Not waving but drowning: Practitioner-research in challenging vocational seas
The inaugural Dr. Laurie Miller delivered by Dr. Peter Waterhouse, 
Managing Director, Workplace Learning Initiatives Pty.Ltd.

Peter’s address reflects on his experiences, with colleagues, as a practitioner-researcher in adult, vocational, and literacy education. It incorporates stories and observations based on his Ph.D. research, action-research in workplace and ACE settings, 
and commissioned research conducted for NCVER over recent years. 
Literacy/ies, identity/ies and professional practice/s are recurring themes.
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 I want to be a Story Teller when I grow up
Last year I turned 50 and around about that time I decided what it is I want to be when I grow up. I want to be story teller. 
Most of the stories I’d like to share today are research stories. We don’t always think of research as telling a story, but it does. A research report is always someone’s story. It is always crafted to convey a particular message. One of the frustrations I have with some reports is that they pretend not to be anyone’s story. They pretend to just be … as if they’re somehow entirely neutral, as if the report materialized out of thin air to tell everyone the ‘facts’.

Lather cites Namenworth who says that scientists ….. 

scientists firmly believe that as long as they are not conscious of any bias or political agenda, they are neutral and objective, when in fact they are only unconscious.”

(Namenwirth cited by Lather 1991, p.10)
Of course this is a bit unfair on scientists. We could recast this sentence in a feminist discourse and replace the word ‘scientists’ with ‘men’ … and it could be just as true couldn’t it?    … Or we could say that this is true of all of us at times, we could replace ‘scientists’, or ‘men’,  with ‘people’ and the statement still holds true …

So I’m not even going to try and be neutral and objective here, I’m not neutral about adult literacy. Neither was Dr. Laurie Miller, or Paulo Freire.

So today I am privileged to be able to tell some stories. Meek (1991) writes,

Like naming, story telling is a universal habit, a part of our common humanity. As far as we know, all cultures have forms of narrative. Stories are part of our conversation, our recollections, our hopes, our fears. Young and old, we all tell stories as soon as we begin to explain or describe events and actions, feelings and motives. (Meek 1991, p.103) 

So I want to tell some stories – and when my bias and values show through – you be the judge. Indeed I encourage you to think of me like an old weatherboard on a sun-blistered ‘Queenslander’, and watch for the wood grain, the pink primer, and the undercoat, showing through the glossy top-coat.
What is it to be literate?

Meek urges self reflection on our own literate histories as a 'good and helpful thing to do'. She draws on her own biography to illustrate the process and she challenges others to do the same. 

Come then [she says] What is it to be literate? We have to draw our own maps, trace our own histories, acknowledge our own debts and consider ways not taken. (Meek, 1991, p.234) 

My Ph.D. research embraced the challenge set by Meek. It carried me on a ten year reflective journey into the roots and the development of my own literacy(ies), educational philosophy and practice. I was trying to work out what it means to be literate – in a way, I’m still trying to work that out. … what literacy means to me … and what it might mean for other people: for adult educators, workplace trainers, worker-learners in different contexts, … for managers and employers.  

Of course, everyone knows what the word ‘literacy’ means … but it turns out that not everyone ‘knows’ the same thing(s) and ‘literacy’ is a word like ‘justice’, or ‘poverty’, or ‘ethnic’, or ‘Aboriginal’, or ‘refugee’ or ‘terrorist’ … the meanings vary according to where we stand. 
These social concepts carry multiple stories. Whose story do we privilege? Venesky uses the metaphor of a container …  

Social concepts such as literacy and poverty are … Like jelly and sand, they are without intrinsic shape, defined and redefined by the vessels that hold them. Who is literate depends on how we define literacy. (Venesky, in Allison & Brennan, 1990). 
So it turns out that literacy means different things to different people. Brice-Heath (1986) wrote eloquently about this when she highlighted how different communities have their own Ways With Words.  Ways which are laced with attitudes, values, culture, norms and shared understandings which are subtle, and rarely documented.
Of course I don’t need to tell this audience these things because this is an audience of adult literacy practitioners and professionals. We literacy people, we all know what literacy is. It stands to reason that our ways of knowing on these issues are bound to be superior. After – all, we’re the leaders on this stuff …  Aren’t we?
But I wonder … Some times it seems to me that what I know might be as much a part of the problem as the solution. What I know can actually stop me from learning new things … because everything I hear, and everything I see, and touch, and taste, and smell, everything is interpreted through what I know. What I know is like a set of lenses through which I look upon the world. All of my messages are transmitted outwards, shaped by what I know, and all incoming messages are all  filtered through what I know … 

Perhaps, all things considered, we would all be better off if I don’t talk to you about what I know  … and instead just tell a few stories. 
Breathing Life into Training
One set of stories which has shaped my life – particularly over the past decade, is carried in a report we created over ten years ago now; Breathing Life into Training: A model of integrated training (Sefton, Waterhouse & Deakin 1994). This report was one of several generated by a substantial project, funded through the Workplace English Language and Literacy (WELL) program, in the automotive manufacturing industry. The report documented a series of action-research studies we conducted with the stakeholders in several different auto plants.  

The meta-story of this report was that fresh approaches were needed to address the learning and development needs we identified in the automotive manufacturing industry. The story was that the industry was populated with clever creative people who were struggling within systems, including training systems, which made them appear less clever, competent and capable than they actually were.  We engaged with these people, and with the systems – and we explored alternative approaches based on action-learning and critical adult education pedagogy. We worked with the literacy and the language of the workplaces and we became sensitised to the “Ways With Words” (Heath, 1986) adopted by the various stakeholders involved. 

I recall one evening when we were working in a foundry and one of our staff was consulting with one of the foundry workers about the manufacturing process. As part of the curriculum development process, she was documenting what the operators were doing. She asked about the movement of components, which were partly formed castings, from one part of the plant to another. She knew from her research that such castings are typically moved about the plant in bins or hoppers. 

So she asked, “When you move the castings from this operation, over there, to the next operation. Do you move the parts in bins, or hoppers?” The operator looked confused and replied, “What do you mean?” The question was repeated, with equal confusion resulting and still no answer – “What do you mean, bins or hoppers?”  

“Well, after you have finished with the castings here, you have to take them over there – to the next operation, right?”  

“Yes.” 

“Well what do you put them in? How do you carry them?”

“Ah! Yes, you mean the baskets! We put in baskets, they can break easy. We put them in baskets and take them there.”

It’s a trivial example perhaps; not bins, or hoppers, but baskets… it’s just one word isn’t it? But it highlights how there’s work for the teacher to do in mediating, translating, and interpreting the curriculum or the competency so that it makes sense to the learner in his or her context. This was just one word, but in a full course of study, in a competency, in a curriculum or Training Package, there will be hundreds, perhaps thousands of words which ‘carry’ different meanings. The closer we can ‘match’ our meanings to those which are most familiar to our learners, those which resonate with their taken for granted understandings and world views, the easier it will be for them to grasp our message(s) …  

Of course we could always ask learners to do this interpretive work for themselves, independently, that would be much easier for us as teachers…

But I’m mindful of Cambourne’s Law of inverse teaching. Professor Brian Cambourne, one of this country’s great educators, says     

Whatever makes the teaching easy for the teacher 

will probably make the learning more difficult for the learner … and the inverse …
Whatever makes the learning easy for the learner 

will probably make the teaching more difficult for the teacher.

So if we are in the business of facilitating learning – as distinct from simply ‘teaching’ we have real work to do. One of the real challenges of this work is dealing with what we already ‘know’ in order to learn what we need to learn, to hear what we need to hear… 

It is no coincidence that Nelson Mandella, in his autobiography (1994) talks about how the  most important work he has had to do throughout his life, is not the work he has had to do on others – it is the work he has had to do on himself. 
This kind of thinking reflects the kind of humility and dialogue which Freire (1977a, 1977b) stressed was absolutely necessary in adult literacy practice – indeed in all forms of empowering education.  
All at Sea – practitioners waving - or drowning?

In our practice, at Workplace Learning Initiatives Pty.Ltd., we have found the most effective way to approach this dialogue is to begin, not with the package, the competency, or the curriculum, or with a pre-pared plan to ‘deliver’ …. But rather, we have found it most useful to begin with the learners, their context, the stakeholders involved and the interests and concerns which motivate and enable the capacity for learning … 

My colleague Crina Virgona has noted, 

The industry standards weight skills, prioritise processes and profile elements using some generic dip stick based on the way things usually happen in industry. But nowhere ever seems to be usual (our emphasis). … Skills that may appear insignificant in the industry competencies may be magnified, extended and complex in a particular company context, others may be clustered and abbreviated. There may be some skills that are not represented at all (p.25). 

(Virgona, C. (1996). Building Castles in the Air? Education Links, 53, pp 24-28)
Crina’s observations about ‘nowhere ever seeming to be usual’ reminds me of Donald Schön’s famous reference to the swampy lowlands of professional practice. 
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In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard ground overlooking a swamp. On the high ground, manageable problems lend themselves to solution through the application of research based theory and technique. In the swampy lowland, messy, confusing problems defy technical solution. (Schön 1987, p.3) 
Schön’s metaphor of the swamp has some similarities to the metaphor of the sea adopted for this conference. We are all at sea, bobbing up and down on the waves, sometimes making waves. Sometimes we’re swimming with the current, sometimes trying to catch a wave, sometimes trying to avoid being dumped. 

Schön pointed out that for most of us, life in the real world isn’t simple – it’s characterised by complexity – and multiple variables, many of which are out of our control. The swamp – or the sea for that matter - is a dangerous, but also an exciting and beautiful place. It is ambiguous and unpredictable, solid ground turns out to be quick-sand; a log turns out to be a crocodile; bare sand turns out to be a sting-ray. There may be a map, and ‘rules’ for navigating – but the swamp, and the sea, constantly change, making the map redundant and the ‘rules’ don’t always seem to fit. 

We’ve been mucking about in this place for several years now – we haven’t drowned yet and it’s still just as fascinating and challenging as it was in the beginning.  And we’re still trying to work out what it means to be ‘literate’ … or ‘numerate’ … or ‘competent’, or  ‘employable’… All of these terms are slippery, and contested – their meanings determined by the context, circumstances, culture and point of view … 
In Getting the Job Done (Townsend, Waterhouse & Malloch, 2005) we investigated employers’ perceptions of the VET system and its qualifications. We talked with employers about training, apprenticeships, traineeships, workplace learning and endorsed Training Packages … 
The research highlighted the alienating language of TAFEese. It appears that neither TAFEese nor VETlish is the language of industry – or of anywhere else. Our research and our workplace practice has shown us that neither employers nor learners view the world through a VET lens – and if we want to understand their needs we need to see the world through their eyes. One of the employers we interviewed put it this way, 
We’ve got to look at the competencies and what they mean to the company … what’s the outcome we want and they [the VET providers] have to work towards that.(Townsend Waterhouse & Malloch, 2005, p.56) 

So we are brokering and co-producing knowledge and meanings, rather than ‘delivering’, transferring, or transmitting these things. The package or the unit, doesn’t just mean what we want it to mean. We are in the business of collaboration and dialogue, and designs for effective learning.
Kelly (1955) one of the founders of the way of thinking we now refer to as constructivism wrote …. 

If we cannot understand people, that is we cannot construe their construction, then we may do things to them but we cannot relate to them. 

I don’t think we want to be in the business of ‘doing things to people’ in adult literacy and basic education; which leads me to another line of research we have been involved in over the last couple of years. 

Contradicting the Stereotype & beyond … 

Given that we don’t want to ‘do things to people’ … our challenge is to find ways of coming to understand their ways of knowing, and to find ways of engaging our constructs with theirs. 
A little while ago we were fortunate to work on a project where we constructed a series of case studies of individuals who had significant and continuing difficulties with literacy (Waterhouse & Virgona 2005). There were a couple of things about these case studies which were unusual. The first was that we constructed the case studies as digital stories on CD-ROM using the voices and images of individuals who participated in the study. The second is that all of these individuals were successful in life and work – and they were successful despite their continuing difficulties with literacy. 
They were not successful because they had finally ‘mastered’ or gotten on top of their literacy. On the contrary, literacy was still their demon to some extent. But despite their literacy difficulties they had attained work, run businesses, employed other people, traveled overseas, developed their independence, accumulated wealth, attained formal qualifications and so on. These people were, we argued, Contradicting the Stereotype by not living the life of misery, inadequacy, and total dependence upon others which is suggested by some of the literature on ‘functional il/literacy’.

There’s not the scope here to fully explore the strategies they used, most of which will be very familiar to you anyway. The strategies were sometimes clumsy and inefficient; sometimes deceitful up to a point; they relied on other people – up to a point (as I do in my in work every day); they used technologies, including voice activated software (as I do my in work) …The point is that most reported that on the whole they did not find the education system very helpful (including adult literacy providers in several cases). They found that the strategies they used, or wanted to use, were generally not endorsed or encouraged by educational providers. In most cases they explicitly rejected ‘education’, and literacy, and they managed to find their own ways forward. 
They demonstrated remarkable resilience in the face of multiple set-backs. They found strategies which enabled them to do what they wanted, or needed, to do, in their own way. Most importantly they found ways, usually without much help from us, to develop positive learner identities and positive self-concepts. 

These people identified and built upon their strengths – they became effective learners (with literacy difficulties). We are not arguing that these people are typical or even good role models for adults with literacy difficulties. To be frank, they all said they’d rather have been able to read and write without any difficulty – but that wasn’t their experience and we believe their success stories are worthy of consideration. They also set us thinking. In disability support services we don’t ask individuals with physical disabilities to climb flights of stairs, not if we can avoid it. We build a ramp, which helps lots of people, or we find another way into the building – or we move the function to a better venue … 

But sometimes, in adult literacy education, … well I can’t speak for you, but I know as a practitioner I was guilty of thinking – even if I didn’t say it to my students – and I’m speaking metaphorically here … “I know you’ve had some terrible step-climbing experiences, and you’ve had some falls, but never mind, you’re with me now, and I really understand step-climbing a lot better than you do and I’m bloody good at teaching step climbing. So trust me,I won’t let you fall,  you’ll be right, come with me.” When sometimes, maybe, just maybe, I could have been listening more effectively to where they wanted to go and looking for alternative ways, different strategies, building ramps … 
I now find it disturbing that I know I’ve thought like that … 
 In a follow up study we are doing at the moment we are investigating what we are calling strength based practice, which is a form of appreciative enquiry. This is a form of enquiry which rejects the deficit model and looks at what works and why. We are looking at how strength based practice might inform adult literacy practice – and one of the questions we are now exploring is; are we asking our students to join our journey?  Or are we attempting to join and support them in their journey? We should have the draft report into NCVER before the end of November or thereabouts – so you can watch for it next year.
So I am thinking that sometimes an important part of the challenge is to let go, or to put aside, what we ‘know’, in order to connect and move forward with our learners.
Easy unconscious learning

I’m sure many of you have come to realise that a major problem faced by many of our adult literacy and basic education learners is not necessarily what they think it is. The students I worked with repeatedly told me, in various ways, that they didn’t learn anything at school. I don’t think that was actually the problem. For many of them the problem was what they did learn. Many of them learned that they’re not good at learning. They learned they’re not smart – or at least not smart in the ways they were supposed to be smart. They learned that learning, and literacy, is not really their cup of tea – and that they’re ‘good with the hands but not with the head’. They weren’t born with this dysfunctional knowledge – but they learned it. And by the time they reach an adult literacy program they know its truth.

In my thesis (Waterhouse 1999) I found myself exploring the power and potential of what I called easy unconscious learning. And I found myself also exploring the challenges of difficult, conscious unlearning. The deliberate unlearning, is in my experience, much more difficult than learning. So there is a real challenge in holding back, questioning assumptions and what we already know.  But we need to do this in order to listen, to learn, and to engage in genuine dialogue – to be, as Kelly puts it, in relationship with others.  
Bear in mind too of course that if we are committed to education and literacy as a process of empowerment and social change; then many of those with whom we engage may not be our students. Dr. Laurie Miller well understood that the educational process is a political process. … we can be teacher and learner, with all sorts of people.  indeed, our un-enrolled ‘learners’ are often our most important challenges as educators – and if I wanted a cheap shot I’d say most challenging of all would be the auditors!  
But that’s unfair too – remember the statement at the beginning about being ‘neutral’ and unconscious of bias … the auditors are our friends as well. We need to understand their world view, we need to appreciate their needs – and we need to help them to learn about learning – and why teaching and learning aren’t the same thing. In fact we need a whole new paradigm for educational auditing processes – one which goes way beyond the behaviourist reductionism which determines which ‘outcomes’ count in the current system - but that’s another whole story. 
Literacy - public & private uses
One of the things that fascinated me in my Ph.D. research was the dynamic which I experienced between inner, personal, private literacy, and literacy as a professional, public, social process. I found as a literacy teacher that often the most effective and satisfying teaching I did was when I shared, with my students the joys, challenges, insights and frustrations which came to me through the texts with which I was engaged. I’m talking about a level of trust and intimacy here – and I’m talking about sharing engagements as a reader and as a writer. 
For instance, when I took my drafts into our adult literacy classes my students were amazed at how messy my writing was, how many drafts I needed to create for just one essay. How much paper for one report!  All that for a poem?! How many crossings out, corrections, changes, so much stuff thrown away! Look at the spelling! And the handwriting! The final product emerges as the tip of an iceberg – below the surface, lies a tortuous, messy, frustrating and time consuming process.  And why was I writing about that anyway? Why was it important? Who wanted or needed this text? 
I talked with my students about what I was learning through my writing and I also talked with them about the texts I was reading – I shared with them the texts which were shaping me and my life. I still do this, with my students, and with my staff – and with my friends and family. I’m doing it again now …
As a practitioner-researcher I became interested in the way literacy is both personal and private and public and social.  I wanted to explore and illuminate the nature of literacy practice within both the public and the private domains and explore the dynamic between these different ‘faces’ of literacy. How does one ‘feed’ the other?
I chose to do this through an autobiographical thesis – a series of situated case studies based on experiences and episodes from my personal and professional life. Through this study I came to better appreciate the multiple literacies rippling through my personal and professional, private and public lives. 
Metaphors for literacy

I thought it might be useful to briefly highlight the various uses, or purposes for literacy which I documented – and some of the metaphors which represented these different ‘ways with words’. To name a just few, I noted literacy as:
• glue, a means of holding experiences together to enable patterns and meaning to be constructed

• flash freeze or ‘snapshot’, a means to preserve experiences for later analysis and reflection

• catharsis, a means of expressing (and sometimes venting) thoughts and feelings which might otherwise get in the way of effective (useful) construction of meaning and action—a way of both sorting, and taking out, the (mental) garbage

• reflection, a way of thinking, writing as a means of discovering and constructing meanings

• food or fuel, for the mind (the ‘diet’ varies according to time, context and circumstances)

• recreation, in the simple sense of taking ‘time out’,(to enjoy a novel, for instance) but also in the more literal sense, re-creation of self, rebuilding, re-vitalising personal and professional identities

• security, a means to seek confirmation and reassurance

• a lifeline, a way to hold onto and sustain connections, links and associations which are personally meaningful and important

• demonstration, a way to show and tell

• credibility and status.
I came to see how important literacy is to generate my own meanings and to make sense of the world. For me, literacy is a way of bringing some kind of art and order out of the chaos of emotions and ideas. I also came to appreciate [how] literacy is tied up with issues of identity, identification and ownership. Conceiving oneself as reader and writer is important. Literacy is socially and culturally shaped and yet it must be personally constructed. For literacy to be empowering for individuals and groups of people, they must claim ownership of it and make it their own. Interestingly, the individuals we interviewed for Contradicting the Stereotype had formed identities which consciously excluded literacy – and yet, ironically, almost paradoxically they all used literacy, in their own ways, for their own purposes, at least to some extent. We talked about these indivuals being para-literate. 

However we look at it, skills of self-perception and self-recognition seem to be important … becoming ‘literate’ is not simply a matter of skills acquisition, it is a matter of identity.
Constructing vocational identities
Generic skills & new identities

A couple of years ago we completed another study for NCVER (Virgona et.al.2003) in which we interviewed 123 workers who had been displaced from their employment. These people, men and women, average age about mid-forties, had lost their jobs through re-structuring and downsizing processes, through company sell-outs, through the introduction of new technologies, through accident and injury – there were all sorts of reasons …  mostly they were things that weren’t their fault. 

We were particularly interested in the generic skills which these people had, and in their perceptions about whether these generic skills could be transferred to new jobs or different situations. We worked with the key competencies and the more recent ‘employability skills framework’ funded by ANTA and developed through ACCI/BCA. (More recently we have had another iteration in the IBSA list of essential skills.)
The results of this study demonstrated how generic skills are developed in all areas of human

endeavour, in family, education and community environments, as well as in the context of

employment. But most importantly, this study found the primary context for the development of generic skills is work, and that the primary mode of acquisition is experiential learning.

The study also revealed how the changing nature of work has impacted on generic

skills. There are now demands for high levels of generic skills (as well as technical skills) and

different kinds of generic skills (for example, learning to learn skills, entrepreneurialsm and enthusiasm for change) are now valued. 
While many of those who participated in this study felt that they were reasonably well prepared for the demands of the current employment market, others felt that their skills had been superseded, and that their values and aspirations no longer matched the requirements of work in the new economy.

Retrenched bank employees in focus groups told stories revealing that the shift in culture discounted the generic skills and expertise they had developed over years.

It seems to me now that their sales targets are the things that override everything. You can work really well in teams and have really good mathematical skills and problem-solving and stuff but if you don’t sell your four housing loans a month, you get a performance [review].
Some informants talked about a new persona they were expected to take on in the workplace

that sometimes threatened their personal integrity.

You have to represent yourself as … in some ways it can be a charade, you have to be

someone you’re not … to sell to little old ladies … you have to market yourself in a way and very often you’re marketing something that the bank wants, but It’s not necessarily who you are. And that’s why I’m glad to be out, because I can be who I am now. Not what I had to be to fit the mould.

For many, the new work environment has replaced jobs characterised by secure career

development with jobs characterised by personal entrepreneurship. The individual is increasingly held responsible for his/her own evolution in the workforce. A placement officer described the realities of the employment market:
when you ask people what they want, it’s invariably they want security of tenure and it

just isn’t there. And the very best employer in the whole world who wants to give it to you can’t because they can’t see that far down the track. They haven’t got it themselves let alone how they could give it to an employee. It’s just not there. So I think that is one of the major things an employer is looking for is that self-ownership. I need to manage this change and I need to own my own career and not depend upon others… This is a major shift in thinking, that ability to change.

As a consequence there is a requirement for what some might see as new generic skills, the skills to self-manage one’s career. 
The study also raised questions about the whole concept of transferrability of generic skills. We argued in this report that transferability is poorly understood and crowded with assumptions that do not bear critical scrutiny. The work of Down (2001) describes the transfer process as neither automatic nor passive. She advocates a process of packing, ‘unpacking and repacking’ skills in the transfer process. This study supports the educational value of such an approach.
A ‘literacy’ of generic skills?

A significant part of that unpacking and re-packing process involves articulating the skills involved. There is a kind of literacy of generic/employability skills. 

We found that – even though they had developed ‘generic’ skills some individuals had not developed the language and literacy of generic skills. Within the labour market and the discourse of employability, individuals need to articulate, document and advocate their generic skills. They need the vocabulary and the textual conventions (such as those of portfolios, resumes, and Recognition of Prior Learning applications) and they need the discursive behaviours to make their generic skills generic. 

We also noticed how the language (or the literacy) is shifting – meanings seem to be changing. The term experience is being redefined. Some of the participants in our project thought they had substantial experience because they had 15 or 20 years on the job. They were steady, capable, dependable and experienced workers. However in interviews they were told they didn’t have much experience because they’d only worked for one employer. It seems that ‘Experience’ is being redefined in terms of breadth rather than depth. 

Whilst this sounds disturbing in some ways, contemporary learning theory suggests it’s maybe not so strange. Gonczi (2002b) stresses that, 
learning is fused with work and with a changing identity  … situated learning theory argues that transfer is the knowledge developed by acting and doing in a range of contexts or communities of practice, where each time the learner creates new knowledge. (Gonczi 2002b, p.12)

A new learning paradign & hybrid practices

Gonczi calls for a new learning paradigm that takes account of the latest insights from research in neuroscience. He suggests that it is now clear that the traditional dichotomies about mind and body are false. What is called for is a new approach to learning that is more holistic, that takes account of affective, moral and physical, as well as cognitive, aspects of learning. 
I’m attracted to this ‘new paradigm’ idea. It fits with my reading of the world and the needs. (Harris, Simons & Clayton, 2005) have also written about ‘shifting mindsets’. And in another report just published by NCVER we call for the development of new ‘hybrid forms of professional practice’ to create the synergies which are needed for effective community learning partnerships (Waterhouse, Virgona & Brown, 2006). By ‘hybrid forms’ we mean new combinations and approaches to practice which do not necessarily fit traditional roles or position descriptions. Sometimes the work which needs to be done falls outside the brief, beyond the project, or not within the role. (“It’s not on the timetable,” as one teacher put it.) New challenges require creative responses – as one of my colleagues reminds me “If you always do what you’ve always done. You’ll always get what you’ve always got”.  
The Creating Synergies research was based on four case studies where, in each case, local government played a strategic role in bringing together key stakeholders to promote learning and employment pathways.  The partnerships involved TAFE and ACE providers, as well as schools, industry and employer representatives, and local government stakeholders. None of the cases documented were ideal models, but in each case they provided insights into the formation, development and sustainability of partnerships for effective learning. The study highlighted how the formation of such partnerships and their continuity requires passion, vision and commitment. Such partnerships also require the ability to see and appreciate other stakeholders points of view, a preparedness to think and act outside the box, and flexible ‘enabling management’ with tolerance for ambiguity, risk-taking and innovation.    

However I’ve strayed a little away from my theme on shaping vocational identities. Falk (2002) for instance, discusses issues of identity in relation to generic skills and the new world of work. He argues that adapting to new or different workplaces and contexts requires important identity resources, and that,
Learners also need to learn, re-learn and apply aspects of their identities . [to a new or different workplace context] . [There is] a great amount of identity re-learning and

shifting for the transfer to being a worker in a particular workplace. These identity changes are the hidden dimensions that make generic skills appear as they are. These are the very skills, the skills of identity change, that receive little explicit attention in education and training courses. (Falk 2002, p.8)

There is a related theme here which we do not have the time to fully explore, which is ‘place theory’. Falk has recently highlighted the significance of ‘place theory’ in vocational and adult education. It’s a fresh perspective, which throws new light on aspects of VET and ACE practice.  It’s a perspective which has not been adequately reflected in the mythology of ‘competency’ and CBT which tends to presume that competence is competence (‘either you are or you aint’) … and if you are, it doesn’t matter where you are – place isn’t really a critical factor. However some recent research suggests it might be very helpful for us to consider the notion of place much more than we have in the past. 

It was interesting that ‘Pedagogy of PlACE’ emerged as a key theme in a recent action-research project which I was involved in with Dr. Jill Sanguinetti from Victoria University (Sanguinetti et.al. 2005).  The study, for the Victorian Board of Adult Community & Further Education (ACFEB), involved us in active collaboration with groups of ACE practitioners. With them we explored and documented what they were doing with their learners to develop generic skills for life and employment. The adult learning centre as a place was repeatedly highlighted; a place of support; a place for risk-taking and learning; a place to meet people and build networks, a place reflecting and responding to community needs and values; a place where we don’t just visit – it’s a place where we have a sense of identity and belonging. “I belong to the Centre” people said. The descriptive ‘framework’ for ACE pedagogy which emerged from this study is in The ACE Experience report downloadable from the Victorian government ACFEB website. 
Critical literacy & ‘Two Dimensional Work’
Recently we worked on a research project for NCVER which was published under the title Two Dimensional Work (Waterhouse & Virgona, 2004).
There is not the time today to fully discuss this study either, but what we were looking at was workplace literacy and communication practices in two different industries; call centers and aged care. We finished up talking about ‘two dimensional work’ because it appeared that the workplaces and their systems of work organisation left little space for what we might call fully three dimensional literacy. We borrowed the term three dimensional literacy from other researchers who had highlighted the importance of the functional, critical and cultural dimensions of literacy (Green 1997, Lankshear 2000). 
In particular it was the third critical dimension of literacy which we saw being squeezed out of the workplace. Processes for standardisation, quality assurance and ensuring compliance with documented procedures sometimes left little room for creative, innovative or alternative ways of doing and being. Despite the predominant rhetoric about the need for clever, creative, innovative, problem solving workers, what we often saw was a culture of conformity and compliance. 

The learning that was happening was aligned with what Argyris and Schon (1978) have characterised as ‘single loop learning’- learning to sustain the status quo; rather than what they have called ‘double loop’learning. It is double loop learning which is necessary for personal and organisational transformation.  Some of these places were a long way from the ideal of the ‘learning organisation’ (Senge 1993). 
We also saw how new technologies, changing systems of work organisation, and the pressures from external quality assurance or accreditation bodies placed additional pressure upon the worker-learners in these settings. We saw new literacies emerging, particularly in the call-centres where operators are working with keyboards, software and alpha-numeric texts within digitised telephonic communications systems. The literacy bar was being raised.
A number of CALD background workers in aged care, for instance, admitted to remaining as agency staff because they were afraid of the documentation requirements:

It’s very good for me because you don’t have any paperwork to fill, and for me … they always ask me to come back to the facility, always. I have always my name first because I’m very good with my job, but not with my speaking. (Aged care contingent employee)

Yet we also saw to how the formal requirements of the workplace, and the rhetoric of the policy position, was not always reflected in the reality of the work practices. Getting the case load done in the time allocated was a challenge for even the most experienced casual employees.  The use of documented care plans in Aged Care for instance, was one example.
What you learn is before you touch a resident, you have to read the care plan, to know what their needs are … In a care plan it’s written in there that she needs two persons to get out of the bed, that I have to put a pad on because she’s incontinent, because I really don’t know that. So when I work at a new place I should, technically, sit down and read the care plan. So if I get six residents, I get six care plans. I’m going to sit down for two-and-a-half hours, reading care plans? It’s not possible. Because you can only do six residents in the morning, you really need all the time to do them. (Aged care contingent employee)

The identity issues referred to earlier were also apparent in these workplaces as employees wrestled with the challenges of who they needed to be to sustain their employment. Remember Hull’s definition of workplace literacy – which is the one we adopted for this study: 

To be literate in a workplace means being a master of a complex set of rules and strategies which govern who uses texts, and how, and for what purpose. [To be literate is to know] …when to speak, when to be quiet, when to write, when to reveal what was written, and when and whether and how to respond to texts already written. (Hull 1995, p.19)

When we recognise that what ‘counts’ as being fully and appropriately literate in a given context is determined by that context, including its cultural and political dimensions, then it becomes clear that the notion of a singular, external literacy will always be problematic. We come to understand that the design and development process for workplace literacy and learning is inevitably an interpretive one. We have to work out what the appropriate literacy is for a given context, or to put this another way, we need to determine what literacy means in a given context. Furthermore this needs to be done every time, in each context.
To be ‘literate’ is to know how to read the culture. It’s about reading context as well as text. There are multiple stories in this research; stories about care workers for instance, expressing frustration and dismay at the way their work is governed, structured, and paced in such a way that the humanity is leached out of the caring process. 
Agency work is just terrible … especially because you don’t know the residents … you feel like the biggest stranger. You can’t remember the names … you can’t be emotional. You treat them all like cars, you just wash cars. (Aged care contingent employee)

Of course these workers are not alone in facing these pressures. We are all facing similar pressures. Pressures which can, if allowed to build unchecked, compromise the nature and integrity of what we do. 

Casual & Contract

Please, let me read you another text – it’s not from a research report. It’s a poem. It’s not very often we hear poetry about the kind of work we do … but let me see what you make of this one ..

Dear Director, Dean, Manager or Principal,

Re: Employment Opportunities

Might you have a vacancy 

for a reflective practitioner?

I'm learning to navigate Schon's swamp,

to recognise corporate crocodiles

& avoid administrative quicksand.

I'm becoming a critical thinker,

awakened to the discourses of power & privilege.

I've mastered my TLAs* CBT, ITB, RPL & the rest.

I'm right into Managing Change.

I'll be clever & creative if I can,

willing to give re-training 

& multi-skilling a go.

It seems there are two categories

under which I might apply, Casual & Contract.

I have only two questions.

If you said I could be a Casual Employee

& I came in casual,

wearing shorts, thongs & T-shirt,

stashed my Esky under the desk,

put my feet up & said,

"OK dudes - what's on today? "

You'd say I wasn't professional

& show me how casual

is easily made into casualty.

Yet when I rush between jobs

hot & flustered in city traffic jams:

when my mind is fractured

into half a dozen different desks,

in different places, with different faces,

& what I want is always at the last one:

when I'm forced to make a hostage

of my professionalism

& cram it into a cardboard box

in the boot of my car:

when my spouse spits the dummy 

at the endless unpaid hours

of preparation & development

& I am torn - because I respect my students

& I want to do it for them:

when I experience all of this,

it doesn't seem very casual to me.

So I ask, for whom is casual employment casual?

But perhaps you say I can go on Contract.

If so I can offer you professional

commitment & competence

integrity & loyalty

dedication to the work.

Yet it seems your contract

leaves little room for strategic planning,

with staff security shrunk to single semesters.

Curriculum Development is reduced to

punching out packages for "flexible delivery" 

by the Unknown Trainers who win the tender

& Professional Development

doesn't rate a mention in your contract,

though I'm sure you'll support me

with smiles & words of encouragement.

I notice your contract falls just short

of my vacation,

but worse, far worse,

it falls well short of my vocation.

I'm ready to work;

prepared to be challenged & stretched -

expanded to meet new horizons

& to continue developing.

And so my second question is,

why would you want to contract 

my professionalism & my profession?
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So do you see the contradiction, do you feel the tension, the pressures to be managed? This is what I’m up against and I’m not embarrassed to say that I find it difficult … because now I’m the Director, and I wrote that poem.

As an educational manager I don’t want to contract my profession or professionalism – quite the contrary. But I have to live and work in this turbulent environment. So when you look now, am I waving or drowning? 
Sometimes the difference between waving and drowning is obvious. But at other times you may need to be a skilled ethnographer to tell the difference. Geertz (xxxx) wrote about how researchers need to write ‘thick descriptions’ to account for the intentions, meaning and culture of human interactions – hence we have ethno-graphy: literally, culture-writing (ethnos/culture and graphos/writing). Geertz pointed out that an intentional wink and an involuntary twitch can look pretty similar to the casual observer. But the intentional wink is laced with meanings – including meanings of inclusion and exclusion – which are not reflected in the involuntary facial tick or twitch. Within your own QCAL membership here in Queensland you have skilled and sensitive researchers in the ethnographic tradition, people such as Jean Searle and Ann Kelly for example.  So if you want to know more about winks and twitches and thick description, you’ve got people to talk to…

I’ve been talking for too long and I need to finish up. I’d like to close with three points.
Concluding remarks: 1, 2, 3. 

1. Being a ‘shit catcher’ !?

These tensions and pressures I have referred to throughout are not just there for me to manage – they affect us all.  In a course I was teaching some time ago one of my students, who was a senior manager working in the health system, described his job. He said he was the ‘Shit Catcher’.  Excuse the language, but that’s how he thought of himself. He said, “That’s my job. I run around with a big net trying to catch as much as possible of the shit that comes down from above – so my staff can concentrate on doing their jobs effectively … I can’t catch it all, [he said] but I keep as much of it off them as I can”.    

We all laughed, but we knew what he meant – and I could see the logic, and the honour in his approach to the role. There are dangers in paternalism and being over-protective; but the challenge is in how we create the most conducive work-learning environments possible.  How do we deal with these multiple pressures of life at sea – or in the swamp, pressures which never really go away?  

There are tensions, contradictions, ambiguities – and yes, there’s crap to deal with as well. I’ve pretty well given up on the notion of mastery.  It seems to me the best I can do is ‘muddle through’ as thoughtfully, sensitively and caringly as possible

2. Redefining vocational
Secondly, I’ve talked quite a bit about workplace literacy and work-related learning one way or another. I’ve done so partly because the theme of the conference made specific reference to vocational issues. But before I close I want to picking up the theme of ‘vocation’ –from my poem. In our VET system the term vocation has been reduced to mean ‘job’. Vocational training has become job-training. I know also that some literacy practitioners are a bit resentful or frustrated at the extent to which vocationalism ‘rules’ – “Our practice is not all about vocationalism and jobs,” they’ll say – and I agree. And I’d like to make a call to re-instate the older meaning of vocation – vocation as a calling; it’s about a way of being in the world, relating to the world, contributing, engaging with others and community. A vocation is laced with values which ought to be reflected in practice. In pursuing our vocation we might experience any number of jobs. 

When we think of a vocation as a calling, we are reminded that the Latin root word, vocare – to call, is the same as that for vocal, voice and vocabulary – to help someone find their vocation is to help them find their voice. Literacy is an integral part of these processes.    
3. We teach who we are

Finally, I believe our literacy reflects who we are. I believe we teach who we are. There’s a part of me that wants to say ‘Never mind the curriculum. Never mind what you think you’re teaching, because you teach who you are.’ Our actions speak much louder than our words. The literacy we live and demonstrate ‘speaks’ much more powerfully than that which we teach or ‘deliver’… 

So I believe it is helpful to be mindful of our own literacies for these are those we are ultimately demonstrating; and in the end, as Collins points out (1991:47) it’s not about putting theory into practice. 
In the end, it’s about carefully considering everything, and then putting our selves into practice.  

In the end, we need to ask,

What stories are we telling ourselves – and our learners? 

What stories are we living? 

Thank you for listening. 
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