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In the early 1970s few people 
expected that adults who had enjoyed 
a school education would have 
difficulty with reading, writing or 

spelling. People who were ‘illiterate’ 
were thought to have low intelligence 
or to have led dissolute lives that 
kept them from learning properly. 

The field of adult literacy in England has a long history, but has 
developed particularly during the last three decades. Throughout 
this history, voluntary organisations and volunteers have played an 
important role in the field. This article examines how volunteers have 
been deployed and professionally developed during this period, and 
identifies some of the tensions which exist between volunteers and 
professionals in the field. It draws upon a research project funded 
by the ESRC entitled Changing faces: a history of adult literacy, 
numeracy and ESOL 1970–2000, conducted between 2001 and 
2004. A total of 200 interviews were undertaken with practitioners and 
adult learners, from four case-study regions in England. Documentary 
evidence and an archive of materials were collated and from this, a 
series of timelines were created which chart the development of Adult 
Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL (ALNE), during the thirty-year period. 
The interview responses were analysed using Atlas-Ti, a software 
programme, and a number of themes have emerged from the data. 
The article discusses how these continue to be challenges for the field 
in the current Skills for Life strategy.
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The shame of having problems 
with literacy thus prevented many 
adults from seeking help, and most 
people found ways to disguise their 
difficulties – such as pretending to 
lose their glasses if asked to read 
in public places, and by learning to 
recognise words more as pictorial 
symbols. 

In 1973 the British Association 
of Settlements, one of the few 
organisations that did offer literacy 
tuition to adults, began a campaign 
to obtain funds and government 
commitment to help adults who 
wished to improve their basic literacy. 
The Right to Read campaign (BAS, 
1974) attracted the attention of the 
BBC, and in 1975 a programme series 
entitled On the Move was launched to 
encourage people to come forward for 
help with their literacy. The 26 ten-
minute programmes, shown on prime-
time television on Sunday evenings, 
were accompanied by a telephone 
helpline, the first of its kind used by 
the BBC. People flooded the helpline 
with calls, and the demand created 
required urgent responses from 
local education authorities (LEAs) 
and voluntary organisations alike if 
people were not to be turned away. 
This demand was met in the early 
days by recruiting volunteers who 
would work on a one-to-one basis 
with an adult. This article examines 
how the practice developed over the 
next thirty years. 

The research
It is impossible to do justice to 
the breadth of practices employed 
in adult literacy, numeracy and 
ESOL (ALNE) during the past thirty 
years. The research project therefore 
had to capture the experiences of 
practitioners and learners through 
a case-study approach. Four case-
study regions were chosen, to 
represent urban and rural areas, and 
the differences between LEAs with 
community-focused education and 
those in urban areas which observed 
strict boundaries between schools, 
further and adult education. Within 
each case study, between 15 and 25 
practitioners who had been involved 
in the field across the three areas 
of literacy, numeracy and ESOL 
were interviewed using a semi-
structured interview format, along 
with a further 20 key actors at local, 
regional and national level. All were 
asked to tell their stories: how they 
became involved in the field, their 
views on practitioners and learners, 
their high points and low points, 
the key moments and key people 
that had influenced their practice 
and the changes they had observed 
during their involvement in the field. 
The learners were drawn from the 
National Child Development Survey 
(NCDS) cohort; they were all born 
within one week in March 1958 and 
were therefore young adults at the 
start of the literacy campaign in the 
early 1970s. The 78 respondents who 



lived within the four case-study areas 
were asked about the learning they 
had undertaken as adults as well as 
about their familiarity with any of 
the literacy campaigns that had taken 
place. These interviews provided 
insights into the impact of provision 
both for those who had self-identified 
a difficulty with basic skills and 
for those who had not. In addition 
to the interviews, documentary 
evidence was gathered from agencies 
– including the Adult Literacy and 
Basic Skills Agency (ALBSU), the 
Basic Skills Agency (BSA) and 
organisations representing the field, 
such as the National Association 
for Teachers of English Languages 
(Natecla) – and through donations 
of archive material from interview 
respondents and members of 
networks associated with basic skills. 
Key dates in the history of the field 
were specified from the interview and 
documentary sources, and these were 
linked to a timeline of events from 
across education and more general 
public policy in England, Europe and 
world-wide where appropriate. The 
emerging history can be divided into 
four key phases:

1. Mid 1970s: Literacy campaign 
led by a coalition of voluntary 
agencies with a powerful media 
partner, the BBC. 

2. 1980s: Provision developed 
substantially, supported by 
Local Education Authority Adult 

Education Services and voluntary 
organisations, with leadership, 
training and development funding 
from a national agency (ALBSU, 
later the BSA). 

3. 1989–98: Depletion of LEA funding 
and control, statutory status of 
ALNE through a more formalised 
further education (FE) system, 
dependent on funding through a 
national funding body. 

4. 1998–present: Development 
of Skills for Life policy – new 
government strategy unit created, 
£1.5 billion of government money 
committed. 

The story of how volunteers have 
been recruited and deployed flows 
through all these key phases. 

The early years
Imagine the scenario: the BBC tells a 
local authority that it is broadcasting 
a series of programmes likely to 
result in numbers of people within 
the authority’s area coming forward 
for tuition. There is no one in the 
local authority with any knowledge 
of how to teach this group of people, 
there is no accommodation where 
that teaching could take place and no 
one has any idea of the numbers of 
adults who are likely to be requesting 
help. The officer responsible for adult 
education contacts the principal 
of the adult education institution, 
who is asked to create provision. 
They find out that in London there 
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have been programmes run by the 
settlements at Cambridge House 
and Blackfriars, where volunteers 
do the teaching. Could an organiser 
be appointed to do the same thing 
in their own locality? Where does 
the organiser begin? How does one 
recruit volunteers and what kind of 
training do they need to do the job? 
These questions received different 
answers up and down the country, 
but essentially all were agreed on 
one point: it was important to attract 
volunteers. 

Recruiting volunteers needed a 
publicity campaign, a training 
programme and an infrastructure 
that could provide ongoing support 
once the volunteer started work 
with an individual adult learner. The 
BBC’s On the Move series provided a 
major publicity campaign. In its first 
month over 8,000 volunteers had 
been recruited from the telephone 
referral service (Hargreaves, 1980). 
However, to continue to reach people 
in the long term, more down-to-earth 
approaches were needed. The use of 
printed material was extensive. As 
this was in the 1970s, publicity was 
printed on duplicating machines or 
even handwritten. The only means 
of contact was in person or by 
telephone. 

Having recruited volunteers, the next 
challenge was to ensure that they 
knew how to teach their students. 

The way forward was to bring groups 
of volunteers together to learn very 
basic ways to teach literacy. The 
training – six sessions lasting two 
hours – would give people a start. 
From then on, they were literally on 
their own, making it up as best they 
could, though supported by their 
organiser. Up and down the country 
volunteers met with their learner in 
the person’s home, in community 
centres, in pubs, anywhere that 
would enable them to meet and 
work together. Their resources were 
handwritten, and in many cases 
children’s reading material was 
appropriated for the task. 

Nationally an agency – known 
initially as the Adult Literacy Resource 
Agency (ALRA) – was created to 
help with the task of providing 
resources for those working with the 
adults who had come forward. In 
those days, it was assumed that the 
literacy campaign would be a one-off 
initiative, and that once everyone had 
acquired the necessary basic skills, 
the agency, the organisers and the 
volunteers would be thanked and the 
government could move on to dealing 
with other pressing issues of the day. 
It was estimated that around two 
million people needed help with their 
reading and writing, but no one knew 
for sure. 

Volunteers came forward in 
droves from fashionable middle-
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class areas, but the learners were 
mainly (although not exclusively) 
to be found elsewhere. Matching 
learner with volunteer took time, 
and organisers had to consider the 
needs of both parties as well as the 
logistics of ensuring that volunteers 
could travel to the homes of the 
learner or the community centre, 
as there was usually no funding 
to cover travel time and expenses. 
This was particularly acute in rural 
areas, where vast distances had to be 
covered.

Volunteering, by its very nature, 
involves people offering to undertake 
an activity for no remuneration or 
direct benefit to themselves. People 
who had just come forward in the 
hope of improving their literacy 
found themselves under a curious 
obligation. They might find their 
volunteer helpful and the relationship 
might work very well. However, if 
they did not want to continue with 
their learning, how could they tell 
someone who bothers to visit their 
house that they no longer wanted 
their help? In other cases, volunteer 
and learner became very attached 
to each other, and if the volunteer 
could no longer continue the learner 
dropped out. From the very beginning 
of the adult literacy movement, 
volunteering became an area that 
needed to be managed, with all the 
benefits and problems this brought.

By the 1980s most volunteering 
within adult basic education schemes 
had changed. People now came to 
adult institutions, community centres 
or schools to be taught in small 
groups, with a paid tutor. The number 
of volunteers went down, from about 
45,000 at the peak in the mid-1970s 
to about 20,000 by the mid-1980s 
(Hall, 1983; ALBSU, 1987). Volunteers 
were still active in the field, but now 
they worked with a tutor, continuing 
their one-to-one work, but usually 
with all members of the group. 
This change in the deployment of 
volunteers was seen by some of our 
interviewees as a retrograde step. 
Their argument was that people 
who had already failed in groups 
(for example, at school) craved the 
individual attention that working 
with a volunteer afforded them. On 
the other hand, some practitioners 
were convinced that volunteering on 
an individual basis was detrimental 
to the needs of students, who were 
better off sharing their problems with 
fellow students, and working together 
on activities, albeit at different levels 
within the same class. This debate 
about the pedagogical implications of 
the use of volunteers continues today.

The middle years
Adult basic education practice 
continued to develop during the 
1980s. Basic numeracy became 
more available in adult basic 
education schemes, and in the 
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mid-1980s another area of basic 
skills, English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL), was incorporated 
into the field. By now there was 
a government-funded agency 
– the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills 
Agency (ALBSU) – that supported the 
work in the field. It had funding to 
support the professional development 
of organisers, tutors and volunteers, 
which was delivered through regional 
training. The training was based 
on an identification of priorities 
by people working in the field, and 
volunteers were invited to join in the 
training events. Tutors and volunteers 
attended the half-day and full-day 
workshops, usually at the weekend, 
for no pay. As many volunteers were 
subsequently offered paid teaching 
work, there was considerable overlap 
between volunteers and tutors at this 
time.

Further afield, the 1980s were a 
time of huge cuts in public spending 
and high rates of unemployment 
for young people and adults alike. 
The government of the day, initially 
led by Margaret Thatcher, began to 
dismantle the social infrastructure of 
the country. Calls for accountability 
for public spending reached far 
into the public sector, and the 
effectiveness and professionalism of 
adult basic education was questioned. 
What were learners gaining from 
attending basic literacy classes? What 
were tutors gaining from professional 

development? What did volunteers 
get out of their activities, and how 
could they use their skills elsewhere? 
At this stage, regional training 
ceased to be funded by ALBSU, and 
in its place a new qualification for 
volunteers was created, the Initial 
Teaching Certificate (ITC) in Adult 
Basic Skills, accredited by City and 
Guilds and also known as the C&G 
9281. Now volunteers were not only 
asked to undertake training, but were 
also required to submit a portfolio for 
assessment. If successful, they gained 
a qualification, the ITC, before being 
placed with a group. 

The ITC proved highly controversial. 
Although it was developed to accredit 
people to work on a one-to-one 
basis with a learner, in practice its 
use was not restricted to volunteers: 
it was also used to recruit and train 
tutors responsible for groups, and 
the employment training profession 
used it to recruit and train instructors 
involved in work-based training. 

The later years
By the end of the 1990s the teaching 
of adult basic skills had changed yet 
again. It was now funded centrally 
through the Further Education 
Funding Council (FEFC), using a 
funding mechanism that paid for 
learners on the basis of recruitment, 
retention and achievement. Staff were 
expected to work towards teaching 
qualifications, and new standards 
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were being created with which these 
qualifications would be aligned: the 
Further Education National Training 
Organisation Standards (FENTO, 
1999). Very few volunteers now 
worked in the traditional way: one 
to one in a small group. Only in 
voluntary organisations were they 
still likely to be deployed in this way. 
In 2001 the government launched its 
Skills for Life Strategy, based upon 
recommendations from a committee 
chaired by Sir Claus Moser in 1999 
(Moser, 1999). The main thrust of 
the strategy is to encourage more 
adults to improve their basic skills, 
by creating a national curriculum, 
a national set of standards for 
practitioners and a qualification 
structure for both staff and learners. 
All these aims have targets to be 
met, measured in terms of how 
many people gain a qualification 
in basic skills or how many staff 
gain a teaching qualification which 
has specialist training in literacy, 
numeracy or ESOL. The place of 
volunteers in the new strategy is 
hidden by the professionalising 
imperatives contained in the targets. 

Tensions
The story of ALNE as outlined above 
did not touch upon the tensions that 
permeated volunteering during this 
time. To discover what these tensions 
were, we need to return to the early 
days. 

People and purposes
It’s easy for them sometimes to 
appear to be patronising. But 
generally they were good-hearted 
people who really wanted to help 
(AP, volunteer at Cambridge House, 
London).

Volunteers are not a homogenous 
group, and organisers were aware 
that many of them had valuable 
experience from working as primary 
teachers, social workers, librarians 
and in a range of other, similar 
careers. However, there were also 
those who felt compelled to help out 
in the literacy campaign because 
they wanted others ‘less fortunate 
than themselves’ to develop a love of 
reading and literature. The diversity 
of motives for volunteering created 
tensions that needed to be managed, 
as this quote shows:

There was a lot of blue rinse wanting 
to do ... volunteering ... I think there 
were quite a lot of bored housewives 
(organiser, Manchester).

There were class issues too:

You had this debate about volunteers, 
unpaid, unqualified people – there 
was very much this idea of that 
won’t do, you know our students had 
missed out, why should they now 
have anybody who walks in off the 
street ... it was very much that it was 
a mood of, you know, ‘do-gooding’. 
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I suppose because this was the big 
council estate and they were the 
nice middle-class ladies from Hale 
or North Cheshire who would swoop 
down and have sort of dinner-party 
fodder (SJ, Manchester).

The realisation that volunteering 
to help adult learners could bring 
benefits to the volunteers themselves 
caused additional strains for the 
organisers, who found themselves 
dealing with people who might not 
be particularly appropriate because 
of their own ill health. Not only were 
adult learners referred to adult basic 
education schemes, but potential 
volunteers too.

And we were also getting a lot of 
people jumping on the bandwagon, 
not in a nasty sense, but people, say, 
with mental illness who were finding 
it difficult to relate to people and the 
doctors would say, ‘Why don’t you go 
and teach, you love reading, go and 
teach people to read’ (JN, Norfolk).

Recruitment
The underlying challenge for working 
with volunteers is that they offer 
their services even though there may 
not be stringent recruitment and 
selection processes in place. This 
was particularly true in the early 
days of the adult literacy campaign, 
when the nascent field had not 
yet developed its notions of ‘good 
practice’ and when, in the face of 

overwhelming demand from adult 
learners, organisers were relieved that 
anyone was offering to help out. But 
even during this early period some 
organisers were already concerned 
about taking on volunteers.

We all had a bit of a passion for 
the work, so there was a political 
dimension to it and there was 
the idea that you didn’t just have 
somebody off the street who was 
untrained, who would do, and the 
idea of volunteers at all was very 
frowned upon by this site because 
it was felt that more time went on 
the volunteers, there was no kind of 
screening of volunteers, there was 
no training and so there was a little 
bit of hostility to the whole idea of 
having volunteers (SJ, Manchester).

Recruitment and training was labour-
intensive, because volunteers often 
decided to move on – particularly if 
they discovered that teaching literacy 
is not as easy as they imagined.

I did all the volunteer training stuff 
and went through all the usual 
things of volunteer training and 
realising that you are endlessly 
training new people only to move on 
in a year or so, thinking what is this 
about? Why are we doing this? ... So 
no, that’s not to say there weren’t 
individual excellent volunteers, 
but as a system I just was never 
convinced (MH, Leics).
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Yet there was a clear understanding 
about the impact of the recruitment 
of volunteers through the BBC 
campaign. Indeed, the use of the 
media to recruit volunteers was 
proselytised by David Hargreaves, 
producer of the On the Move 
programmes, when he analysed their 
impact on adult education:

We now know, and urge other 
broadcasters to consider, the degree to 
which public sympathy and concern 
can be channelled into positive 
volunteer effort, which is altruistic 
and motivated by compassion and 
simple ‘goodwill’ ... this is perhaps 
the greatest, and the least tapped 
[potential] in the world of education 
(Hargreaves, 1980:148). 

What was it like being a volunteer? 
Once paid teaching came to be 
provided through LEAs and voluntary 
schemes alike, tutors were often 
recruited from the pool of volunteers, 
so we were able to gain insights into 
the experience of being a volunteer 
from our respondents. Interestingly, 
most of the interviewees who had 
been volunteers themselves did 
not draw on their own experiences 
when describing the volunteers 
they became responsible for. This 
‘amnesia’ was also apparent when 
part-time tutors became full-time 
organisers, and quickly forgot the 
sense of marginalisation felt by part-
time tutors and volunteers and their 

reliance on organisers for finding 
work. However, we did uncover 
some examples of organisers who 
remembered what it was like. Here an 
organiser describes how working with 
only one adult learner has its rewards 
– not least because the teaching can 
be tailored entirely to their individual 
circumstances – but can also be 
demanding.

I was probably offered a place being a 
volunteer in a group ... and I decided 
that would be more interesting than 
just working one-to-one. And it 
was quite intense was that one-to-
one. You know, if you did two hours 
together it was really exhausting 
both for the student and for the tutor 
(organiser, Manchester).

Quality and professional development
There were benefits in having 
professionally trained volunteers, and 
organisers recognised this.

I think it’s fair enough to question 
whether a volunteer is equipped and 
suitably trained but I think, given the 
right training and support, volunteer 
tutors can be immensely useful, 
especially in the early stages (JS, 
London).

Our respondents raised concerns 
about quality, usually in relation to 
teaching and learning. How could 
volunteers who had only been given 
a short training programme be able 
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to work as effectively as a fully 
trained teacher with experience of 
teaching in compulsory education? 
Assuring quality was the rationale for 
the initial creation, and subsequent 
demise, of regional funding and 
for the setting up of the accredited 
training for volunteers. There was 
little information about how effective 
the training was, despite the funding 
that had been devoted to it.

We spent hours and hours training 
the trainers and training people ... 
if you go to any party of people over 
the age 40 at least half of them 
have been trained [as a volunteer]. 
It was like a production line, wasn’t 
it, it was like the First World War, 
there we were training them and 
they disappeared into the dust, we 
never saw them again. The amount 
of money spent on it must have been 
phenomenal (AW, London).

As noted earlier, the accredited 
training and the qualification 
changed the nature of the 
psychological contract between 
volunteer and basic education 
scheme. Asking volunteers to 
demonstrate what they had learnt 
from their training and to go forward 
for accreditation was far more 
demanding than simply asking them 
to attend a training programme and 
then work with a student. Organisers 
and tutors alike bemoaned the loss 
of flexibility in the training as 

accreditation was gradually imposed 
through funding mechanisms and 
quality assurance requirements.

The whole training of the volunteers 
was very good. It was a very good 
thing at the time, we had some 
superb volunteers. I think we lost 
it, the 9281 [ITC], when it became 
a teaching qualification rather 
than a volunteer qualification. It 
was corrupted because of that (ME, 
Manchester).

Volunteer or paid professional?
Should volunteers be involved 
at all? The 1970s were an era of 
social action aimed at achieving 
social justice, and the adult literacy 
campaign was one manifestation 
of this. In fact, the early literacy 
campaign benefited from the 
experience of the housing action 
group, Shelter. Furthermore, 
arguments for the deployment 
of volunteers were based on the 
notion that it was time to break 
the mould of educational practices, 
particularly since adults with 
literacy problems had not fared well 
in traditional education. Drawing 
upon people from a wide range of 
backgrounds would ensure that the 
adult learners were given support 
in ways that might not have been 
possible through traditional teaching 
techniques. However, there were 
also powerful arguments against 
involving volunteers, which was seen 
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as exploitation, a means of using 
people for free, when there should 
instead be a government commitment 
with appropriate funding for paid 
staff. 

I was opposed to volunteers on 
principles because it was exploiting 
people (AH, London).

So that was when it was all done 
by volunteers, and you had massive 
volunteer training programmes and 
so on. I don’t think we thought 
this at the time, but it really did 
tell you something when the whole 
government’s attitude to basic 
education and skills for adults had to 
be done on a free basis, rather than 
done professionally (DG, Manchester).

At the time of the most extensive 
deployment of volunteers in adult 
basic education schemes, there was a 
keen debate about their contribution, 
particularly as this was also when 
LEAs were moving towards a 
mainstreaming of provision within 
their adult education schemes. David 
Hargreaves, director of the On the 
Move programmes, exhorted critics 
of the involvement of volunteers to 
think again.

Those who under the guise of 
integrating the adult literacy 
provision into the structure of the 
adult education service, seek to rid 
themselves of the ‘encumbrance’ of 

volunteers will, in our view, do a 
grave disservice to the development 
of the continuing education of adults 
(Hargreaves, 1980:114).

Reflections on the past and 
implications for the future 
What does our research tell us about 
the deployment of volunteers in the 
past three decades?
From our analysis of the interview 
data and the statistics of how many 
volunteers were recruited during the 
past thirty years, we can challenge 
the way in which they were deployed, 
given the wealth of experience that 
many of them possessed, and their 
willingness to be involved in a 
variety of ways, not just teaching 
individual learners. In many ways, 
we can see that opportunities have 
been missed: to draw volunteers into 
decision-making processes about how 
best to work with learners, and to 
enable these volunteers to use their 
knowledge of the world of work or 
public services to help people with 
basic skills difficulties to be more 
effective in their encounters with 
government agencies, schools, health 
services and employers. A key theme 
throughout our findings is that there 
are tensions to be managed in this 
field rather than problems to be 
solved. One major tension concerns 
voluntarism versus professionalism. 
There are compromises to be made 
if volunteers are to be recruited and 
deployed.
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I would rather have somebody who is 
less brilliant but has really committed 
themselves and will do the training. 
It doesn’t mean we didn’t take any of 
the others, but I felt that we should 
be loyal to the people who were loyal 
to us, I suppose (JN, Norfolk).

In organisational terms, ALNE requires 
funding and structural support to 
enable it to help adults improve their 
basic skills and function effectively 
as members of society, including 
participating in the workplace where 
appropriate. The danger in using 
volunteers is that responsibility can 
shift from public services, with the 
associated demands for accountability, 
to the voluntary sector, sending the 
message that it is less imperative to 
help adults using professional – and 
more importantly, fully paid – staff.

We need a professional workforce 
who has the skills and at a high 
level to be able to cope with what 
I think is a very complex job. And 
the services across the country are 
their own worst enemy, having 
marginalised it by giving people the 
illusion that anybody can do the job 
because they can read and write, and 
‘I can come along and help teach and 
then because I’m good, I’m quite nice 
and I’m helpful to the tutor, I can get 
a teaching job’ (MH, Leics).

Yet working with volunteers widens 
the spectrum of people involved in the 

field, and thus adds to the available 
range of activities, practices and 
understandings. The current regime, 
which insists that everyone who 
teaches or trains adult basic skills 
learners should have qualifications 
that are set against a series of national 
standards, runs the risk of imposing a 
strait-jacket on the potential repertoire 
of practices in the field.

Because so many of the volunteers 
have been lost, now I don’t doubt that 
some of the volunteers were not all 
that hot but it seems to me maybe 
it’s got itself a bit out of balance, 
and that the notion of engaging with 
ordinary people to help other people 
learn has been in danger of being lost 
(BP, Leics).

A wider context
We can locate the tensions we have 
uncovered within the wider context 
of adult education generally. ALNE 
was practised primarily within adult 
education, and this in turn has a 
variety of purposes, as evidenced 
by its relationship to the agenda for 
social change. As long ago as 1983, 
ACACE undertook research into 
volunteers in adult education and 
noted that there are three forms of 
adult education: formal, non-formal 
and informal (Hall, 1983). Volunteers 
could be found in all these settings, 
including working in settlements 
(now known as the Educational 
Centres Association), in the Workers’ 
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Educational Association (WEA), in 
organisations such as the St John 
Ambulance Brigade, as well as in 
formal LEA provision. This provision 
has relied on the contribution of 
volunteers in numerous ways, 
including involvement with 
management committees where 
professionals are responsible to them, 
rather than for them, as was the case 
of adult basic education in LEAs. The 
use of volunteers has enabled some 
work to be done that might otherwise 
never have got off the ground. 

Volunteers can be seen as ‘gap-
fillers’, experimenters and 
complementers (Hall, 1983; 
Deakin, 2001). Indeed, the role 
of the voluntary sector was seen, 
particularly after the Second World 
War, as to concentrate on the 
‘vanguard pioneering role and filling 
gaps by experiments which could 
then be incorporated into state 
provision, once their success had 
been satisfactorily demonstrated’ 
(Deakin, 2001: 50). Voluntary action 
has been evident through the use of 
people as innovators. Adult educators 
responsible for the deployment of 
volunteers throughout the period of 
our study have vigorously defended 
volunteers’ motives of self-help, 
altruism and independence. These 
characteristics have been particularly 
important in supporting the various 
purposes of adult education, which 
have been categorised as revolution, 

reform and maintenance (Westwood 
and Thomas, 1991:112) and can be 
seen in the variety of ways in which 
ALNE was provided during the three 
decades under study. In turn, these 
purposes have determined to some 
extent the practices found across the 
spectrum of what is today known as 
Lifelong Learning.

Freirian notions of empowerment 
(Freire, 1971, 1972) have probably 
been most influential in ALNE, but 
the idea of reform – particularly 
by challenging basic assumptions 
about society and the way in 
which people’s lives are shaped 
by schooling and education – also 
pervades practice in adult basic 
skills. We can therefore see that 
the use of volunteers is part of an 
agenda for social change, offering 
adult learners a pedagogy different 
from compulsory schooling and 
fostering the notion that people can 
make a difference to their lives by 
improving their own basic skills. 
Indeed, the Thatcher administration 
encouraged voluntary action, as it 
would provide a route to ‘greater 
responsiveness and efficiency in 
delivery through empowerment 
of individuals using services as 
consumers, not participants’ (Deakin, 
2001:53). Ironically, it is the 
withdrawal of the state from certain 
activities that led to the rise of paid 
work in the voluntary sector, thus 
diminishing the numbers of unpaid 
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volunteers. In ALNE it is clear that 
the introduction of innovatory 
practices, plus the demonstration 
that adults could be helped to 
improve their basic skills through 
the early use of volunteers, defined 
the field and fostered its continuing 
development, latterly through 
mainstreamed, funded structures. 

Today, we can see that frustration 
over the lack of social change and 
the increasing control from the 
centre through DfES initiatives and 
requirements leads managers of 
ALNE to wonder whether the move 
away from voluntarism has resulted 
in a more conservative approach to 
the field. As Mayo (1997) argues, it 
is imperative that adult educators 
should respect the knowledge and 
skills that adults bring, based upon 
their life experiences. Learners 
and volunteers need to be aware 
of their own position in society 
and to understand how oppression 
operates through practices that 
are taken for granted. Lifelong 
learning, with its challenge to the 
status quo – particularly through 
its attempt to redress the failures of 
the compulsory sector – can benefit 
hugely from the deployment of 
people outside the formal education 
sector. It is not clear whether the 
deployment of volunteers has much 
influence on the curriculum and 
format of ALNE, but there is a clear 
correlation between the alignment 

of ALNE with an agenda for social 
change, an empowering view of 
the purposes of ALNE and the 
willingness of those in positions 
of authority to entrust teaching to 
people who volunteer, albeit under 
the guidance of a ‘paid professional’. 

If the goal of ALNE is to help foster 
civil society, we need, as Deakin 
argues, to: 

... prove the extent to which civil 
society is an ungoverned area, a 
terrain vague, a seedbed, or zone 
of altruism or of tensions, and try 
to establish what is special about 
the activities that take place in that 
area, especially those undertaken 
by smaller bodies, at the local 
level. What are the consequences 
of voluntary actions of this kind: 
are they subversive or conservative? 
(Deakin, 2001:56).

Our research does not offer 
‘solutions’ to the tensions, or even 
give us a platform from which to 
identify how best the tensions should 
be managed. However, we can offer 
insights into the way in which the 
field of ALNE developed, and how 
much it owes to the thousands of 
people who devoted time and effort 
so that adults could improve their 
basic skills. This story is important 
to tell, particularly at a time when 
the government agenda is focused 
primarily on education and training 
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as an investment in economic 
benefit, thereby pushing into the 
background the second and equally 
important aim of creating a just and 
inclusive society.

Professor Hillier is now Professor 
of Education and the University of 
Brighton.
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