ALACS04 - "Only Three R’s? What about the rest? What callers are telling the Reading Writing Hotline"

In the 21st century, one cannot avoid being an adult learner. Whether it’s helping a child with schoolwork, vocational upskilling, organising a holiday or leisure activity or researching a health condition, citizens of global technologically complex economies need to keep developing greater levels of underpinning knowledge and critical thinking. As new communication technologies create new universes of information, people must learn to ‘read’ and ‘write’ using tools that are far more complex than the pencil.

This presentation uses real anecdotes from callers to the Reading Writing Hotline as well as Hotline statistical data to broaden the audience’s understanding of the types of challenges faced by millions of adult Australians who have been identified in national adult literacy surveys as needing to improve their literacy and numeracy skills. It also aims to challenge outdated perceptions that literacy is merely about knowing the “Three Rs’ and makes a case for the need for an increasingly skilled adult literacy teaching profession. 

Mr Steve Goldberg

Reading Writing Hotline

Since 2000, Steve Goldberg has been the coordinator of the Reading Writing Hotline, a national adult literacy referral service funded by DEST and managed by TAFE NSW Access and General Education Curriculum Centre. In his time as Hotline coordinator, he has overseen more than 40,000 enquiries from individuals, employers and agencies, all seeking advice and referral information to adult literacy course providers listed on the Hotline’s national database. 

As coordinator, he is in a unique position to observe national trends in adult literacy provision, report on challenges faced by the many adult Australians who wish to improve their literacy skills and collect and analyse statistics on prospective adult literacy students on behalf of DEST. 

He is also regular contributor to Literacy Link, the Australian Council for Adult Literacy journal and is a regular guest on ABC and commercial radio programs across Australia
Slide 1 Introduction

Since 2000, I have managed the Reading Writing Hotline. The Hotline is a national adult literacy referral service, funded by DEST and managed by TAFE NSW Access and General Education. I have been an adult literacy teacher for more than 20 years and like perhaps some or many of you here today if you have worked in our field for a lengthy period of time, we have experienced, like many professions, huge changes in our careers. How we work, whom we serve and the knowledge and skills we need to have in order to do our jobs well are constantly being tested. It does concern me that our job is not very well understood by the general public or by opinion makers and to a degree, by some prospective literacy teachers and as part of my seminar today, will be touching on what our job entails. To do so, we need to examine what being literate in the 21st century entails. 

The Hotline is primarily funded to provide callers with advice and referral information to adult literacy courses. We maintain a database which lists every adult literacy course provider in Australia. The database includes Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges, community colleges, private Registered Training Organisations (RTOs), Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) providers and community and industry-funded bodies. Most calls result in a referral to one more of the 1100 providers listed on our database. 

Since 1994, we have taken 115,000 calls and we currently average between 5000 and 6000 calls per year.

Slide 2 – Superannuation Made Simple

Before I go one step further, I want everyone to reflect on how literate each and every one of you is. I found this cartoon about superannuation in the Sydney Morning Herald several months ago. My question to you all is, how literate are you when it comes to fully understanding your own financial affairs in respect to your retirement?

What do you need to know in order to be a competent manager of your super? Where did you go to get more information? Is it enough to be a good reader? What is a good reader in this context? What underpinning knowledge do you need to have in this instance? What critical thinking do you exercise? Is it a hop skip and a jump to find the right information on the web? How many of you are familiar with the unclaimed superannuation websites for Unclaimed Super and Superseeker? If not, how would you have learnt that such information exists if I had not told you? 

What challenges are faced by people with low levels of literacy who have had a history of casual work with multiple employers in getting this and other important personal information?
This cartoon provoked one Herald reader to respond the following day. He didn’t find it funny. His words? “This cartoon proves to me that you need to be already retired in order to work out just what your super is and what the rules are.”
Once upon a time, most of us did not have to be our own managers of our retirement funds. We had someone do most of it for us. Nowadays we have to be our own advocates when it comes to issues such as these. If you can already read and write very well, is it naturally easy to be ones own advocate? What other skills might you need?
Slide 3 - Who calls the Hotline?

Most calls made to the Hotline service are the by clients themselves or by a family member or friend. In recent years, there has been a steady increase in calls made on behalf of prospective students by employers and agencies. Agencies can include rehabilitation consultants and Job Network providers who call us seeking literacy referral information to enable their clients to become more employable.  Most of the employers who call us are in small business and are usually seeking help for a single employee. More often than not, the help requested by the employer is very job-specific and usually involves the employee needing to “write” using specific technologies and technology –based programs. These can include databases, e-mails, e-mail to SMS programs, photocopiers and electronic cash-handling systems, just to name a few. The literacy is embedded in the technology. This has huge implications for teaching as you cannot simply separate the literacy from the technology. As many of you know, just being able to read and write well is no guarantee that you’ll be good at using a technology-based program which requires you to read and write. Take the modern photocopier. There is not much if any “prose” literacy when you use of these– the literacy descriptor for much of the text you find in magazines and books is absent here. It’s a complex electronic “document literacy” quite different from the document literacy which best describes the text and numerical information you find on a phone bill. You have multiple settings and a menu of options. The one I work with enables you to e-mail documents as PDF files or JPEGs, send and receive faxes as well as perform all basic functions we nowadays expect of a photocopier. It’s something you need to be trained in using. In other words, you need good underpinning knowledge and critical thinking to become a competent user of this single piece of office hardware. 
Slide 4 – Hotline Caller Profiles 1994-2007
Contrary to public mythology which I am asked about often when I speak on radio, that schools are failing the young, that there was a golden age of literacy and that literacy levels were higher ‘back in the old days,’ our client profiles to strong degree, mirror the results of the two adult literacy national surveys conducted in 1989 and 1996. I would be very surprised if the imminent 2007 ALLS survey varied much in terms of ages and literacy levels to these earlier surveys. Another incorrect perception is that it is mainly migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) who have the problems. Only 16% of our callers are from NESBs and the term “NESB” is very loosely defined. Is a person born in Australia of Greek parents, who knew no English till they started school, NESB?  
Most people seek to improve their literacy for employment-related reasons whether it be to get a job, keep a job, retrain, change jobs, go for a promotion or upskill in response to organizational change. In every instance, training and job-related learning, which involves literacy and numeracy however you define it, is behind nearly every employment-related call to the Hotline. And you cannot rule out technology. 
I will also focus a bit later on non-vocational literacy for personal and social reasons, but for now, as most adult literacy courses are geared towards employment outcomes, remain with the issue of literacy for gaining, keeping and moving on from a job.
As you can see, the education levels of our callers are quite low. Most seek help for first time. Many Hotline callers say they got by with literacy till the modern age and new employment-related circumstances touched their lives.
Slide 5 – What job could this person do?
We have from time to time provided referral information for clients just like this one. If the literacy skills of this client can be enhanced, what type of job do you think he can do?
Slide 6 - Picture of a parking station. 
What about one where he sits in the cashier’s booth and takes customers money?

Would anybody like to guess why I am showing you this?
It’s because, often, when a rehabilitation consultant calls the Reading Writing Hotline seeking a literacy and numeracy course for an injured client, this job is touted as the job that the person can be retrained to do. I am also aware that solicitors who work on behalf of insurance companies who are employed prepare on behalf of their clients, present a case to limit worker compensation payouts, argue that the injured party is not completely unemployable as a consequence of their injuries. The case presented in court is that the injured party can be retrained as a car park attendant and therefore, his or her payout need not be for as much as the amount being contested.
It happens a lot and so I recently decided to investigate what basic skills are involved in becoming a car park attendant. I was in for a bit of a surprise.
To unpack the literacy skills needed just to apply for a job as a car park attendant, as one does, I first went to the internet and via a search engine, located the web pages of what appear to be the major car-parking consortia in Australia. The three I found I have been validated through my own observations from the many times I have walked around parts of Sydney. The three I chose, Wilson Parking, Premier Parking and Secure Parking, are large consortia and employ significant numbers of people across the states and territories. I know that as an adult literacy teacher, getting a student with reasonable skills in reading would still need a good level of support in locating just the relevant web pages of these employers, notwithstanding what comes next. 

Slide 7 - Wilson Parking Homepage

Here is the homepage for Wilson Parking. A scan of the text and images will enable you to locate the link for employment.

Slide 8 – First, a message from the vice-chairman. 

It starts with a few introductory paragraphs from the company’s vice chairman. It reads in part:

Wilson is a rapidly-growing organization which strives to maintain a friendly, professional approach where initiative and autonomy are encouraged.

We value and promote an environment which fosters open communication, working as an integrated team, being committed to delivery of promised service, and where individuals have opportunities to develop. If this truly sounds appealing to you, we invite you to read on and discover why our staff enjoy working here.

If you can see yourself contributing to this, I hope you’ll apply to join us.
If you were a person with a low level of literacy and seeking a job with this company, at this point, would you be encouraged to keep going, or would you at this point, be discouraged? 
Slide 9 – Information on the recruitment process. 

Note that the text is definitely not in plain English. Their choice of words “How you can get a job with us.” reads in part:

Our consistent and transparent recruitment process reflects and supports our aim of sourcing people who can undertake their job effectively while contributing to the work environment. That is, people not only with the requisite skills, knowledge and competencies to undertake their particular job functions but also who will work towards the outcomes sought by the Wilson Group and embrace our culture.

Slides 10 and 11 - Current vacancies

You choose one of the positions as shown, read more about the requirements of the job and then click on “Apply.”
Slide 12 - Electronic form

Now it is time to start writing your application. Quite a bit of preparation is needed. You need to attach a resume and sell yourself in the application form. In other words, you need to go back a few steps and write a resume. As many of you know, resume writing is not an easy writing task and it involves plenty of drafting and redrafting. If you have ever sat on a recruitment panel, as I have done, you’ll see good resumes, bad resumes, ones with grammar, punctuation and spelling errors and ones written using culturally inappropriate formats and language. Just talking about resumes is a whole other universe which I won’t be focusing on today. 

Slide 13 – The person in the booth

You are looking at an endangered species. Very few jobs like this are around and their numbers are steadily shrinking.  In many developed countries these jobs have been automated. Most of the employees that the companies have here need to be retrained, and there is a question mark over whether retraining will even be an option. Valet parking which is what most of the jobs these companies have on offer nowadays requires a manual licence ( getting one is a whole other literacy universe in itself and is a long term goal for numerous Hotline callers) and workers need to be fast and be very active physically, especially if they work in ‘stack parking.” It is not a job you can do if you have a bad back or other serious injury. Premier Parking’s team of valet drivers move 4000 cars daily in Sydney’s CBD alone.
The new jobs with car parking consortia will be as automatic ticketing machine technicians – substantial training is necessary and employees will need strong technical and problem solving skills which require competence in literacy, numeracy and the relevant technology.

Slide 14 – Premier Parking homepage
I interviewed the NSW human resources manager for Premier Parking, David Horspill who told me that he takes approximately 15 calls per week from rehabilitation and Job Network agencies. He describes them as having a ‘bad habit’ in assuming that this is easy work. He gets asked repeatedly: “Don’t they just sit in the booth and take cash?”
Apart from there being few, if any jobs ever coming up as the companies have an oversupply of booth workers, the workers need to also be physically active. They must undertake OHS training and be able to perform several tasks such as help in emergencies and be able to run with and use a 10kg fire-extinguisher (more literacy involved in learning to use one) to put out a fire if a car catches alight, which can and does happen in parking stations. Some stations have heavy manual roll-a-doors which have to be opened by the attendant when he arrives at work early in the morning. Clearly, this is not an appropriate job for a person with a back injury.

The booth operator has to be able to to handle cash, use different technologies as not all booths are the same, and produce a daily statistics report for their supervisors. 

What about being the person with the leather bag at open-air events where the parking is on a field? It’s more than likely this person works most of the time in a booth somewhere else and is called out to work temporarily at a special event. Paddock car parks are short term enterprises. As land is very expensive, paddock car parks rarely last before developers build on them. If they build a new car park on the site, it is most likely going to be an automated one. 

But most telling is that the technology is forever changing and employees are being retrained continuously meaning new skills which require literacy, numeracy and technology have to be learnt. David tells me that “they lose the technology before they lose the employees.”

David also told me about one very loyal employee of theirs who is in his 50s, is from a non-English speaking background and had been a QANTAS baggage handler prior to becoming injured. He gained a job with Premier Parking as a car park booth attendant. But it is clear that he had skills that were transferable. As a baggage handler one has to read information, handle procedures accurately and use technology. He was already well-educated in his first language. If your literacy is poor in your first language, it is much harder to lift your skills in your second language.
David described this particular employee as loyal and reliable. Loyalty is just one employability skill and it can no longer be separated from other literacy, numeracy and technology skills and teachers need to be mindful of this. How do you teach those other skills such as teamwork, problem-solving, reliability, negotiating, independence, and initiative? In NSW, these skills are embedded into the TAFE NSW Access Education, Employment and Training (AEET) curriculum framework in response to external pressures to develop generic skills for the workplace. Along with literacy and numeracy, these generic skills are important in a growing service-based economy like ours. 
Slide 15 – Seek.com.au homepage 

Premier Parking recruits its staff primarily via the website www.seek.com.au
David confirmed for me that the use of the web to recruit is preferable as it serves as a “literacy screen“for prospective employees. As you can see, it is a very ‘busy’ website. Apart from there being a search engine, performing certain tasks using Seek involves getting registered with the site. This means you need to have an e-mail address and thus again, a whole other literacy universe is implicated in the process. 
Slide 16 – Emerging trends

I am now going to talk about some emerging trends which I have observed since taking on the role of Coordinator in 2000. Since then, I have overseen approximately 40,000 calls to the service. 

Most people calling our service nowadays are seeking help for the first time. Why? Because they were getting by fine until workplace and everyday tasks became too hard.

The jobs have changed. Car park attendant is just one of many. Think about how your job has changed and the jobs of your family members and friends.

 A year 12 education doesn’t mean you are able to function as effectively as you hoped. We get university students seeking help, not knowing how to write essays or do research. Those who are undergraduate mature-aged and studying by correspondence are one noticeable group of Hotline callers in this category.

We also get quite a few callers, usually male who have strong mathematical and technical skills – IT workers are one particular group. Nowadays they have to write reports, create web pages and send e-mails and have great difficulty with getting the text down, not to mention grammar, spelling and editing skills. 

And then there are the everyday tasks. What is an everyday task? When I first became an adult basic education teacher in 1987, we had a pretty clear idea. We only had one computer in the whole section, an Apple IIe which was little more than a typewriter, and quite cumbersome to use. We taught students to read books, follow recipes, write notes to their children’s teachers, fill in forms, enter competitions, read labels on tins and select colours from paint charts. We still do these things but now we do so much more. 
Slide 17 – A very personal type of learning need

If in a marriage, one partner has poor literacy, it can affect the relationship. I have seen this occur in classroom practice. Hotline callers also at times express resentment at having to “carry their partner’s load.” Education levels can and do affect power relationships, not just in workplaces but also in the home.
Can you imagine how much better it would be when making crucial decisions such as adopting a child if both prospective parents could read and review the online information together? 

Have a read of this e-mail from a Hotline client. What would you do if you and your partner one day decided to adopt a child? What is the very first place you’d turn to? Of course, it would be the internet.
Assuming you know what Google is and what it can do, what search terms will you use? How do you know what a good search term is?

Slides 18 and 19 – “Adoption agencies” or “adopt a child?”
Two very similar search terms, two different results. Sponsored links further complicate the process of sifting and selecting the right information. As Theodore Roszak, an American social theorist and author of an online essay titled “Dumbing us down” (http://www.newint.org/issue286/dumb.html) succinctly puts it, “a search engine is a dumb tool because it cannot determine waste from value and the quality control that you would find in a library of books is not there on the world wide web.  He also states plainly that “the web is a creation of the entrepreneurial world view. He says that “the critical safeguards and intellectual structures that have been developed across the centuries to discriminate between honest thought and rampant eccentricity.”
Thus, all that filtering of information which was once done for us by literate figures such as librarians has been transferred onto the end user. As you can see immediately from these examples, it is going to be a lengthy and difficult task for this client’s wife in gaining the skills to read what he can read. What if they were both in the same boat? That’s just the literacy and information gathering side of things. As adult literacy teachers, you need to teach students to have the tools to critically evaluate the information they find. And there is so much more information at hand. How do you organize it? How many of you have a del.icio.us ( http://del.icio.us )account to bookmark pages you find online? How many of you have heard of online bookmarks? 
Slide 20 – Helping your child with homework
We often witness politicians encouraging parents to read to their children and it’s often something Hotline callers say they want to do. But what if your own skills are weak and you need help? What if as well, you have a child with special needs and cannot afford to pay for private tutoring? If your child’s teacher says he has dyslexia, where do you get quality information?

Slide 21 – Dyslexia as a search term

I used a different search engine this time, the meta-search engine Jux 2 (http://jux2.com) which compares the results of other search engines.

Dyslexia as a search term has plenty of sponsored links making it that much harder for a desperate parent with limited skills to know where to start and how to assess written information provided by vested interests.
Slide 22 - Learner support and VET

An important role we perform as adult literacy teachers is to provide literacy and numeracy assistance to vocational students. Apart from mainstream classes, we often determine over the phone that callers have a reasonable level of literacy, and if callers express an urgent desire to get trained up in something, we suggest learner support. This can be difficult work. – we have to be able to get “inside” the subject being taught and with the establishment of a national training system with nationally recognized qualifications, we need to be able to unpack the literacy and numeracy skills in training packages. This is not always an easy thing to do without consulting with employers, trainers and vocational teachers. Sometimes we find ourselves rewriting training material for trainers to enhance the training process.
Slide 23 –Cheyanne’s e-mail

Approximately 7% of Hotline enquiries come via e-mail but most are in response to our community service announcements on television and radio. E-mails are especially interesting as they show us, presuming that the person seeking help has not had help in writing or sending us an e-mail, what skills a person has already.
By the time we got to speak with this Hotline client, she had been ‘let go” from her employment and was devastated. She was just 18 and it was her first job. She wanted to become a childcare worker and learner support was what we recommended. The e-mail shows us that there is quite a bit she knows already. Our work as teachers, whether it be in the classroom, workplace or on the phone, requires us to be counsellors, another skill-set in itself.

Slide 24 – Jeff’s e-mail

We had to find out via an e-mail reply where Jeff lived in order to help him. As teachers, no matter how simple a text that we teach students to write, as literacy teachers we have to teach students to understand about who their audience is and what they need to know in order for their communication to be effective. It turned out that Jeff lived outside of Adelaide. 
Slide 25- Call Activity by region

Regional Australia is, while being home to approximately 10% of the national population, where a large portion of our clients live. The literacy and numeracy services are limited and teachers in some regions need to have the skills handle a more diverse group of students than in the major cities.

Slide 26 – Those other Rs

A this point I wish to bookend what I have discussed so far by summing up some of those other ‘Rs’  which I have touched on which people need for the 21st century. As literacy teachers, we need to be able to help our learners bridge the gap between what they are currently able to do with text and what they need to be able to do with technology in order to get by in today’s ever-changing world. Here is a short list for starters…..
Slide 27– Teaching standards and qualifications.

I hope I have at this point come some way in showing you the environment and the situations within which we work and the challenges we face as adult literacy teachers.

The job has changed immensely and it has gotten that much harder. But we are still passionate about what we do. I am also passionate to see that our ageing profession survives into the future. For it to survive, it is essential that the wider community has a clearer picture of who we are and what our work entails. 
When I reflect on good practice in adult basic education, I fall back on the theories of adult learning. The theoretical framework created by academics such as Malcolm Knowles is one constant in this changing world. Adult learners seek learning in response to life’s problems. Their life experience is a rich resource for learning. It is not the same as the banking model’ when teaching children, in which instruction is imparted largely for use later on. Adult learners are learners in a hurry and are often learners responding to crises, as evident in 18-year-old Cheyanne’s e-mail. The materials we use have to be suited to their learning needs. 
On one occasion, as an ice-breaker, I used beer coasters, being as they were, a familiar text for a learner with very low literacy, as teaching and learning materials. This student could barely write his name and could read at most, basic signs and a few other very familiar texts. He thought he could read nothing until I showed him in an initial literacy assessment, pictures of things that he didn’t know that he knew – stop signs, billboards and the writing on petrol pumps at service stations. He wanted to get his drivers licence and become a courier driver. So we worked on the names of places he knew. He soon was able to locate familiar place names on a map of his local area. We used his life experience as a resource for learning. 
This is what I learnt back in the 1980s when I first retrained to become an adult literacy teacher. The teaching methodogies which built upon this theoretical framework helped me every time. I know other colleagues in the field express similar views. 

It is of much concern to myself and my teaching staff at the Hotline when we get e-mails like this one.

I am inviting you to take with you today and read, a single page doubled-sided handout, of an article I wrote for Literacy Link the Australian Council for Adult Literacy Journal in July 2007. It is also available online at 

http://www.acal.edu.au/publications/newsletters/LL2007/0707-v27n4LL.pdf
I regularly write a column for the journal, but this particular one really struck a chord with colleagues across the country who like me, are concerned that our profession, because it is not always widely understood, is in danger in some sectors of being dumbed down. Viewed from the outside, our job, like that of the car park attendant is seen by some as easy and something that anyone can do. More disturbing is that there are private organizations selling quick training courses in phonics to all comers and imparting the belief that this is what an adult literacy teaching qualification is.  I beg to differ.
Thank you very much for attending today.
Slide 28 - Reading Writing Hotline Homepage www.literacyline.edu.au
For more information, please visit our homepage.

Q and A if time allows
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