
ACAL has been successful in securing
funding of $105,000 from the Adult
Literacy Programme Section of the

Department of Science, Education and Training
(DEST) for the following three projects in 2004.
ACAL gratefully acknowledges the support that
DEST has provided over the years.

National Forum—Responding to Diversity:
Building literate and numerate communities
Both nationally and internationally a more inte-
grated approach to adult l iteracy policy is
emerging, with a trend towards a whole-of-
government approach. Adult literacy  must have
a place in these new directions and this fits well
with the ANTA strategy, Shaping our Future,
with its ‘built-in not bolted-on’ approach to
equity and diversity. The outcomes of the forum
will contribute to an options paper to  be pre-
sented as ACAL’s contribution to the
development of a national adult literacy strategy. 

Research think-tank
At the same time as the development of ACAL’s
future directions strategy and other national
policy developments in adult literacy, Professor
Rosie Wickert is undertaking an NCVER project
to explore the possibilities and constraints to

successful integrated, partnership approaches
to adult literacy in community contexts.  A
small, focused cross-sectoral workshop will be
convened to explore possible policy directions
on the basis of the research findings. Key strate-
gic thinkers from other sectors will be approached
to participate. 

The think-tank will be held in
Sydney the day before the
national forum in early
August. Its deliberations will
be fed directly into the nation-
al forum. The outcome of the
two days’ work in Sydney will
then be linked to the NCVER
national research forum,
Adult literacy: a barometer on
policy and practice to be held
in Melbourne the day before
the national conference in
September.

Literacy Link
There will be continued publication in 2004-5 of
Australia’s only national adult literacy newslet-
ter, Literacy Link, which provides an important
forum for showcasing good practice, discussion
of policy issues and outlining national and inter-
national research trends.

ACAL is also working towards these goals in 2004:
• The development of an adult literacy strategy

based on research and extensive consulta-
tion that will ensure adult literacy remains on
professional and political agendas

• The continued support of further development
of the ANTA national strategy

• In association with VALBEC, the provision of
professional development through the nation-
al conference in Melbourne

• Building  stronger support across sectors to
support new directions in adult literacy 

• Improving the efficiency of the organisation
by reviewing current governance and man-
agement operations

• Continuing to develop a sustainable opera-
tion for the adult literacy archive.
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c o n t e n t s —

Melbourne—venue for the
National Adult Literacy
Conference in September
2004. Have you registered?
(see pages 3 and 9)

by Jim Thompson, ACAL President
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ACAL and the adult literacy movement
generally have had considerable success
over the last decade in raising public

consciousness around the significance of adult
literacy and numeracy. This has been achieved
by a combination of research, political influence
and the professional expertise of literacy edu-
cators and it has resulted in a broad acceptance
of the importance of generic skills to Australia’s
continuing economic success.

Advocating for adult literacy in its own right has
probably run its course, although the evidence
regarding the levels of skill of Australian adults
provides litt le room for complacency.
Approaches are needed that will build on the
successes of earlier adult literacy and numera-
cy policy, and at the same time establish further
directions likely to gain political and public
support for continuing to build the literacy and
numeracy capability of the adult population.  

Analyses of international policy show that many
governments are working to integrate literacy
and numeracy within wider cross-sectoral port-
folios (Castleton and McDonald 2002).   There
is evidence in Australia, too, that a more
‘joined-up’, coordinated whole-of-government,
approach to social and educational policy is in
the ascendancy.  

Such an intention connects well with the argu-
ments for a ‘built-in not bolted-on’ approach to
the equity and diversity elements of the new
Australian National Training Authority (ANTA)
Strategy,  Shaping our Future. What are the
possibilities for adult literacy and numeracy
development in these policy directions?  And
what further possibilities and probabilities are
emerging in policy platforms around the coming

federal election? The need for a new national
adult literacy and numeracy strategy, one that is
a companion to, but is not be limited by, possi-
bilities emerging from the ANTA Strategy, has
already been flagged by DEST and ANTA.
ACAL must offer a highly informed and creative
contribution to the discussions that the National
Centre for Vocational Education Research
(NCVER) will be hosting, as the case for a new
national strategy is progressed in a national
forum in Melbourne in September (see NCVER
notice on page 7).

This coming ACAL forum will be a little different
to many of our previous forums.  Rather than
raise issues, listen to others or advocate for
change, it aims to bring together leaders, inno-
vative practit ioners and strategists from a
number of policy areas to work with adult litera-
cy and numeracy experts on a shared way
forward. The Forum will test the proposition that
adult literacy is integral to individual and com-
munity capacity building. In preparation for this
working forum, ACAL has commissioned a con-
sultant to identify and engage with l ikely
supporters in other sectors. The forum will also
draw on recent NCVER research reports.

Who should come?
We will not be starting the day with a blank
sheet. ACAL will invite people to contribute to
the preparation for the Forum and this work
should ensure real progress is made on the day.
In addition to invited participants, ACAL wel-
comes anyone who is involved in or who has an
interest in approaches to literacy and numeracy
development in ways indicated above and who
wants to help ACAL workshop possible future
directions for adult l iteracy and numeracy
policy. This includes educators, health, social
and community workers, managers, planners
and researchers in any relevant field.

Outcome
An options paper, based on the outcomes of the
forum will contribute to the further development
of any proposed national adult literacy and
numeracy strategy, ACAL’s strategy and the
ANTA strategy.

Details
The Forum will be on 6th August, 2004 at the
North Shore Conference Centre. The Centre is
located at the UTS Ku-ring-gai Campus, Eton
Road, Lindfield.  For more information, contact
Alex Tsakmakis on 03 9469 2950 or email
acal@pacific.net.au

Changing policy environments— forthcoming
national forum

ACAL National Forum 

Responding to Diversity:
Building literate and numerate

communities

To be held at the Ku-ring-gai Campus of the University
Technology Sydney (UTS) on Friday August 6th

by Rosie Wickert
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Literacy Link (ISSN 0158-3026) is
the newsletter of the Australian
Council for Adult Literacy, a volun-
tary organisation set up in 1976 to
support the development of adult 
literacy, numeracy and basic 
education in Australia. 

ACAL promotes co-operation among
interested organisations and
individuals, both government and
non-government, by undertaking and
encouraging appropriate study,
research and action.

Literacy Link is distributed FREE—
to obtain your copy contact ACAL.
Back issues are available from the
ACAL web site— www.acal.edu.au

Contributions to Literacy Link
should be sent by email to: 
dicksond@labyrinth.net.au

Editorial Committee:
Jim Thompson, Stephen Ward, Pat
Hazell (editor), Rosemary Wood,
Robyn Jay, production by David
Dickson, copy editing by Heather
Haughton.

Correspondence for ACAL including
membership should be addressed to:

ACAL, PO Box 850
Reservoir  
VIC  3073
phone: 03 9469 2950 
fax:  03 9442 4508
email: acal@pacific.net.au

Disclaimer
Material inserted with Literacy Link
should not be viewed as being in
any way endorsed by the Australian
Council for Adult Literacy.

‘Four seasons in
one day’—
Conference update

—see page 9.



Usually a shudder of horror is expressed
when students are asked whether they
like mathematics. This is commonly fol-

lowed by a confession that they never were
‘good at maths’. As a practitioner I frequently
come across this reaction and wonder why so
many people feel this way. 

Most of the youthful students that I work with
lack confidence and tend to blame their lack of
intelligence as the factor that contributed to
their dislike of mathematics. Others blame their
previous teachers: ‘They never taught me prop-
erly’. Yet these same students indicate they
would love to master this difficult subject if they
were just given the chance.

It is therefore important to query why we insist
on making mathematics so difficult for individu-
als to embrace. Do we deliberately or
subconsciously attempt to alienate or filter
society so as to reward those who have mas-
tered maths concepts? Is it really necessary to
use complex language to explain formulas and
concepts that could be simplified so that every-
body could understand them? Should we look
at ways to stimulate student curiosity by pro-
viding questions that query their true
understanding of what numbers mean in
today’s society? Can we not make mathematics
more relevant, more fun and more meaningful
so that students no longer feel anxiety when
the word ‘maths’  is announced?

It is now generally understood that employees
require estimation, problem solving and use of
technology skills to succeed even in entry level
occupations. Unfortunately the majority of stu-
dents who prematurely left the school system
lack these basic skills. My aim is to reengage
these students with the world of mathematics
so that they can experience the pleasure of
success.

If we can create a platform on which we
develop students’ curiosity to explore our world
through numbers, we can then motivate them to
attempt the basic concepts of mathematics. It is
important to create a classroom in which stu-
dents’ ideas are provoked and aroused. In my
own classroom I sometimes try to stimulate
thought by posing questions such as:

How do you say this number— 42123123123?
Then demonstrate how easy it is to say large
numbers once you have discovered the pattern
(hundreds, tens, and ones).
42 123 123 123 is forty two billion one hundred
twenty three million one hundred twenty three
thousand one hundred twenty three.

Once the number is said correctly 42123123123
I then ask the students what this number repre-
sents in our society today? (Answer: the
approximate wealth of Bill Gates.) I then chal-
lenge the students to work out how much he
would make in a year, a month, a day, an hour,
a minute and a second if he made 10% in inter-
est.  This is a great way to introduce estimation
and percentages.

Another question I might ask is:
How many billionaires are there in the world
today? 
(Answer: 587 according to Forbes magazine
2004.)
How much wealth do they represent? 
($1.9 trillion)
How does this compare to the wealth of the 7.1
million people requiring food aid in Ethiopia? 

Or other questions such as:
Could you stack a billion dollars worth of $5.00
notes in your classroom? This demonstrates
volume and the concept of how much a billion
dollars really represents in real life.

How many people could you fit in a classroom if
you stacked them in? How many classrooms
would you require if you could fit the whole pop-
ulation of the world into classrooms?

These types of questions not only allow for
mathematical discussion but also provide stu-
dents with a better knowledge of what the
amounts really mean.

In my experience, learning the times tables is
another area where disengaged students can
share a common interest. Given the opportuni-
ty, students welcome the opportunity to learn
these skills....and once learnt the students are
back on the road to empowerment. There are
numerous strategies to assist them in learning
the tables.
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Numeracy provision and marginalised youth

Mavis Burns combines literacy and numeracy teaching with her job as youth coordinator at the
Ridgeway Campus, Gold Coast Institute of TAFE. The article below derives mainly from her 
experience in the classroom with young people, and her long held conviction that it is possible for
mathematics to be broken down into simplified ideas in ways that make it able to be understood
and remembered—’If I can understand it, then there is a good chance the students can too!’

by  Mavis Burns
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Nine times table—
• Use of fingers 
• Multiply by 10 and subtract the number you

are multiplying by (4 x 9 = 4 x 10 - 4 = 36)
• The number multiplied by is one ten more

than the answer, and both digits add up to
nine
9 x 6 = 60 - 10 + ? = 50 + ? 
5 + ? = 9 ? = 4 9 x 6 = 54

Five  times table—
• If they can read an analog clock they know

their five times table— each number repre-
sents increments of 5 minutes. Eg. The 4 on
the clock = 20 minutes.

• Multiply by 10 (add a zero) and halve the
answer. Eg  8 x 5 = half of 80 = 40

There are useful mnemonic devices for other
tables—

• 7 x 7 is one less than 50
• 7 x 8 — say out loud ‘5678’ 56 = 7 x 8
• 8 x 8 = 64 (sequence 864)

There are many techniques to assist the learn-
ing of the times table including jingles, drawings
and memory jogs. Encouraging students to
remember or devise methods that help them to
remember will result in students that become
more confident and positive towards math. It is
also important to teach students to understand
that there are many ways to obtain the correct
answer. The multiplication of two digit numbers
148 x 22 illustrates this point. 

Conventional Method

Ancient Egyptian Method
Double each row of numbers until those in the
left column reach just below the number multi-
plied by (22)
Choose numbers in the left column to add up to
22—cross out the ones you don’t need use. Add

the numbers on the right.
Russian Peasant Method
Halve the left column of figures and double the
right. Round down eg. (Half of 5 = 2) until you
reach 1. Cross out if figures on both sides are
even (the first and fourth lines).

You might be challenged to look up the
‘Gelosian method’ on the Internet if you would
like to learn another method.

Another interesting method is highlighted in the
book Teach Your Children Tables by Bill
Handley. For example—
Multipying 98 x 95 uses 100 as a reference
point. In the circles below put the number that
will add to the 98 and 95 to make 100.

98 x 95

2 5

Other ways to teach maths include using simpli-
fied formulas. How to find area is an example:
Use the formula of area of a square (length x
width)  as the basis to working out the area of
squares, rectangles, triangles and circles: 

square triangle circle

What I have said here is not conclusive,
because I know from experience there are many
ways to make mathematics more interesting
and achievable. With the wealth of information
readily available on the Internet, it is up to the
imagination of the teacher as to what they can
introduce to students to make maths the stu-
dents’ favorite subject. 

Mavis Burns
Ridgeway Campus 

Gold Coast Inst. of TAFE

length
x width

length
x width

divided by 2

The area of a circle is a little
more than 3 times (Pi) the area
of a square on the radius.

Pi is a ratio
—a little bit 
more than 

3 times

Subtract one of the diagonals
Eg. 95-2 = 93 then multiply
the two circled numbers
together. Eg. 2 x 5 =10 
Therefore the answer is 9310. 
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There is a widely held view that young
offenders in juvenile justice centres have
very low literacy levels and that this

keeps them locked into a life of crime because
they find it hard to get jobs. However,
Macquarie University research has substantia-
ted mounting international evidence that most
young offenders are at least
functionally literate and are prob-
ably no worse than their
non-offending peers from similar
socio-economic backgrounds.

The research by Director of
Macquarie University’s Special
Education Centre (MUSEC),
Professor Kevin Wheldall and colleague Renae
Watkins was published in the February edition
of the international journal Educational Review.

Prior to the study, Wheldall had every expecta-
tion of finding evidence to support the popular
view that juvenile justice detainees are fre-
quently i l l i terate, and it was his aim to
document just how poor at reading these
detainees were.

‘But contrary to what we expected, there is not
a huge population of i l l i terates in prison,’
Wheldall says.

He believes that one of the reasons we think
that prisoners or juvenile justice
detainees of any age are illiterate is
because they may not be able to read
as well as the general population. 

‘But the prison population is not repre-
sentative of the general population,’ he
says. ‘The prison population is largely
comprised of people from low socio-
economic backgrounds. If you
compared kids from juvenile justice
centres with kids from similar back-
grounds who have not been in trouble
with the law, their literacy levels would
probably be very similar.’

‘The relationship between poor literacy
levels and juvenile delinquency has become
widely accepted without a large body of empiri-
cal evidence to support it,’ Wheldall says. ‘This
study suggests that this may be an overly sim-
plistic view, and that while it may be true for a
small proportion of subjects, it does not appear
to be true for the majority.’

The previously accepted literature includes
Wheldall’s own report (with Beaman in 2000)

which stated that ‘initial disaffection and subse-
quent alienation from school may lead some
students into a potential for a generic decline
into petty crime/delinquency. For many of these
students, the problems appear to begin early as
a result of initial academic failure in learning
basic literacy skills and are then exacerbated

by the increasing demands made
by a largely text-based curriculum
predicated upon mastery of the
very skills in which they are most
deficient.’

Other UK research pointed to the
link between dyslexia and crime,
and the NSW Legislative Council

reported in 1992 that ‘the low levels of literacy
among many young detained offenders (were)
of concern’.

While most of the research has recognised that
low literacy levels alone do not lead to juvenile
delinquency, some have gone so far as to
suggest that low literacy achievement is the
main precursor for juvenile offending.

Wheldall says that the logical related argument
—that we can reduce crime by combating illite
racy - is clearly a tempting proposition, but this
may be an overly simplistic notion.

‘It would also need to be shown convincingly
that the typical literacy levels of young offend-
ers are so low, in comparison to their peers, as
to make it difficult for them to cope in the world
other than via criminal activity,’ he says.

One way of determining if this is the case is to
assess the proportion of juvenile offenders who
could be regarded as ‘functionally literate’ - a
term that refers to the minimum levels of
reading and writing skill necessary to get by in
the everyday world of work and social activities.

‘This represents, crudely, reading at the level of
the average 10 to 11 year old, and is achieved
by most students by the end of Year 5,’
Wheldall explains.

Wheldall’s study comprised 68 males, the
majority aged 16 or 17 years, on remand within
a juvenile justice facility in New South Wales
over a three-month period. He explains that the
sample, while small, was representative as all
detainees of the centre during the survey period
were examined.

‘Of the 74 students enrolled at the centre in this
period there was relevant literacy assessment

Crime and literacy—the myth
by Kathy Vozella

Professor Kevin Wheldall



data present for 68 participants. The decreased
sample size was due to students being dis-
charged before assessments were completed,
or there being no data present for reasons
unknown,’ Wheldall explains.

Each detainee was individually assessed on
measures of reading and spelling using the Burt
Word Reading Test, the South Australian
Spelling Test and subjects’ own ratings of their
reading ability.

Wheldall found that 75 per cent of detainees
were able to read at or above functional literacy
level, and nearly 70 per cent were well in
excess of this minimum literacy level. However,
the majority of detainees produced critically low
spelling scores, with 66 per cent scoring below
the norms and 57 per cent producing critically
low scores.

‘Aboriginal detainees achieved the lowest
levels,’ Wheldall says. ‘Nine (13 per cent) of the
68 participants identif ied themselves as
Aboriginal, and the results indicated they had a
much lower literacy level as a group, with the
average level being below functional literacy.’

Since Wheldall completed his study, he has dis-
covered a lot of unpublished reports - both
Australian and international, including a report
from the Institute of Criminology at Cambridge
University - that substantiate his findings.

‘They call it the literacy myth,’ he says. ‘In ret-
rospect, it is quite a romantic notion that these
folk are condemned to a life of crime because
they cannot read.’

Of course these findings do not mean that we
shouldn’t be offering literacy programs to juve-
nile detainees, or concentrating on kids from
low socio-economic backgrounds.

‘But they do show the hypothesised link
between illiteracy and offending may be more
complicated than previously assumed,’ Wheldall
says.

Email the researcher—
kevin.wheldall@mq.edu.au

This article first appeared in ‘Macquarie
University News’. Story by Kathy Vozella

Photo by Michelle Wilson 
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What might intergenerational learning look like?

The word ‘intergenerational’ has taken on new meaning since the Treasurer, Hon. Peter Costello, brought down
the Intergenerational Report in 2002. Too often it has become code for concern about explosive costs to the state
of an ageing population. That narrow fiscal definition has done little to illuminate the underlying cultural issues we
face from powerful demographic and social changes. In this article Jane Speechley outlines activities and themes
for the forthcoming Adult Learners’ Week

Despite the push to keep Australians
working longer, the cult of youth pre-
vails. Wisdom and experience are

undervalued (except in our Indigenous commu-
nities where learning from elders has been an
intrinsic part of traditional culture); age discrimi-
nation is prevalent. Different family structures,
a highly mobile population, a tendency towards
single living mean that people do not interact
across generations in the way they used to.
That makes learning from the old or the young
an unfamiliar concept. It is one we wish to
revive during Adult Learners’ Week 2004. 

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS), within 30 years the global older adult
population (65+) will double. Transfer of their
knowledge to a younger generation will be
important for maintaining a cohesive workforce
and for succession planning. Retraining older
people in new technologies and approaches
will become an important role for young people.
Learning to learn from each other will be one of
the skills we will all need as the twenty-first
century progresses.

It is also a means to combat age discrimination
and stereotyping, for the transfer of wisdom
and the stimulation of a l ifelong learning
culture. 

Intergenerational learning takes place in the
community in many ways. Adults of all ages
may serve as literacy tutors, mentors, parent
outreach workers, after-school volunteers.
Many find themselves assisting in childcare
and transferring skills in fishing, knitting, gar-
dening and the rest.

Younger people can provide respite services to
the frail elderly and their families, conduct oral
history interviews with older members of their
community, demonstrate the power of informa-
tion technology and teach English to older
immigrants and refugees. They also work side-
by-side with both children and older adults in

arts, environmental, and service projects.

Such activities do not need to take place in par-
allel. Many will encourage productive
multi-directional exchanges of information, with
those involved stepping out of traditional roles:
the teacher becomes the student and vice
versa. As relationships build, stereotypes break
down. The youth with green hair and a nose
stud seems less intimidating; the white haired
lady on a walking stick appears much less
feeble.

A great deal of intergenerational learning
occurs without being labelled as such.
Mentoring in the workplace and the community
is a widespread practice; transfer of knowledge
in the family usually takes place without even
being recognised as a learning experience. 

There is good reason to put the spotlight on
what is already happening and to encourage
more learning between generations. The
Leader of the Opposition, Mark Latham, has
recently done so by emphasising the impor-
tance of reading to children and raising the
question of parenting education. To properly
deal with problems of poor literacy rates, not
just among children but also among Australian
adults (twenty per cent of whom are not func-
tionally literate) we cannot ignore the urgent
need to encourage everyone to keep on learn-
ing, for their own benefit, now and into old age,
and for the next generations. Approaching this
task together can be effective and fun. 

It is that combination which we will strive to
highlight during Adult Learners’ Week (ALW)
from 1-8 September 2004.

Family Literacy
Continuing the theme of literacy during the
United Nations Literacy Decade, we will be
encouraging discussion about family literacy.
Research shows that insufficient adult literacy
often becomes an obvious problem when chil-
dren reach an age where adults can no longer
assist with homework, or where the child’s liter-
acy skills start to overtake those of the parent.
Greater support for adults who need help to
continue reading to their children will be one

Learning between generations has
much more to deliver than the 
bottom line.

by Jane Speechley



element of our advocacy campaign during the
week. We will seek to engage those places in
the community—zoos, museums, galleries and
libraries—where families learn. And we’ll be on
the look-out for surprising stories about inter-
generational learning, l ike the day my
thirteen-year old taught me to ... .

Learn @ Work Day
Learn @ Work Day on 3 September will again
be a feature of Adult Learners’ Week. We will
encourage our partners to showcase the inter-
generational learning that takes place in their
workplaces, from formal coaching to more
casual exchanges of information between long-
serving employees and new starters. It ’s
shaping up to be a great week. We hope you’ll
enjoy it and that we’ll reach more people than
ever in the national campaign.

Got an idea?
ALA has already put together some sugges-
tions for activities people may like to consider
staging for this year’s Adult Learners’ Week—
visit www.adultlearnersweek.org

There is still time to incorporate your ideas. If
you have a proposal for an Adult Learners’
Week intergenerational learning activity, email
us on info@adultlearnersweek.org.

Jane Speechley, 
Communications Manager, 

Adult Learning Australia
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Update on the forthcoming national conference

There has been an overwhelming response
to the ACAL 2004 conference call for
papers and it has been an exacting and

exhausting process to put the conference
program together to ensure a balance and a
range of streams, including literacy, numeracy,
theory and practice, VET, youth, ICT, research
and policy. 

The structure of the two days is planned to give
participants opportunities to engage in a range
of activities and feel inspired and energised by
conference end. There will be a few ‘surprises’
as attendees of previous VALBEC conferences
have come to expect.

Ursula Howard, our first keynote speaker,  is
the Director of the National Research and
Development Centre for Adult Literacy at the
University of London. She will present an
overview of UK policies and practices and
question the efficacy of key government strate-
gies. She will consider the global context of

education and how changing literacies will
affect social change. Rosie Wickert will intro-
duce Ursula and engage in conversation around
the Australian context in the conclusion to the
keynote address. The Australian polit ical
climate is l ikely to have ‘hotted up’ by
September so we expect that Morag Fraser, our
second keynote speaker, will have much to work
on with her address. 

The Focus sessions will provide choices for par-
ticipants to pursue areas of interest in depth.
Some of the presenters of the focus sessions
are:  Zak Rahmani, Assistant Director,
Economic Analysis, Growth and Evaluation
Branch, Dept of Education, ACT; Janine
Oldfield, Batchelor Institute of Indigenous
Education, NT; Jean Searle, Senior Lecturer,
School of Vocational, Technology & Arts
Education, Griff ith University, QLD;  Crina
Virgona and Peter Waterhouse, Workplace
Learning Initiatives, VIC;  Wendy Roberts,
School of Foundation Studies, Manuka Institute
of Technology, NZ.

Responding to feedback at last year’s confer-
ence we have planned a Networks session on
Friday afternoon, followed by the ACAL Annual
General Meeting. The proposed network groups
are rural, youth, indigenous, volunteer pro-
grams, corrections, disabilities. The National
Centre for Vocational Education Research
(NCVER) will be conducting a short session on
preparation of funding submissions that will be
of value to participants considering future
research projects. 

There will be a meet-the-ACAL-Executive
session to encourage discussion and feedback.
The numeracy practical workshops on Saturday
will give participants the opportunity to have a
full day of interactive, ‘hands on’ activities to
enhance their knowledge and skills. 

The venue for the conference, the Carlton
Crest, is located in a beautiful setting with
Albert Park lake a short stroll away and the city
centre a 10 minute tram ride. Interstate partici-
pants may like to extend their stay and should
refer to the conference website for suggestions
to make an even more memorable Melbourne
experience. 

The conference brochure and registration form
is now available. Check the website
www.valbec.org.au/conf or contact Don
MacDowall 03 9546 6892 or info@valbec.org.au 

by Lynne Matheson
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Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in the International trends in adult literacy policy and programs article
(May 2004 issue of Literacy Link) are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the views of
the Department of Education, Science and Training; the Australian National Training Authority; or the
National Centre for Vocational Education Research.

ACAL is pleased to publish selected NCVER
Research Overviews in this and the following
two issues of Literacy Link, and we invite
readers to contribute their responses to them. 
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Darren Smith is a Production Engineer
with international manufacturing
company, Schefenacker Vision Systems

in Adelaide. For the past two years Darren has
received three hours a week of face-to-face
training at the company’s production plant from
his training facilitator, Ms Barbara Roszkowski,
an Advanced Skills Lecturer in Mechanical
Engineering from nearby Onkaparinga Institute
of TAFE.

When Barbara isn’t physically located at the
plant, which produces automobile components,
she is available to Darren and six of his col-
leagues 24 hours a day, seven days a week, via
email.

Darren and his colleagues are one of the first
groups of manufacturing industry employees in
Australia to study formal vocational education
and training (VET) qualifications totally in the
workplace, rather than in the classroom, using
a new model of work based learning. He’s now
half-way to becoming a formally qualified engi-
neer, with both a Diploma of Engineering and
an Advanced Diploma of Engineering under his
belt.

Darren’s trainer is pushing him to keep striving
towards his original goals of becoming a fully
qualified engineer and also teaching at TAFE.

Darren left school in Year 11 and gave up life
on the farm to take up his electrical apprentice-
ship. Back then, he honed his practical
electrical techniques on the plant, and then hit
the books during a three month block. It was a
classic apprenticeship model.

Today, Darren has been promoted to a more
senior position and, as a Production Engineer,
is one of a team of four responsible for any pro-
duction issues that regularly arise. To spell it
out simply, he no longer focuses just on ‘bits’
but on how lots of bits fit together. He’s a
problem solver with excellent people skills. One

of his current projects is identifying ways to
reduce machinery down-time to increase pro-
duction, and therefore revenue.

So, why exactly does one of the world’s leading
manufacturers—it has production plants located
in more than a dozen countries around the
world, employs around 740 people at its
Adelaide plant alone and in 2002 took out the
top honour at Standards Australia’s Business
Excellence Awards—decide to invest in training
for trade staff like Darren?

According to Schefenacker’s Corporate
Development Manager, Dr Ross Bensley,
Schefenacker’s corporate philosophy is to ‘grow
and develop its people’. In a positive move for
the manufacturing industry in Australia, the
company has initiated an alliance with other
manufacturing companies, local high schools, a
number of TAFEs (including the Onkaparinga
Institute of TAFE SA) and three universities
(including the University of SA) in an attempt to
put in place a range of training reforms urgent-
ly needed by the manufacturing industry.

National Advisor on VET for the Manufacturing
Industry, Mr Bob Paton, supports
Schefenacker’s move to help its manufacturing
staff acquire new skills: ‘Future needs for train-
ing in the manufacturing industry will be met
best through training providers working closely
with enterprises. The flexibility that’s on offer
through the Australian Flexible Learning
Framework (Framework) is certainly wide and
varied and is designed to suit a range of situa-
tions.’

Established in 2000, the Framework is a five
year national strategy by all States and
Territories and the Australian Government to
make training more flexible and to achieve a
shared vision to create a skilled Australian
workforce.

Schefenacker’s Ross Bensley agrees that tradi-
tional hands-on trade tasks are simply no
longer needed within a modern advanced man-
ufacturing context. ‘Or, where they are, this is
only a small part of the total role, which has
evolved from requiring a tradesperson to today
requiring a technician or a para professional.
What that says is there is a datedness about
the competency sets in which they were first
trained.’

The challenge facing manufacturing industry
tradespeople is they either keep operating
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Flexible learning takes boy-from-the-bush from
tradesman to engineer

Like Darren, most of Schefenacker’s
tradespeople left school early, pursued an

apprenticeship and today are in their late
20s and early 30s feeling, in Ross’s words,
like ‘fish out of water’ as the demands of

the manufacturing industry push them to
use skills they weren’t originally taught.
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within their original skills set and face increas-
ing marginalisation and inevitable redundancy,
or they embark on an education and training
program that will move them beyond the tradi-
tional confines of the trade. Fortunately for
Darren and his colleagues, Schefenacker
aspires to be a trail-blazer in the area of work-
based training.

‘If we are going to be doing these things, in
these countries, providing these products, then
as a company what kind of capabilities do we
need to have? We need to anticipate technolo-
gy and equipment, but we also need to
anticipate what kinds of knowledge and skill
sets people need if they are going to operate in
a system that is capable of delivering these
sorts of outcomes.’

The Australian Flexible Learning Framework
supports an innovative work-based training
model for adult learners. 
While Schefenacker was busy exploring its
training options, Onkaparinga Institute of TAFE
SA was busy developing its own philosophy.
Darren’s trainer successfully applied for funding
and support from the Framework in 2003 to
develop a new project centred learning model
that is ideal for delivering and assessing formal
training packages in the workplace.

‘Basically, I felt frustrated that VET didn’t seem
to be accommodating the learning needs of
adult learners and was applying the same
teaching practices to both young and mature
age learners,’ Barbara says. ‘With the funding
and support from the Framework, I was able to
develop a new training model to deliver post-
trade qualif ications. Schefenacker saw the
model and was impressed. It was the alternative
that industry was looking for, because the exis
ting education strategies in universities and
VET do not generally cope with the changing
needs of manufacturing enterprises, which must
compete in the global marketplace. Therefore,
our responses to educational needs must be
much swifter. Project centred learning is one of
the strategies that allows meaningful learning in
a context that is directly relevant to industry.’

‘Industry needs agility in education and training,
so that it can be delivered 'just-in-time' and is
within a timeframe that is aligned with techno-
logical advance.’ As a result, Barbara’s model
of work-based training was offered to a handful
of Schefenacker’s trade employees, who were
encouraged to work in teams to facilitate group
learning—a skill that was vital for their profes-
sional development.

‘The work with Barbara has been extremely
worthwhile because it’s given us a capability
that we didn’t have before and created a

pathway we didn’t previously have and so we
expect now that there will be a steady flow of
people who will be able to do what these seven
staff members have done,’ Ross said.

‘The Framework funding and support enabled
Barbara to put the bulk of her time into devel-
oping the model and the process, and designing
the course delivery. So while work-based train-
ing was something we wanted to do, it was
Barbara’s model that allowed us to introduce it
quickly. Without this model, the training proba-
bly would have happened, but it would have
taken much longer and I don’t think it would
have anywhere near the quality that we now
have.’

While managing corporate learning is a strate-
gic imperative for Schefenacker, they
deliberately chose not to go down the path of
becoming a registered training organisation
(RTO). Ross’s rationale is that training is not
the company’s core business.  ‘In addition to
our mature age tradespeople, we’ve also now
got 350 young people who go through an inte-
grated Certificate I and II program in high
schools. It’s a VET program that is an interface
between schools and industry, with the majority
of learning taking place in schools. It gives stu-
dents exposure to seven different pathways
within manufacturing which they can do in
Years 10, 11 and 12. We’re creating a seamless
transition from school, into work, into TAFE,
and then into university, depending on which
pathway they pursue.’

As for mature age tradespeople like Darren, the
pathway is now open for them to move from
wiring circuits to becoming qualified mechanical
engineers. Professional evolutions must be
matched by training revolutions

‘Wherever there is an evolution taking place in
professional roles, there needs to be a match-
ing revolution in the way you train people, both
in terms of content and methodology. We no
longer want people sitting in classrooms doing
600 hours of training,’ Ross said.

Further Information
This article has been provided courtesy of the
Australian Flexible Learning Framework. To
subscribe to the Framework's monthly online
newsletter go to:

www.flexiblelearning.net.au/flexe-news

‘Research shows that the life cycle for a 
training or academic qualifications is
around five years.’
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