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The NSW Adult Literacy and Numeracy Council is the peak professional body representing teachers, 
workers and other stakeholders in the field of adult literacy and numeracy in NSW. We are pleased to 
have the opportunity to provide comments on the discussion paper - Creating a future direction for 
Australian vocational education and training. Most of our members are working directly as teacher 
practitioners or indirectly as managers, teacher educators and researchers in areas of adult literacy and 
numeracy education. Members are keen to see reform that can extend access, equitable participation 
and success in VET, particularly for learners who experience disadvantage. We wish to see a more 
secure and sustainable career structure and prospects for the adult literacy and numeracy professional 
workforce achieved as part of the VET reform. This is critical to enable the field to contribute to the 
economic and social goals of education and training, The Council agrees that the VET sector is in need 
of reinvigoration and that deepening our skills base and improving workplace productivity are important 
social as well as economic aims. We are concerned, however, that much discussion is focussed on the 
human capital goals alone, and the goal of increasing social inclusion is not being contemplated as a 
goal of at least equal importance. We do not believe that social inclusion and economic sustainability 
are mutually exclusive or incompatible; however, strategies designed for the pursuit of productivity 
growth alone can lead to increased social inequities and higher levels of social exclusion. 

At the time of the consultation over the draft Equity Blueprint this Council made a submission that 
expressed many of our key concerns around issues of widening participation and increasing equity in 
VET. Much of this is directly relevant to the questions being posed by Skills Australia, and so we attach 
our response to the National VET Advisory Council as Attachment 1 to be read as a key part of our 
response to this current Discussion Paper. 

In addition to Attachment 1, we wish to make the following comments. 

A Foundation Skills Strategy 

We welcome the renewed interest in adult literacy and numeracy from the Federal Government and 
employer groups, and the commitment to develop a new national Foundation Skills strategy. As 
acknowledged by Skills Australia in the Discussion Paper, 'understanding and defining literacy [and 
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numeracy] is complex' (p.33). Consequently, developing a national strategy for adult literacy and 
numeracy must necessarily involve wide and genuine consultation about how to understand and 
address adult literacy and numeracy needs. This includes whether, how and why adult literacy and 
numeracy should be re-badged as or under the banner of 'foundation skills'. The benefits of literacy and 
numeracy are multi-faceted. in the same way that, we would argue, VET outcomes generally have the 
potential to be much broader than the human capital outcomes of qualifications and employment for the 
individual, and delivery of skilled workers and productivity growth for the country. Literacy and numeracy 
are more than what is or can be represented in the questions of the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey 
(ALLS). While standardised international surveys and instruments such as the Australian Core Skills 
Framework and the Employability Skills Framework can play a useful role in providing practitioners with 
ways of describing aspects of learners and workers' literacy and numeracy skills, a national strategy 
must be debated within a much broader conception of literacy and numeracy that enables the 
practitioners and learners to work with literacy and numeracy as life-skills more broadly. 

We wish to see the new national strategy located within a new, broader and robust national Policy that 
promotes, supports and guides strategies for lifelong and lifewide education. We would like to see such 
a Policy have 'built in' as its objectives, both the economic goals and the social inclusion goals of the 
country, and speak with other social policy domains such as health, housing, and Indigenous affairs. If 
VET and adult literacy and numeracy education can integrate literacies and numeracies to help people 
manage their own and their family's health and housing needs, for example. Such approaches bring  
benefit the economy because more workers will have better health, carer support and housing 
arrangements to enable them to participate more fully in the workforce. If the Government's Education 
Revolution is to be truly revolutionary, then there must be a visionary education Policy that enables 
strategies to be developed and repositions and centres social inclusion in the education and training 
debate. 

Adult literacy and numeracy practitioners in NSW and the rest of Australia would be keen to contribute 
to such a Policy debate and the development of new strategies that can flow from such a Policy. 

Adult Literacy and Numeracy Workforce Development and Research 

In order not to repeat the Policy stagnation in adult literacy and numeracy, we need to have Policies and 
strategies that support the ongoing renewal of the adult literacy and numeracy workforce through 
professional development, access to and engagement with research, and proper career structures. The 
downgrading of VET teacher qualifications requirement from a university teaching degree to vocational 
qualifications is deeply concerning, as is the flow on of this to the continuing development and status of 
the adult literacy and numeracy field.  

The Council has made a submission to the Quality of Teaching in VET project led by the LH Martin 
Institute, and so will not repeat those comments here. However, any new VET Policy must restore the 
professional status and career structure for adult literacy and numeracy teachers working in the VET 
sector. 

The current career structure of adult literacy and numeracy practitioners, and the workload of many 
practitioners that appear to be disproportionately consumed by tasks for meeting compliance 
requirements for auditing purposes appear to give no space for practitioners to read or undertake 
research in adult literacy and numeracy. This means there is little time for practitioners to give focus for 
their own learning in the workplace and to provide reasons to examine and work with new ideas and 
knowledge as a community of practice. The Adult Literacy and Numeracy workforce, like the broader 
VET workforce is largely casual. There is a 'domino effect' in casualising the workforce. Casual workers 
have limited resources and incentive to invest in undertaking anything more than the minimum 
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qualification for teaching; this then impacts on the viability of teacher training programs in the 
universities, and as we have seen, leads to closure of courses; this then limits the range of options for 
those seeking to gain the kinds of qualifications that have pathways into higher degrees and research 
training. Although the establishment of the LLN Practitioner Scholarship schemes by the Federal 
Government is welcomed, the current picture of the highly casualised workforce is limiting the number of 
people entering the field. We therefore wish to see the workforce development of the workforce that is 
providing education and training to Australian workers to be addressed as a central concern. 

Another area needing attention is research in adult literacy and numeracy. Funding for research in adult 
literacy and numeracy needs restoration to encourage university researchers to work in partnership with 
practitioners and policy makers in adult literacy and numeracy. Australia was once regarded as an 
international leader in adult literacy and numeracy research; this status and reputation is no longer 
defensible unless some serious investment is made for renewal. In order to make a real difference to 
the lives of the diverse learner groups who are living and working in the changing and increasingly 
globalised community, a rich research base is needed. Surveys such as the ALLS provide one kind of 
picture. However the complex ways in which literacy and numeracy practices emerge and change in 
society means that we need more than snapshot data from standardised tools. We would like to see 
research programs that support additional longitudinal and ethnographic research that can provide the 
field with rich insight into how literacy and numeracy are in fact interacting in people's lives, and how the 
learning of literacy and numeracy is impacting on people's lives. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Council welcomes investment in the renewal of the VET sector. We would like to see: 

◆ a separate, wide and fulsome debate and consultation for a new Policy that takes a whole of 
government approach for providing guidance and support for the renewal of adult literacy and 
numeracy in Australia; 

◆ the establishment of a proper career structure and pathways for adult literacy and numeracy 
professionals; 

◆ establishment of pathways for adult literacy and numeracy professionals to obtain higher level 
qualifications;  

◆ targeted research funding programs to generate a richer research base from which to inform policy 
and practice. 
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