
ADULT BASIC EDUCATION AND THE WORKPLACE 

Developing an appropriate curriculum 

Adele M.E.Jones 

Introduction 

It may be in the short-run economic interest of firms to train their employees 
only for specific, existing jobs but in the long run, the educational activities of 
business must be geared toward more general critical reading skills (Venesky, 
Kaestle and Sum, 1987). 

From a survey carried out in Australia (Wickert, 1989) it was found that of those surveyed at 
random, 23 per cent could not read the gross pay for the year on their pay slips, 27 per cent 
were unable to identify a certain piece of information in an article, 73 per cent could not 
understand the text in an editorial article and 57 per cent were unable to calculate 10 per cent 
surcharge (in Pacific situations this would be the same amount as a government tax) on a meal 
in a restaurant. It became obvious from this investigation alone, the many adults lacked 'basic 
skills' which would enable them to perform fairly common tasks in day-to-day life. 

In 1991, another report from the National Food Industry Training Council in Australia stated 
that 80 per cent of workers in food and beverage manufacturing in Australia were functionally 
illiterate (see Book 1 in the Pacific Adult Literacy (PAL) series, published by the Institute of 
Education for a discussion of this term). Seventy per cent of workers in the State Transport 
Authority found it difficult to write an accident report or to take a phone message or fill out a 
worker's compensation form. At one Victorian TAFE college, 81 apprentices out of 192 tested 
for numeracy (basic mathematics), had difficulties in their course and in New South Wales, 80 
per cent of prisoners were found to have literacy problems (House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Employment, Education and Training, 1991). 

Similar surveys have not been carried out in Pacific countries, but many of us are aware of the 
difficulties people have in their daily routine, particularly at work when it comes to reading and 
writing, basic mathematics and certain communication skills. This article looks at this basic 
education which makes for more effective and meaningful life in the workplace situation, a type 
of education which can be implemented in schools, in the community or in the workplace 
setting itself. 

Adult basic education 

The term basic education is used here to cover literacy, numeracy or basic mathematics and 
communications skills necessary to perform everyday activities efficiently and with ease. 
Elsewhere we have included health and nutrition and basic life skills in our definition (Jones, 
1991, p. 3). In fact, the terms adult literacy and adult basic education are often used 
interchangeably to cover a broad area of non-technical skills. In Australia for instance, students 
give as some of the reasons for coming to basic education classes, the desire to upgrade 
qualifications to obtain employment, or even wanting to gain a driving licence (Bradshaw et al, 
1989). 

In the first book of the PAL series, we talked about functional literacy and said that literacy 
should open the way for people to gain skills, confidence and motivation which would enable 
them to continue learning for the rest of their lives. To do this, adult literacy needs to focus on 



real and immediate problems and situations. If we are talking about literacy for work, the 
materials used will focus on language, mathematics and daily communication situations which 
workers at all levels have to face. 

The focus of this paper is the skills and training which will help a worker perform work safely 
and effectively. Also included is some basic skill training which would be necessary for those 
looking for work for the first time or workers hoping to gain better positions or promotions in 
their place of work. 

Some of these ideas may be more relevant to larger organizations which are found in larger 
towns in Pacific countries, but can easily be adapted for smaller factories or cooperative 
settings. 

Workplace basic education for the Pacific? 

In South Pacific countries, many people work on their own land, build their own houses, 
schools and churches and fish as part of their daily work. They often sell their produce at 
markets in the towns. Some of the literacy skills needed for this have been discussed in the 
PAL series. In small towns, many people are employed in stores and small workshops. In 
larger towns and cities, however, it is quite common for people to work in factories, offices and 
larger organizations which are involved in training personnel. 

It may be of interest to readers new to the concept of 'workplace basic education' to consider 
the impact of low level basic skills on both the workplace and industry and on an individual 
concerned with basic education. The following problems are some of those noted in a report on 
literacy needs: 

• threats to workers' safety (e.g. from inability to follow written instructions); 

• possible damage to equipment where the employee cannot read the operating 
instructions; 

• communication difficulties requiring additional use of supervisory time; 

• difficulty in working as a member of a team; 

• wasted training provision for those who are unable to comprehend technical materials 
and resultant cost of remedial programs; 

• lost opportunities for promotion; 

• costly mistakes if employees misunderstand instructions; and 

• inability to access further training 

(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and 
Training, 1991, p. 18-19). 

Defining needs 

When we talk of basic education needs in the workplace we are immediately faced with the 
question 'whose needs' - those of the employer or those of employees. Obviously it is 
beneficial to employers to have employees who are able to deal with problems and work duties 



quickly and effectively. That is why in countries where 'workplace basic education' is very 
well developed in industry, employers, union representatives and workers all meet to discuss 
literacy programs which are to be set up in work hours and in the workplace itself. There are 
certain things that workers need to be able to read, write and calculate if production is to be 
successful and business is to flow well. However, many literacy trainers have also pointed out 
the shortcomings of literacy sessions which only focus on workplace needs without encouraging 
students to question their own personal needs and rights. 

Basic education students should be instrumental in defining what they need to be able to do in 
the workplace, what they need to know about the workplace and what they are able to do to 
improve the 
general quality of their lives at home, work and in the society at large. For instance, students 
may be asking for help with legal matters and related issues such as insurance, workers' 
compensation and taxation. Even these topics provide a wealth of material which can be 
adapted for literacy needs. 

The important thing to remember about definition of needs is that students themselves will have 
different learning needs, particularly if classes are conducted at the workplace. 
Workers may come from different communities and may have different educational experiences 
upon which to base new learning. Thus in the same group of participants, there will be 
different interests, backgrounds, speeds and levels of learning, all of which need to be taken 
into account in designing materials and activities. 

Training issues 

Throughout the PAL series, we encouraged the use of materials to promote local Pacific 
languages. Ways of overcoming the shortage of materials in the mother tongue or lingua 
franca were suggested. In some workplaces, it is more common for languages such as French 
and English to be used, particularly when imported materials are used or products are packaged 
for export. Technical manuals and workshop materials are produced in English in many Pacific 
countries so literacy classes in or for the workplace may have a much stronger emphasis on 
English than community literacy classes may have. 

In some factories there is the unusual situation of staff at management level using one language 
(often English or French) while the workers use their own languages. Depending on the 
situation, this may not always promote a smoother, more efficient job, as translation may slow 
things down or cause confusion. However, we are not prescribing the use of one language over 
another in the workplace and encourage basic education facilitators to use the most appropriate 
language for their own situation. 

It is likely that in the workplace itself, the tutor will be an employee of the company or will be 
hired from an outside training body as part of a whole focus on skills improvement. In 
addition, interested people can also establish basic education classes with a work focus in a 
community setting. 

In fact, skills gained in such an informal situation may prove quite useful for participants 
gaining work particularly in semi-skilled positions. In this situation, it is a good idea for tutors 
and participants to talk with employers about the type and level of skills required by workers at 
a basic level in the company. In other situations, awareness raising about this type of training 
may be necessary. It may take time but is worth pursuing. 



Conclusion 

Studies of basic education programs in Pacific rim countries have shown how workers' abilities 
improve and industry production is enhanced when basic education skills are promoted in the 
workplace. For some employers this may be a new concept. Some employers may not have 
considered literacy and numeracy skills to be important for 'unskilled' or semi-skilled workers. 
Others have been aware of this for some time and may encourage some initiative from 
interested trainers. 

What is important to remember in regard to adult basic education however, is that people's 
confidence frequently improves with participation in adult literacy sessions. Here they can see 
themselves attempting and achieving things which are relevant to their lives and work, things 
which previously would have been outside their experience and expectations. This is no small 
thing and will be a stimulus for those who become involved in this field of education. 
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