate
have been integral to the question of what kind of social economic order is
seen as desirable. In the past 30 years, neoliberal ideology and policies
have impacted forcefully on both countries. As a result, adult educators in
England and New Zealand face similar questions around the purposes
of their work, the way it is organised and the extent to which it is regarded
as a public good or a market commodity. They have also had cause
to question their role and status as educators in an increasingly hostile
political climate.

NOTE

1. The Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840 by representatives of the British
Government and a number of chiefs of Māori tribes, established British
governorship in Aotearoa New Zealand, while also recognising, inter alia,
Māori rights to land and property ownership. Today, the Treaty is an
important document which underpins the bicultural status of Aotearoa
New Zealand and relationships between Māori and Pākehā (those of
European settler heritage).
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CHAPTER 4

Professionalism, Professionalisation
and Continuing Professional Development

in the Adult Education Arena

INTRODUCTION

The reshaping of public sector professionalism has been an aim of
governments in a number of countries, including England and New
Zealand. The schooling sector has been at the forefront of the struggle
between practitioner and policy perspectives on professionalism since
the late 1980s (Lawn and Grace 1987; Codd 1999, 2005; Seddon
1997; Ball 2000; Fitzgerald 2008; Beck 2008, 2009). Central to this
struggle are issues of control and accountability, autonomy and stan-
dards within a policy climate increasingly dominated by managerialism
(S. Ball 2000, 2003, 2008a, b, 2012). From the late 1990s, particularly
in England, the professionalising spotlight fell on formal post-compulsory
education (Avis 1999, 2005; Lucas and Nasta 2010; Lucas et al. 2012;
Bathmaker and Avis 2012). And although informal adult and community
education has been marginal to the debate – reflecting the marginal status
of adult education more generally – adult educators have not been left
untouched by the discourse of professionalism, qualifications and
standards.

This chapter begins by describing how different forms of ‘profession-
alism’ have been defined, refined and developed and applied to formal
education more generally. It moves on to compare how policies on
professionalisation and professional development have been played out
in relation to adult educators in England and New Zealand. In England
the focus has been on the (ultimately unsuccessful) imposition of a
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prescriptive form of governmental professionalism across the whole post-
compulsory education sector, including adult and community-based
education (Lucas and Nasta 2010; Bathmaker and Avis 2012). In New
Zealand, the focus has been on introducing a ‘softer’ form of profession-
alism, ‘owned’ by the sector itself, which promotes professional develop-
ment as a means of enforcing greater coordination and standardisation
of provision across the ACE sector (Tobias 2003). In both countries,
I suggest, policy pronouncements and expectations around professional-
ism have been utilised as a way of increasing government and (in the case
of England) management control by holding out the promise of improved
status and conditions for adult educators which has not been delivered. In
both countries too, while the policy rhetoric about professionalisation has
waned, the regulation of adult educators’ work has not.

DISCOURSES OF PROFESSIONALISM IN FORMAL EDUCATION

The literature which defines professionalism and discusses its application
to education is plentiful, stretching back for a century or more. This
section presents four prominent discourses of educator professionalism.
First it outlines a traditional or elite discourse which dominates the
early literature of professionalism. It then describes the rise of a more
process-oriented discourse within which continuing professional develop-
ment and reflective practice are seen as important elements of the
process of professionalisation. It goes on to discuss the growing promi-
nence of a discourse of governmental or organisational professionalism
from the 1990s which has shifted the policy agenda from occupational
autonomy to external regulation and legislative control. This has been
supported by a deficit discourse around teachers (Beck 2008; Fitzgerald
2008) which has characterised them as requiring professionalisation by
means of greater regulation and performance management. Finally, it
describes how some teacher educators, academics and teacher represen-
tatives have attempted to wrest the definition of professionalism back
from policy makers and return it to practitioners, reformulated as prin-
cipled or transformative professionalism. These discourses are not always
easily disentangled; there are contradictions, ambiguities and overlaps
between them, and it is not uncommon for one explicitly articulated
discourse to mask or imply another. However, their identification helps
us to ‘read’ policy and compare developments in different geographical,
political and cultural contexts.
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Traditional Discourses of Professionalism

Historically, the term ‘professional’ has been used to demarcate occupa-
tional areas on the basis of their ethos, the skills and knowledge they
require for their proper performance, the autonomy they enjoy and the
status they carry for the individual so named. Traditional, elite or classical
discourses of professionalism have defined a profession by the extent to
which it possesses a number of key characteristics (Flexner 1915; Millerson
1964; Eraut 1994) including:

– A specialist knowledge base
– A requirement for specialised and (usually lengthy) training and
study

– An ethic of public service
– Ameans of controlling and regulating its own membership through a
recognised and autonomous professional body

A functionalist view of professional status thus defined suggests that it
provides a means by which certain groups of workers (primarily lawyers
and doctors) maintain their standing in society through assurance of their
competence, trustworthiness and commitment to the public good.
Control of entry to, and regulation of performance within, the profession
were vested in the profession itself. Professional status may also have been
accompanied by a level of remuneration and respect deemed commensu-
rate with a high social standing. A more critical view suggests that it
has been a means by which a certain section of the population seeks to
maintain class privilege by restricting entry to its professional ranks
(Larson 1979). There is therefore a debate to be had about whether
professionalism is primarily a way of maintaining an elitist status quo. If
this is the case it can be argued that the traditional formulation of pro-
fessionalism cannot appropriately be applied to public service occupations,
including adult education, which are associated with social justice and the
equal distribution of opportunities.

Process Discourses: Professionalism as ‘Becoming’

In the second half of the twentieth century, with the expansion of the
range of jobs in the public sector requiring advanced education and
training – for example in nursing, social work and teaching – definitions
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of professionalism became more dynamically conceived (Etzioni 1969;
Houle 1981; Tobias 2003). Professional status was conceptualised as a
process rather than as a set of preordained criteria. Thus, while certain
ethical, educational, and organisational characteristics might indicate a
degree of professionalism, professional status is more fluid: in the process
of being achieved rather than achieved absolutely. Professionalisation
(Hoyle in Gordon et al. 1985) as a process of ‘becoming’ thus takes on
a less elitist and more democratic tone, and opens up the possibility of
occupational mobility for those prepared to seek it. It follows from this
that those aspiring to professional status would be expected to engage in
refining their skills and knowledge. It also opens the way for the promo-
tion of professional development: ‘The process whereby a practitioner
acquires and improves the knowledge and skills required for effective
professional practice’ (Hoyle 1985: 44). Continuing professional devel-
opment (CPD) and ongoing reflection on practice have therefore become
part and parcel of discussion around professionalisation in the public
sector generally and in education in particular (see for example Ghaye
and Ghaye 1998; Day 1999; Roffey-Barentsen and Malthouse 2009).
However, as Tobias (2003: 148) has argued, a process definition of
professionalism still remains open to the criticism that it is driven by a
desire to maintain a status separation between the professional few –

although rather more than in the traditional formulation – and the non-
professional many. Moreover, while a process approach to professionalism
may appear more democratic and fluid than a traditional approach, it
opens up the possibility, within the newer public sector professions, of
government intervention in defining what standards, training and forms of
accountability might be expected of workers whose activities are pre-
scribed by legislation and funded by government.

Government Intervention and the Reconstruction of Professionalism

The discourse of professionalism in education has taken a new turn in the
past 20 years, and this has been reflected in the formal education systems
of both England and New Zealand. Governmental, organisational or
‘managed’ professionalism (Fitzgerald 2008; Beck 2008, 2009; Lucas
and Nasta 2010; Bathmaker and Avis 2012) has substituted notions of
professional autonomy and self-regulation with an externally imposed and
bureaucratised version of professionalisation which can be used a tool for
the exercise of managerial authority. Tanya Fitzgerald (writing from a
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New Zealand perspective) and John Beck (from an English perspective)
have described the processes through which governmental professionalism
has taken hold. First it has been predicated on casting teachers as inher-
ently problematic, potentially incompetent and probably untrustworthy in
the exercise of professional judgement. This has served to undermine their
claims to autonomy and self-regulation and pave the way for regulation
from above (Lucas and Nasta 2010). Second, it has involved the govern-
ment introduction of regulatory measures at all levels of educational
organisation including:

– Regimes of institutional inspection and grading which differentiate
institutions on the basis of their performance against externally set
criteria, creating competition between them for ‘customers’ in an
educational quasi market

– Centralised specification of curricula and qualifications and of the
anticipated outcomes from education

– Bureaucratic control of teachers’ qualifications, performance, con-
duct and ongoing training.

Governments in both countries have, by these means, been able to
de-professionalise, while claiming to professionalise, imposing external
control in areas where there was formerly some professional autonomy.
The dominance of governmental professionalisation has been enabled
through encouraging competition between and within institutions.
It has been further supported by inculcating a climate of fear among
teachers, whose work is subject to constant scrutiny and individualised
performance management systems, ensuring their compliance with
regimes of regulation, inspection and training. It has been assisted
too by the fragmentation of educators’ industrial organisation (Beck
2009) which has impeded their capacity to utilise industrial strength
to resist.

‘New’ Teacher Professionalism: Responses to Governmental
Professionalism

In response, there have been attempts to reclaim teaching as a profes-
sion. Goodson and Hargreaves for example (in Goodson 2003: 126)
try to resolve the twin issues of teachers’ historical failure to gain
professional recognition and the continual restructuring and direction
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of their work from without by distinguishing between ‘professionalisa-
tion’ and ‘professionalism’:

I see the project of professionalisation as concerned with promoting the
material and ideal interests of an occupational group – in this case, teachers.
Alongside this, professionalism is more concerned with the intricate defini-
tion and character of occupational action – in this case the practice and
profession of teaching.

Goodson (2003) goes on to propose a new form of ‘principled’ profes-
sionalism, which he argues may emerge from the ashes of traditional
professionalism (based on claims to a discrete knowledge-base) and pro-
cess or ‘practical’ professionalism (based on the idea of the teacher as
experienced, reflective practitioner). This notion of principled profession-
alism, which foregrounds the ethical dimensions of teaching, is asserted as
being characterised by:

– Engagement with moral and social purpose
– Exercise of discretionary judgement
– Collaborative collegial cultures
– Collaboration with parents, students and the wider community
– Commitment to an ethic of care
– Self-directed continuous learning
– Reward for the recognition of high task complexity

Similarly, from anAustralian perspective, Judyth Sachs (2003) has attempted
to salvage ‘transformative’ teacher professionalism, sensitive to the criticism
of the elite professions and yet responsive to the policy rhetoric
of ‘standards’, accountability and measurable outcomes. She, like
Hargreaves and Goodson, asserts the possibilities for professionalism to
be redefined in:

more positive and principled post-modern ways that are flexible, wide
ranging and inclusive in nature. (Sachs 2003: 35)

For Sachs this new professional identity is founded upon principles
of ‘learning, participation, collaboration, cooperation and activism’ and
stands in contrast to traditional professionalism associated with the exclu-
sivity and high status, and to governmental professionalism characterised
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by individualism, competitiveness and responsiveness to externally imposed
managerialist standards. However, it may be argued (Avis 2005) that this
optimistic perspective on the possibilities for professional agency downplays
the political, economic and institutional realities which constrain teachers.
Further, it fails to recognise how teachers’ working conditions have been
reconfigured in the educational marketplace and the impact of performative
regimes on their ability to claim space for the kind of activist professionalism
which Goodson and Sachs describe.

POLICY, PROFESSIONALISM AND ADULT AND COMMUNITY

EDUCATION IN ENGLAND AND NEW ZEALAND

While much has been written on the impact of policy on the professional
lives of educators in the formal education system, including the post-
compulsory sector (see for example Avis 1999, 2005; Jephcote and
Salisbury 2009; Lucas and Nasta 2010; Bathmaker and Avis 2012; Lucas
et al. 2012), the challenges to educator professionalism in the non-formal
adult and community education sector have received little attention in
recent years. This is scarcely surprising given the contraction of adult
education as a field of practice and, correspondingly, as a field of study.
This section therefore focuses on the development of policy around pro-
fessionalism and professional development in the field of adult and com-
munity education in England and New Zealand since the end of the
1990s. In England community-based adult education has become caught
up in the policy debates around teacher professionalism in the wider post-
compulsory sector; it is therefore impossible to discuss adult and commu-
nity education without reference to the sector as a whole. In New Zealand,
because there has, until very recently, been policy recognition of adult and
community education (ACE) as an area of practice distinct from the wider
field of tertiary education, it is easier to untangle the specifics of ACE
professional development, as will be seen below.

Policy, Professionalisation and Post-Compulsory
Education in England

On the one hand, the debate around professionalism in post-compulsory
education in England arose from a desire on the part of educators and
their trades unions to secure parity of esteem, remuneration and working
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conditions with school teachers (UCU 2012). On the other hand, it arose
from a desire by government to control teacher performance more tightly.
From the late 1990s concerns about the state of the UK economy and the
growing policy concern around training and skills for national economic
competiveness threw the spotlight on professionalism in the post-compul-
sory sector (Lucas and Nasta 2010; Bathmaker and Avis 2012; Lucas et al.
2012). The reform of post-school education became a focus of the Labour
administration which came to power in 1997. This was reflected in a
consultation exercise on the introduction of standards and qualifications
for teachers in further education (Lucas et al. 2012) which led to the
formation of FENTO (Further Education National Training Organisation)
and the publication of national standards for teaching and supporting
learning (FENTO 1999). Following on from this, in 2001 a requirement
was placed on new teachers in this sector to hold a nationally recognised
and regulated teaching qualification (DfES 2001). At the same time,
inspection regimes, which were already familiar in the schools sector,
were introduced into post-compulsory education, with The Office for
Standards in Education (Ofsted) becoming responsible for learning and
skills (vocational training), while the Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI)
assumed responsibility for inspecting community-based adult education
provision, including local authority and voluntary sector adult education.
From the outset it was therefore clear that this was governmental profes-
sionalisation from above – and that it was to be accompanied by a regime of
externally imposed bureaucratic accountability (Table 4.1).

The period from 2001 to 2007 was a hectic one in terms of moves
towards governmental professionalism. In 2002, the Institute for Learning
(IfL) was set up with trade union support as an independent and voluntary
professional body for further education teachers, tutors and trainers.
Its membership included adult and community educators as well as college
lecturers in the training and skills sector. Following the publication
of Equipping our Teachers for the Future (DfES 2004), the IfL became
fully established and from 2007 was charged by government with register-
ing all teachers in the skills and further education sector (including those
working in adult and community learning) who were now required by law
to qualify as teachers and to undertake a prescribed annual minimum of
professional development. By this means, a body set up to represent the
professional interests of adult educators became co-opted into enforcing
governmental professionalism. And while the kind of professionalism
on offer was clearly not like that enjoyed by the traditional professions,
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Table 4.1 Timeline: Governmental professionalism and post-compulsory educa-
tion in England

1997–1999 ▪ Labour government consultation on introducing standards and
qualifications for further education teachers

1999 ▪ Inauguration of FENTO (Further Education National Training
Organisation) as standards body for the post-compulsory sector

▪ Publication of sector standards for teaching and supporting learning
2001 ▪ New teachers in the sector required to gain teaching qualification

▪ Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) given inspectorial role in
further education

▪ ALI (Adult Learning Inspectorate) given inspectorial role in respect of
adult and community education

2002 ▪ Institute for Learning (IfL) established as the professional body for
teachers in the sector, including adult and community learning

▪ Subject specifications established for teaching in ESOL, adult literacy and
numeracy following the Moser Report (DfES 1999)

2003 ▪ Ofsted report critical of quality of training of teachers in the sector
2004 ▪ Government Report: Equipping Our Teachers for the Future proposed

reforms to teacher training in post-compulsory sector including:
– requirement for new and experienced teachers – whether full-time, part-
time or fractionally employed – to become qualified

– requirement for teachers to undergo continuing professional development
– requirement for registration with IfL for the purposes of monitoring
qualifications and CPD

– a promise of parity with school teaching
2005 ▪ Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK) replaced FENTO developing and

monitoring standards across the lifelong learning sector, including ESOL,
literacy, numeracy and community-based education

2006 ▪ New standards for the sector published by LLUK
▪ Publication of consultation on The Professionalisation of the Learning and
Skills Sector recommending compulsory 30 hours per year CPD

2007 ▪ Mandatory assessments published for initial teaching qualifications
▪ The Further Education Teachers’ Qualifications (England) Regulations
introduced Qualified Teacher Status for the Learning and Skills Sector
(QTSLSS) and a compulsory CPD requirement

▪ Adult Learning Inspectorate merged with Ofsted
2009 ▪ IfL 5-year plan published; reports of dissatisfaction around requirement

for membership of IfL
▪ Government Report Skills for Growth indicated that IfL would need to
become self-funding

2010 ▪ Conservative-led Coalition government confirmed requirement for IfL to
become self-funding

▪ IfL announce plan to introduce membership subscriptions to be paid by
individuals

(continued )

4 PROFESSIONALISM, PROFESSIONALISATION AND CPD 57



Equipping Our Teachers for the Future held out to adult educators the
promise of parity with school teaching, which would have been attractive to
those in the post-compulsory sector subject to relatively poor terms and
conditions of service:

The reforms set out in this document will raise the standard of teacher
training across the whole sector. Over time they will result in greater public
esteem for teachers, their institutions and their sector; they will help achieve
joint working with schools, leading to parity of status and professionalism.
(DfES (Department for Education and Skills) 2004: 5)

The IfL was enthusiastic in its support of regulation as a means to profes-
sional status:

Now, as in other professions, CPD is seen as a hallmark of the professional
and, like most professional bodies, IfL requires evidence of the individual’s
commitment to CPD. (IfL 2009: 4)

Table 4.1 (continued)

2011 ▪ University and College Union (UCU) boycotts IfL over imposition of
compulsory subscriptions

2012 ▪ Evaluation of teachers’ qualifications in the further education sector
▪ Lingfield Review of professionalism in the FE and Skills Sector
recommended:
– confirming withdrawal of funding from IfL
– revoking mandatory qualifications and CPD to be replaced by
discretionary advice to employers on qualifications and CPD

– simplification of qualifications framework
– setting up of Further Education Guild – an employer-led partnership for
maintaining standards and professionalism

2013 ▪ Government announces funding support for (employer-led) Further
Education Guild

2014 ▪ IfL ceases operation, passing its assets to The Education and Training
Foundation (ETF)

▪ ETF produces Professional Standards for Teachers and Trainers in
Education and Training – England

▪ Society for Education and Training (SET) becomes the professional
membership arm of the ETF, open to practitioners working in the post-
16 education and training sector
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However, from 2005 onwards regulation and inspection were tightened,
while educators’ faith in the realisation of professional status within post-
compulsory education waned. A highly critical Ofsted report (Ofsted
2003) on standards of further education teacher training precipitated
the end of FENTO and its replacement by another body, Lifelong
Learning UK (LLUK), which was charged with monitoring qualifications
across the whole post-compulsory sector, including ESOL, literacy,
numeracy and community-based education. In another move, which
was highly significant for adult education as a distinct field of practice,
the Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI) was abolished and Ofsted took on
the inspectorial role for all educational provision, signalling an inspection
regime which, with its focus on accredited outcomes to be achieved
within prescribed timescales, was likely to be less than sympathetic to
the flexible and open ended approaches favoured in community-based
adult education.

As compulsion was introduced into professional registration, so the
then Labour government signalled its intention to withdraw its subsidies
from the IfL within 3 years (BIS 2009). This meant that the IfL, if it were
to survive, would need to pass costs directly on to its membership. IfL
members were already becoming increasingly critical of the performance
of their professional organisation (Hunt 2011) and when the IfL intro-
duced fees, members of the Universities and Colleges Union (which had
supported the setting up of the IfL in the first place) voted to boycott
the IfL. This move potentially brought adult educators in breach of the
law stipulating registration with IfL as a condition of continued employ-
ment as a qualified teacher.

Matters came to a head in 2011. The recently elected Conservative-led
Coalition Government appointed Lord Lingfield to review professional-
ism in the further education sector, to examine the regulations on quali-
fications and professional registration and to consider the functioning of
the IfL (BIS 2012a, b). The Lingfield Committee’s reports were followed
by further government-commissioned reports which focused on qualifica-
tions for sector workers (BIS 2012c, d). The outcomes of all these
activities were the revocation of the regulations on teacher qualifications,
the confirmation of the withdrawal of funding to IfL and the proposal to
simplify qualifications in the sector. The Lingfield report argued for a
change in the debate: ‘from professionalisation of FE to supporting
and enhancing professionalism which we consider already exists . . . ’
(BIS 2012b: 6) suggesting that it ‘should be a matter between employer
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and employee’. This was in line with the new government’s strategy of
deregulating some aspects of the public sector; however, it did not free
educators from regimes of inspection and performance management.
And it has passed regulation back to employers, and not to educators
themselves. Starved of funding and lacking membership support, the IfL
ceased to exist in 2014, passing its assets to the Education and Training
Foundation, an employer-led, government-funded organisation among
whose aims are to ‘support and enhance the quality, professionalism and
efficiency of the education and training system’. The production of
a statement of professional standards for teachers in the sector (ETF
2014), including adult educators, was one of its early tasks. In turn the
ETF set up a self-funding membership organisation, the Society for
Education and Training (SET). While SET presented itself as having
taken on the legacy of the defunct IfL, it is essentially owned by manage-
ment, rather than by its membership. And while its stated aims encompass
promoting the professional status of workers in the post-compulsory sec-
tor, its activities are focused on qualified teacher status, continuing profes-
sional development and practitioner networking. And, significantly, there
is little reference to adult education which takes place outside the remit of
formal education and training providers – particularly in further education.

The Impact on Adult and Community Education

The UK government’s own reports (BIS 2012c, d) attested to the chal-
lenges experienced in non-formal adult education, where adult educators’
contracts and financial resources were frequently so constrained as to make
compliance with an imposed professional qualifications framework unrea-
listic. These reports suggested a divide within adult and community-based
education between ‘compliant’ organisations (which tended to be govern-
ment-funded and therefore in the main, providers of accredited and
vocationally oriented education for adults) and ‘minimally compliant’
organisations, which were unlikely to be funded by government and
which continued to offer non-accredited non-vocational provision. One
thing which was never clear from the limited evidence available on the
qualifications of workers in English adult and community-based educator
was how many adult educators actually held qualifications in their specia-
lised subject area which were equivalent to, or higher than, the basic
qualification required under the regulations imposed from 2001. While
the removal in 2012 of the requirement for professional registration,

60 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



qualification and continuing professional development arguably took the
pressure off adult educators, they have, since then, been rendered almost
invisible in discussions around professional status. Parity with school
teaching was not achieved for any in the post-compulsory sector, least of
all for adult educators. More important for those concerned with pay and
conditions rather than status, that there has been no improvement in the
career prospects of adult and community educators; indeed their margin-
alisation has increased. But there has been a significant increase in the
amount of regulation laid upon them (Groves 2012).

Professional Development and Adult and Community Education
in Aotearoa New Zealand

In New Zealand the impetus to professionalise adult and community
education has been more limited than in England and more focused on
ACE as a distinct sub-sector. There are two possible reasons why the issue
of professionalism has not impacted as strongly in Aotearoa New Zealand
as it has in England. The first is that because of the historically voluntarist
nature of much adult education, the number of full-time staff employed
specifically in adult education work has been relatively small and scattered
and as Tobias suggests,

the vitality of the field of adult education was seen to rest on its voluntary
character and on the fact that it was to a large extent based on the work of a
diverse array of voluntary organisations as well as on the work of gifted
amateurs out to change the world. (Tobias 1996a: 98)

From this perspective forms of professionalism associated with credentia-
lisation and centralised monitoring regimes stand in opposition to trans-
formative non-formal adult education. Second, from the late 1940s until
2011 the bulk of formally organised ACE provision was based in schools.
It tended to be coordinated by paid staff who were school teachers, only a
small portion of whose employment contracts were designated to organis-
ing educational activities for adults. They were therefore as likely to
identify professionally with school teaching, as with adult and community
education. And, as in England, the majority of adult education tutors and
teachers (as opposed to organisers) have been employed part-time for
only a few hours a week and qualified in their subject specialism rather
than as teachers. The policy focus in recent years has therefore been on
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professional development in the ACE sector rather than professionalisa-
tion in Goodson’s (2003) sense of the word.

The election of a Labour Alliance government in 1999 signalled a
benign but interventionist approach to professionalism and standards in
ACE. A key moment for the sector was the publication of the government-
commissioned report Koia! Koia! Towards a Learning Society: The role
of Adult and Community Education (TEC 2001). Koia! Koia! acknowl-
edged the importance of adult and community education in social,
cultural, economic, community and individual development. However, it
argued that the potential of ACE was underdeveloped and that the coor-
dination of provision was patchy. It also suggested that the professional
development of ACE practitioners – coordinators, organisers, tutors, man-
agers and volunteers – had been given insufficient priority compared with
other sectors of education. Capacity building, coordination and professional
development were the key aims of a proposed strategy for the ACE sector.
In order to address the professional development aims of this strategy, the
Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), which was responsible for funding
all forms of post-compulsory education, set up a professional development
working party which co-opted practitioners working in the sector to drive
forward its plans. An ACE Professional Development Strategy and Action
Plan was published in 2005 (TEC 2006). Its stated aim was

to build ACE sector capacity through a well-focused and resourced
approach to professional development.

One of the key assumptions of the TEC was that the ACE sector should
drive its own professional development, working in the main through
regional Adult and Community Education networks. These networks,
which were set up by the TEC, were seen as the key to providing local
coordination for ACE activity and funding under the TEC’s oversight. In
this sense professional development was both carrot (because it was to be
funded by government) and stick (because it was predicated on expecta-
tions about regional coordination of the sector and the introduction
of a more outcomes-based approach to ACE activity) (Bowl 2011).
Professional development was to be geared to meeting government prio-
rities; it was to be more about sector coordination and rationalisation than
it was about individual professionalisation (Table 4.2).

The ACE Professional Development working party pursued the profes-
sional development strategy in the main by commissioning projects which
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Table 4.2 Timeline: Professional development and adult and community educa-
tion in New Zealand

2001 ▪ Publication of Koia! Koia!: towards a learning society focused on Adult and
Community Education (ACE) sector capacity building and: ‘Amanaged approach
to training and professional development’ in the sector. Recommendations:
– identification of key skills for ACE practitioners;
– review of training opportunities;
– attention to biculturalism;
– establishment of a Professional Development Working Group with
membership from the sector and Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) to
develop ‘sector-led’ coordination of professional development.

2005 ▪ ACE Professional Development Strategy and Action Plan (2006–2010):
– vision: success, performance and shared good practice across the sector
through ACE professional development;

– identification of required skills and competencies;
– a ‘communities of practice’ approach to professional development through
funding of regional ACE networks;

– support for professional development ‘champions’;
– sector-led coordination and strategy monitoring.

2007 ▪ Report on ACE sector networks and professional development advocated:
– a broad definition of professional development activities;
– consistent funding for professional development activities and professional
training;

– paid support for part-time tutors to undertake professional development;
– funding for a national tutor training scheme;
– acknowledgement of informal professional development already taking
place.

2008 ▪ ACE Aotearoa assumes responsibility from TEC for implementation of the
Professional Development Strategy responsible for:
– administering grants for professional development activities among ACE
organisations;

– sponsoring an annual hui/fono (conference) for Māori and Pasifika
practitioners;

– creating web-based opportunities for professional development;
– distributing a Professional Development Resource Handbook for
practitioners.

2009 ▪ Election of National Party-led coalition: large-scale budget cuts in ACE
provision

2010 ▪ Evaluation of the ACE Professional Development Strategy noted:
– impact of budget cuts and ACE network restructuring on plans for
professional development;

– lack of sector infrastructure;
– lack of national impact of increased professional development activity.

2011–
2016

▪ ACE Aotearoa continues to administer government funds to support ACE
organisations to address their professional development (PD) priorities.
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consulted with a range of ACE organisations and individuals to identify
the skills and competencies in the sector. It provided funds and support for
professional development through the TEC regional networks and
national conferences. It also commissioned a pilot scheme to develop a
core group of regionally based professional development ‘champions’ who
were experienced practitioners able to offer advice and support to ACE
practitioners. Some of these schemes were limited both in their impact and
in their duration. Underlying problems remained: lack of funding for ACE
itself and a lack of ‘buy in’, from part-time, hard-pressed, poorly remun-
erated or unpaid adult educators, to what was still essentially a top-down
professional development strategy (Bowl 2007; Synergia 2010).

In 2008 the funding and responsibility for implementing of the profes-
sional development strategy were handed over to the sector’s national orga-
nisation ACE Aotearoa which continued, under TEC scrutiny, to pursue the
professional development strategy. However, the rightward-leaning coalition
government elected in 2009 imposed severe budget cuts to the ACE sector
and revised its priorities towards supporting a much narrower range of
adult education activity (TEC 2010b). Low-level funding for regional and
national professional development events has continued through to 2016.
ACE Aotearoa continued too to explore the feasibility of establishing profes-
sional standards for the sector as a whole (Prebble 2012). ACE Aotearoa has
also prioritised the collection of ‘quantifiable data on ACE learner outcomes’
(ACE Aotearoa 2012:3) to persuade government of the value of adult and
community education – an indication of the extent to which concerns about
professional development have been overtaken by concerns about prescrib-
ing, imposing and certifying professional standards and monitoring learner
outcomes. Meanwhile, the idea of a nationally coordinated ACE sector with
increased capacity and improved funding is far from being realised as the
number of schools offering ACE activities has fallen back, and government
subsidised adult education has declined across the board.

SUMMARY: PROFESSIONALISM: TWO VERSIONS –

ONE OUTCOME?
In different ways adult educators in England and New Zealand have
been co-opted into forms of governmental professionalism. In New
Zealand, particularly in the early days of the Labour Coalition, profes-
sional development policy had a softer edge. It encouraged, consulted

64 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



and offered incentives. It was focused on encouraging organisations to
participate in processes designed to promote greater coordination
across a fragmented sector. It also sought to involve practitioners in
defining and organising professional development to meet their own
needs. And while ACE organisations’ participation in regional net-
works and their professional development activities was originally sti-
pulated as a condition of receiving government funding, it was a
stipulation which was not enforced: indeed, it was not well enough
defined to be enforced and not well enough monitored to be enforce-
able. However, funding cutbacks have so heavily impacted on the
sector as to render the hoped-for regional coordination at best patchy,
and at worst non-existent. In England, policy had a much harder edge
and was more clearly focused on controlling individual performance by
imposing tightly prescribed standards and qualification frameworks.
But the current government’s keenness to ‘deregulate’ large parts of
the public sector has meant that the dictates of ideology and policies of
financial stringency have brought an end to direct government inter-
vention in the professionalising project (Table 4.3).

In both countries, government sought to use mediating agencies to
implement policies – giving the appearance of a hands-off approach while
ultimately in control. In both countries too, changes of government have
precipitated policy changes which have derailed professionalising strate-
gies. However, the centralising impetus to specify, control and measure
the outcomes of adult education has remained strong, while the discourse
of professionalisation has done little to improve the status, conditions or
pay of adult educators, as Chapter 6 will demonstrate.

Table 4.3 Two government approaches to professionalism

Professionalising processes England New Zealand

Discourse Professionalisation Professional development
Mode of introduction Imposed Consultative
Focus Individual performance Sector coordination
Level of control Compulsory registration/CPD

(condition of employment)
Mandatory participation
(condition of funding)

Mediation Professional association –

Institute for Learning: registering
body

Sector national
organisation – ACE
Aotearoa: coordination
and distribution of funds
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PART II

Adult Educators’ Working
Lives Researched



CHAPTER 5

Researching Perspectives on Adult
Education Policy and Practice

INTRODUCTION

Section I described the changing context surrounding adult education
through a discussion of international developments in the field. It also
described how these issues have been played out in adult education
policies in England and New Zealand. Section II focuses on the impact
of this changing environment on adult educators’ careers, their profes-
sional identities and their practice through an analysis of the findings of
research conducted with adult educators in England and New Zealand
between 2011 and 2013. In this chapter I explain the rationale for taking a
narrative and comparative approach to researching adult educators’ work
and outline how the research was conducted and how data were collected,
analysed and presented.

A Narrative, Career History Approach

A principal aim of the research was to explore adult educators’ perspec-
tives on their work and the impact of changing policy over the past
40 years through a narrative, career history approach (Middleton 1987,
1996; Goodson 1994; Bathmaker and Harnett 2010). Studies of tea-
chers’ work are important in the context of changing global and national
policies. First, they offer a counter-narrative to the prevailing policy
discourse; in this sense they provide a means by which educators’ views
can be heard above the policy noise. And if, as Goodson suggests,
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teachers in the formal schooling system have tended to exist in the
‘shadows’ of policy prescriptions, this is perhaps even more the case in
the non-formal sector. Adult and community-based educators tend to be
casualised, marginalised, and often – because of the fragmentation of the
field and its lack of employee organisation – they tend not to have a
political voice as an occupational group. An investigation of adult educators’
perspectives places them, for once, at the centre of the action (Goodson 1994:
31). This may on the one hand help them to make meaning of and analyse
their own experiences (Bathmaker and Harnett 2010). On the other, it may
inform those who advocate, write and make policy around adult education,
offering insights into the impact of policy at community and classroom level;
such insights may be more informed than those offered by commentators
who sit outside the day-to-day experience of adult education. Moreover, by
listening to what adult educators tell us, those committed to a broadly
framed view of adult education and learning may be able to discern the
possibilities for challenging dominant ideological and policy perspectives.

The questions arising from a decision to explore the current landscape
of adult education through the narratives of adult educators were
therefore:

• How do adult educators perceive their identities as professionals and
their prospects as workers?

• What philosophical perspectives and professional values guide adult
educators’ work?

• What are adult educators’ perspectives on teaching, learning and the
needs and aspirations of learners who are adults?

• How are adult and community educators navigating the changing
policy landscape of adult education and training?

• What are the prospects for adult and community as a field of practice
in the current policy climate?

A Comparative Approach

There are two reasons why I decided to research the perspectives of adult
educators in England and Aotearoa New Zealand, countries situated at
opposite ends of the globe. The first is personal and professional. In 2006,
I relocated to New Zealand leaving a post as a manager of a community-
based adult education project in England. Like many such initiatives, this
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project (whose staff were all employed on temporary or part-time con-
tracts) had been sustained for the preceding 10 years by a series of short-
term funding sources. Having been widely recognised as successful in
encouraging the educational participation of under-represented adults,
the project was, for the third time in these 10 years, on the verge of
closure (it did indeed close later that year). The project was run under
the auspices of an English university continuing education department
which was itself in the throes of restructuring and subsequent closure.

In New Zealand I took up a post as a manager of an adult and com-
munity education teaching and research team based in a university con-
tinuing education department which, on the face of it, seemed to be in
considerably better shape than similar contexts in England. In the wake of
the election of a Labour coalition government in 1999, adult educators in
New Zealand were relatively buoyant about the future although some
were cautious about the prospect of improved funding accompanying
government statements of commitment to community-based, non-voca-
tional adult education. My prophecies of doom about the way in which
discourses of training, skills, credentialisation and employability were
coming to dominate the field of adult education were treated with some
scepticism.

In making the move to a similar setting in a different part of the world
there is a temptation to compare and contrast and to explore the extent to
which global trends and ‘policy borrowing’ (Phillips 2009) may be miti-
gated or moderated by the particularities of national and cultural contexts.
While comparison can be problematic if it results in over-generalisation, it
can also be instructive (McLean 1992, 1995; Alexander et al. 2000;
Phillips and Schweisfurth 2008; Teichler and Hanft 2009). In the wake
of a general election in 2009 the policy and funding climate for
adult and community education in New Zealand deteriorated drastically
(as described in Chapter 3), prompting me to consider again the extent to
which adult education policy and practice are influenced by global trends
and internationally dominant ideologies as well as by national historical,
cultural and political contexts (S. Ball 1998).

The second reason may be justified by academic and political, rather
than personal, curiosity. It is widely agreed that globalisation is impacting
not just on economic relations, but on almost every aspect of national life –
political, social and cultural (Giddens 1990; Waters 1995; UNESCO
2001; Harvey 2005). Globalisation entails the contraction of time and
space in such a way that ideas may be rapidly transported across great
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distances and their influence brought to bear on local policies and prac-
tices. At the same time it is argued (S. Ball 1998; Rust in Alexander et al.
2000) that globalisation does not inevitably herald homogeneity across
nations. As Rust suggests in relation to education, alongside increasing
global uniformity in institutional organisation, curricula and the training
of teachers, attention is also paid by national governments, local commu-
nities and extra-governmental organisations to local issues of culture and
diversity. Hence it seems instructive to explore the impact of globalisation
on the extent to which policy ‘migrates’ (Phillips 2009) to and from
countries which share some aspects of a common heritage and history
but which also have quite different historical and cultural antecedents. The
questions which arise from a decision to explore adult education policy
and practice in two countries are therefore:

• To what extent have national adult education policies and practices
in England and New Zealand been influenced by global discourses?

• How have ideas, policies and practices which circulate around adult
education touched down similarly or differently in England and New
Zealand?

• What similarities and differences can be discerned in the values,
perceptions, practices and prospects of adult educators in England
and New Zealand?

THE PROCESS OF RESEARCHING ADULT

EDUCATORS’ CAREERS

The research began in early 2011. In the main it involved the collection of
narrative data from interviews with adult educators working in diverse
settings in England and New Zealand. It also involved gathering informa-
tion about adult education policy and practice from publicly available
sources in both countries.

The Adult Educators

Defining adult education as a field of practice is not straightforward and
has become increasingly difficult in the context of the policy shifts and
cutbacks described in Section I. In New Zealand there is still a discernible
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ACE sector whose activities encompass literacy, numeracy and ESOL
provision, education for personal, social and community development
and Māori language and culture. Its workers are likely to be found in
community, voluntary and iwi-based (Māori tribal) organisations, Rural
Education Activities Programmes (REAPs), schools, colleges and univer-
sities. While the boundaries of adult education are fuzzy, it is possible to
identify a cohort of workers in New Zealand who identify themselves as
adult and community educators. With the exception of a small number of
practitioners in larger national organisations and tertiary institutions, they
are likely to be employed on casual, hourly-paid contracts or as unpaid
volunteers. In England, cuts in funding for adult education activity
which is not skills-related, together with restrictions on local government
and voluntary sector expenditure, have drastically reduced the field. The
concentration of funding within further education colleges catering
primarily for 16- to 18-year-olds has diluted the notion of adult educa-
tion, confining it largely to basic skills and ESOL or re-naming it for
funding purposes as ‘Personal and Community Development Learning’
(PCDL). Budget cuts in the post-compulsory education sector, both
past and planned, have further eroded educational provision for adults.
Many adult educators in England have been re-designated, dispersed
or displaced. However, there still remains a group of organisers, tea-
chers and tutors, many of whom are hourly paid or self-employed,
working in local authorities, colleges, universities and non-government
organisations.

Participation was sought from people identifying themselves as adult
educators, regardless of their employment status or context. National
networks of adult educators were identified in each country and participa-
tion was sought via email through these networks. Purposive sampling
(Silverman 2000; Luttrell 2010) was utilised to ensure that, as a whole, the
participants broadly represented the field in terms of age, gender, length of
experience and work context. However, the gendered nature of adult
education work (particularly in face to face teaching) means that
women make up the vast majority of those interviewed. Furthermore,
I did not specifically ensure representativeness in terms of ethnicity. A
snowballing approach (Hall and Hall 1996: 109) was also utilised where
there were ‘gaps’ in offers of participation (for example among male
adult educators, educators newer to the field and educators who were
not of European (Pākehā) heritage). Of 39 responses from England, and
41 from New Zealand, 31 interviews resulted in each country – a total
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of 62. Details of the participants, in terms of their country of work,
gender, length of experience and employment location are tabulated
below (Table 5.1).

A number of points are worth noting. First, the fact that women made
up the overwhelming majority of those interviewed reflects the composi-
tion of the field of adult and community education – particularly those
working as literacy, numeracy and ESOL teachers. To that extent this is
largely a book about women’s working lives. Second, of those males who
were interviewed most were, or had been until recently, employed in full-
time positions. This was in contrast to the women interviewed, the major-
ity of whom were employed on a part-time basis (though frequently in
more than one job). Again, this seems to reflect the status of women in the
adult education field, and more widely in post-compulsory education, as
over-represented among hourly paid, part-time or casual workers. Third,
the majority of those who identified themselves as adult educators and
who volunteered to be interviewed had been working in adult education
for more than 10 years. It was quite difficult to locate participants who
were newer to the field and who regarded themselves as adult educators
rather than – or as well as – lecturers, trainers or teachers within a specific
setting. This may be indicative of the shift away from the notion
of community-based adult educator to that of teacher or trainer based
within a large institution (particularly in England) or private company

Table 5.1 Research participants in England and New Zealand

New Zealand England

Gender Male 3 7
Female 28 24

Experience 0–5 years 5 3
6–10 years 6 4
11–20 years 10 10
21–30 years 4 8
31 years plus 6 6

Sector Community/voluntary/trade union 11 4
Local/central government 4 12
Schools-based adult and community education (ACE) 4 0
University/college 2 14
Freelance/self-employed 10 1

Totals 31 31
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(particularly New Zealand). It also reflects the general decline in adult
education as a recognised field of practice.

Fourth, differences in employment settings between New Zealand and
England are apparent, reflecting historical differences in the structuring
of adult and community education, as well as the more recent policy
developments in the two countries. The majority of those adult educators
interviewed in New Zealand were employed in the voluntary or commu-
nity sectors or in schools or were working on a freelance basis. Schools-
based adult education (which had been one of the strongest areas for
ACE practice) was in decline as a result of government cuts in funding
(discussed in Chapter 3). A number of those interviewed had recently
moved from the schools sector to self-employment. Moreover, in New
Zealand the majority of ESOL and literacy provision was organised by
two major non-government organisations (Literacy Aotearoa and
English Language Partners). In England ESOL and basic skills provision
is now mainly based in further education colleges; schools-based adult
education has been a rarity in recent years. At the time of the interviews
some local education authorities were still offering adult education provi-
sion, but were in the throes of reorganisation and retrenchment as a result
of local government funding cuts. While any claims for the generalisa-
bility of the findings from interviews with these adult educators are made
with considerable caution, every attempt was made to ensure a spread
of participation across the sectors in both countries, and the interviews
are illustrative of what appeared to be the situation at the time they
took place.

The Interviews

Wherever possible audio-recorded face-to-face interviews were conducted.
However, for reasons of availability and geography (particularly in New
Zealand where distances are often long and travelling by public transport
can be a challenge), it was sometimes necessary to conduct telephone,
Skype or email interviews. The interview questions were broadly similar in
all cases and participants were invited to discuss:

• Their career trajectories as adult education practitioners – how they
came into the field of adult education, what training they had under-
gone, what work they had undertaken in the past and how they were
currently employed
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• Their philosophies and values as adult educators – how they viewed
themselves as teachers, their relationships with adult learners and
what they saw as the aim and purpose of their efforts

• The ways in which their practice had changed over the course of
their careers – the extent to which changing policy and funding
impacted on their philosophy and values, their relationships with
adult learners, their colleagues, their employers and their approach
to their work

• The perceived challenges and opportunities for adult education in
the next 10 years – how they saw themselves as adult educators in the
future and how they saw their career prospects

The interviews took place over the period between May 2011 and January
2012, during which time different policy changes were impacting on the
adult and community education sectors in the two countries. In England,
changes to the funding of ESOLprovision and a dispute around the enforced
‘professionalisation’ of the post-compulsory sector (discussed in Chapter 4)
were ongoing. In New Zealand, widespread cuts and changed priorities and
targets in the adult and community education (ACE) sector were still being
worked through on the ground. The preoccupations of the adult educators
in the two countries reflected the specifics of the local policy contexts.

Analysing the Interview Data

Data were analysed for recurrent or contrasting themes across contexts,
lengths of experience, and other factors differentiating between adult
educators, and for cross-country differences and similarities (Wolcott
1994). The themes which guided the writing of Chapters 6–9 were:

• The idea of a career in adult education: how adult educators entered
into and trained for their careers, how they viewed their work and
their career prospects.

• Adult educators’ philosophies: how beliefs and values guided their
practice and the extent to which they felt their practice was informed
by adult education theory.

• Adult educator agency and resistance: how experienced adult educa-
tors accommodate or resist policy directives which conflict with their
beliefs about the purpose of adult education.
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• Strategic responses to changes in the structure and funding of adult
education: how adult educators and the organisations advocating for
adult education respond to changing policy and increasing financial
stringency.

In Chapter 6, I focus on portraits of early-, mid- and late-career adult
educators in both countries to illustrate the impact of career uncertainty at
different stages in the working life. In Chapter 7, I use extracts from a
number of the interviews to demonstrate the range of philosophical posi-
tions among, and the differences in emphasis between, adult educators in
England and New Zealand. In Chapter 8, I focus on the narratives of
particular individuals, this time four experienced adult educators, as their
stories suggest how adult educators work with or against policy which they
see as hampering their work. In Chapter 9, I use short extracts from a
number of interviews to illustrate the strategic considerations of adult
educators in the two countries.

In presenting the analysed data I have considered the ethics of portray-
ing the feelings and perspectives of others, and taken as my ‘acid test’
Sikes’ (2010) question – how I would feel if my own narrative were
portrayed? I have therefore removed hesitations and digressions where
they have seemed to be irrelevant to what the interviewee was trying to
say. I have also removed identifying information as far as possible, without
changing the individual’s narrative.

Documentary Sources

Adult educators’ identities are shaped by social and political contexts as well
as by their personal biographies. Another aim of the research was to explore
adult educators’ experiences within these contexts (Jephcote and Salisbury
2009). During the period when the interviews were being conducted policy
in both countries continued to change. In the period since the interviews
were conducted, the policy landscape has continued to shift in ways which
have not favoured the recognition and funding of non-vocational and non-
accredited adult education. Publicly available documentary sources on
developments in adult education policy and practice in England and New
Zealand have therefore been accessed. These include published and unpub-
lished reports, policy documents, conference proceedings, campaign brief-
ings and newsletters which have been analysed to illustrate the context in
which adult educators consider their work, their careers and their futures.
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SUMMARY

This chapter has described my personal, professional, political and aca-
demic reasons for undertaking research with adult educators in two coun-
tries which have close ties, but different geographical, cultural and
historical contexts. It has also explained why a narrative, career history
approach was taken to examining the working lives of adult educators. The
chapters which follow are based primarily on data gathered from semi-
structured interviews with 62 adult educators – evenly split between the
two countries – working full-time, part-time or in a voluntary capacity and
in a variety of settings. They also draw on published and unpublished
documentary material which provides information about the context
for adult educators’ practice. The remaining chapters in this book are
informed by themes emerging from the research and seek to offer an
account which foregrounds the perspectives of adult educators on the
state of adult education in England and New Zealand and their work
within it.
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CHAPTER 6

A ‘Non-career’: Occupational Identities
and Career Trajectories

I feel like a Polar Bear sitting on an iceberg which is slowly melting.
My environment is being slowly whittled away, and what’s left of it is not
enough to make a living. I’m virtually unemployed in a sense.

(Carla, England, part-time adult educator
and volunteer, 30 years plus)

I think the first point I’d make is that it’s definitely a non-career.

(Imogen, New Zealand, part-time adult
educator and volunteer, 30 years plus)

INTRODUCTION

Fifty years ago, it was possible to define a ‘career’ as: ‘A succession of related
jobs, arranged in a hierarchy of prestige, through which persons move in an
ordered, predictable sequence’ (Wilensky 1960: 127, cited in; Sikes et al.
1985).While such a predictable progression has rarely characterised women’s
working lives, it now seems more generally unthinkable from the perspective
of a globalised and marketised economic and political climate. Historically,
too, a career in the public sector was associated with a balance between a
service ethic and a degree of job security and public respect. But since the
1980s, government pressures to drive down public sector expenditure and to
restructure public service provision have resulted in work intensification, loss
of job security and increasing demoralisation among public sector workers
(De Ruyter et al. 2008). And at the same time the ‘flexible’, ‘portfolio’ or
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‘contingent’ worker has become an established feature of the employment
scene in much of Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand
(Handy 1994; Feldman 2006). The deterioration in adult educators’
job security needs to be seen against the background of attacks on workers’
rights and trade union organisation from the early 1980s onwards (Kirk and
Wall 2011). Both are manifestations of the same ideological thrust.

In this context, the careers of educators in the formal schooling and
tertiary sectors have received a good deal of research attention over the
years (Ball and Goodson 1985; Sikes et al. 1985; Day 1999; Avis 1999;
Kirk and Wall 2011). This is not the case in adult education. The casualised
nature of adult educators’ work reflects not only its voluntarist roots but also
the historical marginality of concerns about education beyond compulsory
school age. Moreover, there has been a tradition whereby evening classes for
working people have been taught by educators who had day jobs elsewhere.
Therefore, arguably, remuneration levels were not a priority (Tobias 1996a;
Osborne and Sankey 2009). But adult education has been the sole or main
occupation of some in both England and New Zealand. And it is strange
when one considers the policy preoccupation with the professionalisation
and professional development of adult educators (discussed in Chapter 4)
that so little attention has been paid to their working lives and conditions.
Against the wider background of increasing job insecurity, this chapter
explores what it means to have a career in adult education through the
narratives of six adult educators in England and New Zealand who are at
different stages in their work lives. Their stories exemplify some of the
challenges to the notion of a career in adult education – the haphazard nature
of entry into the field, the opportunities and difficulties of portfolio or
contingent working (Handy 1994: Feldman 2006) and the uncertainty and
disillusion faced by adult educators as they contemplate the future. Career
identity refers here to the ways in which adult educators define and re-define
themselves as practitioners, make meaning of their work and envisage their
working futures (Ball and Goodson 1985; Epstein 1978; Sachs 2003; Lasky
2005; Ecclestone 2007; Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997; Kirk andWall 2011).

As Fig. 6.1 suggests, an individual’s career identity may include perso-
nal and social factors arising from past experiences (family, education and
previous work background), the present context for practice (the political
and economic climate, workplace norms and discourses) or envisaged
futures (which may involve consideration of job opportunities, promotion,
redundancy or retirement). Career identity is also influenced by an indivi-
dual’s values and beliefs about the nature and purposes of adult education.
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Careers are therefore shaped by structural factors, by political and economic
climates and by subjective values, dispositions and biographies (Ball and
Goodson 1985; Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997; Kirk and Wall 2011). Like
the term career, the concept of a career trajectory might once have implied a
fairly straightforward progression from ‘launch’ to ‘landing’ (Huberman
1995). It is doubtful that this has ever been the case for teachers of adults,
who are likely to come to teaching late in life and whose work might be
hourly-paid or run alongside other commitments. The concept of career
trajectory here is used descriptively to refer to past, present and contem-
plated future work roles, influenced both by external factors and those
specific to the individual, including their aspirations and desires.
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Fig. 6.1 Factors influencing career identity
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SIX PORTRAITS OF A CAREER IN ADULT EDUCATION

This section describes the careers of adult educators through the narratives
of six interviewees who were at different stages in their working lives, three
from New Zealand and three from England. The portraits illustrate how,
typically, adult educators enter the field, the qualification routes they take,
the value they place on their work and their view of their career prospects.
I begin with a brief pen picture of each adult educator.

Portrait One: Moira, England, Full-Time Community Adult Educator,
5 Years
Moira studied Art at university and wanted to be a professional artist.
In the meantime she had combined a number of part-time jobs,
including teaching ‘A’ level media studies and care work. Having
gained a full-time job in a care home she temporarily abandoned
teaching. She eventually returned to part-time adult teaching and
at this point gained a teaching certificate. She then studied for a
Master’s degree in photography. Moira was offered work with a local
education authority, teaching drama and digital photography. As
cuts began to bite, she moved from this role to become a lead
tutor with another authority. Although her job was relatively secure
at the time of the interview, she was concerned about the future.

Portrait Two: Karen, New Zealand, Part-Time Adult Educator and
Volunteer, 6 Years
Karen had trained and worked as a primary school teacher. However,
when she and her family moved to a new town she gained employ-
ment as a school-based ACE coordinator. This part-time job was one
aspect of her wider voluntary involvement in community education
activities. Karen had recently been made redundant following gov-
ernment cutbacks to ACE provision in schools. She now teaches an
art-based leisure class at her local college on an hourly-paid basis and
continues to work as a volunteer in her community.

Portrait Three: Alex, England, Full-Time College-Based Adult
Educator, 11 Years
Alex had been a mature student at a residential adult education
college. He had gone on from college to study for a degree in
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sociology and a postgraduate certificate in post-compulsory educa-
tion (PGCE). Because he had been keen to combine travel and paid
work he also studied for a qualification to teach English as a foreign
language. He gained part-time work in a college, teaching sociology
on an access to higher education course but he needed full-time
work to support his family. Eventually he gained full-time employ-
ment as a resident tutor at the college where he had himself been a
student. Over time, he took on more of a teaching role at the college
and became a full-time, permanently employed social sciences teacher.
However, in the light of changing policy in post-compulsory educa-
tion he felt that his future prospects as a teacher of a non-vocational
subject were far from secure.

Portrait Four: Debbie, New Zealand, Part-Time ESOL Tutor, 12 Years
Debbie worked as a literacy and language teacher with migrant
learners in a community setting. Her specialist focus was ‘pre-literate
learners’ who tended to be older women or people with disabilities.
She began as a volunteer and slowly picked up more paid work over
the years. Debbie had a degree in social sciences but when she began
teaching she did not have a teaching qualification. She therefore
studied part-time at her local polytechnic, gaining a certificate in
adult teaching and a graduate diploma in teaching ESOL. Debbie
was becoming frustrated by funding constraints and lack of profes-
sional recognition. At the time of the interview she was deciding
whether to give up adult education work.

Portrait Five: Carla, England, Part-Time Adult Educator and Volunteer,
30 Years Plus
Carla’s teaching areas included IT, history, philosophy, science and
politics. She also taught on a further education teachers’ certificate
course. She had worked for a range of employers in the voluntary,
local government and college sectors – frequently in more than one
job at any one time. She had a Bachelor’s degree and was qualified
teacher of adults. She held local and national roles representing the
interests of adult educators. The variety of hourly paid jobs on which
she relied had progressively been reducing. She had gone from
working five days to less than six hours a week. At the same time
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she could not afford to retrain: she was in a ‘qualifications trap’ as a
result of government regulations which had withdrawn fee subsidies
from people already holding higher level or professional qualifications.

Portrait Six: Imogen, New Zealand, Part-Time Adult Educator and
Volunteer, 30 Years Plus
Imogen’s involvement in adult education dated back to her child-
hood in Italy where lifelong learning had been embedded in the
everyday activities of work and community life. She had not planned
to become a teacher, but she began teaching English on a voluntary,
and then on a part-time paid basis and she trained to become a
teacher of English as a foreign language. It was a means of support-
ing herself while she pursued her ambition to travel. Imogen taught
English in Europe and Asia and eventually settled in New Zealand.
She began teaching Italian privately to small groups. She also linked
up with the Workers’ Educational Association. Imogen’s career
was one of hourly-paid or casual contracts and voluntary work in a
variety of adult education settings. For some years she managed the
tension between a philosophical commitment to a non-institutional
approach to adult education and earning a living. However,
policy and funding changes increasingly restricted the opportu-
nities for work. As cuts to ACE funding began to bite, opportu-
nities to teach on a paid basis had almost entirely dried up and
Imogen was reflecting on the course of what she described as her
‘non career’.

ROUTES TO A ‘NON-CAREER’
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) critique past theories of career choice
(Krumboltz 1979; Super 1980; Kidd 1984) for their tendency to over-
emphasise the technical and rational nature of career decisions and to
under-emphasise social and cultural opportunities and constraints. They
identify individuals’ decision-making as being determined by wider
social, political, economic and cultural contexts in interaction with the
individual and immediate concerns of people’s lives. These may include
personal preferences, unforeseen circumstances and desired futures.
They may also include an element of chance. Each individual’s horizon
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for action will therefore be differently determined, while also being
structured by wider social realities. However, some common themes
are identifiable in the narratives of adult educators in this study which
are illustrated in the six portraits presented in this chapter. The first is the
haphazard nature of the choice of adult education as a career; the second
is the attraction of adult education as a ‘fall-back’ career for those whose
horizons for action involve an element of risk or uncertainty; the third
is the association of adult education work with social and community
purpose.

‘Falling Into’ Adult Education

Few of those interviewed appeared to have entered adult teaching
through the kind of planned route generally associated with school
teaching. Alex’s: ‘I fell into it!’ was illustrative of remarks made by a
number of others, and has been noted elsewhere (Osborne and Sankey
2009; Jephcote and Salisbury 2009). Alex, one of the few of those
interviewed who was in a permanent, full-time post, became an adult
educator almost by default after he had gained his Social Science
degree:

I couldn’t afford to do a Master’s degree, so a PGCE was the alternative . . .
I wasn’t fed up with education after I got my degree, but I didn’t get a good
enough degree to be paid to do a Masters. I had 2 young children and
so I thought, I need to get some training under my belt, a profession . . . So
I thought, I’m not bored with education, I can still get a grant to do a
PGCE and my mum was on my back saying you’d better get something out
of this degree.

However, he also linked his career choice with his own biography –

returning to education later in life after a less than successful school
experience, followed by spells of unemployment. Being an adult retur-
ner to education and a mature entrant to higher education gave him
contacts in and experience of adult education which eased his entry to a
career. Like a number of others, he was also attracted by the transfer-
ability of adult education qualifications to other contexts. The idea of
training as a foreign language teacher suited Alex’s aim to earn money
while travelling.

Imogen too, who described her 30 years as a teacher of adults as a non-
career had seen the potential value of training as a teacher of English as a
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foreign language as a means to combine work and international travel
which eventually brought her from Europe to New Zealand:

I never wanted to be a teacher because my mother was a teacher. I was going
to be a journalist or a public servant and I secretly always wanted to write but
I felt that was a self-indulgent thing that rich people do when they’ve got
spare time . . . But I started working with adult groups, ESOL groups in the
UK. I worked as a volunteer and did a little bit of paid work for a community
language centre. That was because I wanted to travel.

The casual nature of much adult education work (particularly in the field
of language and literacy teaching) means that paid work opportunities may
emerge as a result of, or in addition to, unremunerated voluntary work.
This reflects the historical position of adult education whose activities have
had a marginal status in public policy. The idea of a skilled teacher not
being paid for providing educational opportunities would be unlikely to
be well received in school-based education. It has been widely accepted in
adult education.

A ‘Fall-Back’ Career

Combining paid work with overseas travel was one reason why an indivi-
dual might see adult education as a positive career choice. Another was its
flexibility for individuals whose ultimate career aspirations entailed a
degree of risk and uncertainty. For example, it could be used to advantage
by graduates who had personal aims which required a fall-back position. It
had made practical sense to Moira, an artist, who had been looking for
paid work which did not compromise her main career aim:

I thought that teaching was a good way to combine being a practising artist
and being able to earn money to live.

It was also a part-time option for professionally qualified women wishing
to re-enter the labour market and combine work with care commitments,
like Debbie, who had to give up full-time work as a librarian when one
of her children became ill. In adult literacy and language education,
it has been common for teaching roles to be performed on a voluntary
or hourly-paid basis by women combining work with childcare responsi-
bilities. In this sense, adult education is gendered work. Women’s
over-representation in part-time and hourly-paid roles appears to have
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changed little since 1997 when Jane Thompson, writing of the situation
in England noted:

Women constitute the majority of volunteer tutors in literacy, adult basic
education and English as a second language schemes. They are also more
likely than men to be part time tutors in local authority provision. As such
they have little influence, receive low rates of pay. And enjoy no recognisable
career structure except as token women in an essentially male-dominated
profession. (Thompson 1997: 45)

Little surprise then perhaps, that adult educators have enjoyed limited
success in winning improved remuneration and employment conditions.

A Career with a Social Mission

For a sizable proportion of those interviewed, the idea of a career as an
adult educator was explicitly values-driven. In New Zealand, in particular,
paid work was often only one aspect of the community activity undertaken
by adult educators. This seems to reflect the strongly networked nature of
some communities in New Zealand, particularly in rural and semi-rural
settings. Karen’s profile illustrates this. She describes her activist motiva-
tions which coincided with her need for a job:

I have always been interested and involved with people of all ages. We shifted
to a new town . . . There was quite an extensive ACE programme, but I could
see how it could be done better. When the job came up, I applied. My
background also includes a stint as chair of another college community
education committee as a trustee. So there has been an interest for a long time.

Similarly, Debbie linked her career choice with her personal experience
and she took up unpaid adult education work, initially, out of a commit-
ment to promote literacy and language learning:

I have always been interested in reading and writing. Over my life I have met
many local people who went through the school system and came out the
other side unable to read and write well or almost not at all. My husband was
severely dyslexic and unable to read until aged thirty . . . Our grandson is
also severely dyslexic and sadly has had very little sensible help through the
school system . . . I guess that was one motivation. My second motivation
was my interest in the arrival of refugees from Somalia and Ethiopia in my
home city about fifteen years ago. I wanted to meet them.
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Carla’s motivation was born from a commitment to education for democ-
racy. She had chosen to work as an adult educator to sustain a career
identity which was congruent with her beliefs:

I am very passionate about education; it’s welded into virtually everything
I do. In many respects I’m like a lot of part-timers and contractual people
working in the business, I did it because I wanted to do it; because I was
enthusiastic about it. It changes people’s lives.

The sense of social mission was a recurring theme. Not only was it
common for these adult educators to work well beyond the terms of
their paid contracts; participation in voluntary work in outside paid work
was also commonplace. This suggests some continuity between adult
educators’ sense of their own teacher identities and their public, commu-
nity and personal identities. However, this was not recognised in their
social status, their conditions of work or in the way they are positioned by
policy discourses of professionalisation.

The Double-Edged Sword of Non-standard Career Routes

It is difficult to imagine adult education being proposed as a career
pathway for a young person planning their future. Because there is no
clear way in, there has been a tendency for people to ‘fall’ in. Career
decisions combined pragmatism and idealism. On the one hand,
the philosophical underpinnings of adult education – radical or liberal/
humanistic – have attracted people whose perspectives on education were
as likely to be driven by public service ideals as by career aspirations.
Adult education’s connection with the idea of a reforming or ameliorat-
ing ‘mission’ has meant that those who choose to work within it have
seen their work as intrinsically important, over and above financial
reward. This has made their exploitation as workers relatively easy. The
strength of social and emotional commitment to adult education, parti-
cularly among longstanding adult educators, whose entry to the field
coincided with a more radical period in adult education’s history, has
challenged their educator identities as their status and working condi-
tions have worsened. On the other hand, the flexibility of a career in
adult education work has been useful for combining work with other
commitments and aspirations. In this sense, the casual nature of adult
education work may have been used to advantage. However, this tends
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to reinforce its low status and helps to account for its relative lack of
worker organisation. Both motivations tend to work against the pro-
spects for job security and a level of remuneration which reflects the level
of expertise required.

QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS

If the reasons for entering a career in adult education are varied, quali-
fication pathways are equally so. There has traditionally been no single
qualification route to teaching in adult education and, in England in
particular, they have been subject to a good deal of change, as discussed
in Chapter 4. Attempts to impose a qualifications framework on workers
in post-compulsory education in England were only partially successful –
and least successful of all in the adult and community learning sector
(BIS 2012b, c)

Most of the adult educators interviewed in the course of the research
for this book had subject-specialist undergraduate and postgraduate qua-
lifications; most also possessed teaching, social work, management or
other professional credentials. Of the 62 adult educators interviewed
almost all held a bachelor’s degree or a teaching qualification. Most held
both a degree and a professional qualification in teaching or a related
professional area. A number held multiple qualifications – in their subject
area and in teaching (Table 6.1).

Of the six adult educators whose narratives are recorded in this chapter,
all were qualified to teach: Alex, Moira and Carla in England were quali-
fied teachers of adults, and in New Zealand Imogen was qualified as a
TEFL teacher, Karen was a trained primary school teacher and Debbie was
qualified as a teacher of adults and in teaching English to speakers of other
languages. The picture which emerges is one of multiple qualifications
acquired through a desire to increase knowledge and improve practice,
rather than through prescription. Moira explains:

I began by doing a PTLLS [Preparing to Teach in the Lifelong Learning
Sector] certificate just so I could teach adults in 2007. I realised I would
rather go down the academic route thereafter and I completed my post-
graduate certificate in post-compulsory Education in 2009. Not long after
this I completed my QTLS [Qualified Teacher Learning and Skills].
I immediately followed this by doing a Master’s Degree in Digital
Photography at university. I am still studying for this and should be
completed in 2012 and hope to continue on to a PhD.
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As we saw in Chapter 4 in England and New Zealand professional devel-
opment and training have been central to debates about funding of adult
education. However, the evidence here suggests that adult educators were
not lacking in education or training; indeed they sought it out, though
their efforts to do were sometimes frustrated. In Carla’s case, the UK
government’s denial of subsidy for studies at a level equivalent to or lower
than that already achieved (the ‘ELQ’ – equivalent or lower qualification
regulation) meant that she could not retrain when her teaching work
began to dry up.

I’m trying desperately to retrain, which I have found difficult to do. I’m
caught in the qualification and funding trap. I already have a degree, so
I can’t retrain at the same level without paying enormously high fees which
I can’t afford. As somebody who has already got a degree I can’t apply for a
loan to get another degree . . . In effect, I’m locked out of progression,
expanding my dimensions, because there isn’t the opportunity there – the
support for people with low incomes even though their qualification might
be quite high level. I can’t move in either direction.

The level of training and qualifications evident among this group of adult
educators gives the lie to their characterisation, in both England and New
Zealand, as workers in need of professional development. At the same time
opportunities to study adult education theory and practice at higher levels
have become fewer in both countries and the policy focus has been on
lower level training and professional development.

CONTINGENT CAREERS

The patterns of tenure for the adult educators interviewed for this book
are indicated below (Table 6.2):

It was difficult to identify full-time adult educators in New Zealand,
apart from those working in larger national organisations. At the time of
the interviews cuts to school- and university-based adult education had
reduced further the number of full-time and fractional contracts. In
England, full-time adult educators were employed in local authority com-
munity education departments and in further education colleges, as well as
in national organisations although, at the time these interviews were
conducted, those in local authority employment were at risk from govern-
ments cuts in local government funding.
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Around half those interviewed held part-time jobs. These were char-
acteristically paid by the face-to-face teaching hour – often without pre-
paration time included. Some combined paid part-time work with
voluntary work, or paid contracts with self-employment. Some were for-
mally ‘retired’ but taught a few hours a week. A sizable proportion of
those interviewed held multiple, variable contracts – they were what
Handy (1994) has described as portfolio workers and what others have
called ‘contingent’ employees (Feldman 2006; Redpath et al. 2009).
Contingent employment is a growing global trend; it has become increas-
ingly common among higher-skilled workers (Redpath et al. 2009),
though arguably it has long been a feature of adult education work. Its
defining characteristics include less than full-time engagement with
more than one employer, and contracts of limited or unpredictable
duration.

Carla, in England, and Imogen, in New Zealand, were contingent
workers of long standing. Their career patterns were strikingly similar.
Both had worked in universities and colleges, for the WEA and commu-
nity-based organisations on multiple casual contracts in their respective
countries, as Carla explains:

I’ve done stuff in Further Education and I have done quite a lot of stuff in
higher education as well. But these areas do overlap on a regular basis. I’m a
contractual tutor who does these things on a whenever it’s possible basis . . .
I’ve worked for pretty well every organisation you can think of, including a
lot you have probably never heard of.

Similarly, Imogen described her non-institutional orientation and her
commitment to creating learning opportunities as much as to earning a
living:

The way I chose to work was making decisions based on what they call
kaupapa.1 By definition that’s really the opposite of looking for a job in an
institution and then working for the institution. I’ve had a terrific amount of
involvement – working with, working for, working on projects, being
involved in meetings with people who work in institutions. And I can see
that the focus is often totally different; you’re serving the institution and it’s
called adult education, or community education; those are they names that
are given but the reality is that it is an institutional function, you have
constraints and it’s not to do with meeting learning needs, but it’s to do
with meeting the institution’s needs.
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As well as working on hourly-paid contracts and as a volunteer WEA
committee member Imogen had brought small groups of people together
who shared a common interest in language learning, running classes in
private homes and charging the group just enough for her to make a small
profit, or joining upwith local organisations to set up classes on a shoestring.

The other aspect of adult educators’ contingent careers was that their
commitment often extended well beyond what they were paid for. Again,
this had both positive and negative implications for a part-time, commu-
nity-based worker like Debbie:

I have never worked in an institutional educational setting which means
I work harder and am paid less than my contemporaries, but also have had
more freedom in how/what I teach, less emphasis on assessment (pass /fail)
and a much more holistic approach to learners.

This was not only the case for part-time workers – indeed it will be familiar
story for people working across all sectors of education. Moira described
the hours of unpaid work she undertook at home and the impact of
monitoring regimes on creative adult education:

. . . there is a lot more paperwork in order to ‘prove’ that you do a lot of things.
For instance to prove that you differentiate, that you are embedding key skills,
that you have used sustainability, that you have set goal. All of these things
now have to be shown and evidenced . . . I think that evidencing to an extent
is needed but it does mean that all the creativity can be sucked right out of you
in order to ensure that you have done other things! . . . I also think that teachers
are leaving the teaching profession as they are expected to do a lot more for a
lot less. I do a lot of work at home for my job, most of which is basically unpaid
and so do many other teachers and this is why good teachers give up.

Karen’s profile too, illustrates the casualised and temporary nature of adult
education work in New Zealand. At the time she was interviewed, the cuts
to school-based adult education in New Zealand had just began to make
their impact felt and many schools were withdrawing altogether from their
involvement in ACE.

Having been suddenly widowed with two dependents, and then losing
my ACE job, I have continued to work voluntarily in my local community.
I sit on the Ministry of Social Development’s community response
forum . . . I am a trustee for the Arts Centre and I’m currently working
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on designing an Arts education programme there in conjunction with a
small group of others . . . Very exciting! All this is voluntary and I’m also
seeking paid employment.

While not all those interviewed were contingent employees, there was a
strong tendency for this to be the case, particularly for women.
Contingent employment has considerable advantages for the employer –
it is easier to control costs and avoids the need to factor in holidays, staff
development and training. For some workers too, it offers a degree of
autonomy and challenge. However, as Redpath et al. (2009) have sug-
gested, contingent employment brings with it psychological uncertainty as
well as negative effects on future career prospects.

CONTEMPLATING THE FUTURE: CAREER PROSPECTS

IN ADULT EDUCATION

Looking at the data overall it is first worth noting that of the 62 people
interviewed for this research just under one-third had already experienced
redundancy or reduced working hours, had recently retired or were plan-
ning to leave publicly funded adult education altogether – a stark indica-
tion of the problems faced for adult educators considering their future
careers. The attitudes to the future of those remaining in employment
ranged from resigned pessimism to desperation. Although in permanent
full-time employment, Alex was aware that dedicated college-based work
with mature students was at risk:

I think the problem is that the government are killing the whole Access
movement off, with the idea that they are not going to fund over 25s. As far
as I can see, education, you either pay for it yourself or forget it. Most people
coming from poorer backgrounds are not going to have the money . . . If the
changes come in, then our access course has got another year and it’s finished.

In the meantime he was prepared to hold on and adjust to changing policy
circumstances. Debbie too, had concluded that uncertainly and insecurity
were the price to be paid for working ‘on the margins’ of education.
However, she was reaching the limits of her own ability to endure:

. . . I have come to accept that this work will never be properly funded and
those of us who work on the outer edge of the profession will not be
respected in what we do as we are seen as not fully professional. Also as
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our students are marginal people, our role is seen as of marginal importance.
However that all doesn’t really worry me that much as I have always felt
comfortable on the margins because that is where creativity and innovation
flourish. . . . unfortunately after 12 years I’m tired and broke and I feel my
time is nearly up in this job . . .

Of the six adult educators whose narratives are related in this chapter,
Carla and Imogen whose careers were longest, whose commitment was
the most strongly expressed in social terms and who had been most
dependent on multiple contracts with multiple employers were both
close to despair. Imogen described the collapse of her WEA classes with
the loss of ACE funding in New Zealand. Likewise, Carla had lost her
WEA teaching and much of her other work:

Two years ago I would have been teaching five days a week for four and a
half hours a day contact time; and three nights and occasional weekend day
schools. Although it wasn’t a huge income, it was enough to keep me going.
Now it has shrunk to about six hours a week. It’s a huge drop. Every so
often I’ll get letters from my employers saying we’re facing redundancies, we
don’t know what’s going to happen next. It has become a very scary thing to
be involved in . . . For many of us in adult education, we had faith in it; faith
in its redeeming quality in human society and its capacity to change people;
we still do thoroughly believe in that. I know many tutors who signed up to
that manifesto and predicated their lives upon it. The blow of the shrinkage
is not necessarily just the lack of income. It’s the shock to self-esteem and
the identity that goes with it.

And, ironically, at the same time as she was losing most of her part-time
hours of teaching work, when was also being required to pay to register as
a member of her professional body – the Institute for Learning – as a
condition of remaining an adult educator.

SUMMARY: A CAREER IN ADULT EDUCATION?
Flexible capitalism has blocked the straight roadway of career, diverting
employees suddenly from one kind of work into another. The word ‘job’
in English of the fourteenth century meant a lump or piece of something
which could be carted around. Flexibility today brings back this arcane sense
of the job, as people do lumps of labour, pieces of work, over the course of a
lifetime.(Sennett 1998: 9)
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What does it mean to try to make a working life in adult education? If
adult education was always on the margins of public education provision,
what prospects are there for those who have carved out careers in this field?
The six portraits above reveal striking similarities between the career
experiences of English and New Zealand adult educators. They are por-
traits of committed, adventurous, experienced and educationally well-
qualified people. While these adult educators may have fallen somewhat
haphazardly into their careers, they had knowledge and skills and espoused
values which, in other contexts, would be associated with professionalism:
and a sense of vocation expressed through the notion of working for the
public good. In both countries, however, the idea of a career – or even a
job – in adult education is problematic. It will almost certainly be char-
acterised by insecurity, poor working conditions and poor pay and it may
well end in despondency. The strength of social and emotional commit-
ment to adult education, particularly among longstanding adult educa-
tors, whose entry to the field coincided with a more radical period in adult
education’s history, has left them in despair as their working conditions
have worsened and their prospects have become more insecure. The policy
rhetoric of lifelong learning has done nothing to alter this situation. The
low status of adult education as a field of work clearly reflects the con-
tinuing low status of non-formal, adult-focused education. It is linked too,
to the relative weakness of their industrial organisation and the gendered
nature of adult education work below the level of management.

NOTE

1. Principles and ideas informed by a Māori world view.
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CHAPTER 7

Adult Educator Philosophies and Values

I’m low on educational theories but my favourite quote is ‘If you think
education is expensive, try ignorance.’

(Rita, England, part-time literacy and ESOL teacher 8 years)

INTRODUCTION

In the Introduction to this book I referred to the values, beliefs and
theories underpinning adult educators’ work and the frameworks for
analysis proposed by Apps (1973), Heimstra (1988), Zinn (1990), Elias
and Merriam (1994) and others which suggest that adult educators
are likely to draw on differing philosophical traditions to direct their
practice. A distinction is also made in some of the adult education litera-
ture between individualistic and collectivist conceptions of adult education
(Armstrong and Miller 2006). This chapter develops that discussion and
presents data from the research carried out with adult educators in New
Zealand and England in which they talk about their value orientations,
their relationship to theory and the extent to which they saw theory as
influencing their practice.

At the outset, however, it seems reasonable to define what a philoso-
phical perspective entails in relation to adult education, and whether an
explicit understanding of the values and principles which guide adult
educators is important to practice. It may be argued that adult education
is, above all, a practical pursuit; practitioners (often working in insecure
and hourly-paid employment) may have little time or inclination to link
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their practice to abstract theorising. Yet whether or not it is articulated, a
philosophical orientation underlies the practices and policies of both
individuals and institutions. Merriam and Brockett (1997: 28) define a
philosophical perspective in relation to education as:

A conceptual framework, embodying certain values and principles that
renders the educational process meaningful . . .A philosophy of education
typically includes discussion of terms, aims and objectives, curricula, meth-
ods, the teaching-learning transactions, the role of society, and the role of
student and teacher.

Working from a philosophical perspective involves recognising that
there is a link between theory (abstract frameworks for informing under-
standing), values (systems of belief) and practice (daily activity in adult
education), and acknowledging that:

• Adult education is a purposeful practice, underpinned (tacitly or
explicitly) by beliefs.

• Beliefs about the purposes of adult education should be communi-
cated between educators and learners in order to establish common
understandings of the aims of any particular adult education activity;
doing so will be beneficial in promoting learning.

• Adult educators have choices about how they approach their prac-
tice, how they relate to learners and how they plan and carry out their
teaching; values and beliefs help to provide a framework for making
these choices.

• Choices may be constrained or dictated to a greater or lesser extent
by the values, beliefs and regulations set by others within the context
for practice.

• Having an understanding of their own aims and purposes enables
adult educators to recognise the tensions and contradictions
between their beliefs and the expectations laid upon them and
to make an appropriate judgement about how to act in these
circumstances.

However, an individual’s philosophical beliefs are not independent of the
social and political context, nor are they fixed and immutable. They are
constructed and reconstructed in changing social and political conjunc-
tures, through interaction with others and through external influence and
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personal reflection. They may not be consciously articulated – they may
even be denied. But, consciously or otherwise, they provide a context
for practice.

PHILOSOPHY AND VALUES IN THE LITERATURE

OF ADULT EDUCATION

There is a wealth of literature which suggests that adult educators align
to discrete philosophical positions, each with its own theoretical stance
and view of the learner, learning and the educator. These positions have
arisen from particular historical, political and social circumstances. From
the frameworks proposed by Apps (1973), Heimstra (1988), Zinn (1990)
and Elias and Merriam (1994) five main philosophical traditions are
identified: liberalism, behaviourism, progressivism, humanism and radic-
alism. Each view is briefly summarised below:

• Liberalism is associated with the idea of developing a cultured and
knowledgeable individual for whom learning ‘for its own sake’ is the
goal. It has underpinned liberal adult and continuing education and
particularly university continuing education.

• Behaviourism, founded on experimental psychology, characterises
learning as an observable response to behavioural conditioning,
managed through expert instruction, whose outcomes are observa-
ble. The approach has long been used in contexts where control or
remediation of behaviour has been a goal (for example in penal and
rehabilitative settings). It has gained ascendency in recent years in
the adult training sector through the development of outcomes-
based assessment frameworks (Hyland 1994).

• Progressivism/pragmatism, founded on Dewey’s (1938) ideas, pro-
motes learner-centred teaching, and learning through a practical,
problem-solving approach, which has as its aim the development of
knowledge and skills that contribute to social development and
democracy. As Irwin (2012: 7) has pointed out, in recent years
pragmatism has also been distorted to advance instrumentalism in
education.

• Humanism, drawing on Carl Rogers (1969), has as its focus personal
growth and development, arrived at through the non-directive inter-
vention of the educator as skilled facilitator which, in turn, will
contribute to a more humane society. This approach has been
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prominent in therapeutic educational contexts and in programmes
aimed at supporting personal development.

• Radicalism in adult education has its roots in anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist struggles (Freire 1972; Nyerere 1976) as well as in orga-
nised labour, socialist and co-operative movements (Gramsci 1971;
Lovett 1988). Radical approaches are directed towards the collective
development of knowledge and understanding as a means of bring-
ing about social change and restructuring power relations. In the
United Kingdom and New Zealand radical adult education has been
associated with political activism around feminist, anti-colonial, anti-
apartheid, anti-racist and anti-war struggles and, in New Zealand,
around the struggle for Māori self-determination. Adult education
research and literature retains a radical discourse with writers such as
Thompson (1997), Foley (1999), 2001), Martin (2005) and others
contributing to a critique of policy developments over the past 25 years.

Another way of conceptualising adult educators’ philosophies has been to
distinguish between individual and social purposes (Armstrong and Miller
2006). An individual orientation encompasses consideration of learners’
rights, responsibilities, wants and needs and how education can be used to
ensure that these are met. It might include consideration of the specific
needs of individual learners who fall into particular groups – by virtue
of their age, ethnicity, gender or previous educational experience. A social
orientation encompasses consideration of how education functions
to maintain or transform social relations. Within a social orientation,
Armstrong and Miller make a further distinction between a liberal notion
of social purpose – as support for social order and ‘social control’, and a
more radical, collective perspective which seeks to: ‘to challenge the
hegemony and dominant ideologies of the ruling classes, as well as of
patriarchy’ (Armstrong and Miller 2006: 293). Again, shifts in policy to a
more economically focused view of adult education and lifelong learning
make problematic these conceptions of adult educator philosophy as does
the tendency (which Armstrong and Miller also note) for the terminology
of radical, socially focused aims to be transformed for different ends by
conservative and neoliberal policy discourses. Thus, for example, the con-
cept of empowerment has taken on a very different meaning from that
which it held in Freirean-influenced radical educators’ discourse and is
commonly used to signify individual well-being, rather than the collective
struggle for political and social change. Likewise, the notion of lifelong
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learning has (as discussed in Chapter 2) shifted from a social right to an
economic necessity.

Attempts to categorise distinct philosophical orientations are proble-
matic. They imply a consistency which may not accord with the day-to-day
realities of practice; adult educators may work in a range of settings or for a
range of purposes at any one time, or over the course of their careers.
Moreover the social and political milieux in which philosophical positions
emerge shift over time, as do the interpretations placed on these positions.
For example a progressive/pragmatist approach may, as suggested above,
be reinterpreted in policy terms as less radical and more instrumental than
originally intended in Dewey’s conceptualisation; and claims to be
engaged in education for empowerment may not necessarily be radical in
their intention.

Rather than seeing these perspectives as distinct and clear-cut, it may
perhaps be more realistic to consider adult educators’ philosophical out-
looks in terms of a spectrum of belief – from more or less oriented to the
status quo (conservative) to more or less oriented to social change (radi-
cal) (Fig. 7.1), acknowledging that these positions themselves are open to
change as already mentioned. In this configuration a conservative view
would conceptualise the learner as needing to work within the prevailing
socio-economic system, taking responsibility for their own educational
success or failure and the teacher as offering (for a price) the means to
attain success, as measured in qualifications. A liberal/humanist perspec-
tive would conceptualise the learner as someone with abilities which may
be developed (with the help of the educator) for the purpose of individual
or social advancement and improvement. A radical perspective, on the
other hand, would reject the idea that the purpose of education is indivi-
dual or social improvement or advancement. Rather, the radical educator

Individual and social
reprouduction

Conservative Liberal/humanist

Individual and social
advancement

Social and political
change

RadicalLiberal/humanist

Fig. 7.1 A spectrum of beliefs and values?
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is an activist for social change, working alongside other activist learners-as-
teachers for change (Freire 1972).

While different approaches may co-exist, within a particular policy con-
stellation one may become dominant. From the discussion in Chapters 2
and 3 of the policy shifts which have taken place in the field of adult
education and lifelong learning over the past 30 years, it is relatively easy
to discern that the prevailing policy climate for adult education has been
characterised by a shift away from liberal and humanist notions of adult
education’s aims and purposes and towards more conservative, instrumen-
talist and outcomes-focused approaches. And while a radical perspective on
adult education’s purpose may have maintained in contexts in which the
focus was on nation-building and throwing off the legacy of imperialism,
these ideas have never held sway in the policy discourse of industrialised
countries such as England and New Zealand. The possibility of there being
some disjunction between adult educators’ philosophies of practice and
policy aims for lifelong learning is therefore strong.

PRACTITIONER BELIEFS AND VALUES

In this section I explore how adult educators described the beliefs and
values guiding their practice. What emerges is a more complex picture
than that suggested in the literature, one in which biography, ideology
and experience combined to shape the adult educators’ perspective on
the purpose of their work. As demonstrated below, these adult educators
took a variety of positions focused on individual development and
advancement – which could be described as primarily liberal/humanistic.
They included those who took a view of adult education as compensating
for past negative educational experiences and those whose perspectives
were informed by a community development approach. There was also a
group of practitioners of longstanding whose perspectives were informed
by radical ideas – although it will be noted that some of these practitioners’
positions had been re-shaped in the prevailing policy environment.

Individually Focused Perspectives

Absent from adult educators’ descriptions of their philosophical positions
was a conservative, behaviourist or instrumentalist standpoint. Most
prominent was a broadly liberal/humanist perspective (Merriam and
Brocket 1997), with practitioners stressing their role in supporting individual
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development. Adult education was characterised as a process of self-actualisa-
tion (Rogers 1969) and the adult educator’s role was characterised as facil-
itating learners to articulate and pursue their own learning aims:

I think I take a fairly humanistic approach, in that I feel I work towards a
learner centred approach which is in line with the current thinking in adult
education . . . I think that everyone should have the chance to get the educa-
tion that they want whoever they are and at whatever level and that people
should be allowed to learn for the sake of learning not just because their job
requires it or that it will lead to work. (Moira, England, full-time adult
educator, 5 years)

You put your learner at the heart of whatever you do. The learner comes
first; don’t impose anything upon them. What do they want? How do they
want it delivered? What are their barriers? Look at finding ways that enable
them to do it. Everyone should have the opportunity to learn or to have that
second opportunity. (Denise, England, full-time adult education coordina-
tor, 25 years)

I think it’s that people need something and I’ve got some skills that will
meet those needs. It has to be needs based. (Edith, New Zealand, part-time
ESOL tutor, 10 years)

The notion of learner-centred teaching was strongly articulated. Focusing
on the learners’ needs, interests, abilities and aims was seen as central,
particularly among adult educators working in the field of literacy and
language teaching. This perhaps reflects the more individualised approach
in these areas, particularly where it was still possible (as for example in
some ESOL teaching in New Zealand, and in literacy support more
generally) to work on a one-to-one basis with learners without the pres-
sure of accreditation. In larger group classroom settings a learner-centred
approach would entail eliciting, acknowledging and responding to the
different needs of learners and encouraging their active engagement in
identifying and realising their own learning aims. The extent to which this
is feasible within a policy climate which is increasingly prescriptive in terms
of curriculum and assessment may be open to question.

Among those expressing a primarily liberal/humanist perspective, the
concept of ‘empowerment’ featured strongly with reference to indivi-
dual, rather than collective learning. This suggests the influence of
theoretical approaches, such as that of Rogers (1969) which advocate
person-centeredness and self-direction. The attractions of this approach
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for adult educators working with learners characterised as vulnerable,
disadvantaged or lacking in confidence are clear. Its therapeutic tone
lends a sense of mission to work with adult learners who have had
difficult life and educational experiences. However, empowerment
thus characterised stands in danger of losing its dialogic sense (Freire
1972), and being stripped of its socio-political meaning (Brookfield
2005).

Compensatory Perspectives: Redressing Exclusion and Disadvantage

Those who took a primarily individualistic view of adult education’s pur-
pose were also often informed by a commitment to adult education as a
vehicle for compensating for social disadvantage. Here, social and indivi-
dual purposes overlapped and intertwined; individually focused perspectives
were infusedwith commitments to equal opportunities and second chances:

The theoretical bit is all the stuff around experiential learning and linking in
living and doing; and it’s also the second chance learning that connects to
my own roots. I am certainly from a background that is not much different
from the students; I just handled it differently. It’s about that and helping
people to be – not the best that they can be – but making the most of each
day. (Gloria, New Zealand, full-time adult education manager, 30 years plus)

Compensatory perspectives were particularly apparent among the English
adult educators. This perspective was frequently referenced to past perso-
nal or family disadvantage:

Adult education for me is for people who have had the compulsory educa-
tion experience; hated it, because I did; then they’ve come out the other
side: what are we going to do now? Where am I going? (Fiona, England,
full-time literacy co-ordinator, 15 years)

I’m the only person in my family with an ‘O’ Level even and I seem to be
able to communicate very well with people . . . I’ve got this sort of commu-
nication skills because my own family struggled with reading and writing.
I liked the way it built people’s confidence; it opened doors . . . I guess it’s
that sort of: helping people to make things happen. (Cathy, England, part-
time tutor/teacher trainer, 25 years)

A striking aspect of the interviews was the extent to which adult educators
drew on their own negative memories of schooling and how these
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experiences shaped their view of the importance of ‘second chances’.
Embedded in these perspectives was a tacit criticism of the failure of
compulsory schooling to engage and reward all its pupils. It raises ques-
tions as to why adults should be seen to have been failed by the compul-
sory education system on such a scale as to warrant compensation for their
lost opportunities. It also suggests that, beneath the discourse of ‘lifelong
learning for all’ is a story of the failure of formal compulsory education to
offer equal chances.

Community-Focused Perspectives

Among New Zealand adult educators the themes of community develop-
ment and social cohesion were particularly strong. In England they were
almost completely absent. This may reflect a number of factors specific
to New Zealand. First, the more rural and closely networked nature of
New Zealand may have encouraged a focus on community cohesion. This
has been reflected in government funding of REAPs (Rural Education
Activities Projects) whose focus has combined adult education and com-
munity development approaches. Second, it may have reflected, in the
minds of adult educators, the 1999–2008 Labour-led government’s
commitment to adult education’s role in promoting community devel-
opment and social cohesion (TEC 2007) and in particular its concern
for the successful social integration of growing numbers of new migrants
and refugees. Third, it may reflect the importance of the influence
of community – and family-focused approaches of Māori and Pasifika
practitioners.

My main value or philosophy is about bringing people together. I feel most
learning happens when people have the opportunity to come together –

social cohesion, shared learning . . .There are so many reasons for doing
these local community-based courses and collaborative, cohesive commu-
nities have to be the most important. (Hilary, New Zealand, part-time
co-ordinator, 17 years)

I think that if you look at ACE without the community development you
would miss the crucial part of needs analysis and empowering people to
take control and identify their own issues. And if you get that right, ACE
can flourish. But if you prescribe what people need you are not going to
get real sustainable results. . . .The ‘Es’ of community – educating,
empowering and enlivening. Over my career I guess it was also about
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equity; that people often know where they want to go, they just require
the tools to get there. And underlying and underpinning that is educa-
tion in the broadest sense. (Deirdre, New Zealand, full-time REAP co-
ordinator, 30 years plus)

It’s definitely about community development and enabling people to
function better in the community . . .To work with the whole person and
their family . . .We are there to help them make the often extremely difficult
transition to living in the new country. (Debbie, New Zealand, part-time
ESOL tutor, 12 years)

My family are Māori, my kids are Māori, and so I have lived in that kind
of community . . .And it’s the holistic approach. It’s not just that the whole
community needs to raise a child; the whole community needs to bring in
the young adult – and the older adult. (Caroline, New Zealand, full-time
ACE organiser, 2 years in practice)

In New Zealand, changing government policy on adult and community
education presented challenges for adult and community educators
whose perspectives were expressed in terms of community develop-
ment. The shift towards targeting specific learner groups, to compen-
satory education, language and literacy teaching and to promoting
progression to more formal accredited tertiary education (Ministry of
Education 2010), represented a marked change in tone around social
and community development and cohesion to which practitioners
needed to respond.

Radical Perspectives

Radical perspectives were only apparent from the interviews with some of
those adult educators, in both countries, who had been in the field for 25
years or more. This was scarcely surprising, given that, as described in
Chapters 2 and 3, the period between the late 1960s and early 1980s was
when radical ideas were influential internationally and this radicalism was
reflected in adult education and community work training. This minority
of most experienced practitioners cited theoretical influences such as
Freire, Illich and Nyerere as motivating them to become adult educators
and guiding their practice. Interestingly, none mentioned Gramsci’s expli-
citly socialist stance on the role of adult education. However, they did
articulate a political view of the role of adult education as a force for social
and economic change:
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For me it was really both a non-violent means for bringing about social
change and it was also a way of allowing voices to be heard that had not been
heard. (Ann, New Zealand, full-time unpaid educator, 30 years plus)

I guess it’s that whole Freirean thing. This critical pedagogy; that’s where
I’m at I’d say. I’m very committed to that. (Sue, England, full-time ESOL
Teacher, 25 years)

These adult educators traced the roots of their radicalism through their
biographies – histories of trade union, anti-colonial and community acti-
vism and associations with political and social movements. Their philoso-
phical positions, grounded in their experience, were most clearly at odds
with the thrust of current policy. This was recognised by some, who had
had to manage the tension between long-held beliefs and dominant
values. Brian had reassessed his philosophical position and recognised
the ideological shift he had made:

I have at the age of 58 had to learn to live with the fact that I’ve been living a
lie all my life: this notion that I would always see myself as an educator in the
Freirean model, an educator for social change. But I can’t exactly look around
and see what successes I’ve had . . . It’s a source of confusion in my own head
to a certain extent, because wewere children of the view that wewould change
the world – and the things we thought we would change, we have not
changed. And some of those forces we thought were for the good were not
for the good. (Brian, England, full-time adult educator, 30 years plus)

For adult educators expressing a radical perspective on their work the
contradictions between values and ideals and the expectations of practice
were the sharpest. Some, like Brian, shifted their perspective in ways which
aligned with prevailing policy, emphasising, instead of radical social
change, equality of opportunity and compensation for past educational
and social harm.

The irony is that shifting to a training model I think ‘upped the ante’ in terms
of the quality of teaching and learning. There would be all sorts of caveats to
that which I would make, but I would say that today [the centre] meets its
mission to promote social justice far more effectively than it did when it was
running around screaming about: ‘this is what we do’. Because people that
now come here . . .You’re talking about people who are not just working
class; they are people who have been trashed by the system, as well as being
working class. To connect with that kind of multiple disadvantage . . .has
upped my personal skills, upped my conceptual models in all sorts of ways.
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Brian’s narrative demonstrates how educators’ value systems may be
re-articulated in order to cope with the contradictions which arise from
changing ideological climates (Jephcote and Salisbury 2009). Others, like
and Anne and Sue, maintained their radical stance. Benn and Burton (1995)
in their analysis of interviews with adult educators in the UK who were
teaching adult students on Access to Higher Education courses suggested
that, while adult educators may espouse radical and emancipatory
approaches, their rhetoric tends to be contradicted by their descriptions of
practice. Commitment to collective action and egalitarianism may be forced
into the background by other imperatives – in particular government policy
and funding regimes.

This suggests first, that adult educators’ philosophical positions were less
fixed and more fluid than the literature suggests. Second, it suggests they
often espoused values which were clearly at odds with the thrust of policy
and the expectations imposed on their practice. Only in Brian’s case was
there evidence of an explicit awareness of the way in which his philosophical
position was shifting in response to the dominant policy perspectives – and
that citing Freire was no longer appropriate in this changed context.

ADULT EDUCATORS’ RELATIONSHIPS TO THEORY

It is often suggested that adult educators tend to shy away from theory in
favour of focusing on the practical demands of the work (Coben 1998;
Ledwith 2007; Bowl 2010) – a tendency which has been identified as
problematic. At best it may tend to blunt debate and critical analysis of
practice. At worst, it may foster an anti-intellectualism, which runs counter
to the idea of education as the development of critical awareness. Margaret
Ledwith argues too that by failing to engage critically with the causes and
effects of social injustice in the wider world practitioners may, by omission,
be contributing to perpetuating it:

We need to be vigilant and stay critical if we are to prevent our practice
getting distracted and slipping into some feel-good, ameliorative sticking
plaster on the wounds of injustice. (Ledwith 2007: 4)

Furthermore, as Coben (1998: 5) has suggested, ‘theoretical weakness’
may leave practitioners vulnerable to ideologically driven attacks
on their work; they may lack the tools to articulate their purpose,
beyond a generalised commitment to an ethic of care and personal
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development. This section therefore examines the extent to which adult
educators in this research embraced or eschewed theory. It also dis-
cusses the main theoretical influences mentioned, and some of the
different ways they were interpreted. In particular, interpretations of
Paulo Freire – the theoretical influence who was most widely cited –

will be discussed.

Attitudes to Theory

Theoretical influences did not feature strongly in liberal/humanist adult
educators’ accounts of their values and beliefs. The one exception to this
was the extent to which, as discussed above, Carl Rogers (1969) was cited
in relation to person-centred approaches. However a range of influences
were mentioned in answer to a specific interview question about theorists.
These covered theories of learning and teaching as well as socio-political
theories of education and the role of the educator. Social constructivist
approaches to teaching and learning among children (as exemplified by
Bruner (1960) and Vygotsky 1978) were cited as informing practice
which took into account the social situation in the classroom and adults’
prior knowledge and experience. Given the popularity of Malcolm
Knowles’s (1973) work on ‘andragogy’ during the 1970s, there was little
mention of it. There was also no mention of those writers, for example
Gramsci or Giroux whose work commonly features in academic discus-
sion of the public role of the adult educator. However, a range of
specialised teaching approaches and techniques was cited, including the
Suzuki and Feldenkras methods, Stephen Krashen’s (1982) work on
second language acquisition and Frank Smith’s work on ‘Writing and
the Writer’ (1994).

There was reluctance on the part of some to consider theoretical
influences at all. This was either because theory was seen as distant and
over-elaborated, or else because it was felt that since ‘everyone is different’
then theory was too prescriptive:

It’s more a pragmatic approach and our students are so different, and they
come from such different places that you can’t just say: this is the approach.
This is my problem with a lot of the trendy things because a) I don’t have
access to the time or materials and b) they might suit some students I have,
but I don’t think they would suit [them all]. (Ellen, England, part-time
ESOL teacher, 30 years plus)
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Despite having finished my MA I find a lot of theoretical writing about
education uninspiring and sometimes written in such complex language it is
clearly only meant for academics. The learners, practitioners through for-
ums, networks and our own teams I think are the most important sources of
inspiration for me. (Olivia, England, full-time adult educator, 28 years)

In general, adult educators who were newer to the field were less likely to
discuss theoretical influences than those who were practitioners of long
standing or who had studied adult education or community work in a
university setting. But this was not always the case. Some of those who had
earlier in their careers been influenced by adult education theorists had
reverted to more pragmatic approaches:

I haven’t drawn on any one theory in particular. I guess my philosophy is
that education should be learner-based and participant-driven. (Deirdre,
New Zealand, full-time REAP co-ordinator, 30 years plus)

I went through Malcolm Knowles and andragogy, and realised how it
was trying to make something different and distinct and it didn’t really work.
But I liked his style, and I liked what he was trying to do. But since then, I’ve
been a bit chary of any kind of theorists, to be frank. And I’ve spent all my
time working on what works. And it’s actually being very practical about
things. (Alan, England, retired adult educator, 30 years plus)

Most interesting was the apparent lack of impact of recent writing and
theorising around adult and popular education. This may reflect the way in
which adult educator training itself has shifted to a more competence-
based and less theoretically driven curriculum. It may also reflect a wider
disengagement from academic debate in the neoliberalism’s anti-intellec-
tual thrust (Giroux 2001, 2006). It should give pause for thought to
academics communicating and disseminating their work to practitioners
and the wider public.

Interpretations of Freire

Paulo Freire was the one theorist who was widely cited by adult educators
in both countries. Interpretations of his legacy in practice varied widely
from notions of individual empowerment to a more socio-political per-
spective. For example, Beth explained Freire’s influence on her in relation
to learner-centredness and self-direction:
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I’m definitely very interested in Paulo Freire, and his learner-centred
approach and more than that in terms of what he speaks about regarding
the learner’s cultural capital and how that empowers people to find learning
for themselves. (Beth, New Zealand, full-time adult educator, 15 years)

Practitioners working in literacy and language learning also mentioned
aspects of Freire’s work as it applied to their approach to class teaching.
Judith, for example had been informed by Freire’s concept of ‘generative
themes’ (Freire 1972: Ch. 3). This refers to the educator eliciting topics
and concerns which are of immediate political or cultural significance to
learners and utilising these as the basis for class discussion and learning.
Judith’s interpretation of this is focused on building on learners’ experi-
ences and interests (which echoes as much with social constructivism as
with radical theory):

He uses this phrase: generative words. That is a very interesting concept
which I drew on extremely heavily to start with. And I think it’s very
important in adult education . . .That’s the ideal. Obviously I’m working
in a second language. I try and identify what comes up and what they might
be interested in, and what’s useful for them. And also the other thing which
is the Language Experience approach which is very useful. And that is
related, isn’t it? Ideally, you might, in a similar way, take topics which are
very interesting for the students; very dear to their hearts. Take their words,
or something like their words. (Judith, England, full-time ESOL teacher,
25 years)

Beth and Judith suggest the different ways in which Freire can be inter-
preted and applied to practice. Just as Ledwith (2007) has cautioned that
radical ideas and concepts may be turned to non-radical ends, Bob, in his
interview, expresses a similar sentiment when looking back on his career as
an adult educator influenced by Freirean ideas:

It was that notion that Freirean education could not be stripped of its social
and ideological context; and that if you pretended that education didn’t
have a sociological and ideological context, you were in fact engaged in
oppressive education . . .And Freire would be turning in his grave now.
(Bob, England, full-time adult education manager, 30 years plus)

The evidence suggests a limited engagement on the part of adult educators
with the political dimension of Freire’s work and an emphasis on teaching
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techniques rather than critical pedagogy – a tendency which Freire himself
warned against (Freire 1985; Allman 1988).

SUMMARY: PHILOSOPHIES, VALUES AND THEORIES

There has been a tendency in the literature to suggest that adult educators’
beliefs and values can be assigned to discrete philosophical positions. The
perspectives of adult educators presented above suggest a more fluid
picture, with individual- and socially oriented motivations often inter-
twined and sometimes shifting. Conservative, instrumentalist or beha-
viourist influences were absent. Predominantly, adult educators’ values
and beliefs were expressed in liberal/humanist terms with a concern to
direct their efforts towards promoting equality of opportunity and com-
pensating for past educational disadvantages. In the case of New Zealand-
based practitioners, a community- and socially oriented perspective was
more strongly evident than in England where a compensatory discourse
seems to have a strong hold.

Expressions of a radical perspective were confined to those adult edu-
cators who had been longest in practice and had been influenced by the
adult education ideas of the 1960s and 1970s. However, among some,
these perspectives had shifted towards an orientation more closely aligned
to policies targeting specific disadvantaged groups and individuals. While
there were differences between the radical educators and the rest in the
extent to which they drew on theory to explain their philosophical
approach, ethics of fairness and equality threaded through almost all
accounts. And for most there was a disjunction between their expressions
of their philosophy and policy discourses of markets, targets and inspec-
tion which they went on to describe in their day-to-day work.

Overall these adult educators described their practice as being informed
by personal and professional experience, rather than as explicitly under-
pinned by theory. There was some reluctance to engage in theoretical
analysis of the ideological context within which adult education is being
re-shaped. This reluctance leaves adult educators vulnerable to shifts in
ideology and policy, in the way that Coben (1998), above, suggests. These
findings underline the importance of revitalising dialogue between those
who critique policy and those who are expected to enact it (Giroux 2001,
2006). While it might be hypothesised that individual practitioners work-
ing on a daily basis are bound to take a pragmatic approach to their work it
does raise the question of how the adult educators manage conflicting
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perspectives and what happens when policy shifts marginalise humanist or
socially oriented perspectives and promote more individual instrumentalist
ends, as in the current climate. To what extent are they able to exercise
agency (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Lawy and Tedder 2009) in situa-
tions where the dominant policy thrust is at odds with their beliefs?
Chapter 8 will explore this question in the light of this discussion of
adult educators’ expressed philosophical positions.
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CHAPTER 8

Confronting the Dilemmas:
Accommodation and Resistance

How do I survive otherwise in a world that isn’t really supportive of
adult education?

(Gina, New Zealand, part-time adult educator, 25 years)

INTRODUCTION

How do adult educators, particularly those experiencing job insecurity and
casualised working conditions, manage the contradictions between their
beliefs about adult education and the expectations placed upon them by
policy? Do they feel obliged to accept without question the changing
requirements on their practice? Or are they able to draw on their values
and experience and the opportunities and resources which present them-
selves (Biesta and Tedder 2007) to resist imposed regimes of adult educa-
tion practice? This chapter explores the ways in which adult educators saw
themselves as exercising agency (Emirbeyer and Mische 1998; Biesta and
Tedder 2007; Lawy and Tedder 2009), working with or against the thrust
of policies and practices which they felt were not consistent with their
values as adult educators. Through the stories of four long-standing adult
educators it describes responses of accommodation or resistance. It dis-
cusses how these different responses were linked to practitioners’ past
experience, their philosophical theoretical underpinnings, their assessment
of the possibilities for manoeuvre within their work context and their view
of the future prospects. It suggests that the line between accommodation

© The Author(s) 2017
M. Bowl, Adult Education in Neoliberal Times,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-50883-2_8

117



and resistance is not always easy to discern and that micro-resistances are
likely to be difficult to police, particularly for those who are newer to the
field or whose practice is not firmly underpinned by theory.

PROFESSIONAL AGENCY IN PRACTICE

As adult education policy becomes increasingly commodified and domi-
nated by instrumentalism, educators whose practice is informed by philo-
sophical perspectives at odds with the global policy hegemony are likely to
face conflicts between the expectations placed upon them and their own
conceptions of good practice. Below I explore the extent to which it was
possible for adult educators to exercise agency, finding space to work
against the grain of policy. The term ‘agency’ is defined here as a process
of engagement with a context in which practitioners – influenced by their
experience, beliefs and aspirations – interact with the external demands
made upon them (Emirbeyer and Mische 1998; Biesta and Tedder 2007;
Lawy and Tedder 2009) and make decisions about the possibilities and
limits of action within that context. Agency, construed thus, is

not some kind of ‘power’ that individuals possess and can utilise in any
situation they encounter. Agency should rather be understood as something
that has to be achieved in and through engagement with particular temporal-
relational contexts-for-action. Agency, in other words, is not something that
people have; it is something that people do. (Biesta and Tedder 2007: 136)

Emirbeyer and Mische (1998: 971) suggest three elements which consti-
tute agency. First, the iterational element – through which actors draw on
past ideas and experiences to sustain their sense of identity. In relation to
adult educators’ work, these might include values and beliefs engendered
earlier in their lives or careers, past education and work experiences as well
as understandings developed with professional peers. Second, the projective
element – through which actors imagine future possibilities for action. In
relation to the current discussion these might include an assessment of the
possible outcomes of compliance, resistance or other forms of response to
constraints or consideration of future career options or retirement. Third,
the practice-evaluative element, as described by Emirbeyer and Mische,
refers to actors’ capacity to make judgements in response to demands
emerging in their immediate practice context and how they deal with
day-to-day dynamics of work with learners, colleagues and managers.
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While all three elements may be present within any instance of professional
practice, Emirbeyer and Mische suggest that there may be conflicts
between them and, importantly, that one or other element may dominate.
The utility of analysing the perspectives of experienced adult educators
against this tripartite conceptualisation of agency is that it enables us to
discern the relative influence of past experience and values on practitioners’
ability to act in a climate hostile to their beliefs about adult education.

ADULT EDUCATORS’ PERSPECTIVES ON CHANGING POLICY

CLIMATES: FOUR PORTRAITS

Below I provide a pen picture of four experienced adult educators’ career
trajectories, their descriptions of their beliefs and values concerning adult
education, the dilemmas arising from conflicts between their beliefs and
the expectations laid on them by neoliberal and managerialist policies and
how they have tackled them. The data illustrate the impact of neoliberal-
ism and managerialism in both England and New Zealand and the degree
to which adult educators drew on Emirbeyer and Mische’s three dimen-
sions of agency – past, present and future – to accommodate or resist
policy directives which were not consistent with their beliefs.

English Narrative 1: Parvin, Full-Time ESOL Teacher, 25 Years

Parvin grew up in the Middle East and was involved in voluntary commu-
nity work from an early age. Her first degree was in architecture, but when
she arrived in the United Kingdom she began working in community
development. She took a Master’s degree and trained as a teacher while
working in a community college. Local government cutbacks caused her
to move into ESOL teaching. It was the best option in the circumstances:

I must say, that wasn’t the career option for me because I quite like informal
education and the bottom up approach, rather than top down approach
which ESOL always is. But nevertheless, I still was working with people and
students and that was quite nice.

Parvin’s philosophy was influenced by her past experience and study:

I think education has to be something quite broad and holistic and has to
help people expand what they have gained, or are gaining in their personal
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experiences. And what basically empowers them to take control of their
lives . . . I quite follow Paulo Freire’s idea of education and I seem to be
at ease with quite a lot of what that reflects in ESOL . . . although I think
that goes against the grain of capitalism. There is always going to be
a challenge between that sort of education and education for targets
and so on.

She identified three challenges which conflicted with her view of adult
education: the introduction of fees for ESOL students, the increase in
targeting and monitoring and the dominance of instrumentalism:

In my view education should be entirely free . . .The other thing I think is
the amount of paperwork; the tracking we have to do is very time consum-
ing. It doesn’t allow much time for preparation and for creativity . . . I think
provisions are going to be streamlined to be target-driven and very much
fitting with the economy, rather than people’s development. And with that
go all the problems of whether we will then have equal access for everyone.
Unfortunately losers in this situation are not very obvious; they are voiceless
people.

Parvin saw her long experience as enabling her to relax about the
demands put upon her. She talked of herself as being able to work
outside the box and contrasted this with younger workers’ reluctance to
do so. She could also contemplate future work outside constraints in
her retirement:

You learn how to be very flexible and explore and exploit opportunities
when they are offered . . . I suppose – it’s not easy, but I don’t think I panic a
lot . . . I am 60 this year and so I’m approaching retirement. Retirement, as
far as I’m concerned, doesn’t mean not working. I would very much like to
perhaps look at opportunities with UNICEF and places like that which will
allow me to do some project work in Farsi speaking countries like
Afghanistan or Pakistan because I am bilingual.

English Narrative 2: Ursula, Full-Time Community Learning
Manager, 26 Years

Ursula described having fallen into adult education, though she also felt
there were personal political motivations involved in her decision not to
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teach English in a private language school. She began as a volunteer ESOL
teacher:

It’s a funny mixture of things in a way, because it’s where I found myself, but
it’s also driven by a political commitment to working with people who are –
in an unequal society – disadvantaged in many ways.

She had worked for over 20 years in the same organisation she started in as
a volunteer:

I started getting regular part-time work, became an ESOL lecturer; I did a
diploma in teaching English to speakers of other languages . . .Then I was
what was called a curriculum support worker. And then I shifted over to
family learning . . . I’m the family learning programme manager now.

Although Ursula’s commitment to work with adult learners had been
based in social justice values, she had not consciously applied them until
recently, when she began a Master’s course:

Up to very recently I hadn’t really thought about that at all. I suppose the
adult educator that recently I’ve read is Freire . . . I thought that stepping back
and looking at the theory of educationwould be helpful, and it has been . . . it’s
been really interesting and has given me a way of thinking about stuff that
I was thinking about already but maybe without knowing . . . particularly
about citizenship and social cohesion agendas and about: what are people
learning to do? Are we just teaching them to fit in to an unequal society?

Ursula talked of dilemmas around monitoring and inspection:

There’s a bit of conflict: there’s all that evidence that you have to supply to
funders to say that you’re worth your money, and there’s another body of
evidence that you have to supply to [The Office for Standards in Education],
which is completely different. And you have to have these two hats on; one is
to do with quality and one is to do with quantity. And the equation for me
doesn’t always match up.

‘Stepping back’ and looking at her current work through the eyes of
theory was impacting on how Ursula saw her practice:

I think it’s beginning to feed back, in a way that is quite subtle. Some of the
things are about resistances. I think there are small resistances you can make
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as an adult educator within your work. A lot of the time you are complying,
but there are more things you can do. And ways that you can work, that you
can feed in and challenge yourself a bit to think in new ways and see if you
can bring it into your practice.

She spoke of how she was able to challenge some of the expectations
around measurable outcomes, prescribed curricula and instrumentalism in
community-based education; she had also become alert to the danger of
getting ‘sucked in’ by managerialist assumptions:

It’s so easy when you are at a meeting with people, you get sucked into
things and then you have to pause and think: hang on a minute; I’m getting
pulled down here. You have to pause and regroup. I think I do that . . . It
isn’t all about jobs and it is actually about people’s connection with the
community they live or work in.

Ursula drew on her developing theoretical understanding to check herself
as a manager. She also drew on her age and experience to dodge and weave
a bit around guidelines:

You’ve got to have the confidence of your experience and the fact that
you have been somewhere a long time, so nobody’s going to do anything
too terrible to you. You cross a few borders sometimes. I think it is
harder for people that come into it now. I think it’s easier for people like
me who’ve been in it a long time and have experienced the different
possibilities that have come and gone . . .To be honest, when I first
started, I was obsessed with the guidelines as well. But with experience,
you begin to think: Oh well I’m sure I could do this. That does come
from that confidence of experience. New people coming in – seem to be
so part of the neoliberal thing that there’s no way of looking out of it.
Whereas we – I don’t know whether it’s age or whatever – there’s a way
of seeing something different that some of the new people coming in
don’t seem to see.

New Zealand Narrative 1: Gina, Part-Time
Adult Educator, 25 Years

Gina trained as a primary school teacher but after returning from working
in Europe she was unable to find a job in that field. After a brief period as a
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care worker, she became a volunteer literacy teacher. Gina was motivated
by a desire to broaden her horizons:

I felt like I had opportunity, not privilege – but it was a privilege in that I had
an educated family. My parents were teachers; I had gone to teachers’
college and I had a sense that it was a little bit narrow. So I wanted to
broaden my middle class, white New Zealand background probably. It was
me discovering myself as well.

She described her philosophical base as humanistic and her motivation to
support personal growth and assertiveness, particularly among women:

It was more of a humanist, holistic approach. It was based in social justice
and opportunity for all; facilitating learning to empower. Empowerment was
a big thing for me, working with women who had been victims mostly and
had no power.

Gina saw her role as a facilitator of group learning in the adult education
classroom:

Using the skills of the group; using their experience and trying to make it
enjoyable and relaxed. But obviously with a structure . . . So there is that
balance . . .My approach is probably a bit gentle too. I don’t want to make
people feel uncomfortable.

She worked as an adult educator in custodial and community settings and
was active in voluntary adult education. She gained a Master’s in education
and became an adult educator trainer. When teacher training colleges
across New Zealand were merged with universities, her employment was
transferred to the local university but within three years she was made
redundant in the wake of cutbacks and restructurings which impacted
negatively on university adult education:

I always thought we were vulnerable because we were marginalised, we were
small. There was always that concern . . .And totally we weren’t wrong there.

After being made redundant Gina continued to work in adult education
on part-time and casual contracts in private and voluntary sector organisa-
tions and at her local polytechnic and university. She also continued in a
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voluntary capacity. However, her paid work conflicted with her values
around flexibility, informality and biculturalism:

When I think back . . . the community of practice we had, the events we had,
the celebrations, the networking events; the fact that we felt a bicultural
approach – learning together.

She continued to try to work within a humanist philosophical framework
but was finding it increasingly difficult:

It’s an awful compromise of principles. But I think that’s what has had to
happen all the way along to survive as an adult educator. How do I survive
otherwise in a world that isn’t really supportive of adult education? . . .What
else can you do? If I want to stay with what I love, I’ve got to make personal
compromises. I’m doing a job and I’m thinking is this really helpful? What
will this really mean and what will people gain? And what’s the point?

New Zealand Narrative 2: Elaine, Part-Time
Coordinator, 20 Years

Elaine was a school-based ACE coordinator. She had been a school
teacher. However, after having children she decided to take part-time
work in adult education; it enabled her to combine work and childcare.
She described her philosophy in the general context of lifelong learning:

To me it’s just education – it’s a lifelong journey, from the day they are
born to the day they die. I wanted to make sure that once people left
college, they still had opportunities to maintain lifelong learning, and at a
reasonable cost.

Her work had been subject to government funding cuts which had led
many schools to close their ACE provision. Her school was committed to
continuing but she now had to ‘break even’ financially at least. As a result,
fees had gone up, some classes had been cut and Elaine was constantly
looking for new ways to bring in fee paying learners. She acknowledged
the impact for some in her local community: ‘Obviously it has knocked
some people out because prices have had to go up.’ In spite of this she
remained quite optimistic about the prospects. ‘I believe it will survive and
rebuild here.’ She felt that her willingness to adapt and innovate, coupled
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with the trust built with her school management over the years would
enable her to continue to offer educational opportunities:

With the change in policies, I’ve decided to make them work for me. There
has been too much doom and gloom. This is what has happened, OK let’s
go with it and see how we can change it and make it really work. I have an
incredibly supportive Board. Also, as I have been doing it for 20 years,
I have a proven record. If it was someone coming in new who had only
been doing it for a couple of years before the funding cuts, I can under-
stand the Board being hesitant. We have a proven record here. It makes it
easier to build up trust. I just have to make ends meet; it’s not a money
making business. As long as I don’t cost the School, then they are happy
with the results. Because they believe in lifelong education and the other
values that it has.

IMPLEMENTING NEOLIBERAL POLICIES: SOME

DILEMMAS FOR PRACTICE

These four narratives illustrate a disjunction between adult educator values
– infused with humanist, radical and social justice beliefs – and the domi-
nant policy discourses of marketisation and targeting. In New Zealand, the
impact of withdrawing subsidies from school and community-based adult
education was still being worked out in practice. Many schools which had
been major providers of adult education had closed their adult provision.
Elaine’s school, which had opted to continue to offer classes, was com-
pelled to pass on to participants the full cost of all but a small number of
targeted courses (in sign language, ESOL, literacy and numeracy). This
led to the trebling of fees for some courses which, in turn, squeezed out
lower income adults. At the same time, the take up of some of these
subsidised courses was not strong. In order to make a profit she had to
switch to offering only those courses which would attract the largest
number of people and close courses which recruited fewer students.
While this would make sense according to the ‘logic of the market’ it
meant that language learning courses and courses around Māori arts and
culture were unlikely to be viable. It also meant that the duration of
courses had to be reduced to ensure that numbers were maintained over
the year. In the case of language learning the ‘logic of the market’ meant
that only short-run, beginners’ courses were sustainable. Depth of learn-
ing was sacrificed to the need to maintain numbers. The changes Elaine
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described to her work as she strove to remain profitable without govern-
ment subsidy, revealed the contradiction between her ‘lifelong learning for
all’ philosophy and the developing reality.

In both countries particular groups of adults (those with low qualifica-
tion levels, literacy or language difficulties) were targeted as being in need
of educational participation and therefore eligible for funding subsidy. In
England targeting was invariably linked with the expectation that learners
would reach prescribed and accredited levels of attainment. While the
argument for targeting is that it increases educational opportunities for
people who most need them, it has a stigmatising effect, steering educa-
tion towards individual remediation and away from the liberatory and
socially cohesive aims which feature in adult educators’ expressions of
purpose. Adult educators in England were faced with the dilemma of
trying to support the aspirations of adults most in need of education,
while their success was being defined, not by the learners, but externally
imposed, credentialised outcomes. Their humanistic and social justice
values confronted a narrow, mechanistic view of learner needs and achieve-
ments. Even where targets were linked to ‘soft’ outcomes (expressed
qualitatively in terms of gains in confidence or the ability to undertake
certain actions), these still carried assumptions about learners and their
capabilities.

Also in England, auditing and inspection were sources of frustration
arising from the contradiction between adult educators’ desire to practice
learner-centred pedagogy and the policy imperative which stipulated mea-
sureable outcomes as criteria for determining quality. In New Zealand,
these regimes were less highly developed, although they were beginning to
be felt in attempts to introduce specifications of what should constitute
adult learner outcomes. However, non-accredited ACE was still recog-
nised as distinct from formal and accredited vocational education and
training and had not been swept up to the same extent in the performative
regimes of the polytechnics as were English adult educators.

While the particularities of policies were context-specific, there was a
clear neoliberal thrust in the impact on adult educators’ work. In both
countries this gave rise to dissonances for workers whose values were
articulated in terms of social justice or personal empowerment. And in
both countries financial cutbacks impacted on adult educators’ fragile job
security. The global neoliberalising project and accompanying manage-
rialism presented adult educators with dilemmas which involved balancing
their principles against job survival.
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ADULT EDUCATOR AGENCY: ACCOMMODATION

AND RESISTANCE

For the most part, adult educators in this study tried to maintain or push
against the boundaries of the shrinking terrain of adult education. Most of
those interviewed described how they creatively adapted or resisted poli-
cies which did not fit with their value positions. Below I discuss how these
four adult educators exercised professional agency (Emirbeyer and Mische
1998), balancing their experience and values against the constraints of
the context. Agency was most commonly articulated in two ways. The first
was through accommodation, which was primarily present-oriented and
focused on practical possibilities within the current context as a means of
managing external pressures. The second through micro-resistances which
drew on past experience and a value base articulated with reference to
theory, to subvert or oppose external constraints.

Accommodation

As Elaine’s narrative illustrates, some adult educators who remained in
employment were upbeat about the possibilities for the future. They
regarded policy change as a fact of life to be negotiated in the here-and-
now, anticipating that the situation would change with a future change in
government. In the meantime they felt it was still possible to find space for
agency in the immediate context and to use this space to work for the benefit
of learners and the community. Elaine attributed her room for manoeuvre to
being a worker of long standing who enjoyed a relationship of trust with her
management. She was able to draw on their shared understandings devel-
oped over 20 years, to give her a free hand in deciding how best to accom-
modate market principles within a lifelong learning ethos. Since the external
policy pressures were largely financial and not, as in England, accompanied
by prescriptions around accreditation and outcomes monitoring, she felt she
could adapt within the context of an education marketplace. Her exercise of
agency was specific to the immediate context however, and therefore some-
what fragile. Furthermore, while she advocated lifelong learning for all, her
orientation was pragmatic rather than ideological. Agency in this instance
was a function of the interplay of past relationships, the hands-off nature of
policy and management intervention in the practice context, and a view of
the future which was premised on the maintenance of the local status quo
and which did not look too far beyond the ‘here and now’.
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As Gina had found to her cost, a change in management or sudden
policy turn might easily undermine the ability to accommodate to
changing circumstances. In a different setting – university-based adult
education – Gina had tried to adapt to a series of changes in her employ-
ment and her role. Her work role had been redefined and in addition to
teaching she was expected to take on a research and consultancy role in
order to bring in more income. The courses she taught were, like
Elaine’s, shortened to ensure that they were profitable. She worked to
new funding restrictions which changed the way in which she and her
colleagues organised their courses and which diluted their bicultural
ethos. Ultimately her efforts to accommodate in order to survive were
confounded by further organisational restructuring and she was made
redundant. She had no option but to become a freelance trainer, work-
ing on short-term training contracts for private sector businesses and
non-government agencies, which offered little space for her to adopt a
humanist, holistic approach which promoted social justice and empower-
ment in the ways which she had aspired to. Her space for the exercise
of agency through her paid work was almost completely constrained
by the changes in her work context and the limited future prospects.
The impact on her sense of identity and purpose as an educator was
profound.

Resistance

Parvin and Ursula were illustrative of those adult educators who tried
consciously to resist or subvert the intentions of neoliberal and manage-
rialist policies. They described micro-resistances and creative adaptations
of policy directives. Characterised as dodging and weaving or working
outside the box, these resistances involved finding ways to confound policy
and funding rules without directly challenging them. Strategies of resis-
tance within the classroom (for example ‘performing’ in one way for
inspections, and another in day-to-day relationships with learners) enabled
more radically oriented educators to feel that they were holding the space
for critical pedagogy, encouraging learners to examine the injustices in
their own lives. It also opened up the potential for resistive coalitions
between learners and teachers outside the classroom, for example in the
campaign against cuts in ESOL provision in England (Action for ESOL
2012). At the level of programme organisation creative adaptations quite
often involved administrative sleight of hand – for example re-naming
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courses so that learners could repeat qualifications they had failed and
which had therefore made them ineligible for funding.

As both Parvin and Ursula suggest, this was likely to be easier for long-
standing adult educators. Newer practitioners were seen as less likely to be
able to draw on past experience to exercise agency in the classroom (Lawy
and Tedder 2009). Parvin and Ursula drew heavily on their past experi-
ence to push against restrictions. However, Ursula recognised that the line
between ‘small resistances’ and tacit collusion was hard to self-police. Her
ability to do so was strengthened, not just by experience but also through
returning to study which afforded opportunities for critical reflection.
Ursula’s sense of professional agency was thus influenced by the present
context-for-action as well as the past. Parvin drew on both theory and
experience through her connection with the past. But her sense of free-
dom from policy constraints was also shaped by the projective dimension –

her knowledge that retirement from paid employment would free her to
work in accordance with her principles.

SUMMARY: WORKING IN SPACES – OR

‘LIVING IN THE CRACKS’?
An optimistic view of how adult educators manage the contradictions
between the expectations laid upon them by policy and their beliefs
about the purpose of their work is offered by Coare (2003: 51). She
suggested that they are adept at: ‘working creatively in the spaces of
government policy’ harnessing opportunities for using funding and
other resources in ways consistent with values of social justice. An earlier,
more pessimistic view, offered by Thompson (in Mayo and Thompson
1995: 2), was that adult educators have become disillusioned and intimi-
dated to such an extent that

the price paid for holding on to jobs, and even achieving promotion, had
been widespread demoralisation and incorporation – in the original sense of
the word.

She concluded that, far from working creatively in spaces, practitioners
saw themselves as having no option but to ‘go along with the new order
and live in the cracks’. The four narratives above demonstrate how long-
standing adult educators saw themselves as exercising agency in their
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daily practice through mobilising their beliefs and experiences and their
assessments of the room to manoeuvre.
Educators adopting tactics of accommodation made optimistic judge-
ments about the present possibilities without a critical assessment of the
potential future impact. Nor did they always address the conflict between
espoused values and decisions about practice – which tended to work
against values of equal access and lifelong learning opportunities for all.
Making it work for the sake of maintaining the status quo appeared to be
‘working in the cracks’ rather than finding ‘creative space’. Ultimately it
was likely to be an unsuccessful tactic beyond the short term. As Gina had
already found, accommodations are prone to be swept aside by changes in
local management, restructurings or policy shifts.

Micro resistances involved a degree of tactical manoeuvring to con-
found the intentions of policy. They enabled adult educators like Ursula
and Parvin to retain provision which they felt served the interests of
learners and was consistent with a commitment to social justice.
However, as Ursula recognised, individual, creative approaches also had
their limitations. First, the confidence to work flexibly with prescriptive
regulations is not evenly distributed. For those newer to the field their
present context-for-action and their perspectives on possibilities for the
future are likely to be a dominant determinant of agency (Lawy and
Tedder 2009). They are less likely to have the experience or the confi-
dence to resist policy prescriptions. Second, the line between passive
resistance and collusion is a difficult one to tread. Furthermore, it is not
always easy to distinguish the one from the other. There is the danger of
inadvertent incorporation into the dominant policy, particularly for work-
ers who find themselves directly responsible for the implementation of
policy. Third, and crucially, without a critical analysis of the political and
ideological basis of prescribed policies it is difficult for an individual or
group to resist the pressure to conform. Micro-level resistance is not in
itself a strategy for change. Indeed it may perpetuate an illusion that
working creatively ‘in the spaces’ between policy intentions and regimes
of accountability can turn the political tide. But it demonstrates the com-
mitment of adult educators to find ways of working consistent with their
beliefs about education’s purpose. It maintains morale. And, most impor-
tantly, in an era during which progressive politics are searching for ways to
re-express themselves, it keeps alive the experiences of a previous political
era as a reminder – not just for activists – that other possibilities besides the
current hegemonic ‘normality’ have existed and can exist again.
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The narratives invite questions for critical reflection: what is the strate-
gic potential of resistances which are not visible beyond the immediate
context? Are accommodations or micro-resistances sufficient without
critical analysis of the ideological context within which adult education
is currently being re-shaped? And – beyond retirement, redundancy or
departure from the field of adult education – what are the projective and
strategic possibilities through which adult educators might imagine a
future for adult education?
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CHAPTER 9

The Bigger Picture: Strategy and Advocacy

I think what goes around will come around; we’ve been round this circle
once or twice before. And to a certain extent the good stuff will carry on
whatever . . .Because we’ll find a way I think. Calling it something else,
selling it to politicians, finding other ways . . .But if you look at what
happened with ESOL . . .There are a lot of people who supported that
campaign who are not in adult learning, but are tangential or who use
ESOL provision for their clients; you’ve got to do that.

(Faith, England, full-time adult educator, 12 years)

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 8 discussed the extent to which adult educators felt able to exercise
agency in their everyday practice. This chapter looks beyond the immediate
work context to discuss some of the social implications of ideas and policies
circulating nationally and globally and the strategies adult educators and
their organisations adopted in response. The interviews in both England
and New Zealand suggested concerns about targeting in a climate of
funding cutbacks. These concerns went beyond adult education, to connect
with wider anxieties about the impact of policies which harden social divi-
sions and differentiate between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’. Three
distinct, but not mutually exclusive, types of strategic response were appar-
ent, each of which is demonstrated above in Faith’s contribution.

One was a kind of fatalism which suggested that the possibilities for
influencing the direction of policy were so limited that the best strategy
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was simply to carry on and wait until the policy tide turned. A second
type of response involved exploiting the potential for developing adult
education in ways which aligned with, or levered off funding from govern-
ment, corporate or philanthropic sources. Social enterprise (Bourzaga and
Defourny 2001; Grant 2008; Thompson 2008; Kerlin 2009; Abu-Saifan
2012) has been widely promoted as a solution to the withdrawal of the
state from areas of social provision, including adult education and training.
I discuss what the evidence suggests about social enterprise as viable
strategy for practitioners with a concern for social justice and equality of
opportunity. I argue that issues of definition, emphasis and politics require
critical analysis before it can be concluded that social enterprise truly does
offer a ‘third way’ between the state and the market for adult education
practice. Third were the advocacy and campaigning responses developed
in England and New Zealand by adult educators and learners to influence
policy and change the nature of the debate. I discuss the strengths and
limitations of strategies of advocacy and campaigning with reference to
adult educators’ views and the literature of international development
campaigning.

COUNTING THE SOCIAL COSTS OF ADULT

EDUCATION POLICIES

As intimated in the previous chapter concern was expressed by adult
educators in both countries about the social costs of current policies on
adult education and training. These concerns went beyond adult educa-
tion itself and linked to political debates around social inclusion, equality
of opportunity and immigration. An example of the wider implications of
government policies in both countries developed around ‘targeting’. On
the face of it, targeting – prioritising educational resources towards parti-
cular under-represented groups or specific activities – is a policy which
seems self-evidently benign in its aim to prioritise ‘needs’ in a constrained
fiscal environment, as Melanie suggests:

At heart, I believe in need rather than want. So I’m for promoting the skills
that help people in their lives, like gardening, like composting, like cooking.
And I don’t care much about whether you can learn Spanish or Chinese
cooking. Because I think those are just luxuries . . .But if you’ve only got so
much money, you go the skill development way. (Melanie, New Zealand,
full-time adult education manager, 20 years)
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However, targeting policies in New Zealand were also seen as reinforcing
divisions between those who were the focus of educational interventions
(particularly people with literacy, language or numeracy difficulties, the
jobless and Māori and Pasifika adults) and those who were judged able to
pay for their adult education. It also tended to stereotype negatively the
targets of adult educational provision, compromising adult educators’
values regarding equal access and cultural and community cohesion:

One rather large policy change I see is that almost all government funded
ACE focuses on Māori, Pasifika and immigrants. There appears to be an
almost explicit assumption that if you do not fall into one of these categories
you must be self-sufficient financially and already well-educated and not in
need of further qualifications. (Karen, New Zealand, part-time adult edu-
cator and volunteer, 6 years)

People doing ACE are now feeling labelled as having “learning disabil-
ities”; why are we doing this to our adult learners? Not everyone has a literacy
problem, yet we are forced to label them because of government policy or make
them pay! (Hilary, New Zealand, part-time adult education coordinator,
17 years)

In England, punitive targeting of speakers of languages other than English
was used to position migrants and refugees as ‘undeserving’ if they were
not engaged in ESOL classes, with potentially catastrophic consequences
for their eligibility for state benefits. Even as government funding was
being cut back, ESOL teachers made redundant and restrictions placed on
eligibility for free ESOL classes, the government was accusing migrants of
failing to learn English. For example in his June 2013 spending review
speech George Osborne, Chancellor of the Exchequer, took the oppor-
tunity (without recourse to any evidence) to imply that immigrants were
unwilling to access English classes and therefore undeserving of state
support:

From now on, if claimants don’t speak English, they will have to attend
language courses until they do. This is a reasonable requirement in this
country. It will help people find work. But if you’re not prepared to learn
English, your benefits will be cut. (George Osborne MP June 2013)

Meanwhile he failed to mention the cuts and restrictions imposed
on ESOL provision by his own government. In a country in which
immigration policy is central to the struggles for power between parties
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from the centre to the right of the political spectrum, adult education was
being implicated in politically motivated attempts to project England as
hostile to migrants, as a means to deter immigration and satisfy the pre-
judices of a section of the electorate. Ironically, it was on just such ground
that the ‘Brexit’ debate was waged during 2016, resulting in a referendum
decision to leave the EuropeanUnion – a proponent of lifelong learning for
social cohesion as well as economic competitiveness, and a funder of
schemes to promote European cooperation around adult education.

Concern about the tendency to use the word ‘language’ as a proxy for
‘race’ (Action on ESOL 2012) was voiced by a number of ESOL teachers
in England:

From my point of view, teaching ESOL, there’s this terrible racist agenda.
‘Why should we be paying for people who don’t even belong here’? The
future doesn’t look good. (Sue, England, full-time ESOL teacher, 25 years)

And now immigrants are being treated with apparent disdain by some
politicians, as though they weren’t really worth investing in. It is shameful. I
am not optimistic about the opportunities. (Rita, England, part-time ESOL
teacher, 8 years)

These developments in New Zealand and England were examples of
policies which ran counter to values of equality and inclusion. They
represented a retreat from an ideal of adult education for the social and
cultural, as well as economic good. Importantly too, they demonstrate
that changes impacting on adult education emanate from wider political
projects, some of whose socially divisive consequences may be unintended,
some apparently deliberate.

POLICY FATALISM: ‘WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND’

One response to the situation was simply to wait in the hope that the
political climate or the government in power would change and that this
would revive the fortunes of adult education in the way Brian suggests had
happened in the past:

The challenge is for the organisation to survive the situation . . .We are so
small that it is not worth the political cost . . . that’s pretty much how we
survived the Thatcher era . . . I think we may get away with that again, and
wait for better times. (Brian, England, full-time adult educator, 30 years plus)
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This policy fatalism suggested a sense of powerlessness and lack of con-
fidence in political contestation. In New Zealand at the time these inter-
views took place a general election was imminent. ACE in New Zealand
had experienced a brief resurgence in policy support under the 1999–2008
Labour coalition governments – though not a significant increase in
funding. Therefore it was reasonable for practitioners to assume that a
change of government might signal a more favourable policy climate:

It’s going to be interesting in the next two years; it’s going to depend on this
election (Gloria, New Zealand, adult educator, 30 years plus)

If National gets in, I wouldn’t mind betting that constraints come in. It
will also be interesting to see what will happen if Labour gets in; they have a
more social agenda. I still think it comes down to money and – I was going
to say priorities – but sometimes the money wipes out the priority. I can’t
untangle the politics really because you have a Party that goes in for three
years and then the other one comes in and undermines everything that has
been done and it’s chop and change. Edith, New Zealand, part-time ESOL
teacher, 10 years)

The education system is a political football. New brooms sweep clean
constantly causing turmoil and change that often is not any kind of
improvement . . .People who are migrants, refugees, criminals, school drop
outs or whatever are the first to be penalised when money is tight. (Debbie,
New Zealand, part-time ESOL tutor, 12 years)

The belief that a Labour-led government might have pursued a more
‘social agenda’ might have been misplaced. The record of the 1999–
2008 Labour-led coalitions suggests that the neoliberal imperative was
still dominant, notwithstanding some tinkering in the social arena (Zepke
2009). In the event, however, a right wing National Party coalition was
returned to power for a second time in 2011 and again in 2014. The
climate for adult education was further constrained and the government
has progressively hardened its stance against supporting adult education
for broader, social and non-instrumental purposes.

In England, the decline of adult education which began under the
Thatcher government in the 1980s accelerated throughout the 17 years
of a Labour government and has continued under two Conservative-led
governments, committed to ongoing public sector cutbacks. Nevertheless,
there was still a strand of opinion which took the view that a change in
government at national level would alter the trajectory of policy and,
furthermore, that policy is by nature cyclical:
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What goes around comes around. We’ll go back to where we’ve been . . . It
will take a long time for the people who are not educators to realise the
impact of what they are pushing through at the moment. (Fiona, England,
full-time adult educator, 15 years)

I am a believer in cycles really. I think it will just go round and back again.
(Denise, England, full-time adult education coordinator, 25 years)

This policy fatalism assumes sharper differences between the main political
parties and their coalition partners than exist in reality. In fact there has
been considerable policy consistency around education and training
regardless of the avowed political persuasion of the government in
power both within and between these two countries (Olssen et al. 2004;
S. Ball 2008a). This suggests that policies are in fact products of political
and economic projects operating at a global as well as a national level and
that any assumption that a change of government signals a substantial
change in emphasis may require rethinking.

‘THIRD WAY’ STRATEGIES: THE LURE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

I am much more now into social enterprise and I think that’s what we really
have to think about: how we can have community based enterprises, com-
munity based organisations that can be self-supporting and not constantly at
the behest of contestable funding like tertiary education. (Jackie, New
Zealand, part-time adult educator, 20 years)

The model I’m using is social entrepreneurship really. It’s not a voluntary
organisation, it’s a social business. And I thought, yes, that’s the style for the
future. (Alan, England, retired adult educator, 30 years plus)

While the overall thrust of policy may be consistent between governments,
there has been no shortage of short-term targeted projects and policies
which come and go with the government in power. The belief that the
prospects for influencing political change are limited may encourage prac-
titioners to consider the funding possibilities arising from such of-the-
moment policy initiatives. Social enterprise was one such idea whose star
has been in the ascendant in recent years.

Social enterprise ideas are influenced by ‘Third Way’ theories (Giddens
1998, 2000, 2001) which sought to reconcile ‘market fundamentalism’

with ‘Keynesian welfare compromise’ Giddens (2001: 2). One plank of
Giddens’ Third Way argument was ‘civic entrepreneurship’ through which
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he envisaged groups would: ‘generate creative and energetic strategies to help
cope with social problems’ (Giddens 2001: 8). ThirdWay politics, which have
been promoted by social democratic-leaning administrations in the USA,
Europe, Australia and New Zealand from the mid-1990s aimed to promote:
‘social inclusion, pluralism, and democratic involvement within an active civil
society that supports a market economy’ (Codd 2002: 32). The encourage-
mentof social enterprises –businesseswith social purpose –has been integral to
the implementation of these ideas. However, definitions of social enterprise
and the social entrepreneur are both vague and contested (Borzaga and
Defourny 2001; Thompson 2008; Kerlin 2009; Abu-Saifan 2012).

In England the policy fondness for promoting social enterprise emerged
under Tony Blair’s ‘New Labour’ premiership from 1997 (Blair 1998).
Among the measures taken in pursuance of this idea was the establishment in
2001 of a Social Enterprise Unit, tasked with coordinating and supporting
social enterprise initiatives on the part of third sector and non-profit organisa-
tions. An element of third way influence has remained under the Conservative
Party’s leadership. The ‘Big Society’ was one of the big ideas of the
Conservative election strategy in 2010; its avowed intention was to encourage
citizens to assume a greater role in community support through voluntary
effort and social enterprise (Pattie and Johnston 2011; Corbett and Walker
2012). It also, conveniently, provided a rationale for further state withdrawal
from aspects of public sector provision through:

. . . a less centralised state, greater community involvement in decision-
making, and a greater role for voluntary activity, charities and the ‘third
sector’ in the provision of services currently provided by the state. (Pattie
and Johnston 2011: 405)

Among those activities aimed at encouraging Big Society entrepreneurial-
ism was the Big Society Bank, launched in 2011 as Big Society Capital,
which was heralded as ‘an important catalyst for growing the amount
of private capital available to support our social entrepreneurs’ (HM
Government 2011: 5). Big Society Capital drew on funds from dormant
private bank accounts as well as seeking to encourage private capital
to invest in new and developing social enterprises. Alongside this,
Community Learning Trusts (BIS 2012e) were piloted among selected
adult and community learning organisations. These had a strong entrepre-
neurial flavour, demanding that Pound Plus – evidence that additional
income (for example from fees and sales) or value (for example from
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volunteer input) – be extracted from learning activities. Community
Learning Trusts did not survive beyond their pilot phase (BIS 2014);
however, the requirement for Pound Plus, which in effect means, ‘user
pays’ remains in government funding pronouncements (BIS 2015).

In New Zealand, social enterprises have been a part of the landscape for
some time (Grant 2008) although up to the present they have not been a
focus of government policy. Nevertheless, where national government has
shown an interest in social enterprise it has looked to theUnitedKingdomand
Australia in particular for inspiration (Department for Internal Affairs 2013;
Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector 2013). Grant (2008) iden-
tifies a number of aspects of New Zealand history, culture and politics which
shape thenature of social enterprise in that country. Among these she cites its
spirit of ‘settler’ ingenuity and community self-sufficiency, which are
embedded in the country’s colonial past. She also discusses the ways in
which Māori iwi (tribes) and hapū (sub-tribes) have utilised financial settle-
ments, in compensation for historic land appropriations by the former British
colonists, combining business ventures with community benefit to Māori.
Furthermore, she links the growth of social enterprises with the neoliberalis-
ing tendencies of governments from the 1980s onwards and in particular to
the preference for contracting out public service provision (for example the
care of the elderly and the ambulance service) to non-government and non-
profit organisations.

As a consequence in both countries social enterprise was an idea in currency
among adult educators as they sought alternatives in the face of government
cutbacks and funding restrictions. Some of the practitioners who were inter-
viewed for this book were considering establishing social enterprises which
would meet social and education aims while being financially self-sustaining.
Social enterprises were proposed in respect of a range of areas including adult
mentoring and career guidance, adult education in residential care settings and
support for women entering employment. The idea of social entrepreneurship
has an added attraction perhaps in that rhetorically it combines commitment,
ingenuity, and social purpose with a promise of self-sufficiency. This is well-
illustrated in Abu-Saifan’s (2012) definition which imbues the social entrepre-
neur with a heroic ethos:

a mission driven individual who uses a set of entrepreneurial behaviours to
deliver a social value to the less privileged, all through an entrepreneurially
oriented entity that is financially independent, self-sufficient or sustainable.
(Abu-Saifan 2012: 25)

140 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



While appearing to stand outside the neoliberalising camp, it holds out the
prospect of freedom from the vagaries of state policy and funding.
However, it is fraught with ambiguities and contradictions.

First, social enterprises must generate funding, if not from public
sources (which are increasingly constrained) then from philanthropic or
corporate donors. The evidence from both England and New Zealand
suggests that this is not as readily forthcoming as the rhetoric suggests.
Given the reliance of many third sector organisations on government-
derived contracts, it seems unlikely that either philanthropy or corporate
goodwill could fill the gaps left in services by drastic public sector cutbacks
(Pattie and Johnston 2011). Certainly in New Zealand, the response of
the corporate sector seems muted (Grant 2008; Tindall Foundation
2009), while in England it remains to be seen whether Big Society
Capital will attract the enthusiasm of social lenders. In the absence of
large-scale funding, raising income from those who benefit from services
either through fees or sales is the only other option, which places adult
educators in the contradictory position of applying ‘user pays’ policies to
social provision – a move which demonstrably ran counter to the values of
adult educators in both countries.

Second, as Pattie and Johnston (2011) have argued, a social enter-
prise approach operating in a free market environment is likely to favour
the involvement of those with pre-existing resources including those of
time, money and social and cultural capital. Those most in need may be
least likely to be able to draw on such resources to organise services.
They may be less likely too to possess the levels of optimism and trust
which are concomitant with community involvement. Rather, they are
likely to be reliant on the goodwill of more affluent others – where it
can be found. Since social enterprise solutions to social needs are unlikely
to be sufficiently large scale or evenly distributed across society to meet the
needs of diverse populations it might be anticipated that provision will be
inadequate.

Third, the optimum balance between the social justice quotient and
profit in the social enterprise concept is unclear and rarely defined either in
statements from government or in the intentions of the adult educators
interviewed for this book. Nor is it clear what the balance should be
between paid staff and volunteer effort, or indeed whether a role exists
for paid workers in a social enterprise. Discussion of social enterprise
solutions tends to omit details of standards of service, regulation of
expectations or remuneration of providers.
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The application of social enterprise ideas to the adult and community
education sector is popularly advanced as the solution to cutbacks and
uncertainties in adult education provision. However, a more critical view
suggests that itmaymerely be a way of further cutting public sector provision
and creating volunteers out of what would once have been paid and experi-
enced adult educators, and result in a patchy and unstable pattern of provi-
sion. The rhetorical force of the language of social enterprise needs to be
critiqued by informed analysis of the ideology underlying its promotion and
by research into the consequences for equality of access and opportunity.

ADVOCACY AND CAMPAIGNING STRATEGIES

In both countries there were examples of advocacy and campaigning for
recognition and funding for adult education. The term advocacy is used
here to refer to activities – which may include campaigning, lobbying and
education – by means of which organisations seek to influence policy and
bring about change in the interests of adult learners and those who
facilitate their learning (Anderson 2000). In the main in England and
New Zealand, advocating for adult education takes place at three levels: in
broad cross-sector alliances, in national membership-based organisations
and in (sector or sub-sector) grass roots practitioner and learner cam-
paigns. In New Zealand in particular some advocacy work also takes
place at international level, particularly through the Asia and South
Pacific Association for Basic and Adult Education (ASPBAE).1 Here how-
ever, I focus on advocacy at the national level. I discuss the nature and
types of advocacy and campaigning around adult education, their
strengths and limitations. In doing so I draw on the literature of interna-
tional advocacy and campaigning (Edwards 1993; Anderson 2000;
Chapman and Fisher 2000; Leipold 2000) which offers useful lessons
for non-government organisations operating at a national level. I also
use illustrative examples from the adult educator interviews.

Sector Alliances

Sector alliances are coalitions between organisations which work
together to identify shared areas of concern and action. They may
focus solely on advocating to government or they may operate on a
number of levels (for example combining advocacy to government with
lobbying and mobilising public opinion). They may adopt primarily

142 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



‘insider’ strategies – working with government agencies to influence
change – or primarily ‘outsider’ strategies –campaigning against a parti-
cular government department or policy – or they may combine the two
types of activities (Chapman and Fisher 2000). They draw on their cross-
sector strength to influence policy.

New Zealand: ACE Strategic Alliance
The ACE Strategic Alliance was formed in 2006 by senior representatives
from eight national ACE-related organisations, including non-govern-
ment organisations, polytechnics and universities. The aim of the
Alliance was to collaborate to ensure that ACE issues were kept on the
political agenda, and to lobby government on behalf of the sector.
The Strategic Alliance has acted as a high-level forum rather than a
campaigning body and its activities have been largely confined to meetings
and to the production of strategy documents. During 2010 the Strategic
Alliance completed a draft discussion document Real Value: Investing in
Ordinary People. Adult and Community Education in New Zealand: the
next 10 years (ACE Sector Strategic Alliance 2011) which was the focus of
meetings with government representatives. The strategies identified in the
discussion document are broadly in line with pre-2008, and to some
extent post-2008, government policy on ACE:

• To improve provider engagement with target learner groups and
facilitate learner pathways for those who need assistance

• To develop an effective infrastructure
• To develop provider and practitioner capability

(ACE Sector Strategic Alliance 2011: 9)
The strategy document focuses on structure, competence and capability

rather than resourcing. It does not address the issue of cuts to sector funding
or the remuneration and conditions of sector practitioners. The Alliance’s
main focus has been on working with government to develop a stronger ACE
infrastructure, through an outcomes-based funding framework with criteria
that address the needs of communities rather advocating directly for the sector
and its practitioners. Its response to the government’s omission of ACE from
its 2014–2019 Tertiary Education Strategy was muted, and its response to
progressive cutbacks in the sector did not suggest a strong commitment to
campaigning or action to restore funding: ‘In an ideal world ACE provision
would be fully funded’ (ACE Sector Strategic Alliance 2014: 8).
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England: CALL (Campaigning Alliance for Lifelong Learning)
CALL was launched in 2008 in response to the loss of 1.5 million places
for adult learners across England as a consequence of government changes
to adult education funding. CALL was a broad-based campaign whose
subscribers included trade unions, colleges and community-based adult
education providers, religious and campaigning groups as well as indivi-
duals. It was based on founding principles which included:

• Access to high-quality education for all
• Universal access to basic skills, ESOL and ICT
• The maintenance of local authority-based adult education and learn-

ing for a range of purposes, including personal development
• The right to second chance education for adults
• Fair reward and recognition of adult education practitioners
• The involvement of learners, educators and communities in decision-

making

While CALL was broadly supportive of the government’s emphasis on
training for skills and employment, it argued that it should not be the
sole focus of funding for adult education. It advocated the benefits of
more broadly focused adult education for family and community, and
for creativity, culture, health and wellbeing. CALL’s lobbying activities
peaked during 2008 and 2009 and drew some response from govern-
ment and an offer of meetings with the then Secretary of State for
Education. However, this was the high point of CALL activities, and
the alliance waned after the 2010 election of a Conservative-led coali-
tion committed to public service budget cuts across the board. The
Workers’ Educational Association, which was a leading member of the
Alliance, launched a Save Adult Education Campaign, in response to a
further round of cutbacks, in loose alliance with a number of educa-
tion-related trade unions and organisations. Their activities, focused
primarily on parliamentary lobbying and petitioning, had limited
public impact.

Sector Alliances: Strengths and Limitations
The strength of cross-sector alliances is in their capacity to mobilise high-
level responses to government across a sector, while leaving constituent
organisations free to make representations on their own behalf (Leipold
2000). Together, larger organisations (for example trade unions and

144 ADULT EDUCATION IN NEOLIBERAL TIMES



national coordinating organisations) have access to resources to sustain
advocacy efforts over time. Importantly too, they can have access to ‘back
channels’ – pre-existing relationships with politicians and government
officials – which mean that they may be able to meet with, persuade or
influence those who are close to government decision-making.

However, this closeness to government can be problematic. First,
depending on the extent to which the strategic alliance is inclusive of
grass roots opinion, there is a tendency for it to seem remote from the
day-to-day issues of practice. This can be perceived negatively by practi-
tioners, particularly where communication about the activities of the
alliance is poor. Second, alliances may be compromised through over-
identification with government agendas: people who meet regularly
have a tendency to become close and their views convergent (Edwards
1993). In turn this can lead to practitioners feeling let down by the
compromises made between strategic alliances and policy makers – or
worse, to feel that the alliance is more motivated to collaborate with
government than with those whose interests it purports to represent.
Third, a strategic alliance may be unstable where there is competition
for funding between the organisations involved (Edwards 1993). At the
end of the day, sectional interests may override sector interests in the
race to pull in funding or put ‘bums on seats’. These strengths and
limitations are well summarised by one English adult educator inter-
viewed for the research:

It’s what I refer to as a carrot and stick approach. On the one hand we do all
this heavy, noisy stuff in the media, which causes a lot of media attention,
then we also have the back channels which say: OK, what’s going on; let’s
talk . . . It bothers me a great deal that organisations are so worried about
their own existence that they’re frightened they might say something which
threatens themselves and therefore they throw themselves into collaborative
schemes of action with other bodies, in case they are undermining their
short or medium term future. (Carla, England, part-time adult educator and
volunteer, 30 years plus)

Issues of openness, independence and clarity of expectation therefore
seem to be central to the credibility of strategic alliances as far as grass
roots practitioners are concerned. This signals their need to look not just
to influence policy but also to communicate with members of constituency
organisations.
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National Membership Organisations

National membership organisations in the sector promote adult education
and lifelong learning as an area of practice raise awareness of the value of
adult and community education and encourage adult participation in
education and training. They may do this through research, training,
publications and conferences and through the provision of resources and
support to adult education providers. At the time when the research for
this book was conducted, ACE Aotearoa and NIACE (National Institute
of Continuing and Adult Education) were the main membership organi-
sations for the sector in New Zealand and England, respectively. As such
they fulfilled an advocacy role.

New Zealand: ACE Aotearoa
Adult and Community Education (ACE) Aotearoa has a long history of
advocating for the ACE sector. Until relatively recently ACE Aotearoa
operated through a local branch structure, although some branches were
more active than others. This structure was compromised during the
period from 1999 to 2008 when the Tertiary Education Commission
(TEC), under the Labour-led government, sought to bring some order
and control to the sector by superimposing a system of regional ACE
networks on the ACE Aotearoa branch structure. These government-
funded networks, which were to coordinate local provision and provide
a focus for professional development activities, tended to undermine the
autonomy of regional ACE organisation (Bowl 2011). TEC regional net-
works in turn went into decline after the reduction of funding to local
ACE organisations which followed the election of the National Party-led
government in 2008. Formal contact between ACE Aotearoa and its local
members is now mainly via its conferences – especially its Annual
Conference – its web-based information and newsletters. It has also
taken on responsibility for allocating government funding for professional
development and collaborative activities to local ACE organisations and is
to a considerable extent reliant for its financial survival on government
contracts to undertake specific sector-wide activities (ACE Aotearoa
2012). This places it in the position of being both agent of government
and sector advocate. Its advocacy role is primarily carried out in the
context of its membership of the ACE Sector Strategic Alliance and its
attempts to develop a dialogue with government ministers on policies
which are relevant to adult and community education.
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England: NIACE
NIACE (National Institute of Continuing and Adult Education) was,
until 2015, a well-established membership organisation which, inter alia,
advocated for the adult and community learning sector, seeking to influ-
ence government and the wider public to support and increase opportu-
nities for adults to engage in learning. It was a founding member of
CALL. Much of its advocacy activity involved collecting and disseminating
evidence around the value of lifelong learning. In 2007 NIACE estab-
lished an independent inquiry into the future of lifelong learning. Its aim
was to offer an authoritative, coherent strategic framework for lifelong
learning in the UK (NIACE 2009: 5). The resulting report, Learning
Through Life (Schuller and Watson 2009) proposed a new policy model
for lifelong learning and a ‘rebalancing’ of funding to reflect a commit-
ment to learning across the life course. Its recommendations form the
basis of NIACE’s work in attempting to influence government and others
of the value of adult education and lifelong learning. There was little
evidence of a response from government. From 2011 onwards NIACE’s
priorities increasingly mirrored those of government, particularly in its
emphasis on skills and training and on younger adults. Its dependence
on government contracts increased and its role as a membership organisa-
tion appeared much diminished. At its AGM in 2015, NIACE formally
agreed to merge with the Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion
(CESI) and to rename itself The Learning and Work Institute: ‘a new
independent policy and research organisation dedicated to lifelong learn-
ing, full employment and inclusion’. This decision signalled the comple-
tion of the move away from campaigning and advocacy for adult education
and towards a narrow, government-responsive learning for work agenda.
It also marked the end of the existence of a membership-based organisa-
tion for adult education.

National Membership Organisations: Strengths and Limitations
Both ACE Aotearoa and NIACE illustrate some of the strengths and
challenges faced by national membership organisation. Their strength is
in their ability to work horizontally – in cross-sector alliances, and verti-
cally – as a conduit between their membership and those who make or
implement policy. By this means they can link action and experience at the
‘micro’ (grass roots) and the ‘macro’ (global) level (Edwards 1993: 165),
creating a productive synergy between the two. National membership
organisations also enjoy a degree of organisational stability which enables
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them to undertake sustained advocacy. This may involve research, infor-
mation gathering and relationship-building. Reaping benefits from these
activities may take time and resources, which short-run campaigns rarely
have at their disposal. On the other hand, membership organisations run
the risk of seeming distant or tokenistic in their approach to their member-
ship, prioritising building relationship with those who have influence
rather than with those who work in the field. At the same time, with
membership revenues dropping through the loss of grass roots funding,
membership organisations themselves can become dependent on govern-
ment funding and goodwill for their own survival (Leipold 2000). This
potentially compromises the organisation’s independence and freedom to
advocate. It also implicates the organisation within the neoliberal culture
of the contracting out of public services (Edwards 1993).

In the interviews with adult educators in both countries, tensions
between the perspectives of practitioners at the grass roots of their mem-
bership organisations were apparent. In England few practitioners made
any connections with NIACE as an organisation advocating on their
behalf except those who had themselves worked at a national level within
or alongside NIACE. In New Zealand, at the time the interviews took
place, the divergence in perspectives between grass roots adult educators
and ACE Aotearoa appeared particularly marked:

It seems like there’s a shift in ACE Aotearoa away from Branches . . . towards
collaboration with local authority organisations and government bodies.
There seems to be a shift in the type of organisation ACE Aotearoa has
become. (Gina, New Zealand, part-time, adult educator, 25 years)

ACE Aotearoa has become the contract holder for Tertiary Education
Commission. So they have got confused about their role as upholding the
kaupapa of ACE Aotearoa and being the implementer of TEC contracts.
(Ann, New Zealand, full-time unpaid educator, 30 years plus)

Over the preceding 5 years its focus had shifted from advocating on behalf
of locally based adult educators to influencing and implementing govern-
ment policy as a contract holder. In this sense it had become more
managerial and less adversarial.

Membership organisations are well placed to collect and collate evi-
dence and opinions from learners and educators at grass roots level.
However, there is clearly a tension between the representative and advo-
cacy roles of membership organisations and their role as contractors for
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government. This suggests that attention needs to be paid to the ways in
which such organisations consult and communicate with their members. It
also suggests their need to be clear about the terms of government support
and the implications of accepting it.

Grass Roots Campaigns

Grass roots campaigns may spring up spontaneously in response to a specific
issue or policy change, or they may be more deliberatively organised
(Chapman and Fisher 2000). They tend to focus on mobilising learners,
educators and the public and on responding to immediate events, through
the media, petitions or through organising a physical lobbying presence.

New Zealand: Stop Night Class Cuts!
The Stop Night Class Cuts! campaign was launched in 2009 by CLASS
(Community Learning Association Through Schools). It stimulated pub-
lic activity, media coverage and parliamentary discussion around the cuts
in ACE funding which were announced shortly after the election of the
National Government in 2008. The campaign united adult education
providers, teachers and learners in an array of events around the country
which highlighted the impact of the cuts (Fordyce and Papa 2009; Tully
2009). These included a national day of action which was held during
Adult Learners’ Week. A petition, signed by over 50,000 people, was
delivered to parliament and adult education was, for a while, a topic of
parliamentary debate. However, the campaign did not result in the reversal
of the cuts or a government change of heart. Programme closures and job
losses went ahead. The campaign was lively, but short-lived; funding cuts
impacted on its ability to mobilise as schools and community organisations
which continued to offer adult education opportunities sought to survive
in the changed funding climate. The Stop the Night Class Cuts Campaign
was spontaneous and imaginative but ultimately it could not survive the loss
of its key members to redundancies, nor was its base sufficiently wide
(particularly given the relatively scattered and isolated nature of its practi-
tioners) for it to be able to form a coherent national campaign of opposition.

England: Action for ESOL
Action for ESOL is a broadly based campaign involving ESOL practi-
tioners and learners, national bodies, trade unions, community organisa-
tions and public sector employees across the United Kingdom. It emerged
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from a seminar of ESOL practitioners and others held in 2011 in response
to the continuing erosion of learners’ eligibility for subsidised language
classes. The seminar, entitled:Where have we come from, where are we now?
And where are we going? stimulated a year of discussion which culminated
in the publication of the ESOL Manifesto (Action for ESOL 2012), a
statement of beliefs and values about importance of well-funded, high-
quality language education in a socially just and democratic society. The
manifesto also made the case for pay and conditions which reflect the skill
and training which ESOL educators bring to their work. The action for
ESOL campaign continues, through email networking, online bulletins,
lobbying and responding to policy pronouncements, such as the govern-
ment annual spending review (Action for ESOL 2013) and the prime
minister David Cameron’s comments concerning Muslim women’s will-
ingness to learn English (Action for ESOL 2016).

Practitioner Campaigns: Strengths and Limitations
The energy generated by grass roots campaigns has the capacity to capture
public and media attention in ways which years of back channel advocacy,
evidence gathering and relationship-building cannot (Chapman and
Fisher 2000; Leipold 2000).They can mobilise practitioners and learners
and create a sense of shared purpose, drawing on the commitment of those
involved. They can utilise informal communication channels and thereby
react quickly to changing events in innovative ways. They also have the
potential to promote informal transformational learning (Foley 1999). In
this respect the Action for ESOL campaign was particularly successful in
mobilising opinion and action – and in winning some concessions. It was
widely cited by English adult educators as an example of the power of grass
roots campaigns:

It’s a real bottom up campaign . . . . It’s so creative; it’s so imaginative and it
takes me right back to my first days in adult education . . .And I think some
of the most interesting discussions about adult pedagogy are taking place
in ESOL, which is interesting. (Dennis, England, full-time coordinator,
30 years plus)

I think with ESOL we have had small concessions because people have
got very ‘arsey’ and said that this is just not civilised . . .A lot of them of them
have fought to be here and they come from cultures where you have to fight.
We could learn a lot from them. (Sue, England, full-time ESOL teacher,
25 years)
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However, the limitations of active opposition are obvious. Adult educator
jobs are insecure and the learners whose education is subject to cuts may
lack political clout. Furthermore, adult educators lack industrial muscle
and have little bargaining power beyond the mobilisation of public opi-
nion. There are also dilemmas for individual adult educators involving
themselves in campaigning – whether they risk their already precarious
positions or whether, having lost their employment, they can realistically
carry on campaigning. Ongoing cuts to funding and the contraction of the
adult education workforce therefore starve campaigns of key activists and
make them susceptible to collapse:

The people [the cuts in services] affect are the people who are the least able
to make a noise about it really. And historically it’s been the educators
themselves who would make a noise about it. And that’s quite a responsi-
bility in a way. We’re not allowed to, because we work for the Council, we’re
not allowed to campaign. But the people using community education are
the least powerful. (Ursula, England, full-time community learning man-
ager, 26 years)

If I decide to do lobbying or campaigning or something, I still have to
have an ordinary everyday role which is who I am and where I stand . . .You
can’t just be a political activist, just like that . . .We still have to do what we
do; what is us, even if we decide that the most important thing is the political
action. (Imogen, New Zealand, part-time adult educator and volunteer,
30 years plus)

Table 9.1 summarises the strengths and limitations of different forms of
advocacy in adult education discussed above. It is likely that at different
points in the life of an advocacy or campaigning organisation it will adopt
different approaches – persuasive or adversarial, through the media or
through research and information gathering. As the literature of interna-
tional advocacy and campaigning suggests, no one approach is superior to
another. Rather they have the potential to complement and enhance one
another (Edwards 1993; Anderson 2000; Chapman and Fisher 2000).
However, Edwards (1993: 168) suggests, and the evidence confirms,
advocacy approaches are subject to four weaknesses: lack of a clear strat-
egy, weakness in alliances, an absence of credible alternatives and the
problems inherent in relationships with donor agencies. In relation to
adult education, the marginality of the sector and the insecurity of tenure
of many of its advocates make its defence a daunting challenge.
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SUMMARY: LEARNING THE LESSONS

I think many organisations have lost that capacity to be embarrassing and to
stand up in public and name names and point fingers – in the media and in
the press and in public – and be noisy about it. (Carla, England, part-time
adult educator and volunteer, 30 years plus)

It is tempting, given the strength and length of the onslaught on adult
education to conclude that there is nothing to be done and that the best
course of action for the adult educator – as long as she or he is still in
employment – is to wait for the policy tide to turn. However, the evidence
suggests that while governments may promote particular short-term projects
which may not last beyond their tenure in power, policy is not cyclical: ‘what
goes around’, does not ‘come around’. Rather, the overall thrust of neoliber-
alisation has been constant regardless of the government in power. Policy
fatalism as a strategy for survival diminishes individual adult educators’ sense of
agency and vitiates adult education as an area of practice informed by values of
equality and social justice. Furthermore, the idea that adopting approaches

Table 9.1 Advocacy and campaigning strategies: Strengths and limitations

Strengths Limitations

Strategic
alliances

– Access to organisational
resources

– Mobilise shared interests
– High-level advocacy
– Access to channels of influence

– Remoteness from grass roots
concerns

– Competing agendas
–Over-identification with target of
advocacy

National
organisations

– Organisational base
– Organisational profile
– Continuity
– Ability to work vertically and
horizontally

– Remoteness from grass roots
concerns

– Dependence on government
goodwill/funding

Grass roots
campaigns

– Grass roots credibility
– Potential for learning
– Informal communication
channels

– High commitment
– Ability to respond quickly
– Innovation and creativity
– Draw on a range of knowledge
and expertise

– Narrow focus
– Resource poor
– Dependence on key individuals
– Limited bargaining power
– Campaigner vulnerability
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which chime in with current government policies – be they called active
citizenship, Big Society or social enterprise –will ensure the future for broadly
based, accessible and socially just forms of adult education also requires critical
examination. The evidence suggests social enterprise as a comprehensive
approach to public sector provision is likely to be neither feasible nor
equitable.

More active, collaborative responses are required if any impression is to
be made on the direction of travel of current policy. Advocacy and cam-
paigning strategies represent attempts to influence the agenda and, perhaps,
to change policy. However, the relative lack of bargaining power of adult
educators as workers and the marginality of adult education as a sector mean
that they are likely to make little impact alone. Regional, national – or even
international – advocacy and campaigning for adult education cannot divert
an ideological tide which extends much further than adult education and
which is backed by the resources of powerful governments working in
concert. But they can make a valuable contribution towards doing so
(Edwards 1993). They can raise awareness and shine a crucial light on
injustices and inconsistencies in policy. They can also activate people, and
they have the potential for transformational learning. The following chapter
draws some of the conclusions from the research on which this book is
based and discusses how an agenda for a socially just and democratically
oriented adult education might be taken forward.

NOTE

1. ASPBAE is a regional association of over 200 organisational and individuals.
It was established in 1964 and aims to promote lifelong adult education and
learning for all. One of its priorities is policy advocacy, which involves
research, monitoring, lobbying and promoting awareness in alliance with
others.

9 THE BIGGER PICTURE: STRATEGY AND ADVOCACY 153



CHAPTER 10

Lessons for Neoliberal Times

INTRODUCTION

This book set out to explore the impact of neoliberalism on adult educa-
tors, their work lives and their professional values. Its focus has been on
England and New Zealand, two countries which, though geographically
distant, have historical, political, economic and cultural commonalities
whose origins lie in British colonial expansion in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. In England and New Zealand, as elsewhere, the
development of organised adult education has been accompanied by con-
testation over its aims, content and pedagogy. One central issue for debate
has been the extent to which adult education should be a force for social
change, operating critically and independently of the prevailing political,
social and economic order, or whether its efforts should be directed
towards securing publicly funded provision. Linked to the question of
publicly funded adult education have been debates about who should be
enabled benefit from it, and what knowledge, skills and understandings
should be prioritised in provision (CCCS 1981; Mayo and Thompson
1995; Thompson 1997; Foley 1999).

For over three decades from the second half of the twentieth century
there was a measure of consensus in the industrialised world that adult
education broadly defined, and for a range of individual, social and eco-
nomic purposes, was the legitimate responsibility of governments. During
this period a key concern was to encourage educational participation
across all sections of society, but particularly among people who were
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less likely to engage in education after leaving school – those who were
unemployed and on low incomes, women with caring responsibilities,
people with language and literacy needs, older people, people living in
rural areas and those with the lowest levels of school achievement
(McGivney 1990; Edwards et al. 1993). An approach which encouraged
participation across the board enabled a range of adult education activities
to be organised in both formal and informal contexts and sustained
through the paid work of adult educators. They in turn were tacitly or
explicitly influenced by diverse philosophical and theoretical positions and
traditions – liberal, humanist and radical – which had been articulated
through the struggles that surround adult education’s past.

Since the late 1970s, however, the consensus around adult education
for personal, cultural and social, as well as economic development has been
overshadowed by a new policy consensus stemming from the global spread
of neoliberal ideologies into the educational sphere (Gordon and Whitty
1997; Bourdieu 1998; Apple 2000, 2001; Giroux 2003; Harvey 2005;
Biesta 2016). This has resulted in policy shifts in adult education towards:

– Training and ‘upskilling’ for work – rather than education and train-
ing for a broad range of social, economic and individual purposes

– ‘Targeting’ of particular groups deemed to be in need of or education,
rather than subsidised education for all those wishing to participate

– Marketisation of provision which does not meet tightly defined
government funding priorities

– Participation in education and training viewed as an individual
responsibility rather than a public good

– A focus on specifiable and measurable outcomes from education
– Tighter monitoring of the work of adult educators and of learner
outcomes

These shifts have presented challenges for educators seeking to sustain
working lives in adult education, as funding cutbacks and job losses have
heightened their insecurity and uncertainty about the future. It has also
changed the nature of adult educators’ work, presenting them with dilem-
mas about how to reconcile social justice values with the narrower, indi-
vidualised and instrumentalist expectations laid upon them in the new
policy order.

This concluding chapter revisits the findings from research conducted
with adult educators in England and New Zealand in the context of the
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changing ideological landscape described above. I begin by discussing
some of the reasons adult education is no longer able to hold its ground
as a discrete field of practice: its historical marginalisation which has left it
in a weak position to defend adult educators as workers; the diversion of
concerns about adult education as a field of professional practice towards –
ultimately sterile – debates around professionalism; and adult educators’
reluctance to engage with theoretical and political questions, which has
left them without the ideological and intellectual ammunition to combat
a powerful and sustained assault from policies inspired by neoliberalism.

I call for the reinvigoration of a theoretically informed and critical
analysis of how adult education – like other forms of education – is
employed politically to sustain unequal economic and power relations.
I discuss the ways in which the language of adult education has been
co-opted to serve neoliberal ends, and argue for the importance of high-
lighting and challenging neoliberalised conceptions of adult education.
I go on discuss how the aims and purposes of adult education might be
re-articulated in ways which go beyond unquestioned acceptance of
economic ends, and which address instead the kind of society adult
educators should be working to help create – one which prioritises democ-
racy and equality over credentials and ‘skills for work’. Finally, I suggest
some of the ‘on-the-ground’ strategies which might be adopted by those
committed to education as a public and social good, and as a part of wider
movements for equality and democracy.

ADULT EDUCATORS AS PROFESSIONAL WORKERS

The historical reality of adult education as a field of work, for women in
particular, is that it has been dominated by short-term, hourly-paid con-
tracts and the expenditure of emotional labour, usually well beyond the
employment contract. Full-time, permanent contracts are relatively rare
and usually available only to those working in larger educational institu-
tions (such as universities or colleges) or in national organisations. Casual,
flexible work arrangements have suited some as a ‘fall-back’ career, rather
than a main job. Moreover, the relative marginalisation of adult education
has had its advantages in that, until more recently, it was less rigidly
constrained by government policy than compulsory education or the
college-based further education sector. This gave adult educators some
autonomy to develop approaches to their work, influenced tacitly or
explicitly by a range of adult education philosophies and theories. The
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idea of ‘working in spaces’ which allows for adult educators and learners to
define their own aims and purposes has been an attractive one.

However, this marginalisation has also worked against adult educators
identifying themselves as members of an organised workforce. Ironically,
too, adult education’s historical association with radical or socially ameli-
orating missions has brought with it a strong tradition of voluntarism in
the sector, which has arguably militated against the usual forms of public
sector worker organisation. It has been common (particularly for example
in literacy and language teaching) for some adult educators to give their
services without payment. Moreover, even for those employed as hourly-
paid adult educators, the line between paid and voluntary work has often
been blurred by the tendency to ‘go the extra mile’ for adults with whom
they work. Taken together, these factors have left adult educators on the
periphery of debates around educational purpose, as well as open to
exploitation and poorly organised to defend their pay, their conditions
of work and the quality of service they seek to offer. Against the back-
ground of a more generalised attack on public sector expenditure and its
resultant impact on job security, adult educators have been extremely
vulnerable to job losses.

Running alongside the deterioration in their working conditions and
job prospects in both England and New Zealand have been government
exhortations to adult educators to ‘raise quality’ through engagement in
structured processes of accredited training, professional development and
ongoing monitoring. These exhortations have been accompanied by pro-
mises of improved professional status and/or enhanced sector funding. In
both countries, national organisations representing the interests of adult
education and its practitioners have been implicated in the imposition of
governmental forms of professionalism either through their involvement
in the development of professional bodies for adult educators (as in
England), or as contractors with government to coordinate professional
development activities (as in New Zealand). While the concern of these
organisations to raise the status and profile of adult education is legitimate,
the extent to which ‘professionalisation’ has been enacted on managerialist
terrain is problematic. In Chapter 4, I argued that the notions of ‘profes-
sionalism’ and ‘professionalisation’ have been co-opted by governments in
both countries for the purpose of performance management. Thus con-
ceived, the idea of professionalism is far removed from the ideas of
autonomous judgement, ethical practice and public service with which it
has been traditionally associated.
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In the wider field of education attempts have been made by writers such
as Goodson (2003) and Sachs (2003) to re-assert ‘principled’ or ‘trans-
formative’ forms of professionalism, characterised by individuals’ engage-
ment with social and moral purpose, an ethic of care and a culture of
collaboration. While such propositions have clearly been attractive to adult
educators and those who represent them, they pay insufficient attention to
the realities of adult educators’ working lives and the impact of the
educational marketplace and performative regimes on their ability to
claim space for the kind of activist professionalism which Goodson and
Sachs propose. The portraits of English and New Zealand adult educators
suggest that, by and large, they are already ethical, experienced and well-
qualified practitioners who have the knowledge, skills and values asso-
ciated with professionalism. This calls into question the value of the
sector’s involvement with government-led professionalisation agendas
which focus on assumed, but spurious, deficits on the part of individual
practitioners. In the interviews for this research, adult educators rarely
bemoaned their lack of professional status: their concerns were more often
focused on lack of opportunities and resources – for themselves and for
learners. The concern over professionalism expressed by governments –

and some of the organisations which advocate for adult education – has
diverted attention from the central issues: adult educators’marginalisation
as workers in a sector of education and their lack of collective power. It has
favoured an agenda which places individual ‘standards’ and outcomes
measurement above social purpose and reciprocity in relationships between
educator and learner.

PRINCIPLED PRACTITIONERS; RELUCTANT THEORISTS

In his discussion of what unites adult and community educators in New
Zealand Robert Tobias (1996a: 59–61) suggests that, notwithstanding
their varied work contexts and their different ways of interpreting their
philosophy and purpose, they can still find common ground,

provided there is broad acceptance that a key goal of adult educators should
be to work towards greater equality and social justice and an explicit recog-
nition and acceptance of differences, there is considerable value in adult and
community educators of widely different persuasions and backgrounds com-
ing together to engage in dialogue and undertaking strategic political action
and advocacy.
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The evidence from the research undertaken for this book is that while
there was no clear distinction between social and individually focused
purposes, by and large adult educators’ values were expressed in
terms of a desire to promote equality of access and opportunity, to
compensate for past educational disadvantages and (particularly in New
Zealand) to foster social and community cohesion. Most saw a dis-
junction between their beliefs about the purpose of adult education
and the instrumentalist, marketised and target-driven regimes under
which they were expected to work. In this sense they did share some
common philosophical ground from which they might seek to challenge
neoliberal ideologies and policies.

However, there was a reluctance to engage with theory or with an
analysis of the ideological and political context for adult education prac-
tice. This may reflect a more general contemporary disengagement from
political debate in a situation where the belief that there is no alternative to
public sector cutbacks and the market has become commonplace (Giroux
2001, 2003, 2006). It may also be indicative of the anti-intellectualism
which has taken hold in the wider educational field, in which theory-based
critique is cast as idealistic, unrealistic and even potentially dangerous
(Carr and Hartnett 1996). Moreover, it has been suggested that adult
educators tend to shy away from critical analysis of the philosophy and
politics of adult education because they see themselves as ‘practical people’
concerned to get the job done, emphasising pragmatism and flexibility,
and put off by what they regard as the alien language of theory (Coben
1998; Ledwith 2007; Bowl 2010). Whatever the reasons for it, this
‘theoretical weakness’ leaves practitioners without the means to articulate
their purpose, beyond generalised value statements. In the research for this
book, even where adult educators were willing to cite theoretical influ-
ences, their awareness of contemporary adult education theory was limited
and sometimes partial. The most prominently cited influence was Freire.
However, as discussed in Chapter 7, Freire’s work was often interpreted
with reference to individual, student-centred or humanistic approaches to
teaching, rather than in the context of ideological and political struggles
(see also Freire 1985; Allman 1988; Coben 1998).

This raises questions which I seek to answer in the remainder of this
chapter. First, what theories and concepts are useful in developing a critical
understanding of the politics of adult education in neoliberal times?
Second, how can the aims and purposes of adult education be rearticulated
to support arguments for education which go beyond individualism
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and economic instrumentalism? Finally, I explore how adult educators as
‘public intellectuals’ (Giroux 2001, 2003, 2006) can work strategically
alongside others to win back the ground lost to neoliberalism.

TOOLS FOR A CRITIQUE OF NEOLIBERALISED

ADULT EDUCATION

Although not mentioned by any of the adult educators interviewed for this
book, Gramsci’s writings on the workings of hegemony provide the basis
for a critical understanding of the politics of adult education in neoliberal
times. The concept of ‘hegemony’ (Gramsci 1971) describes the way in
which prevailing power relations are maintained through inculcating
dominant values, beliefs, norms and discourses, which come to be viewed
as ‘common sense’. Hegemonic discourses around education in New
Zealand and England can be discerned in the view that public sector
retrenchment and marketisation are necessary for national economic
well-being, and in the widespread acceptance of the idea that the economy
should be the pre-eminent driver of policy. In the field of adult education
the fiscal stringency which has denied public subsidies to adult education,
and the prioritisation of skills training for employability, which has nar-
rowed the possibilities for adults wishing to engage with education, have
remained largely uncontested in the responses of adult education advocacy
organisations. Through a critical lens, however, political decisions to
redirect resources away from broadly based adult education, in the name
of ‘targeted’ funding for a narrow range of instrumental ends, may be seen
as cover for a neoliberal agenda – which is indeed contestable. Esland
(1990), Coffield (1999, 2000), Avis (2007) and others have offered
evidence-based arguments which refute the assertions underpinning the
narrowing of education to an economic and instrumentalist endeavour.
Likewise, the notion that there is no alternative to public sector cutbacks is
contestable, and contested (Fisher 2009; PCSU 2010; Hall et al. 2015);
indeed it is persuasively argued that the global banking and credit crisis of
2007–2008 has been a pretext for the further embedding of neoliberal-
influenced policies, such as public sector privatisation and disinvestment
and cuts to welfare benefits (Hall et al. 2015). Far from being an economic
necessity, ‘austerity’ has been a tool of neoliberalism. Given the pervasive
nature of neoliberal ideas, evidence-based counter-arguments are unlikely
to be located in policy pronouncements, or in the adult education

10 LESSONS FOR NEOLIBERAL TIMES 161



literature. They are more likely to be found in the publications of the
critics of neoliberalism (Fisher 2009; Little (ed.) 2010; Grayson and
Rutherford (eds) 2010; Hall et al. 2015). A reading of these texts suggests
that, contrary to common-sense belief, there are alternatives to slashing
public spending and that the revitalisation of progressive alliances is vital to
achieving a new consensus which is not based solely on economic priorities
(Hall and Massey 2010; Hall et al. 2015). Recognition of the operation of
hegemony in relation to adult education opens up the possibility of
counter-hegemonic action and enables one to argue, not just about the
specifics of policy, the size of the funding cake and the slice which goes to
adult education, but about the nature and purpose of education itself, and
adult education’s place within the educational and social field.

This has pedagogical implications. For Gramsci (1971) as for Freire
(1972, 1973) the role of adult educators and their allies is to provide the
conditions for people to reflect on their experience, placing it in a wider
historical, social and political context, identifying those ‘limit situations’
(Freire 1972: 71) which are obstacles to progressive change, but which
can be changed through collective action. A consideration of theory
provides adult educators with the tools both for a critique of prevailing
ideologies and policies, and for advancing progressive political and peda-
gogical practice. Gramsci’s description of hegemony and of the difference
between ‘common sense’ and ‘good sense’ understandings enables the
unmasking of neoliberal ideologies and their influence on adult education
policy and practice. The struggle to reclaim adult education for social
justice is sustained through making visible the contradictions and injus-
tices of current policies.

One of the ways in which neoliberal hegemony has been maintained is
through the co-option and subversion of language. As I suggested in
Chapter 2, there has, during the past 20 years, been a transformation in
the language used to talk about education, including adult education. This
transformation was reflected in the interviews for this book. For example,
the ‘learnification’ of adult education (Biesta 2016) has entailed a shift in
usage away from education, and the educator’s role, and towards ‘learn-
ing’ and ‘the learner’. While it may have signalled a welcome focus on the
agency of the learner, this shift has an individualising effect, rendering
invisible the relationship between education and learning and educators
and learners. Furthermore, ‘learnification’ detaches the cognitive pro-
cesses of learning from its content (Biesta 2016) thereby enabling
questions of purpose to be evaded or substituted by neoliberal ends.
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Critical questions which educators need to ask, therefore when discussing
the specifics of adult education provision include:

– How are the cognitive processes of learning being conceptualised?
– What aims for learning are tacitly or explicitly articulated?
– What ends are being proposed – economic, cultural, social, individual?
– What facilitation and support are proposed for learning and the
learner?

– What kind of pedagogy is implicit?

Similarly, the language of education for empowerment (Freire 1972) has
been implicated in securing compliance to neoliberalism. ‘Empowerment’,
which was widely used in the discourse of the adult educators interviewed
for this book, pervades social work, business and even penal policy (see, for
example, Hannah-Moffat 2000) as well as adult education. It has been co-
opted by governments to shift the discourse of public provision from one of
rights to one of responsibilities. Wright (2012) describes the fantasy of
empowerment as it has been rolled out in UK education policy since the
late 1970s. Empowerment, defined from a neoliberal perspective, has
become imbued with individualised meaning and used as a tool for promot-
ing education as a commodity. Individuals, through this new meaning, are
to be empowered only insofar as they have the resources to choose from
among the educational offerings in the marketplace. And if – through lack
of money or through lack of success within the system – they are not able to
capitalise on what is available, they are cast as responsible for their own
disempowerment. Failure to gain prescribed qualifications becomes a per-
sonal failure to meet the demands of the ‘knowledge economy’. Failure to
find work, even in the midst of unemployment crises, becomes a failure to
secure the necessary ‘employment’ or ‘life skills’. The means to empower-
ment is training for work or the purchase of more qualifications in the
educational marketplace. Empowerment has thus come to be construed as
a personal responsibility and disempowerment an individual deficit.

Adult educators need to view their own claims to empower self-
critically:

Concepts like participation, empowerment, social justice and equality
are not just pleasant and friendly ideas but come from a participatory
world view – one which is founded on cooperation and true democracy
rather than competition and free market politics. (Ledwith 2007: 11)
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Crucially, they should regard with suspicion all claims to empower, but
particularly policy claims to do so (Ellsworth 1989). Questions around the
use of the term empowerment which require critical scrutiny in an adult
education context include:

– How are power (or the lack of it) being defined and by whom?
– What are the political and economic circumstances in which power
differentials have arisen?

– Who authorises the adult educator’s power?
– To what extent does the adult educator possess power and in relation
to whom?

– How are the outcomes of attempts to empower ascribed and
assigned value?

Finally, few adult educators will have avoided exposure to the language of
the market which now pervades discussion of the curriculum and teaching in
which ‘learning packages’ are ‘delivered’, ‘programmes’ are ‘marketed’ and
potential students have been re-cast as ‘customers’ (Mautner 2010). This
marketised discourse is now so deeply embedded in the language of post-
compulsory education (as it is within many areas of the public sector) that it
is difficult to imagine a time when it would have been quite alien to a
discussion of what should be taught, how it should be taught and to whom.

Reclaiming adult education for equality, social justice and democracy
also requires critical examination of the discourses which surround it. One
of the ways in which adult educators can raise questions about and resist
neoliberalism’s influence is to subject to critical scrutiny the language they
and others use in their daily practice and to question whether the discourse
of learner-centredness, and learner empowerment (the language of huma-
nist and radical adult education) can truly be reconciled with the discourses
of ‘curriculum delivery’, ‘education markets’ and ‘learners as consumers’,
and how education and learning are conceptualised within these discourses.

REARTICULATING ADULT EDUCATION FOR ‘A GOOD SOCIETY’

Since education plays a major role in the process of social reproduction, any
debate about contemporary educational policy cannot avoid some discus-
sion about the kind of society that education should foster and promote. To
discuss what the future shape of society should be is to raise issues about the
nature of the ‘good society’. (Carr and Hartnett 1996: 27)
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Any attempt to recover adult education from the neoliberal hegemony
must move beyond critique to articulating alternatives. Since education
both reproduces and is shaped by societal relations, integral to any discus-
sion of the future of adult education are questions about its moral and
social purposes, the kind of society it is aimed at (re)producing and
whose/what interests it should serve. These questions are political and,
as such, contested. The reality is that it is not possible to ‘go with the flow’
of a marketised approach to adult education without conceding that
equality is compromised; inevitably, in a market, those who can afford
the most highly valued opportunities will tend to prosper educationally
(and ultimately economically and socially). Below I suggest a set of
propositions which address the role of adult education in the social sphere,
based on the common ground suggested by Tobias (1996a: 59), by those
whom I interviewed in the course of undertaking this research and
through my own reflections on the current condition of adult education.
If, as Carr and Hartnett (1996) suggest above, educational aims are
ultimately bound up in discussion about the nature of the ‘good society’,
then I suggest that the fundamental role of adult education (and educa-
tion in general) is to contribute to creating and sustaining societies char-
acterised by democracy, dialogue, equality and respect for differences.

Re-articulating Adult Education: Some Propositions
• Education is first and foremost a public, not a private good. A

society in which individuals are encouraged to pursue their own
private economic interests through education cannot be recon-
ciled with ideals of democracy and equality.

• Forms of education which have as their primary aim the distribu-
tion of life chances by the creation of winners and losers in a
competition for qualifications are unlikely to promote equality
since ‘winners’ will almost certainly be those who are already
advantaged through the operation of an unequal distribution of
pre-existing social, cultural and economic capital.

• There are alternatives to the current dominant conceptualisations
of adult education as a marketised commodity whose role is
narrowly defined in terms of economic advantage; debate around
philosophies and theories of adult education is a vital foundation
on which to build new conceptualisations.
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• Education should seek to enable all individuals to develop their
understanding of how political systems and institutions in their
society work, how they can voice their views and how they can
contribute to creating democratic social change. This necessitates
educators and learners engaging in critical debate in which all are
free to participate on an equal footing.

• Education can never be ‘neutral’ or apolitical since it is implicated
in the (re)production of economic and power relations.

• Dominant conceptualisations of adult education have their roots
in the struggles and compromises of history. An understanding of
the history of adult education and the contestation of ideas which
has characterised its development is essential to understanding its
present condition.

ADULT EDUCATORS AS AGENTS FOR CHANGE: TACTICS

AND STRATEGIES

There is little doubt that the space for adult educators to exercise agency in
the current policy climate has become severely constrained. Targeting,
outcomes measurement and tighter monitoring have reduced their room
for creative and flexible working. Job insecurity has introduced an element
of risk into efforts to challenge ‘common sense’ ideas about the pre-
eminence of economic goals and the privatisation of adult education
provision. This state of affairs engenders a sense of fear and powerlessness
and may lead some educators to direct their efforts towards accommodat-
ing the current policy order (for example around the imposition of fees) by
finding ways to turn constraints to advantage. However, local strategies of
accommodation are unlikely to be successful in the longer term, since they
tend to distort the values on which many adult educators premise their
work, drawing them into another value system and giving rise to confusion
and demoralisation. Moreover, tactics of accommodation are likely to fall
foul of relatively minor changes in policy or personnel. The policy changes
which adult educators face go well beyond adult education – and well
beyond one country. They are not amenable to local resolution.

Nevertheless, in different ways, some of the adult educators interviewed
for this book were engaged in tactical work to hold on to, or even extend
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the boundaries of the shrinking terrain of adult education. They were
taking advantage of ‘agentic moments’ to enact micro-resistances to con-
found or subvert policy prescriptions, again at the local level. ‘Dodging
and weaving’ or ‘working outside the box’ involved making on-the-
ground judgements about how to resist policy in practice. Such resistances
require considerable confidence and critical reflection on the part of the
resister. Because they demand a lot of the individual they are likely to be
easier for adult educators who are experienced and whose work is under-
pinned by a strong sense of values. While the possibilities and limitations
of micro-resistances need to be carefully weighed in the balance, they
nevertheless keep open a space for considering approaches to adult educa-
tion other than those currently dominating the policy scene.

In Chapter 9, I considered some of the strategic organisational
responses to the current crises in adult education, their strengths and
limitations. In England and New Zealand cross-sector strategic alliances
and focused campaigns have been mounted in an attempt to influence
policy. Strategic alliances vary in the extent to which they involve educa-
tors and learners. In England the CALL campaign had some (albeit short-
lived) success in mobilising grass roots practitioner support. In New
Zealand, the strategic alliance for adult and community education was
largely confined to high-level policy work and approaches to government
departments and politicians. Experience from the international develop-
ment field suggests that strategic work enacted principally at a policy level
is likely to have limited impact unless it is backed up by public and media
pressure (Leipold 2000). Organisations which focus on developing dialo-
gue with government run the risk of incorporation into its agendas if they
fail to keep sufficient distance from government concerns, and particularly
if they are themselves dependent on government funding. They also risk
alienation from their grass roots if they fail to build their strategies from
the ground up, or to ensure that communication channels to the grass
roots have the same kind of priority as the development of ‘back channels’
for communication with government.

The strength of campaigning is that it can catch a moment of public
concern and organise rapid and vocal responses which may embarrass,
persuade or pressurise for change. Implicit in public campaigning is the
potential to link with other issues in the wider political arena as well as
promoting collective ‘learning in action’ (Foley 1999). One of the lessons
of the 1960s and 1970s is the way feminist, anti-war and anti-apartheid
campaigns built confidence, engendered wider debate and fostered
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alliances with other campaigns which enlarged the space for further debate
and action and the development of radical ideas and approaches.
Movements for equality and democracy go hand in hand with educational
activity (Allman 1999, 2001). But public campaigning, without a clear
and credible alternative vision which links to wider public concerns, is
unlikely to be effective or sustainable. Advocacy and campaigning strate-
gies, coupled with the development of evidentially and theoretically
informed argument, all need to be mobilised in the service of movements
for change. Below I suggest some of the features of successful advocacy
and campaigning, based on the interviews with adult educators and the
literature which discusses advocacy and campaigning strategies in the
contexts of international development and the broader field of education.

Some Features of Successful Advocacy and Campaigning Strategies
• They are inclusive of learners, educators, organisations and the

wider public.
• They have clearly articulated aims developed through debate and

consultation.
• Campaign concerns make the links with underlying political and

economic causes.
• They are able to respond quickly and coherently to policy

developments.
• They build awareness of underlying issues and promote ‘learning

in action’.
• They link deliberately with other campaigns – national and

international.
• They utilise research to generate evidence.
• They maintain independence from government influence.
• They actively rebut the opposition’s arguments.
• They are highly interactive.
• They build on the expertise of all involved.

On their own advocacy and campaigning around adult education will not
change the global agenda. However, they can raise awareness, activate
people and – most important – can link with wider debates and campaigns
around neoliberal-inspired policies at a global level. Adult educators are
workers and citizens; like many of the learners with whom they work, their
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livelihoods have become increasingly insecure. Perhaps at no time in the
last 20 years has it been clearer that the ideology on which neoliberalism
rests does not operate in the interests of working-class or unemployed
people. Nor does education – whether first or second chance – any longer
guarantee employment or a prosperous future. Campaigns to protect
education as a right for all cannot be divorced from the campaigns of
others, and resistance cannot be maintained successfully in the context
of the classroom, the institution or the sector alone (Giroux 2003;
Hatcher 2007).

SUMMARY: WHERE IS THE ‘NEW TERRAIN’ IN THE STRUGGLE

FOR ADULT EDUCATION?
Griff Foley, from his perspective as a long-time adult educator in Australia,
throws out a challenge to critical adult educators:

We can capitulate and become more efficient managers of learning for
capitalism. We can nostalgically and ineffectually bemoan the decline and
death of earlier traditions. Or we can fight on new terrain. Foley (2001: 84)

One of the conclusions of this book is that the space for practitioner
agency is, in reality, limited. But that is not to underplay the importance
of adult educators (indeed all educators), in their daily practice, challen-
ging the ways in which the ideologies, policies and the language which
circulate around adult education and training operate against democracy,
equality and social justice. There also is a place for research which evaluates
and documents educators’ tactics of resistance and highlights what can be
learned from their engagements with the day-to-day dilemmas of practice
in neoliberal times (Foley 2001). Similarly the potential for advocacy and
campaigning around adult education is yet to be fully exploited, and there
are lessons to be learned from these ongoing efforts, some of which have
been suggested in this chapter. Therefore a further role for research, in
support of advocacy and campaigning work, is to continue to investigate
the evidence base for neoliberal claims about the links between training for
employment and the development of a ‘knowledge economy’, and to
monitor the social impact of the withdrawal of public funding from
adult education.

While the impact of neoliberal ideas on adult education in England and
New Zealand may differ in the detail, the outcomes for adult educators as
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workers have been remarkably similar. Not only these two countries, but
also Australia and parts of Europe and North America, have been affected
by the commodification and marketisation of education along with other
public services. Indeed the globalisation of these ideas is at the heart of the
neoliberal project. The tendency towards parochialism in adult education
practice remains strong, in spite of the accessibility of information about
international developments assisted by the spread of new technologies.
Academics and those working at senior levels in national adult education
organisations have ready access to intelligence about the international
dimensions of adult education. One little-mentioned professional devel-
opment need of adult educators, which can be met by their representative
bodies and by adult educator trainers, is the cultivation of an international
perspective. While willingness to take understandings from Freire’s work
in 1970s Brazil and elsewhere was apparent in interviews with adult
educators for this book, more recent developments in popular adult
education in that country are in danger of being over-looked (Kane
2000, 2010; Hall et al. 2015: 6).

The fate of adult education is inextricably bound up with the global
economic and political order. Responses to attacks upon it therefore need
to be global – and political. The reluctance of adult educators to engage in
theory and politics is fatal: the need to engage in debate about the
purposes of education is more pressing than ever. Yet I would argue that
this debate is more likely to be successful if conducted outside the spaces in
which adult educators seek an, ultimately empty, individualised form of
professional status, and it must be conducted independently of govern-
ment. Moreover, the struggle for education as a public and not a market
good needs to be undertaken in partnership with others who are engaged
in arguing for the public provision of education alongside adequate
health care and social welfare (Hall et al. 2015). Maintaining traditions
of critical and radical adult education outside the state is equally impor-
tant. In this respect the rebirth of movements for popular education and
‘people’s universities’ have been encouraging (Neary and Amsler 2012).
Educators, along with public sector, anti-poverty and anti-racist cam-
paigners, environmentalists and trade unionists need to link together to
determine what kind of education, what kind of society and what kind
of world we – as adult educators and learners – want.
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