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Editorial
Have you ever nodded thoughtfully when someone
mentioned Freirian pedagogy and pretended you knew what
they were talking about? Rob McCormack opens this issue
of Fine Print with the first of a three-part series that asks
whether Freire is still relevant to educators 50 years after the
first English translation of Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
Two International Specialised Skills Institute Fellowship
recipients feature in this issue: Kirke Olson, who delivered
a keynote address and workshop at the 2019 VALBEC
conference, writes to us from his native New Hampshire and
Jodie Whitehurst shares what she learnt from her fellowship
travels in Europe and Canada. Upon her return to Australia,
Jodie led a VALBEC workshop on using drama in EAL
teaching – Zoe Phillips’ account of the workshop in Open
Forum will make you wish you had been there, and hope
Jodie will run another workshop in 2020.
Trent Newman offers an update on the Literacy 4.0
Project at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education
and challenges us reflect on how well literacy education
matches current and emerging literacy practices. In
Practical Matters, Hanne Decat writes of how AMES has
addressed this challenge through Web Based Training
in their Skills for Education and Employment program.

Linno R hodes was our trusty correspondent at the
Learn Local Awards in September and you can read
her report on pp.28–29. In What’s Out There this
issue we offer reviews of scholarly volumes: Literacy,
Leading and Learning and Numeracy as Social Practice;
and a practical classroom resource: Workwise English
Quizzes; and we share our podcast recommendations for
summer listening.
This time last year, I used this page to thank the behindthe-scenes contributors to Fine Print for all the work
that goes into creating this journal. Again, this year, a
big thank you to the editorial committee, contributors
and design and print team – and to Don MacDowell,
VALBEC Administration and Finance Officer, who has
called it a day after 20 years. Half an editorial paragraph
is an inadequate tribute so I am grateful also to Lynne
Matheson for penning a more fitting note of thanks to
Don, which you can read on p.27.
As always, please contact me if you have a comment about
this issue of Fine Print or would like to propose a future
article: fineprintvalbec@gmail.com
Deryn Mansell

The Victorian Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council (VALBEC) aims to lead the
adult literacy field through identifying issues of importance to practitioners and
facilitating positive change. This is achieved through networking, professional
suppor t, the sharing of information and the promotion of best practice.

V
2

A

L

B

E

C

fine print

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

Freire: does he matter?
by Rob McCormack
Every adult literacy educator has heard of Paulo Freire, but is he still relevant? Can we still learn from him? Be inspired by him?
If you’re like me, the only book you have glanced at is Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, Macedo, & Shor, 2018; henceforth
cited as PO). And, like me, you probably put it down many times and then never finished it: it’s so unrelentingly abstract!

Next year marks the 50th anniversary of the English
translation of PO, the translation that propelled it into
instant fame as a foundational text for adult literacy,
radical education, critical literacy, and many radical and
progressive social professions and movements. But who
could face struggling through that melange of Humanism,
Hegelianism, Marxism and Fanon again? Not me! But I
have good news: there is more to Freire than PO. He was
not a one book wonder.

needed to confront impending ecological disaster. In short,
PO was just one short episode in a long and varied life of
educational praxis.
To demonstrate that PO did not encompass the full scope
or richness of Freire’s educational praxis nor of his efforts
to articulate the grounds of this praxis in his writings and
discourse, I will stage this article in three parts:
• Freire: life and times describes Freire’s educational
journey.
• Freire’s theorising will argue that Freire is primarily
concerned with inviting readers into an educational
community of shared ideals.
• Freire’s praxis comprises two sections: the first is an
examination of the ‘Freire Method’ of Adult Literacy, the
second speculates on what Freire might say to us today.

Freire: life and times

The Penguin paperback English language edition of Pedagogy
of the Oppressed has been reprinted many times.

There are other, more readable texts by Freire written after
PO in a more reflective, engaging, and less dogmatic voice,
including Education for Critical Consciousness (Freire,
2013), Pedagogy of Hope (Freire & Freire, 2004), Letters to
Christina (Freire & Macedo, 1996), Pedagogy of Freedom
(Freire, 1998), and Teachers as Cultural Workers (Freire,
2005). Moreover, these writings point us to Freire’s long
journey as an educator: to the 17 years as a manager of
community services before PO; to his post-PO reflections
and educational endeavours as he engaged in dialogue with
activists and educators all over the globe; to his work as
CEO of São Paulo’s public education system; and to his
last writings focused on what kind of education will be
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Right from his earliest memories, education figured
prominently in Freire’s life. He was born in 1921 in a
middle-class setting in northeast Brazil. Before going
to school, he had enjoyed learning to read and to create
grammatical patterns from his mother, who taught
him under the mango tree in the backyard of their
comfortable home. But when he was eight, the world
depression hit north Brazil and his family was forced to
move to a cheaper rural town on the fringes of the city.
This was his first encounter with children growing up in
marginalised lifeworlds: cultures and dialects radically
different from the world of middle-class schooling,
culture and literate language he enjoyed.
Worse, when Freire was 13, his father died, leaving the
family so impoverished that Freire’s older brothers had to
leave school and become breadwinners, while Freire himself
had to postpone his secondary schooling. Finally, aged 18
and feeling like an oddball, Paulo began his secondary
education seated alongside 11- and 12-year-olds. Yet even
this late entry into secondary school only happened thanks
to his mother persistently begging city secondary schools to
offer her son a scholarship. Later in his secondary schooling
he would tutor and teach younger students as repayment.
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So, even from this short recount of his childhood
encounters with education and its intricate relationship
with social and economic life, we could suspect that Freire
would be highly attuned to the ways that life, livelihood
and education are all tightly interwoven.
This complex relationship with education continued
into adulthood. Initially trained as a lawyer, Freire’s
very first assignment was to serve a bankruptcy notice
on a young dentist and family for not paying their bills
on time. Here he discovered that professional education
gave immense power over people and their wellbeing,
especially when exercised on behalf of the status quo.
Freire’s response? He instantly resigned his position as
lawyer and looked towards education and community
development work as a field of practice more attuned to his
ethical sensibilities.

Community development (SESI)
In his mid-20s, Freire was offered a position in northeast
Brazil developing community centres to deliver dental,
health, recreational, and educational services to rural
and working-class families by Social Service of Industry
(SESI), an employer-based organisation. In this work, he
found himself acting against the interests, understandings
and hopes of his clients. So, here again he was discovering
that not all education is innocent, neutral or good. As
Schugurensky in his thorough commentary on Freire
points out: “…without the lessons learnt from this
experience (especially his mistakes), he would not have
been able to write Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the late
1960s.” (Schugurensky, 2011, pp.51–52)
It was at SESI that Freire experienced the ethical and
political tensions inherent in education. Is education
for domestication? Is it a training in conformity and
acceptance of the way the world is? Or is it a practice
that offers people a sense of agency, autonomy, power
and solidarity with others in creating a better future for
themselves and their children? Freire’s later theorising,
especially as manifest in PO, would be grounded in what
he learnt from these ten years as an adult community
organiser. It was this experience as a naive organiser
‘selling’ new ‘modern’ facilities and services to a sceptical,
illiterate rural population on behalf of the conservative
ruling class that sensitised Freire to the ethical traps, and
political challenges at play in all education. Even though
they were attempting to democratise the relationship
of educators, learners, parents, the school and the

4

community, Freire later refers to the contradiction
between the goal and the means: “We contradicted
ourselves, first, by not listening to the people with whom
we were working concerning what they would like to
discuss and, second, by choosing ourselves the lecture
themes.” (Freire & Macedo, 1996, pp.90–91)
Importantly, it was here that he developed his sensitivity
to the fundamental difference bet ween imposing a
world on people, and engaging in a dialogic process of
listening and mutual respect with them. This difference
would become the central principle for all Freire’s
thinking and practical engagement and is embodied
in his concept of ‘banking’. ‘Banking’ for Freire is
any practice, organisation or form of communication
that assumes the superior va lidit y or truth of the
dominant power’s perspective. The disempowered clients
are treated as passive receptacles in which units of
k nowledge are deposited, not as subjects who are
actively involved in the shared practices of exploring,
producing and evaluating knowledge, understanding and
ethico-political value.

Movement of Popular Culture & culture circles
Freiere’s rejection of hierarchical banking institutions
was reinforced by his postgraduate studies in progressive
education theory (Dewey and others). But even more
significant was Movement of Popular Culture (MCP),
a Bra zilia n socia l movement in which universit y
students used popular culture and arts to increase
people’s political consciousness and promote literacy
through what they called ‘culture circles’. Culture
circles were small discussion groups in which student
coordinators led free discussion and debate about
contemporary issues such as nationalism, democracy,
development, imperialism, the vote for illiterates,
rural reform, profit remittances abroad, illiteracy, and
exclusion from education. Culture circles embodied and
cultivated an ethos and ethic of respect for diversity,
reasonableness and listening to others. They created
spaces of free autonomous thinking and speech that
strove towards shared values and speculated on possible
futures beyond the limits of existing social structures
and systems.
Culture circles were thus miniature democratic public
spaces, spaces where ordinary people could learn to
participate in the discourse norms, genres, practices, and
ethics of democratic political discourse. Freire immediately
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adopted culture circles and their ethos, their ethical spirit,
for all his future educational work. This was true for:
• the design of his adult literacy programs for ‘the
oppressed’ whether in modernising Brazil, rural Chile,
or in post-revolutionary, post-colonial African nations
• his own professional development work as a consultant
‘educating the educators’ around the globe
• his efforts as CEO of the São Paulo Ministry of
Education to flatten the educational bureaucracy and
decentralise decision-making to autonomous schools,
staff, students, parents and communities
• t he ma ny conversationa l book s he later wrote
‘dialogically’ with others.
Paulo Freire in 1963

The Angicos experiment & Freirean Adult Literacy
Program
The contrast Freire had experienced between the failings
of the patronising service delivery of SESI and the
energetic success of the democratic culture circles of
MCP came to a climax in 1963. In Freire’s own words:
After 6 months of experience with the culture circles,
we asked ourselves if it would not be possible to do
something in the field of adult literacy. … We wished
to design a project in which we would attempt to move
from naïveté to a critical attitude at the same time we
taught reading, an introduction to the democratization
of culture, a program with men (sic) as its Subjects
rather than as passive recipients. (Freire, 2013, p.40)

What happened now happened so quickly, it is best set
out as dot points:
1963
•

•
•
•

•

January–April: First experiments of the Freirean
adult literacy method in Angicos in Rio Grande do
Norte. Three hundred of 370 rural sugar cane workers
successfully learn to read and write in 45 days.
May: The city of Angicos has its first strike. Landowners blamed Freire.
May–June: International reporting of the success of
the Angicos experiment.
June: The new progressive Brazilian President invites
Freire to roll out his adult literacy method for the
whole nation.
June 1963 – March 1964: Training courses are held for
coordinators in most of the capitals of the Brazilian
states; 20,000 culture circles covering the entire
nation of Brazil are pre-programmed to work with 2
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•

million illiterate people, with a final goal of 60,870
culture circles.
November 22, 1963: President Kennedy is assassinated.
He had been scheduled to visit Angicos to celebrate the
program in December.

1964
•
•
•

April: Military coup. The National Literacy Program
is dismantled.
June: Freire (along with many others) arrested and
imprisoned for 70 days.
September: Freire exiled, first to Columbia, then Chile.
He will not return to Brazil until 1979.

Apart from the initial trial, none of the 20,000 planned
programs actually took place. So, did this world-renowned
curriculum ever really happen? Lacking the inevitable
fine-tuning, adjustments and re-design required for the
creation of any robust curriculum, Freire’s famous adult
literacy pedagogy seems to have existed more as a Platonic
idea or ideal, than as a real, concrete curriculum.

1965–70: exile
For better or worse, Freire’s educational work now
shifted into a more abstract mode: theoretical reflection.
His praxis would henceforth be less expressed through
classroom design and more responsive to the demands
of theory and written discourse. His commitment to the
potential power of education never wavered, nor did his
work on its behalf. It simply took a different form. It was
still part of the same praxis, the same project of action
and reflection.
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meant that Freire needed to reframe his experience
and educational practice in a way that addressed and
responded to the theories, ideologies, background
assumptions and praxis of these colleagues, companions
and interlocutors.
The product of this theoretical reflection was Pedagogy of
the Oppressed, a work that on publication of its English
translation in 1970 became an instant global classic.

1970–80: global ambassador

Paulo Freire in 1977. Photo by Slobodan Dimitrov via Wikimedia
Commons: CC BY-SA 3.0

Chile & Pedagogy of the Oppressed
Chile was important in Freire’s development as an
educator for three reasons. First, exile ruptures the
familiarity of ‘home’, thereby motivating ref lection,
memory, puzzlement and speculation about ‘what might
have been’. This was especially important because just
when Freire’s ‘method’ was about to be put to the test,
the Brazilian junta had ‘disappeared’ it.
Secondly, he was invited to join Chilean rural adult
educators who adopted his pedagogic framework. So, if
not in Brazil, at least in Chile, he was able to visit and
observe many ‘culture circles’ of peasants and rural workers
engaged in discussion. For Freire, this Chilean application
of his pedagogy amounted to a test and validation of his
original, incomplete Brazilian curriculum.
The third factor drove Freire to formulate his educational
experience and thoughts in a more theoretical way.
Chile at that time was a mecca for progressive and
radical activists escaping persecution in their own
countries. Political activists from all over South America
were visiting and arguing with each other over how
to overthrow the authoritarian political systems and
hierarchical social structures of 400 years of European
colonialism and imperial interventions by the US. This
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When it came time for Freire and his family to flee Chile
and the threat of Pinochet, he was adopted by Harvard
University and then by the World Council of Churches.
He became, with some ambivalence on his part, a
spokesperson and catalyst for a world-wide movement
intent on democratising and radicalising education, and
opening it up to those previously excluded: workers,
the poor, women, First Nations peoples, and so on.
He travelled to all corners of the globe engaging in
conversations with activists of all persuasions and
backgrounds.
Freire approached these meetings as ‘culture circles’ for
educators and political activists. That is, he adopted the
role of coordinator, not teacher, focusing on fostering
dialogic exchanges in which he listened and learnt just
as much as those attending learnt from him. In this way,
Freire himself became the message, not just the messenger.
He became the living symbol, the voice, the spokesperson,
the catalyst, spreading the spirit and gathering strength of
a world-wide educational movement.
Remember, this was long before the internet, email or
social media. Most communication relied on typewriters
and gestetners. So, when I say that Freire himself was
the message, not the medium, I mean it quite literally.
By convening vibrant, lively, open, assertive, warm,
chain-smoking, coffee-stoked sessions around the world,
especially in the post-colonial world, Freire was calling
into being a new form of educational politics and a new
form of political education.

African post-colonial nations
During this time, Freire was also involved in helping
develop adult literacy and education for the new postcolonial African nations of Mozambique, Guinea Bissau
and the Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe.
Again, these were hands-on contexts in which he learnt as
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much as he taught. It was the first time the issue of national
language policy had confronted him. These nations were
torn between using the colonial language, Portuguese,
as their academic, scientific, public and bureaucratic
language on the one hand, and developing one or more
of their indigenous languages. Freire favoured indigenous
language, the revolutionary leaders tended to favour the
existing colonial language. Despite this tension, Freire’s
‘culture circle’ framework was used to design the content
and curricula, especially in the Democratic Republic of
São Tomé and Príncipe.

1980-91: return to Brazil
Finally, after 15 years in exile, Freire and his family
returned to Brazil. In true Freirean fashion he treated this
as a dialogic exchange. He called it ‘re-learning Brazil’.
Instead of assuming that his international experience
and reputation meant he understood Brazil better than
local Brazilians, he approached his homeland as if it
were a foreign country that he needed to listen to and
learn from anew. In short, he refused the banking role
of international expert and insisted on shared dialogic
exchange of different understandings.
From 1980 to 1986, Freire supervised the adult literacy
project of São Paulo, Brazil’s largest city. Then in 1988,
when the Workers Party won power, he was asked to be
Education Secretary in the Municipal Government of São
Paulo. He was responsible for 2 million school children,
400,000 children aged between seven and 14 who had
not been to school, 600,000 preschool children locked
out because of lack of space, where 14% of youths &
adults were illiterate. Even worse, the public education
system consisted of 688 decaying schools that had been
deliberately neglected by conservative governments
for decades.
In discussion with colleagues, Freire, decided on three
priorities: changing the public perception of the publicschool system; increasing resources; and decentralising the
educational hierarchy. He wanted students and parents to
identify with their local public school, to be proud and
involved in it. He bought 60,000 new desks as well as video
projectors and a computer for every school. He focused
on canteens, getting enough desks and chalk boards, on
setting up parent-teacher groups to provide advice, teacher
training and professional development for teachers, and on
ensuring that janitors, canteen workers and other staff also
had a voice in how their school should function.
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He also worked hard to change the hierarchically
structured educational bureaucracy itself. He tried
to move it towards a more horizontal dialogic form
whilst himself modelling the dialogism he wished to
encourage. He convened sessions with parents, with
students, with bureaucrats, with teachers and principals,
with academics, with ancillary staff such as janitors
and cleaners.
He spent as much time as possible visiting schools and
trying to get them to become responsible for their own
pedagogy. He treated each meeting as a culture circle in
which participants would freely discuss their situation,
the limits and possibilities for change, and actions
and arrangements that might enhance lives, learning,
communication and sense of agency across the entire
Education Department.
Eventually, after working hard for two years to effect
change at grass roots level in schools and to ‘flatten’ the
hierarchical organisation, Freire, now over 70, decided to
resign and entrust the continuation of this institutional
work to trusted colleagues so that he could dedicate his
final years to writing.
This phase of Freire’s life might be construed as a falling
away from his earlier commitment to the informal
popular education sector and the radical education of
PO. I disagree. In fact, what especially impresses me
about this phase in Freire’s itinerary is that it highlights
his openness to the specific challenges of the situation.
Instead of saying, “I don’t believe in public formal
school education; I am only interested in informal adult
community education through culture circles,” he threw
himself into grappling with the most intractable material
conditions besetting public schooling. To me it is a sign
that Freire lived his own understanding of ‘praxis’. He
attuned himself to the situation and tried to institute
some new practices or systems that could disrupt the
existing state of play rather than simply reproduce
existing power relations and the social system.
Clearly, this experience of being the CEO of a huge,
complex organisation put Freire’s rejection of banking to
the ultimate test. Yet he held to his fundamental ethical
instincts: he refused to tell anyone what they had to do.
Instead, he said: “Let’s sit down together and discuss this,
and see if we can find a way forward, a way to bring about
a more just and happy future for us all”.
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were developed by Freire as he lost faith in the dialectical
development of techno-scientific knowledge and the social
sciences (which he had earlier gathered together under the
heading of ‘culture’) as a means to achieve utopia. This was
tied to his realisation that in face of impending ecological
disaster, sustainability needed to become a central value
shaping education.

Pedagogy of Hope was first published in Portuguese in 1992. In
it, Freire reflects and elaborates on the themes of his seminal
work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.

Still, one cannot help but wonder: What did happen to
the public schooling system as a consequence of Freire’s
efforts? Did he have a lasting impact? Did schools shift
away from banking education? Did the bureaucracy become
more genuinely consultative and less hierarchical, less of a
banking institution?
Freire had refused to insist on any specific outcomes of their
deliberations. Even though he argued strongly for his own
view, he refused to mandate that school communities must
become self-governing, responsible for their own curriculum
development, their own management and finances.
Luckily we do have some research on Freire’s attempt to
install a dialogic approach to the whole complex educational
bureaucracy by O’Cadiz, Wong & Torres (1999). They
found that schools responded differently to his non-banking
leadership. Some rejected self-governance and continued
as banking institutions, some opted to become more
progressive, designing more collaboratively developed
curricula, while others reconstructed themselves in more
radical ways such as connecting up with parents, social
movements, ‘the street’ and the wider polis.

Last writings
In his final writings, two new themes emerged as Freire
responded to the changing state of the world: eco-pedagogy
and the escolar cidadā (citizen school). These themes
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The theme of citizen school was also a way of recognising
that it was futile to imagine or hope that an underlying
shared identity or Subject (‘Man’ or ‘the working class’ or
‘the oppressed’) would necessarily emerge as a political
force to bring about progressive change, as he had
believed in the past. One of the key tasks of schools and
formal education would be to help create citizens able to
participate in the work of forging workable consensus
upon which to act through conversation and debate
across radically diverse positions, interests, cultures and
discourses. This extrapolates his concept of culture circles
from adult and informal education to the mainstream
public formal education sector: that formal education
should not just concern itself with knowledge and the
true or correct view, but that it should induct all students
into the humanist ethos and practices of dialogic exchange
through which students and future citizens can reach
agreements on how to meet climate change through and
despite a plurality of views and ways of life.
And so, at the time of his fatal heart attack on 2 May
1997, Freire was busy writing a book about how modern
technologies and economic structures pose an existential
threat to life on earth. This deconstructed a key theoretical
principle underpinning his life’s work: the progressive
humanising effects of knowledge and technology. Again,
we observe his openness to learning and reflection even
if it meant questioning a central plank of his entire wayof-being-in-the-world. Oppression was no longer simply a
social or class matter; it now encompassed whole species of
life and life-sustaining ecological systems. It is as if the very
earth itself is now ‘the oppressed’, hence: eco-pedagogy.
Twenty years later we still have not faced up to these issues
squarely.
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Dramatically speaking: The benefits of
drama for adult EAL learners
by Jodie Whitehurst
Teaching English as an Additional Language (EAL) to
adults in the community sector is undoubtedly one of
the most rewarding jobs I have ever had. What a great
privilege to work with learners from so many cultures
and language backgrounds, who bring such a wealth of
experiences and skills into the classroom! At the end of
most days, I leave the classroom feeling energised and
grateful. Naturally, however, there are also days when I
scratch my head wondering, ‘How can I do more to ensure
that I am facilitating learning that is meaningful and long
lasting?’ One of the key ways I have aimed to achieve this
recently is by incorporating a range of drama techniques
into my EAL classes.
Prior to entering the world of adult language education, I
worked as a secondary school English and drama teacher
for ten years, a job which I also loved. As the sole drama
teacher at several schools, I became accustomed to
spending countless hours with the students, rehearsing
for school productions, painting sets and helping VCE
students to refine their monologues. I was constantly
in awe of the drama students’ dedication, initiative and
creativity and found great joy in seeing their acting
skills and confidence grow over time. It was clear that
this confidence was not limited to the drama classroom
or stage, but applied to many facets of their lives. As
school leavers, it was common for students to articulate
how instrumental their involvement in drama had been
in allowing them to grow, learn and to feel part of a
supportive community.
In light of this experience, when I entered the world
of adult community language education, I naturally I
wanted my new learners to be afforded these benefits. I
could immediately see the potential of such methodology
to provide them with much needed opportunities to
develop their expressive skills and confidence. However, I
also realised I couldn’t just expect drama to immediately
make sense or appear relevant to these mature-aged,
multicultural students. To most of them, drama was a
foreign concept and certainly wasn’t on their radar as an
expected educational activity. I also suspected that many

10

of the more physical techniques I had used in secondary
drama classrooms would potentially be inappropriate and
confronting. Essentially, I felt that I needed to be clearer
in my own mind (and body) about exactly how drama
could be used to achieve the communicative outcomes
that were essential to my adult learners.

The search for inspiration
In order to do this, I decided I needed two things:
resources that specifically connected the disciplines
of drama and E A L, and a chance to participate in
professional development (PD) in this field. While
I certainly managed to find some useful books and
websites, I struggled to uncover a ny releva nt PD
opportunities in Australia. I did, however, locate a
vibrant, passionate community of drama in language
education practitioners in Europe, which I longed to be
part of. While disappointed that I could not find any
workshops locally, I simply became more experimental
with drama techniques that I found in books and online
resources, adapting them to the adult context where
necessary. Through this process, I built up a repertoire
of methods that were positively received by my students.
I observed quieter students contributing more frequently
and taking risks, stronger collaboration and higher
overall learner motivation. Encouraged by these results,
I felt compelled to delve deeper.
Thus, at the beginning of 2018, I returned to study,
undertaking a Master of TESOL at the University of
Melbourne. One of my key motivations for doing this
was to research the effects of drama on the language
and communication skills of adult EAL learners. For
my final project, I conducted a systematic literature
review of recently conducted studies in the area of
performative language teaching. The term ‘performative’
acts as an umbrella term (Crutchf ield & Schewe,
2017), encompassing techniques which are commonly
distinguished as either process-oriented (drama activities
practised in the classroom with no external audience) or
product-oriented (scenes or plays that are rehearsed to
be performed to an audience).
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Throughout my studies I discovered a whole world of
research which not only supported my convictions about
the advantages of using such pedagogy, but revealed other
benefits I had not consciously considered. One of the
most significant of these was drama’s potential to have a
positive effect on the emotional state of adults learning
a language by reducing the anxiety that can commonly
inhibit learner engagement and progress (Piazzoli, 2011;
Atas, 2014). I recognised this anxiety in some of my own
students, which often seemed to stem from a fear of
making errors and consequently being judged negatively.
As the list of reasons to use drama methodology grew, so
did my desire to gain more skills in this field.

ISS Institute Fellowship
My opportunity to experience some hands-on PD on
using drama in language teaching finally came when,
in September 2018, I was awarded a Fellowship by the
International Specialised Skills Institute (ISS Institute)
in collaboration with the Department of Education and
Training (Higher Education and Skills Group). This was
nothing short of a dream come true as it allowed me
to enter the international community of practitioners
working in this field. I was also privileged to meet and
learn from many of the experts in whose research I
had immersed myself while studying. Throughout my
fellowship journey, I visited five cities across Europe and
Canada to attend a week-long TESOL Drama course
(Florence, Italy) a five day summer school on ‘The
role of drama in adult and higher language education’
(Grenoble, France), the Drama in Education (DiE) Days
conference (Zug, Switzerland) and to meet up with
experts, Dr Angelica Galante (Montreal) and Dr Art
Babyants (Toronto). Through each workshop, meeting
and observation, I gained a deeper insight into why
and how EAL educators should consider using drama
strategies in their teaching, regardless of whether they
have a drama teaching background. As Angelica Galante
highlighted in our meeting, we don’t have to be actors
or drama-trained teachers to teach performatively in this
context, because we are not teaching our students to be
actors. Rather, we are using drama strategies to teach
language skills.

Why use drama?
To paraphrase Art Babayants, creator of a drama-based
EAL program in Toronto called Embodied English,
there is, in a sense, no option but to use drama if we
are teaching oral communication to our EAL students.
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With Dr Art Babyants, University of Toronto, Canada.

This is because, as research has shown us, an enormous
portion of our communication is non-verbal. In line with
this, one need only glance at a few pages of the EAL
Frameworks curriculum to see that paralinguistic cues
(i.e. posture, gestures, facial expressions and intonation)
are repeatedly listed among the criteria against which
we need to be assessing our students. Notably, these
cues vary from culture to culture and learners need the
opportunity to comfortably experiment with them in
a safe environment. Drama adds to this sense of safety
because when students are working in role, mistakes can
be attributed to the character, rather than the learner.
Additionally, drama is an ideal vehicle for helping our
learners build the employability skills embedded in the
curriculum such as team-work, initiative and enterprise,
and problem-solving.
Whether or not they are consciously utilising drama, a
lot of EAL teachers are naturally creative and tend to use
performative language techniques, perhaps without even
realising they are doing it. With the shift in recent years
towards Communicative Language Teaching (CLT),
many EAL classes have become more learner-centred,
enabling students to engage in collaboration, negotiation
and meaningful social interaction. However, as Professor
Manfred Schewe explained in his keynote address at the
summer school in Grenoble, drama “goes a step further
than CLT because it brings in the body”. Such wholebody learning not only gives learners the opportunity
to develop their non-verbal communication, but can
also help them retain and recall new language learnt.
Additionally, by bringing the body into the equation,
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With the participants, organisers and volunteers of the DiE
Days conference in Zug, Switzerland

we are welcoming more of our learners’ communicative
resources, fostering a sense of inclusion for those who
may have limited capacity to communicate verbally in
the target language.
At the DiE days conference in Zug, Keynote Speaker,
Patrice Baldwin, stated “The amount of vocabulary
you have is irreleva nt. If you’re not using it in a
meaningful context, it’s not useful.” No doubt, many of
us have witnessed our students measuring their progress
according to the number of grammar sheets completed
or new words learnt. However, if, through drama, we
can help to scaffold authentic contexts in which this new
language can be used, the students become engaged in
constructing more meaningful interactions.
Such authenticity is more likely to be achieved if we
ensure that there is some kind of tension implicit in
the drama. As Dr Erika Piazzoli demonstrated at the
Grenoble summer school, if we take a simple role-play
scenario such as trying to exchange an item of clothing,
we can inject more meaning if we add a sense of tension.
For example: it’s almost closing time, the customer
desperately needs a suitable outfit for a wedding the next
day and the shop assistant is completely distracted by
her mobile phone. Such dramatic elements increase the
learner’s motivation to use the language and encourage
our learners to move away from simply repeating a series
of standard lines learnt from a book.
Another profound impact drama can have on adult
migrant learners is that of empowerment. This really
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dawned on me when, prior to making my overseas
fellowship journey, I made contact with Melbournebased teacher, presenter and resource writer, Carmel
Davies, having discovered she had previously undertaken
a Churchill Fellowship on a similar topic. From the
moment we connected, I was fascinated to learn about
Carmel’s prior experiences of creating powerful largescale performances with refugees to empower them to
share their stories. Subsequently, during my fellowship
journey I gained further insight from Fiona Dalziel (coconvener and keynote speaker of the Grenoble Summer
School) and Angelica Galante (Montreal), into the ways
that drama in the language classroom opens up a space
for adult migrants not only to share their experiences
performatively, but to work through challenges they
might be facing on a daily basis.

How to start?
Change the space
A key message that I took from several presentations and
workshops throughout my journey was that the first step
towards creating a drama environment is to change the
space. One of the wonderful things about drama is that
so much can be achieved with an open space and a group
of bodies. By simply pushing the tables to the edges of
the room (where possible) and setting out a circle of
chairs, the scene is set for collaboration and creativity.
While it may initially cause feelings of uneasiness for our
learners, I have found that within a short time, students
generally adapt and express their approval of working
together in this way. This is exemplified by the comment
below, made by one of my students at the end of a recent
drama-based lesson:
It makes you confident to communicate with others,
you know, especially when, you know, if you sit down
there [pointing at tables], you don’t know what you
are doing, but with the group like that, [indicating
the circle of students in the open space] you feel
comfortable to express yourself.

Go gently
Another key to successfully introducing drama into
the EAL space is to start gently using activities that are
non-threatening. Gradually leading into the drama with
breathing, physical and vocal warm-ups helps to prepare,
engage and relax the whole class. This notion of the whole
class should definitely include the teacher, as students will
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always be more willing to try something if they see us
doing it with conviction and enthusiasm. While there are
countless drama warm-ups available in books and online
(see recommended list at the end of this article), here are
a few that are easy to use:
• Group sighs. Everyone breathes in deeply then engages
in a collective exaggerated sigh. You can extend this by
asking students to let their bodies flop down as they
let the air out.
• What are you doing? All stand in a circle and students
take turns to walk into the circle and mime an action
in detail, e.g. walking a dog. The next student enters
the circle and asks ‘(Name), what are you doing?’.
The student miming then answers with something
completely different to the action they were miming,
e.g. ‘I’m washing the car’. The one who asked the
question then mimes washing the car and so the cycle
continues.
• Columbian hypnosis. In pairs, one person leads their
partner around the space by an imaginary string
that connects the leader’s hand to the nose of the one
being led. They can also connect hand to hand, hand
to elbow, etc. This works best in an open space where
learners can experiment with a variety of heights.
(Boal, 2002).
• Cup and Saucer. Students move around the whole space in
a relaxed manner (encourage them to make their own
interesting paths on the floor rather than all walking
in a circle). When you call out a pair of objects or
elements, e.g. ‘cup and saucer’, ‘notebook and pen’, ‘fire
and water’, students have to pair up with the nearest
person and quickly create a physical representation
of what you have called. This is a great way to revise
vocabulary you have been working on or to connect
students with elements of the drama activities to follow.
In addition to warming the students up physically, vocally
and creatively, such activities tend to promote a sense of
trust and an element of fun and laughter. These factors
enable learners to relax and become more open to using
the new language and experimenting with new concepts.
Once students reach this state, we can introduce more
involved performative strategies, some examples of which
I will outline below.

Process drama
In both Grenoble and Zug, I had the great privilege of
participating in process drama workshops run by a number
of leaders in the field, including Erika Piazzoli, Patrice
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In a process drama workshop run by Patrice Baldwin in Zug,
Switzerland. Photo by Stefanie Giebert

Baldwin, Jonothan Neelands and Eva Göksel. The term
‘process drama’ refers to a style of teaching in which the
whole class (teacher included) take on roles to participate
in a series of activities connected to a story. The teacher
launches the story using what is known as a pre-text, e.g.
photograph, news article, historical event, folktale or
painting. From here a drama is built (often over a series
of lessons) drawing upon a range of dramatic conventions
and the learning occurs as the students become immersed
in the world of the story. As Patrice Baldwin highlighted in
Zug, ‘the contexts are imagined, but the learning is real.’
The more our learners become physically and emotionally
invested in the story and its implicit tension, the more
motivated they are to make natural, spontaneous use of the
target language, leading to greater fluency. Additionally,
as one workshop facilitator, Sharka Dohnalova, pointed
out, process drama is a great way to enable learners with
low literacy levels to experience a story in an accessible,
meaningful way.
Examples of process drama conventions are:
In
small groups, students create a picture of a scene using
their bodies to represent characters or objects from the
story. The scene could be a moment from within the
story, a prediction of a future moment or an imagined
event from the past, thus creating a backstory.
Thought tracking. While a group is showing their still
image, the teacher taps each student in turn on the
shoulder (or gently clicks in front of them), the student
has to spontaneously voice what his/her character is
thinking at that moment.

• Still images (also known as freeze frames or tableaux).

•
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The teacher takes on a particular
role in the story in order to drive the story further,
and students respond in character. E.g. the teacher
becomes a king asking his subjects what is causing
unhappiness in the village. While some teachers
are comfortable acting (in fact many will relish
this opportunity to set their inner thespian free!),
others may be daunted by this idea. It is therefore
worth noting that it is more important to convey the
character’s attitude and status than to be a brilliant
actor. Donning a simple costume item such as a hat or
jacket can also help to make the transformation clear.

• Teacher in role.

Importantly, process drama can be designed so that it
incorporates language structures you want your students
to practise, e.g. making polite requests, forming questions,
using the passive voice. Getting your students to identify
and reflect on these language learning outcomes goes a long
way towards convincing them of the value of this style of
learning. There are also limitless possibilities for engaging
learners in contextualised writing tasks as part of the
drama, e.g. a journal entry or letter from the perspective
of one of the characters.

Rehearsed performances
The idea of organising a student performance has the
potential to inspire dread in many teachers, but it is
important to remember that there is a wide spectrum of
performance contexts. These could range from performing
a short scene in front of another class during the day, right
through to a full scale production with sets, costumes and
lighting. In reality, most teachers in the adult sector would
struggle to find the resources and time to produce the latter,
but a smaller scale performance is often achievable. I learned
about many of the benefits of EAL student performances
through attending two presentations by Allison Larkin
Koushki (at DiE Days, Zug) and Stefanie Giebert (at
the Grenoble summer school) respectively, as I will
outline below.
Inclusivity: Those not keen to perform can be involved

as directors, costume designers, scriptwriters, program
designers. Each of these tasks develops crucial language
skills and employability skills.
Language benefits: The repeated rehearsal of a scripted

scene or play allows significant targeted practice of
linguistic and paralinguistic features (Maley & Duff,
2005) and pragmatics (Savage, 2019). In addition, there
is enormous scope for students to engage in spontaneous,
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collaborative communication through planning, directing
and reflecting.
Motivation: The chance to perform their work to friends

and/or family can be highly motivating for learners and
additionally foster a deep sense of pride.
Flexibility: When working with diverse groups, teachers

can vary the size and complexity of roles to suit individual
learners.
Depending on the needs, abilities and interests of the
learners, the performance script could be:
• class-devised – perhaps stemming from a series of
improvisations done in class
• written by a teacher – with this option teachers can
incorporate their learners’ interests
• an existing published play script
• an adaptation of a short story – the process of adapting
could even be done by students as a writing task.

Reflections and plans
The extent of what I have gained so far, both professionally
and personally, through the ISS Institute Fellowship cannot
be measured. One of the greatest outcomes for me has been
to connect with a community of like-minded practitioners
both overseas and now in Melbourne, through some of the
workshops I have been running. Working in isolation is
never easy, but with drama in education, collaboration is
essential. For this reason, I have recently created a Facebook
Group called DiALLA (Drama in Additional Language
Learning Australia), with the aim of providing a local
community of practice for interested teachers. This forum
for sharing resources, ideas and PD opportunities, is open to
all language teachers, regardless of whether they have drama
experience. The daily expressions of interest in this group
strengthens my conviction that forming such a community
is a worthwhile pursuit. Ultimately, if we teachers come
together to support and inspire each other in this way, it is
clear that when it comes bringing benefits to our adult EAL
learners through drama, the sky’s the limit!

References and suggested resources
Atas, M. (2014). The reduction of speaking anxiety in EFL
learners through drama techniques. Procedia: Social
and Behavioural Sciences. 176, 961–969
A lmond, M. (2005). Teaching English with drama.
Brighton, UK: Pavillion
Boal, A. (2002). Games for actors and non-actors (2nd
edition). London: Routledge

fine print

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

Crutchfield, J. & Schewe, M. (Eds). (2017). Going
performative in intercultural education: International
contexts, theoretical perspectives and models of practice.
Bristol, UK: Multilingual Matters.
Hillyard, S. (2016). English through drama. London, UK:
Helbling.
Maley, A. & Duff, A. (2005). Drama techniques: A resource
book of communication activities for language teachers (3rd
edition). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Piazzoli, E. (2011). Process drama: the use of affective space
to reduce language anxiety in the additional language
learning classroom. Research in Drama Education: The
Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 16(4),
557–573.
Savage, A. (2019). The drama book: Lesson plans, activities
and scripts for English-language learners. Branford, USA:
Alphabet Publishing.

vol 42 # 3 2019

DiALLA (Drama in Additional Language Learning
Australia) Facebook group: https://www.facebook.
com/groups/2199921460063190/
Drama Resource Website: https://dramaresource.com/
Jodie W hitehurst teaches E A L at Willia mstow n
Communit y a nd E ducation Centre a nd recent ly
completed a Master of TESOL at the University of
Melbourne. She has a passion for bringing drama
and music into her English classes and loves to sing
and write songs in her spare time. In 2018, Jodie was
awarded an ISS Institute Fellowship to travel to Europe
and Canada to research the benefits and best practice
of using drama in adult EAL education. You can read
more about her ISS Institute Fellowship on her blog:
https://medium.com/@jodiewhitehurst73

15

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

A thank-you note: we all have a brain
– they all work the same
by Kirke Olson
I a m sit ting here now in my home in rura l Ne w
Hampshire, USA, reflecting on my experience as the
recipient of an International Specialised Skills Institute
(ISS Institute) Fellowship. It supported my wife Sher
Kamman, also a clinical psychologist, and me as we
spoke in 17 locations to approximately 900 educators
and staff across Victoria. While the ISS Institute states
it: “exists to foster an aspirational, skilled and smart
Australia…” (https://www.issinstitute.org.au) we were
the ones who returned to the US more skilled and smarter
than we arrived, thanks to the many Australian educators
we met.

I contained my anger as best I could while I helped Josh
gather his things. I don’t remember my words of comfort
because of Josh’s mumbled, “I’m OK. I’m used to it. I’m a
geek and Calvin hates geeks.”
After I stammered a few more inadequate words to Josh,
he went on his way to class. I hunted down Calvin and
corralled him into my office.
Once there I angrily asked, “What were you doing in the
hall?”
Calvin sneered back, “Walking.”

The work we all do as educators is challenging, rewarding,
and sparks our emotions whether we are in adult settings,
schools or in early childhood education. Using the best
practices in our jobs is obviously important, but it is easy
to miss the emotional aspects of the hard heart-work of
education. Sometimes the reminders of the emotional
parts of our jobs come in the middle of the night when the
memory of an exchange with a student rises unbidden. This
happened to me after I returned home. I would like to share
the incident with you because it captures what we spoke
about and learned during our Australian visit.
My first meeting with Calvin did not begin well. As I
remember the force of my anger I still cringe. At over 185
cm and probably 100 kg, Calvin is an intimidating presence.
I had seen him other days as he arrived at school dressed
in dirty clothes with his characteristic swaggering walk.
Today the swagger had a target: the small, bespectacled
Josh approaching him from the opposite direction. Josh
was carrying his usual burden of books and papers. A
quick, almost imperceptible, shoulder bump was all that
was needed to knock Josh off balance and send his burden
flying. Josh’s cry of surprise was met with a deep-throated
giggle from Calvin. I reacted without any thought, but with
a good deal of anger.
“Calvin what the hell! Get over here and help pick up this
mess!”
Calvin sneered, grunted and walked on.
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I could feel my anger peak, but luckily I’ve found, after
much practice, that I can gain control of my emotional
reactions by remembering to use a simple mindfulness
practice. I focus my attention on the soles of my feet
and feel the pressure of the floor beneath them. While
doing that I inhale and silently count to about four, then
slowly exhale to a count of about eight. There is nothing
special about the numbers except to make sure my exhale
is about twice as long as my inhale. When I need it, like
now with Calvin, I repeat the cycle a few times. It’s simple
and effective but the problem is actually remembering to
do it when I’m angry or anxious, which is why I practise
this and other short mindfulness exercises when I’m calm.
I practise when I’m just walking through the halls, down
the street and sometimes when I’m trying to get to sleep
after a disturbing day at the school. You can think of the
practice like the repetitive drills first responders such as
police, fire, and medical staff go through when things are
calm so they can act ‘without thought’ during times of
crisis (Siegel, 2011).
Neurologically we all have a vagus nerve that helps regulate
our reactions, be they calm social engagement, the fightflight response or, in extreme circumstances, collapse. Much
of the time the ventral vagal or front part of the nerve is at
work keeping us calm, alert and socially engaged. It does
this by unconsciously regulating the muscles around our
eyes, the muscles in our throat that control voice tone, our
heart rate, our breathing and many other things. When the
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ventral vagus is online we are open and ready to connect
with others. Their nervous systems unconsciously pick this
up and they respond in kind (Porges, 2011; Dana, 2018).
Before I saw Calvin knock Josh, my ventral vagus was
clicking along just fine. Seeing a larger kid pick on a
smaller one triggered my vagus nerve to quickly turn
down my social engagement circuit and ramp up my
fight-flight system. My anger showed it certainly was
more fight than flight. My nervous system is probably
hypersensitive to this sort of behaviour because of my
own memories. As an average sized kid with glasses, a love
of learning, and a lousy athletic ability I was sometimes
a target. Using my explicit memories of those long-ago
events I could describe them to you now, but the more
important point has to do with my implicit memory of
them. Implicit memories are nonconscious emotional
and body memories; for me they are feelings of impotent
anger. The emotions from those past events were turned
on instantly when I saw big Calvin slam little Josh. As
in everybody’s brain, all of this happened about one
half second faster than my ability to logically assess the
situation, which caused my instant sharp reaction to
Calvin, and indirectly Calvin’s reaction to me. A half
second is a very long time inside the brain and is plenty
of time for us to say or do things we will regret later once
our cortex can fully assess the situation (Siegel, 2012).
Back in my office with Calvin, the mindfulness exercise
helped me calm my fight reaction and turn back on the
social engagement system enough to remember what I
knew of Calvin’s life from his file and other teachers.
I remembered that he lives with his parents in his
grandparents’ house. His father has been on disability
for years after an awful accident at the mill just before it
shut down. His grandfather also worked at the mill his
whole life but lost his job before he could retire when
the mill closed suddenly. Calvin’s mother worked briefly,
but stopped when Calvin was born. They probably all
struggled in school because none of them graduated from
high school and were suspicious of people who had any
education. They often spoke negatively about the school
and specific teachers. For his whole childhood Calvin
heard these stories repeated.
My ventral vagus nerve must have been functioning
well enough for me to say in a concerned tone of voice:
“Calvin, What’s wrong? Why did you slam Josh? You’re
better than that.”
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Kirke spoke about applications for brainwise teaching during
his 2019 ISS Institute Fellowship. Photo by Sher Kamman

“He’s such a snob. He thinks he’s better than me. I hate
school. Why do I even have to go? This is all crap.”
My interest in the brain made me speculate about the
cause of Calvin’s negative attitude toward school and
the studious looking Josh. Donald Hebb back in the late
1940s discovered that whenever a network of brain cells
fires inside the brain it ‘wants’ to fire in the same pattern
again. At the neurological level all the experiences we have
are a complex network of firing brain cells. So repeated
experiences, such as hearing negative stories about school
and educated people, cause the same pattern of brain cells
to fire and ‘wire in’ his negative beliefs. Calvin probably
had a ‘wired in’ negative belief about school before he even
attended first grade. Through his years at school the same
network would be strengthened by any negative school
event and any observation of ‘smart snobby kids’ doing
better than he. Josh certainly was the epitome of a ‘smart
snobby kid’ in both his appearance and his reality (Siegel,
2012). Calvin’s complex neural network originally started
by his family’s stories and strengthened by negative
experiences with school and studious peers, turned into
action against Josh. I was curious to know why.
Calvin’s eyes filled with tears as I repeated more quietly:
“What’s wrong? Something is not right. You don’t do
something like this.”
He suddenly turned away. “Shut up! Stop!” Then barely
audible said, “Gramps had a heart attack last night – he’s
in the hospital and not doing well – been up all night.”
The crying started. I’ll admit to being stunned by this huge
boy/man crying in my office. I barely knew him.
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“My Gramps is such a good guy. Yeah he drinks too
much, but a good guy. We walk out by the river and fish.
He tells me about the mill. He says he did fine when he
dropped out of school and so did my dad. Why the hell
do I need to go. I hate it. It is so hard. All those guys
like Josh. The teachers too – think I’m a nothing. What
the f***! I’m leaving!”
I could tell my mirror neurons were causing me to feel
the echo of Calvin’s pain, because tears began to fill
my eyes.
Mirror neurons were first discovered in an Italian lab that
was studying the motor neurons that control muscles.
Experimenting on monkeys, the scientists installed an
electrode thinner than a human hair into a motor neuron
they hoped controlled the muscles in the monkey’s arm.
When the monkey reached for a cup the motor neuron
fired, which was what they had hoped for. But when the
researcher reached for the cup, the same neuron fired in
the monkey. This was a surprise, because the monkey was
not moving its arm, it was just sitting there watching the
researcher. It made no sense. Thinking it was a problem
with the equipment they checked it, but each time the
monkey was just sitting there and focused on someone
who then did something intentional with their arm, like
picking up a cup, the motor neuron that controlled the
monkey’s arm muscles fired. His motor neuron mirrored
the action of the person’s motor neuron, even though the
monkey’s muscle did not actually move. This experiment
has led to a lot of research on mirror neurons, neurons
that fire in one person’s brain as a sort of echo of another
person’s actions and emotions. There is a lot of research
underway and more to go, but maybe mirror neurons
are part of the neurology of empathy (Cozolino, 2017;
Iacoboni, 2009).
So my ‘emotional pain neuron network’ was firing in a
kind of echo of Calvin’s pain. I felt Calvin’s emotions, but
to a lesser degree than he did, as my eyes filled with tears.
As a fellow educator I bet you have felt the effect of
mirror neurons. Empathy, maybe the result of our mirror
neurons, is part of what makes a good educator excellent.
The caution for all of us is to distinguish between the
firing of our mirror neurons echoing a student’s emotions
and our own emotions. Resonating with student emotions
is part of being a human and an excellent educator, but it
is something to be cautious of because not understanding
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the source of the emotions can lead to difficulties such as
exhaustion at the end of the day and even to burn-out.
Back to Calvin: Quietly I said, “I hope you stay. You can
just hang out here in my office. Can I tell your teachers
about your Gramps so they understand and can help
you get through this?” After a long pause he agreed,
and told me that Miss Ackers knows him, because she
taught his dad.
Connections like Miss Ackers’ with a student’s father are
not unusual in a small community, for better or worse.
Remembering that Miss Ackers often used the metaphor
of ‘apples not falling far from the tree’ when she spoke
of Calvin’s struggles in school, I wondered what kind of
reception I might get when I spoke with her.
I should not have been concerned. She understood and
even added that she knew how much Calvin’s grandfather
meant to him because of a story she had helped him
write for her class. She added that his family had
multigenerational problems with school.
Miss Ackers helped me reconsider Calvin when she said,
“It’s no wonder Calvin hates school, but he still shows
up. It’s amazing he is even here today.”
It was something I had not thought of, probably because
of my anger. Calvin’s attendance at school after the crisis
during the night hinted that there may be something
positive about school for him, in spite of his actions
toward Josh.
As the day came to an end, I saw Calvin and he appeared
to be doing well enough, he even gave me a quick head
nod, which I interpreted as “Thank you.”
The incident with Calvin and others like it are certainly
not all that unusual for many of us in education. Calvin
could be a primary school child, a teenager, or an adult.
The point is that at the neurological level all of our
brains work the same. This simple fact can lead all of us
educators to deeper understandings of our students and
offer new choices for our own actions. When you have
said or done things that you regret later your brain was
working the same way as Calvin’s and mine, so there is
no need to criticise yourself. But, knowing about that
half-second lag time and using this bit of knowledge to
create a pause for ourselves by using a simple mindfulness
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technique like counting breaths can help give us time
for our cortexes to analyse the situation and make
better decisions.
Knowing your mirror neurons can cause you to feel
your students’ emotions and vice-versa can be helpful.
If you are feeling angry, the student’s nervous system
will unconsciously read that, and they will feel an echo
of your anger. Calming yourself before your voice tone
and face reveals your feeling will help you to have a
better exchange with the student, as it did with Calvin
and me.
As I sit here with fall arriving knowing spring is arriving
for you, I can feel myself fill with gratitude from what you
taught me with your questions and stories of teaching in
so many challenging situations across Victoria. I hope my
description of this minor school incident will prove to be
helpful for you as you continue with your hard heart-work.
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Work-related literacy education in the
Fourth Industrial Revolution:
An update on the Literacy 4.0 Project
By Trent Newman
A team of researchers in language and literacy education
at Melbourne Graduate School of Education have been
studying the effects of contemporary technological and
social transformations in work on literacy and literacy
education. Called the Literacy 4.0 Project, the research
is aimed at understanding how new technologies, new
arrangements for work and employment, and new
possibilities for communication between humans, and
between humans and machines, are shaping literate work
practices. Fine Print readers may recall an article entitled
‘Literacy Events in the Gig Economy’ by Prof. Lesley Farrell
and Dr Chris Corbel (2017), and those who attended the
VALBEC conference in May last year will have heard
Prof. Farrell’s keynote presentation on preparing for new
workplaces and literacy education practices.
Literacy 4.0 references the literate practices needed for
work in Industry 4.0, a term often used as shorthand for
the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Schwab (2017) explains
the Fourth Industrial Revolution in relation to previous
technological revolutions as follows:
The First Industrial Revolution used steam power to
mechanize production. The Second used electric power
to create mass production. The Third used electronics and
information technology to automate production. Now a

Some quite sophisticated literacy practices are required for
work in the gig economy
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Fourth Industrial Revolution is building on the Third. It is
characterized by a fusion of technologies that is blurring the
lines between the physical, digital, and biological spheres.
The technological transformations that characterise
Industry 4.0 bring with them significant transformations
in the social practice of work, with important implications
for working knowledge, working identities, and working
relationships. Jobs involving routine tasks are increasingly
being done by robots and ‘smart machines’ instead of
humans, work contracts are increasingly temporary and ad
hoc, as in the gig economy – think: Uber drivers, AirTasker
and Freelancer workers (Carey, 2019), ‘workplaces’ are
transitioning to geographically dispersed work spaces
connected in cyberphysical (offline + online) networks, and
all work is increasingly mediated via digital technologies,
involving the collection, movement and analysis of
vast amounts of data. In this context, new possibilities
are constantly emerging for the social production and
mobilisation of both old and new forms of texts, unsettling
traditional understandings of what counts as work-related
literacy. How should educators prepare people for work
in these conditions? What language and communication
skills and competencies do people need?
Over the past year, members of the Literacy 4.0 Project
team have been gathering a range of perspectives on the
changes that are occurring, talking with industry experts,
workplace trainers and adult literacy educators who are
focused on preparing students and trainees for work. These
discussions have spanned multiple levels of accreditation
related to adult education and training.
We have spoken with teachers working at pre-accreditation
level with refugee and migrant students who struggle even
to master the technical skills of ‘tap, swipe, select’ involved
in navigating touch screens, let alone mastering the written
and oral English language competencies needed to create
and to curate an online worker profile to become an Uber
driver, or to read and navigate a customer service app as
part of an entry level casual job in hospitality.
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We have talked with trainers of certificate and diploma
level workers in factories where smart technologies
and digitisation are increasingly the norm, and where
traditional maintenance and repair work done up close
on individual machines has transformed into reading,
monitoring and analysing from a distance the data collected
automatically about machines via smart sensors. We have
sat with the designers of new advanced diploma and ‘higher
apprenticeship’ programs (NCVER, 2019) to discuss the
challenges of assessing workplace communication and
teamwork in situations where work teams are globally and
temporally dispersed and where problem solving is always
an exercise in transcultural communication.
We have even spoken with those who design and train
people in the cloud platform architecture and data
retrieval and management systems that are directly
shaping Industry 4.0, exploring issues of relationship
and trust building between humans and robots, seeking
to understand how machines are acquiring literacies for
working with humans even as humans struggle to develop
literacies for working with machines.
Across these diverse contexts of adult education and
training, the consensus is that not only is Australia’s
workforce not ready for Industry 4.0, but – even more
concerning – our education systems as well as our dominant
ways of thinking about language and literacy education
are not keeping up with the social transformations in
work sparked by Industry 4.0. Adult literacy educators are
struggling to find time and space within rigid curriculum
guidelines for creative engagement with digital and online
forms of communication.
Workplace trainers are often frustrated by the poor
interpersonal communication and collaboration skills of
trainees and apprentices coming with technical vocational
qualifications, but many trainers are also at a loss as to how
to develop these abilities in their workers. In general, the
focus on individual assessment across all levels of education
and training is at odds with what is most central to work
in Industry 4.0: the establishment, maintenance and repair
of (technologically mediated) working relationships.
One of the biggest problems we are seeing is that traditional
understandings of literacy as the readily quantifiable and
transferrable reading and writing skills of individuals
continue to dominate approaches to work-related literacy
education. While the ability to read and write will of
course continue to be important, we need to understand
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Geographically dispersed networks of humans and
machines make up the cyberphysical systems that
characterise Industry 4.0

that literacy is a social practice and that reading, writing,
speaking and listening around texts always occurs in
the context of social relationships, so that the relevant
‘skill’ only has meaning and value in connection with
the relations that surround the text. With the social
transformations in work occurring as a result of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, increasing demands are being made
of workers to make and maintain connections via digitally
mediated literate work practices. This increased focus
on relationship building with and through technology
emerges directly from the technological convergence that
is the defining feature of Industry 4.0.
It is not enough (if indeed it ever was) for workers to learn
to write and speak in a generic sense to produce fixed genres
of texts. They need to be able to agentively adapt and
apply flexible communication strategies for participation
in specific, complex networks of human workers, smart
devices, data collection and analysis applications, cloud
platform architecture, and, yes, robots. Yet the specificities
of context and the highly customised nature of these new
relationship-oriented literate work practices demanded
by Industry 4.0 tend to become obscured, diminished
in relevance, in discussions and debates about workforce
education that focus on ‘basic literacy’ alongside of ‘soft
skills’, ‘social skills’ or even ‘21st century skills’.
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Findings from the Literacy 4.0 Project reveal that it is
getting more and more challenging to disentangle and
separate work-related literacy from the social contexts
of work in which it is practised. This means that a
focus solely or even primarily on teaching measurable
and transferrable literacy ‘skills’ will only become more
problematic. If we are to better understand what it is that
students and trainees need to know and to be able to do
to find work in the digital age, if we as teachers are to
better enable people to make meaningful contributions as
employees and as citizens in worlds of human interaction
increasingly mediated by cyberphysical systems, then we
need to think differently about literacy and about literacy
education. The social dimensions of literacy must be
emphasised and the ways that literate work practices serve
to establish and maintain the relationships that constitute
digitally connected workspaces need to be understood.
Meanwhile, as teachers and trainers continue to work on
developing the abilities of their students and trainees to
read and write traditional texts within existing curriculum
frameworks, there are opportunities to explore the
creative and agentive adaptation of these texts across
different modes of communication and different kinds of
digital platforms, prompting discussion about how texts
can ‘travel’ across both online and offline networks of
humans and machines. Equally important is to encourage
students to reflect on the social relations that surround the
production of the text and to facilitate discussion around
the relationships being built in and through the practice
of literacy.

22

We hope to share more details of our findings from the
Literacy 4.0 Project and their implications for literacy
education in future editions of Fine Print, so stay tuned.
For more information about the Literacy 4.0 Project
visit https://education.unimelb.edu.au/research/projects/
workplace-literacy-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution-theliteracy-4.0-project or contact Dr Newman at newman.t@
unimelb.edu.au.
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Practical Matters
Web Based Training for SEE students: A positive evaluation
By Hanne Decat
In July 2017 A MES began delivering a Web Based
Training (WBT) program for the Skills for Education
and Employment (SEE) program. The SEE program
provides literacy and numeracy skills for further study
and employment.
AMES recognises that not only literacy and numeracy
skills are important, but that also digital literacy skills
are increasingly required to find a job, for further study
and to participate in the community.
For this reason, AMES decided to deliver 40% of the
SEE funded program through WBT. In practice, this
means that students can access online resources for two
hours per day. For example: one hour with the teacher in
the computer room and one hour as independent study.
Importantly students can complete the independent
online activities when and where they want.
At f irst sight it might seem a mbitious – or even
inconsiderate – to offer independent online learning to
migrants with very low literacy and digital skills, limited
English and little experience in formal education.
However, AMES Australia is now two years into the
program. There have been many challenges and we have
learned a great deal along the way. We are now confident
that the approach we have taken to WBT is a real asset
to our SEE program. An evaluation conducted at the
beginning of 2019 showed that 90% of the students rate
the WBT program positively. They commented that they
would not want the WBT taken away and replaced by
normal classes again.
This article will describe in more detail how the WBT has
been organised, what has been learned while observing
students and importantly what students like about WBT.

Digital literacy skills of the SEE students
It is Amina’s* first week in AMES. She sits in front
of the computer but does not move. I go to sit next to
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her and ask her how it is going. She looks away and
says quietly: “No English, no computer”.
I show Amina how to move the computer mouse and to
open the WBT program by clicking on the icon. It takes
more than 20 minutes, but then – success! She is logged
in for the first time. (observation, December 2018)

Just like Amina, many of our students do not only
struggle with English and literacy, but they also have
poor digital skills. In fact, 35% of AMES students have
never searched on the internet or turned on a computer
before coming to class. We understood that online
content should not only be engaging, but also easy
enough for students to work through independently. The
key features of the WBT program are: quality content,
a blended learning approach and continuous feedback
from the students.
An evaluation was conducted at the beginning of 2019 to
gain insight into students’ thoughts about the program.
We analysed two surveys from students from Certificate
I and II in English as an Additional Language (EAL).
The first survey had 225 respondents; the second 111. We
also conducted 31 in-depth interviews with students from
across all course levels. Where necessary, an interpreter was
used to better capture students’ responses.

Features of the AMES WBT program
1. Engaging online content
Students in the AMES SEE program are enrolled at
Course in EAL, Certificate I in EAL and Certificate II
in EAL levels. Creating engaging online content for these
students to complete independently is challenging. The
different skill sets of the students and the differences in
students’ backgrounds makes it even more demanding.
A central team of teachers and instructional designers
has been working hard to create a variety of interactive
activities that scaffold and reinforce learning in the
classroom setting. One of the great strengths of the
development team is the willingness to continually test
and improve the activities.

23

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

2. Blended learning
A second pillar of the AMES WBT program is the blended
learning approach. The WBT is not treated as a separate
part of the training, but is connected with content taught
in the classroom. The skills students learn while working
on the WBT (this could be for example, digital skills or
grammar skills) are used in the classroom teaching and
conversely the classroom teaching is a preparation or a
continuum of the WBT.
Blended learning model
An example of an interactive grammar exercise

An excerpt from a reading task

The activities are closely related to the curriculum and
range from interactive videos, grammar exercises, spelling
activities, listening tasks, news items and forums. The
interactive program allows immediate feedback and
students are required to redo the activity if they make
too many mistakes.
Evaluation: blended learning
Evaluation: WBT content

The evaluation showed that there is no consensus
about which activities students enjoy the most. Most
students commented that they did not have any
preference and enjoyed the variation.
Ninety percent of the students are happy with the level
of difficulty of the activities. Most students mentioned
that they found the activities challenging, but that
this was a good way to extend their learning; however,
some complained that it could take too long to finish
all the activities. Ten percent of the students found the
activities to be not at the right level for them, being
either too hard or too easy.
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Many students endorsed the blended learning
approach. Students specified how much they enjoyed
discussions about content from the WBT in the class.
They mentioned the importance of pre-teaching
vocabulary and grammar items. There was a correlation
bet ween high student enthusiasm about W BT
activities and teachers integrating content from the
WBT into their lessons.

3. Independent learning
Every week students have to finish a set of online activities
independently. During class time the teacher talks to
the students who did not achieve the mandated activity
completion ticks.
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Students may have the option to work in a computer room
on site, but they can also use their mobile phones or work
on a computer at home or in the local library. They can
also access and complete activities if they are unable to
come to class.
The W BT progra m encourages a student-centred
approach, where students take responsibility for their
own learning and managing their progress through WBT
activities; just being ‘present’ is not enough anymore.
Furthermore, the students have the choice of how long
they work on one activity or if they do extra extension
activities afterwards.
It sometimes takes a few weeks for new students to get
used to working independently. This is most common in
the lower level classes. However, teachers have observed a
lot of peer support in these classes.

How satisfied are the students about the
independent WBT?
Satisfaction of the WBT:
surveys (365 responses)
9%

satisfied
not satisfied

91%

From both the survey and the interviews conducted at
the beginning of 2019 it emerged that the majority of
students were satisfied with the WBT program. Of 365
responses to the survey, 91% expressed satisfaction with
the WBT program. The interviews generated a deeper
insight into the students’ experience.
During the interviews, students mentioned that they
were not just satisfied but they felt really engaged, with
comments such as “I improve so much with the computer”
and “I will be very sad if the computer stops”. This was
consistent with anecdotal evidence from teachers. Most
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of the students strongly endorsed the combination of
classroom-based teaching and independent learning.
An analysis of the comments from the interviews revealed
three main reasons why the students endorsed this
combination.
1. Students enjoyed the flexibility of working where and
when they wanted.
“It is great you can go back and do activities over and
over again. So we can master it.” (EAL I student); “I
want to learn more and I have a lot of time. At home,
I look over the words again and look them up. I enjoy
this. It is great I can learn English any time I want”
(CEAL student); “I only come part time, but I want
to do ALL the activities.” (EAL II student)
2. Students indicated that the WBT improved their
learning.
“I find the computer session after normal classes very
useful; it makes more clear what I have learned. It
stays longer in my memory after practising on the
computer.” (CEAL student, translated from Turkish)
3. Students enjoyed the variation of classroom and
computer room.
“I like combination three hours classroom / two
hours computer time; five hours in class is boring.”;
“The teacher is very good, but she can never cover
everything.” (EAL I student)
In contrast to our initial beliefs, the biggest enthusiasm for
WBT came from the students who had few digital skills.
They were aware that they were learning English and digital
skills at the same time. WBT gave them the digital skills
to use the internet more confidently on computers and on
mobile devices in their daily lives and they are now also
accessing YouTube videos in their own language, looking
up recipes, listening to music or using Google search.
“I didn’t use computer before AMES. I don’t have
internet at home. I even didn’t know how to log in
and out. I have learnt everything here. Sometimes I
go to the library to do activities, to search a job and
to send an email.” (EAL II student)

What about the 10% of students who are not satisfied?
The round of interviews allowed us to further investigate
why 10% of the students are not satisfied with the WBT.
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Of the 31 students interviewed, four students mentioned
that they would prefer no WBT.
• Two students (EAL II) wanted five hours face-to-face
learning. These students had higher literacy skills and
already had some digital skills before coming to AMES.
They stated that speaking and listening were the skills
they wanted to improve the most and they were eager
to practise these skills with a teacher. They often visited
English learning websites in their free time and they
did not need guidance for accessing English websites.
• Two students were not interested in improving their
digital skills. They were older people and they felt that
computers were not important for them. Additionally,
each identified medical issues that impacted their
ability to engage with computers.
Overall, the outcome of the evaluation has been very
encouraging. The WBT journey has been challenging

26

and has demanded considerable resources and effort.
There is still room for improvement, but we – and
with us the students – are very happy to have taken up
the challenge.
A few months later, I visit Amina’s class again. Amina
is a lot more bubbly than last time I saw her. She looks
at me, smiles and put her thumbs up: “Computer
good” she says. (Observation March 2019)

Note
1. Name has been changed
Hanne Decat works in the Curriculum and Support
Program from AMES delivering professional development
and EAL resources to staff. Hanne is involved in the
development and evaluation of the digital content of WBT
in the SEE program.
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Open Forum
With thanks to Don MacDowall
by Lynne Matheson
After 20 years of service, Don MacDowall has decided to retire from his position as Administration and Finance Officer for VALBEC.
All of us at Fine Print have greatly appreciated Don’s support and advice (and occasional gentle reminder) over the years and we
could not let this event go unremarked. Both to say thank you to Don and to give us all a sense of what goes on behind the scenes
to keep VALBEC rolling, Lynne Matheson offers some thoughts below.

When it was announced that Don was to become the
Administration and Finance Officer for VALBEC there were
some surprised looks around the table about the suitability
of this man from the Victorian Camping Association. He
soon established his credentials and has gone on to become
a fixture at VALBEC events while providing the smooth
operations behind the scenes. Everyone connected with
VALBEC has come to know Don for his prompt responses
to requests and helpful advice. As they say, “Don is good,
Don is VALBEC”.
Don has been a reliable, indomitable, resilient, staunch,
some may say heroic figure in his time with VALBEC. He
has patiently presented admin and finance reports at over
180 executive committee meetings at a range of hotels in
locations spread from North Melbourne to Clifton Hill.
There have been some memorable meals at these meetings,
the roadkill menu a standout, and plenty of battered fish
and chips.
Don has organised 18 VALBEC and three ACAL/VALBEC
conferences; promoted and provided support for numerous
forums and workshops; published and circulated 155
eVALBEC newsletters; assisted in the organisation and
presentation of 18 AGMs and updated the website numerous
times – all of which has been done with efficiency and good
humour. In fact, his laugh is one that stays in our minds
along with his cheery countenance.
An exemplar for lifelong learning, Don is self-taught in
many skills including calligraphy and website development.
There was never a challenge he was not prepared to
take on and a problem he could not resolve through his
resourcefulness and determination.
Often Don would receive an inquiry asking to speak to
the chairperson assuming there was a bustling VALBEC
office. Little did they know that VALBEC administration
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Don at the 2017 VALBEC Conference

all happened out of Don’s home office. Over the years
he has fielded some odd requests and built up a rich
knowledge of adult literacy and numeracy and has been
a valuable resource for many people.
Don has always been adamant about promoting events to
members in a timely way. However, he was always willing
to push out an additional notification with one of his
quirky by-lines when necessary. Extremely well-read and
passionate about the English language, Don is known for
his puns, obscure language gymnastics and dad jokes.
He has been happy to work behind the scenes, but give
him the microphone and he has everyone paying attention
and chuckling at the same time while being told in no
uncertain terms what is expected, where to go and what
to do.
His daily walks to the post off ice have given him
time to ponder the changes to the Learn Local sector,
technology, social media and the passing parade of
VA LBEC committee members. He has remained a
constant connection and we will all miss him. Change is
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inevitable and we wish him well for the future in whatever
direction it takes him.
As an apt farewell, Don recited the quote below from
J.R.R. Tolkien at his last VALBEC committee meeting:

The 2018 VALBEC Committee (Don is 3rd from right)

Still round the corner there may wait
A new road or a secret gate,
And though I oft have passed them by,
A day will come at last when I
Shall take the hidden paths that run
West of the Moon, East of the Sun.

Learn Local Awards 2019
by Linno Rhodes
The Learn Local Awards night was held at Mural Hall,
inside the Myer building in Melbourne. The grand reception
room is reminiscent of days gone by – all splendour and
fancy. This addition to the part of Myer was built in 1933 as a
dining hall and, reflective of the opulence of the times, has a
large decorative plaster ceiling and balconies and wall panels
in a Streamline Moderne style of Art Deco architecture.
The Hall is decorated with ten murals by renowned artist
Napier Waller (1893–1972).
The finalists at the 2019 Learn Local Awards were
representative of the diversity that we know to exist in Learn
Local programs. The winners stood out as having gone
that extra bit further and reflected the attitude of lifelong
learning being celebrated at these awards.

The event is highly regarded and attended by the champions
of the sector, as well as, and including the Minister for
Training and Skills and Education, The Hon. Gayle Tierney,
who awarded the winners their prizes. Other special guests
included the Adult, Community and Further Education
(ACFE) Board Chair, Maria Peters, ACFE Board members
and Ro Allen – past ACFE Chair, and presenter of the Ro
Allen Pre-accredited Learner Award.
The t wo pre-accredited learner awards showcased
excellence in learner participation, engagement and
involvement in their communities. The first award
for the night, the Ro A llen Pre-accredited Learner
award went to Chithrika Senanayake from Wellsprings
for Women. A leader among her student peers and
volunteer in the program she once participated in as
a learner. The second learner award – the Young Preaccredited Learner Award went to Rory Madden from
Kew Neighbourhood House. Rory is a shining example of
how perseverance and determination are key to success in
achieving goals.
Practitioner awards recognise outstanding contributions by
practitioners. We know Learn Locals are staffed by people
who go the extra mile to contribute to their programs:
staff members who give their time, energy, skills and
commitment to help others.

Table flowers supplied by Diamond Valley Neighbourhood
Learning Centre complemented the elaborate chandeliers and
sumptuous decor of the Mural Hall
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The Practitioner Award is given to the practitioner
who is also seen as a role model and supports his/her

fine print

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

fellow practitioners to do their best. Congratulations to
Josie Rose of Noweyung for being the 2019 winner of
this award.
Learn locals would probably not exist without the fabulous
support given by volunteers. Volunteers usually bring a
wealth of skills and knowledge from their working lives
which enables them to support others. This is exactly how
the Women Connect Hotspot Office Volunteers support
women on Phillip Island who need support to start a new
business or return to study. What a fantastic and innovative
enterprise and worthy recipient of the Learn Local Volunteer
Team Award.

Josie Rose (left) with Suzanne O’Brien from ACFE

Learn Locals programs often act as a stepping stone to
formal education or employment. The Pre-accredited
Pathway Program Award went to Creative Enterprising
Women in Dandenong, which provides a training program
for women who have experienced disadvantage and barriers
to employment and education.
Partnerships with community-based organisations
or other collaborations to improve pathways for preaccredited learners have provided participants with real
employment options that are life changing. The winner
of the Learn Local Collaboration Award was Kinglake
Ranges Employment and Enterprise Program. It is a
collaboration between Ellimatta Youth and Kinglake
Ranges Neighbourhood House and serves the vulnerable
youth of the area.
Local areas are served best by local communities and
at the Moon Rabbit Café at Preston Neighbourhood
House – The Bridge does just that. The Café is a social
enterprise for young people who experience neurodiversity.
Congratulations on the Creating Local Solutions Award! I
must drop in for a latte!
Each ACFE Regional Council nominates a provider
to be awarded the honour of Learn Local Legend.
The 2019 Legends are: Bacchus Marsh Community
College, Carringbush Adult Education Centre, Cloverdale
Community Centre, Paynesville Neighbourhood Centre,
Wellsprings for Women, Access Australia Group (Access
Skills Training), Cire Services and Albury Wodonga
Volunteer Resource Bureau.
More information about the winners of the 2019 Learn
Local Awards is at https://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/
awards/Pages/2019-finalists.aspx
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Some of the volunteers from The Women Connect Hotspot
Office, Phillip Island

Moon Rabbit Café at Preston Neighbourhood House – The Bridge

The team from Carringbush Adult Education Centre

Linno Rhodes is paying attention to the brain and all
its fascinating parts. She is currently on the Fine Print
Editorial Committee and the VALBEC committee and
looking forward to the VALBEC 2020 conference.
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Dramatic inspiration
by Zoe Phillips
It was with huge pleasure and delight that I attended the
VALBEC workshop led by Jodie Whitehurst: Teaching
EAL to Adults Through Drama (17/9/2019). What a breath
of fresh air and a wonderful surprise that this was offered:
to be able to do something that pertained to the real part
of my job: the teaching. The workshop offered new and
effective ways to teach, thereby enhancing the experience
of both teacher and students. There is sadly too little of
this type of professional development – due, I believe, to
the bureaucratic requirements of our teaching life.
The energy and enjoyment of teaching that Jodie presented
to us from the very first moment was so affirming. Suddenly
I was in a place where everyone was positive, open, excited
and stimulated (something that is very rarely felt these days
in EAL). Immediately we were drawn into her classroom and
enthusiasm and reminded of why we teach. We were given
a chance to think about our practice, not our paperwork, to
explore and try new things that, dare I say, might even take
us away from compliance for a while and give us a space
just to contemplate our practice. It gave us a much-needed
chance for renewal.
Jodie had prepared a very busy morning for us, demonstrat
ing ways in which drama could be used in a nonthreatening, inclusive way. All participants took to the
activities with such openness and enjoyment. By the end
of the workshop everyone had improvised, played a role
and collaborated creatively. What Jodie offered us was not
intimidating and completely accessible to those with no
drama experience.
Besides a great sharing of short activities that could be used
as warm-ups, Jodie also led us through the application
of a story and images that incorporated some fabulous
methods of encouraging and developing language between
participants. She made it clear where the explicit English
learning was, acknowledging that this is a very important
part of engaging the student: ‘Like many adult EAL/ESL
learners, most of my students, when starting English classes
in Australia, are familiar with more traditional teachercentred class activities. Thus it takes careful planning and
consideration to ensure that when using drama-based tasks
in language classes, the students are made aware of exactly
how the activities will help them acquire language skills.’
(Whitehurst, 2019, para.4)
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At present, EAL feels like a sector in such decline. It is
being constantly subsumed by more and more compliance
and box ticking, almost to an absurd level. Teachers are
required to attend professional development (PD) events
that never look at how they teach, never look at the
experience of the classroom; our teaching practice and the
student experiences are hardly ever touched upon.
Auditors come to the workplace to view paperwork.
Auditors never come to the classroom, never talk to the
students about their learning experience: Our teaching
practice and its effectiveness and creativity appears to be
of no interest, and therefore presumably of no importance
to the powers that be.
The end of many a PD is greeted with a huge sign of
resignation; a heavy feeling, devoid of creativity and
sapping enthusiasm for our profession. It is not uncommon
to come away feeling so disenchanted, so drained, so
negated, leaving teachers with a growing cynicism and a
huge feeling of not being valued. Yet, dutifully we attend
the required PD just to remain compliant and employed.
I left Jodie’s workshop with new ideas and excitement
about putting them into action. I have already planned a
drama activity from Jodie’s workshop to develop students
writing of descriptive texts. I left feeling re-energised. As
teachers we need the input of new ideas, methods and
activities and we need it even more than ever in EAL
teaching in Victoria.
Upcoming workshops are publicised on the VALBEC
website: https://valbec.org.au/. To ensure you are always
kept informed of upcoming events, subscribe to eVALBEC.
Email info@valbec.org.au to subscribe.

Reference
Whitehurst, J. (2019, January 27).The Language of Drama
by Jodie Whitehurst [blogpost]. Retrieved from https://
valbec.org.au/2019/08/15/teaching-eal-to-adults-throughdrama/
Zoe Phillips is an EAL teacher and assessor at Preston
Reservoir Adult Community Education.
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What’s Out There
Literacy, Leading and Learning: Beyond Pedagogies of
Poverty by Debra Hayes, Robert Hattam, Barbara Comber,
Lyn Kerkham, Ruth Lupton, & Pat Thomson.
Reviewed by Pauline O’Maley
While this empowering book is aimed at a primary teacher
readership, particularly those working in disadvantaged
schools, there are many insights for the adult literacy
practitioner. The reader can identify tensions of doing
meaningful and contextualised work with students while
managing the pressure of fulfilling what is mandated. It also
encourages the reader to reflect and identify ways to work
against this limiting dominant discourse.
Literacy, Leading and Learning: Beyond Pedagogies of
Poverty, by Hayes et al. (2017) is a longitudinal study using
ethnographic, place-based methods in four disadvantaged
primary schools in South Australia. While the main
research is undertaken by four academics from Australian
universities, the two additional authors from the UK give
a broader international perspective on these findings. This
is a useful approach, which gives the reader a broader view
and fits well with the philosophy of the Local/Global Issues
in Education series which it is part of. It is an impressive text
written by experienced researchers who have a notable body
of work and knowledge in this area. Their research is solidly
built on a deep understanding of pertinent literature and a
history of research in literacy and educational disadvantage
already undertaken in South Australia, work such as that by
Thomson (2002), Comber and Kamler (2005) and Hattam
et al. (2009).
The authors’ essential thesis is that teachers’ learning and
their repertories of practice are key to educational change,
and these repertories need to be both time and place
sensitive and flexible. They are critical of “highly scripted,
ritualized literacy teaching” (p.169), arguing “scrutinizing,
standardizing, and de-risking pedagogy to avoid failing
students in poverty may have precisely the opposite effect”
(p.31).
While they make no claim that the schools detailed here are
setting consistently high standards, they rightly claim that
these schools are “outstanding examples of the realities of
developing children’s literacies in the time/space moments
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that represent the intersections
of deep post-industrial poverty
with neo-liberal educational and
social policies” (p.36). As such,
this book gives us the gift of distilled wisdom gained from
closely observed classroom and individual work over an
extended period of time. The picture the researchers build
of schools, classrooms, teachers and students is extensive
and detailed.
This fine-grained work ref lects the authors’ nuanced
understanding of context, both the broad context of postindustrial poverty within a neo-liberal context and also
the more local context of each school. It is premised on
an understanding that while the broader contextualising
aspects of the schools are similar, each school is unique and
needs to be accounted for individually, that generic research
will not give educators an understanding of the pedagogical
work that can make a difference in these individual schools.
It is underpinned by Thomson’s (2002) notion that policy
is not the solution to the ‘problem’, but that solutions are
to be found in individual schools and indeed policy is
part of the problem. The problem is also exacerbated by
the discourses and categories used in relation to schools
and students. The researchers argue we need complex, not
simple, understandings of neighbourhoods, schools and
students. The book actively works against the dominant
discourse of locating the problem as one of students,
families and communities rather than a structural problem.
The research indicates that the majority of what they call
‘common pedagogies’, the ones they see most often in their
observations, are based on an understanding of literacy
as a “set of autonomous skills to be learnt, rather than as
meaning-making communicative social practice” (Hayes
et al., 2017, p.14).
The real worth of the picture drawn in this book of schools
and classrooms is that it helps the reader to see where deficit
thinking and routine gets in the way. We can see clearly
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where more infrequent ‘uncommon pedagogies’, as well
as recognising and seizing the teachable moments, allow
teachers to engage and challenge students in unique ways,
despite the obstacles. They give many examples of these
uncommon pedagogies and how these teachers balance
skills development with work that engages students in
“challenging literacy tasks” (p.84).
The research suggests it is not so much what these teachers
are doing that is significant but “how they go about their
work” (p.91) The kinds of teacher discourses that work are
those that position students “as people who already have
knowledge that they can articulate, and moreover, ….
highlight the potential of what can be learnt in the classroom
collective” (p.92).
The teachers who were observed to be practising uncommon
pedagogies were seen to be flexible and positively oriented
towards their students and their community. They informed
their practice with elements of ‘turn around’ pedagogy
(Comber & Kamler 2005); positioned students as ‘capable
informants’(Hayes et al., 2017, p.116) and gave students
“strong messages about learning potential and conveyed
their pleasure in the students’ engagement” (p.116).
The tasks they set for students were complex, open ended
and accounted for students’ interest. These teachers had a
wide range of pedagogical repertories and could think on
their feet. They drew on a “range of educational discourses
and practices that went beyond the dominant accountability
rhetoric and behaviour regulation that so dominates policy
and school talk at this time” (p.95). Further their work was
informed by “an expanded and expansive view of literacy”
(p.116).
The researchers argue that teachers can make a real
difference in students’ lives; that opportunities can be
opened up or closed down as a result of discourses which
produce particular kinds of knowledge about students and
their communities and position students and their parents
in particular ways.
Well researched books like this one, that give a detailed,
thoughtful insight into the complex impacts of policy,
leadership, and teacher practice on real students in real
classrooms, are a joy to read. It is a pleasure to be able
to share and benefit from their knowledge and deep
understanding of these schools and the practices that some
teachers are developing to enhance their students’ learning
and lives. The book offers the reader the tools, the time and
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the space to ponder and begin to think about the answer
to pertinent questions, such as; what does [my] pedagogy
have to do to respond to the specific context and my specific
students?
We can reflect on enabling conditions in adult literacy
classrooms to support the development of uncommon
pedagogies. We can affirm the assertion that ongoing
professional learning is of vital importance, as well as
the importance of educational leadership. We can have
ongoing fruitful conversations with peers about enabling
conditions in adult literacy classrooms that support the
promotion of uncommon pedagogies that work in our
current accountability-saturated environments.
Nevertheless, for me, reading texts like this is always a
bittersweet experience because, as ever, I am confronted with
the question of where the ethnographies are of Australian
adult literacy classrooms. This is the research we do not
see. The vacuum in research in adult literacy in Australia
continues to the detriment of our students. One of the
most powerful messages of this book is the importance and
specificity of context. This book highlights the significant
benefits to teachers’ practice, and thus to students, that this
close ethnographic work brings. Could the adult literacy
sector have some too, please!
Literacy, Leading and Learning: Beyond Pedagogies of
Poverty (2017) is published by Routledge. Unless otherwise
specified, page references in this review refer to this title.
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Numeracy as Social Practice: Global and Local
Perspectives edited by Keiko Yasukawa, Alan Rogers,
Kara Jackson and Brian V. Street
Reviewed by Chris Tully
This book is set out in three parts: 1) case studies exposing
the significance of what ‘surrounds’ mathematics in
numeracy practices, 2) mathematics education and
everyday numeracies, and 3) numeracy and power. Each
chapter in this book is a summary of a study conducted
in various contexts.

company store against their
earnings, and pre-vocational
schooling in Sweden.

The first chapter discusses how cognitive numeracy
activities are not separate from the real settings and
activities that they are used in. It illustrates this by
highlighting research on young children in Brazil and
vendors in India who use complex numerical practices,
such as using ratio, to conduct their business yet cannot
perform similar calculations in a more formal school-based
manner. It cites a number of other studies and discusses
the influences on numeracy as a social practice.

The second part looks at formal mathematics education
and everyday numeracy. The first chapter in this section
discusses worded problems used in formal school settings.
It highlights that students often solve worded problems
without understanding the problem and will often give
solutions to unsolvable and absurd problems. The research
talks about students having a different interpretation of
the problem than that written. For instance, a problem
might be about a two-litre milk carton but the student
has only had experience of smaller cartons and so will use
this perception when solving the problem. The remaining
chapters focus on similar issues with formal teaching of
mathematics and textbooks used in delivery. It highlights
the practice of presenting mathematics as separate ‘islands’
with no connection to other mathematical concepts, such
as linear algebra not being connected to graph theory. The
research expounds that mathematics needs to be present
as a social text, not a mathematical text, where it allows
students’ interpretations to be included.

The second chapter looks at two industries in New
Zealand: kiwi fruit production and refuse collection.
In both cases the participants identified mathematics as
being important in work situations but felt that their work
contained little or no real maths. The researcher shadowed
the participants in their everyday work to observe their
practices. They found that there were a number of maths
tasks that centred on estimation skills. These included
estimating amounts to prune off the fruit vine, picking
rates, weight of the refuse truck at any given time and time
taken to collect refuse. The participants did not see these
as numeracy skills because they were not doing formal
calculations. An important observation was that the more
skilled/experienced a person was in their job, the better
their estimation skills.

The final part discusses how mathematics may be taught
in very rigid and organised ways that only allow one
answer and one fixed meaning for all people and wrong
answers are not tolerated. Students and teachers are
expected to perform well. The use of Western texts and
ideas are seen as superior to other cultures. This can be
used as an exclusionary tactic for repressed, minority
or lower socio-economic groups. It can also be used to
classify groups of people as having little or no mastery of
mathematics. In other words, mathematical ability is used
as an instrument of power. It looks at how this system was
used in South Africa. While subjects such as history and
geography were criticised for being biased, the same was
not said about mathematics as it was not seen as having
a cultural context.

There are three further chapters exploring similar studies
around the building of retention walls in Thailand, casual
farm workers in Mexico calculating their debts to the

This research ties in neatly with the book Teaching Maths
in Context by Dave Tout (reviewed in Fine Print Vol 42
#1). He suggests that we need to take a different approach

The first part looks at how people work with numeracy
in real situations. It describes the mathematics needed in
everyday activities, in other words, the social practice of
mathematics. It highlights that most people are unaware
that they are using mathematics when it is been used in
‘real’ situations.

vol 42 # 3 2019

33

Originally published in Fine Print, the journal of the Adult Literacy and Basic Education Council.
For permission to reproduce, please email info@valbec.org.au

to teaching maths, where it should be taught in context
with applied learning.
The research in Mathematics as Social Practice shows that
students may not perform well in formal mathematics
situations but will have some quite complex maths skills
in real life. As practitioners, this should have us reflect
on our own delivery/teaching practices and not those of
the student. We should be running classes that use real
applications and run with themes such as cooking, sports,
health or work rather than by mathematical topics such as
percentages, algebra and geometry.
It also highlights what are considered numeracy skills.
Estimation is a very important skill and one that students
use regularly. If you think about how a person gets to
class or appointments on time, a person needs to work
backwards from the appointment time and estimate the

travel time, time to get ready and so forth to determine the
time they need to get up. With preparing a meal then all
the components of a meal need to be ready at the same time
and in the correct proportions. These are estimation skills.
I would highly recommend this book. It can help to inform
our delivery of numeracy so that all students can engage in
the class and hopefully overcome some students’ previous
poor experience of mathematics.
Numeracy as Social Practice: Global and Local Perspectives
(2018) is published by Routledge.
Chris Tully has worked in the numeracy field for the last
34 years including with first nations people, in industry,
to low-level learners and with diploma and higher
education learners. She currently coordinates Literacy
and Numeracy Support at Melbourne Polytechnic.

Podcasts for summer listening
Suggestions from the Fine Print Editorial Committee
While many technological innovations of the 21st century
might feel like mixed blessings, it’s hard to think of a
reason not to like the podcast: listening affords the body
much greater freedom of movement than reading does
and, perhaps more importantly for lazy summer days,
can be done with the eyes closed. According to Wikipedia
(another 21st century technological innovation), there are
now more than 115,000 English language podcasts in
the cybersphere.

summer, when most of us have more time to listen to the
radio, many regular radio programs go on summer break
too – yet another reason to love the podcast. RN programs
available as podcasts can be found at https://www.abc.
net.au/radionational/rn-podcasting/. It’s hard to pick a
favourite, but Off Track is a great source of wildlife and
environmental storytelling – excellent vicarious travel,
especially for those of us who like to think ourselves more
intrepid than we really are.

With such a plethora to choose from, it can be hard to
know where to start listening, so the Fine Print Editorial
Committee has gathered together some of our favourites
for you to sample over the summer break. And seeing as
it is a ‘summer break sample’ we have intentionally not
included anything too work-related for those in the adult
education field. However, if you know of a great educationrelated podcast that you think your colleagues should
know about, why not review it for Fine Print next year?
In Australia, ABC Radio National (RN) has long been
the home of quality radio documentaries. Yet during
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Still in Australia but on a very different track is Chat
10 Looks 3 by political commentators Leigh Sales and
Annabelle Crabbe. As well as being smart and funny, Sales
and Crabb offer lots of recommendations for more reading
and viewing: https://www.chat10looks3.com/podcast
A little further afield, but still in our region, is New
Naratif, which describes itself as “a movement for
democracy, freedom of expression, and freedom of
information in Southeast Asia”. Their podcasts are
very occasional but very good: https://newnaratif.com/
podcast/.
The BBC is a reliable source for quality podcasting. Our
favourites on BBC Radio 4 (https://www.bbc.co.uk/
radio4) are the political satire of Friday Night Comedy
and a program that was first broadcast in 1942(!), Desert
Island Discs, in which a guest is asked to choose eight
audio tracks, a book and a luxury item that they would
take if they were to be cast away on a desert island.

Radiotopia (https://www.radiotopia.fm/podcasts) is a
network of independent podcast producers. The network is,
in part, the brainchild of Roman Mars, producer of 99%
Invisible, a fascinating and thoroughly-researched dive into
the things we take for granted – the invisible infrastructure
and designs that make up our environments. On Radiotopia,
you’ll also find The Allusionist, a linguistics podcast by
English broadcaster and writer Helen Zaltzman. You could
argue that this podcast is work-related but it’s also great
for dinner-party anecdotes and discovering the answers to
etymological questions you never knew you needed to ask.
Another go-to for podcasts is Slate (https://slate.com/). Our
Slate favourite is Hi-Phi Nation, a story- and sound-driven
podcast about philosophy.

At the BBC World Service, you will find Witness History,
ten-minute grabs of history “as told by the people who
were there”. Wide ranging topics cover history in science,
literature, politics, business and more from around the
world: https://www.bbc.co.uk/worldserviceradio
More science-y storytelling can be found at RadioLab:
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab.
For short fiction, listen to the New Yorker Fiction podcast:
https://www.newyorker.com/podcast/fiction. Each month,
an author reads a story written by another author previously
published in the New Yorker, then the reader and the New
Yorker fiction editor discuss the writing – it might be just the
impetus you need to start your own creative writing project.
Happy listening!
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Workwise English Quizzes by Clare Harris
Reviewed by Pauline Walker and Liane Hughes
Workwise English Quizzes is a series of twenty-question
quizzes that are designed to be played on a large screen.
They would be a great resource in the ESL/EAL classroom.
They could be used as a team game, perhaps as a fun break
from other work, or students could use them individually.
As the author explains, they could also be played on a
screen in either a library, foyer or similar situation. This
would encourage incidental interaction.
The quizzes have a standard multiple-choice format and
cover grammar, vocabulary and idioms, all with a general
workplace focus and at different levels of difficulty.
Some examples of the question and answer format are
shown here.
The introduction by the author gives some background on
the development of the resource, which is based on her
book Workwise English Puzzles (reviewed in Fine Print vol
42 #1). She clearly explains how teachers could encourage
students to engage with the resource, such as working
in groups and having answer option cards for groups to
display. In groups this would assist in further spoken
language development.

Be aware that the screen which welcomes you to the quiz
explains that you have “20 questions and 20 seconds to
choose your answer”. You might like to reassure your
students that they don’t have to answer one question
per second! They actually have 20 seconds to answer
each question.
These are not the slickest quizzes you will find online
and some users may find it frustrating that they cannot
control the speed of the slide changes. Still, they will give
students an opportunity to learn and review a lot of useful
language related to job-seeking and work in a fun format.
Information about getting the quizzes can be found on
the author’s website: https://www.thebooknextdoor.com/.
Sample sets of quizzes are available on Thebooknextdoor
YouTube Channel for free use. They can also be purchased
individually, or you can buy all of them as a set on a USB
(see the list of suppliers on the website).
Pauline Walker and Liane Hughes are learning advisors
in TAFE with extensive experience teaching adult
literacy, numeracy and English.

A sample of slides from Workwise English Quizzes
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