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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to set out the current ways in which literacy is approached; to identify the policy implications of these different approaches; and to suggest the next steps forward in promoting adult literacy in international development. We recognise but do not separately articulate here numeracy as an important and integral aspect of ‘literacy’.  

The paper is organised in two parts. Part A sets out the policy issues in relation to the promotion of literacy, and with it numeracy, in general. Part B presents current conceptualisations of literacy and their implications for policy, and argues for a pragmatic approach based on understanding, and responding to, the literacy and numeracy needs of adult learners in their particular socio-cultural contexts.

PART A
POLICY ISSUES

A1   Policy implications

Adult literacy is integral to achieving EFA, the MDGs and numerous other developmental objectives. It is imperative to ensure strong government commitment including increased resources for literacy and numeracy. The LWG calls for the establishment of a literacy focal point within DfID, responsible for 

a) developing and sustaining an organisational policy and strategy

b) developing a technical note for distribution to DFID country and regional offices on adult literacy 

c) encouraging and supporting governments to: 

A1.1
Recognise that literacy is a cross cutting issue for development as a whole.  This will require the adoption of an integrated sector-wide approach to literacy which promotes cross-ministerial and multi-level collaboration as well as partnerships between governments and civil society and which provides coherence across policy areas and agendas of different actors while allowing some flexibility for innovation.

A1.2  Ensure that initiatives recognise and respond to demand and actual literacy practices in target contexts, and that they:

· Support community-based research on:
· the actual uses of literacy

· the potential uses of literacy

· the types of demand for literacy by different people in different contexts – and particularly that of the most vulnerable and excluded

· Identify the assumptions and short/long-term objectives of agencies engaged in adult literacy activities 

· Encourage the participation of participants in all stages of the design, implementation and evaluation of literacy initiatives
· Increase investment in monitoring and evaluation that takes on board these broader understandings of literacy.

A1.3
Recognise that the development of “literate environments” is seen as an essential component of all literacy initiatives and activities.
A1.4
Make a commitment to gender equality by developing a better understanding of literacy-related gender gaps and agreeing on how to address them, with priority. 

A1.5
Improve the quality of literacy programmes. The International Benchmarks on Adult Literacy (see Appendix 1) offer standards based on an extensive survey, which are to be adapted according to context.

A1.6   Promote national and international commitment and action (see the Abuja Call for Action in Appendix 2)

PART B
Conceptualisations of literacy and their implications for policy 

B1
Towards a consolidated position on adult literacy

B1.1
However the term “literacy” is interpreted, the fact now remains that at least a quarter of the world’s adult population is denied access to many of the institutions, services and processes necessary to secure basic needs and the capabilities to pursue a “good quality of life,” because of their inability to engage with the required texts, symbols and discourses. 

B1.2
Literacy has been internationally recognised both as a crucial component of education as a human right in itself and as a crucial instrument for the pursuit of other rights (e.g. Persepolis Declaration 1975, Vienna Declaration 1993, Hamburg Declaration 1997) as well as for countless other human, cultural, social, political and economic benefits (see GMR 2006). 

B1.3
The significance of adult literacy has been emphasised in policy documents, such as the 2000 Dakar Framework for Action which stressed not only formal education, but also basic education for young people and adults through non-formal and informal means. More recently, the EFA Global Monitoring Report (GMR) 2006, Literacy for Life, emphasised literacy as the “core of EFA” while recognising that to date there is insufficient data to reveal the true extent and nature of the literacy challenge; likely to be several times greater than imagined. 

B1.4
The GMR heralded the start of a new policy era in which the importance of adult literacy to broader education and development objectives has been widely recognised. New momentum led to the development of International Benchmarks on Adult Literacy produced by the Global Campaign for Education (see Appendix 1). The UN Literacy Decade after a slow start is picking up, especially with the LIFE initiative (Literacy for Empowerment). Laura Bush convened a major meeting with UNESCO in the White House - whilst Cuba is vigorously exporting its model Yo si Puedo. Spain has also demonstrated commitment through a new framework for literacy launched by the Organisation of IberoAmerican States. A high level workshop on “Writing the Wrongs” in Abuja in February 2007 further stimulated attention. Participants from across 24 countries committed themselves to an ambitious Call for Action (see Appendix 2). In practice, this has resulted in real policy change. A recent example is the approval of the Education Sector Plan of Benin by the Fast Track Initiative (FTI) even though it includes a significant adult literacy component. Despite the traditional focus of the FTI on basic formal schooling, the Benin case crucially implies that any country wishing to develop an education plan for FTI endorsement can include adult literacy.  

B1.5
Yet despite this renewed recognition, actual investment into adult literacy remains minimal. This has partly been a result of the policies of funding agencies who considered non-formal programmes as less cost-effective than formal education (a case refuted by the GMR 2006), and as a responsibility of service-providing Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) rather than the state. Claims have also been made that programmes have commonly failed to provide people with adequate literacy skills (e.g. Abadzi 2003). 

B1.6
These claims have been exacerbated by the lack of clarity about what is meant by literacy for different individuals and institutions. The confused adoption of different and at times conflicting understandings of literacy has led to unclear programmes which are ultimately unsustainable. Even where people are “made literate” there is evidence to show that over time many lose their skills. This in turn reinforces the decision that adult literacy is an unwise investment.

B1.7
However, literacy programmes can and do work. Greater investment is imperative and rather than deriding the programmes which fail, it is instead a matter of re-assessing the assumptions and understandings that underpin different approaches.

B1.8
Although the GMR 2006 acknowledged these diverse understandings, it ultimately resorted to the dominant and dichotomous definition of literacy to serve its monitoring function. The LWG argues that this dominant definition (which labels people as either literate or illiterate depending on whether they can demonstrate a few basic reading, writing and number-use skills) is unhelpful for policy and practice. It paints an artificial portrait of the literacy challenge and results in unsustainable acquisition of competencies which fail to respond to the demands of daily life. At the same time, accommodating too much diversity in conceptualising adult literacy can limit the strength of the lobby and result in wishy-washy recommendations while conflicts of interest remain unresolved. Therefore, a common position is needed to target policy and practice with coherence and precision.

B1.6
The LWG is critically concerned about the lack of commitment to adult literacy and urges the Department for International Development and other international development agencies to recognise the need to support literacy initiatives directed at young people and adults. The LWG proposes a pragmatic understanding of literacy based on a reassessment of the common objectives for which policy-makers, practitioners and academics alike are aiming. 

B2  Charting the terrain of literacy 

B2.1
A pragmatic conceptualisation of adult literacy is not aided by the fact that adult literacy has long been seen as a “magic bullet” for development. Within the global political economy, conflicting ideologies have claimed literacy rates as a key indicator, illustrative of the strength of their particular model of development (see, for example, the mass campaigns of the former Soviet bloc which saw literacy as a tool for political mobilisation versus the functional model of the West in which literacy was seen as instrumental for economic modernisation). This has reinforced the dichotomisation of literacy whereby a person is simply literate or illiterate regardless of scale of their ability, the languages they use or the ways in which their literacy skills are used.

B2.2 This dichotomisation reinforces the “autonomous model” of adult literacy wherein literacy is understood as a constant skill set which remains the same regardless of the means of acquisition, types of use or contextual relevance to the users. Since literacy skills can quite easily be proxied by learning outcomes and assessed in much the same way as ‘achievement’ in formal schooling, the autonomous model makes monitoring in a standardised and quantitative way relatively easy and is consequently attractive to donors and policy-makers. This in turn gives credence to the understanding of adult literacy as “second chance schooling” rather than a set of initiatives tailored to the particular demands of adults in a particular context. It also suggests the goal of creating literate individuals rather than literate societies while failing to recognise that literacy skills are neither relevant nor sustainable without a supportive environment in which to use and develop them.
B2.3  Most literacy stakeholders have recognised and accepted the limitations of this “autonomous” model. The LWG proposes a movement towards a socio-cultural model as an alternative conceptualisation which offers a more culturally sensitive view of uses and ways of acquiring literacy as they vary according to context. Within this socio-cultural model, three different (yet overlapping) approaches can be identified (see Box B2 and Table B2), each of which has implications for policy choices. 

· The functional approach 

· The transformative approach

The socio-culturally situated approach 
. 

Box B2
 Approaches to literacy

The functional approach evolves from UNESCO’s statement in 1965 that “literacy should be regarded as a way of preparing man for a social, civic and economic role that goes beyond the limits of rudimentary literacy training consisting merely in the teaching of reading and writing.” Though the functions of literacy can be broadly interpreted, this approach usually adopts a neo-liberal agenda with a focus on economic uses and benefits. Functional programmes are often situated outside the education sector or as a cross-sectoral collaboration. An example of this approach in practice is Uganda’s Functional Adult Literacy programme fronted by the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development (see Okech, 2007).

The transformative approach is intrinsically political and critiques neo-liberal models of education. According to Paulo Freire (1995), it is not a matter of speaking first, then developing reading skills, and then learning to write. Rather, speaking, reading and writing are interconnected parts of an active learning process and of social transformation. In this approach, literacy acquisition encompasses critical exploration of the social and political dimensions of learners’ experience. The objective here is “conscientisation” or becoming critically aware of social, political, economic, and historical forces that shape oppression and, ultimately, action with the purpose of social transformation. An example of this approach is Brazil’s national “Literate Brazil Programme” (Ireland, 2007) which responds to the diverse needs of citizens through a series of contextually relevant projects. 

In the socio-culturally situated approach literacy is perceived as a social practice embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles. Different literacies are practised in different “domains” – even by people labeled “illiterate” by the autonomous model. It recognises that people acquire literate practices informally and in response to other demands of globalisation and daily life. Literacy initiatives build on these pre-existing practices. Examples of work adopting this approach include the Older Peoples’ Literacy Project in South Africa, which provides support for older people themselves to facilitate the literacy of other older people – see Street 2001; and the Community Literacy Project Nepal, which aims to support the existing social uses of literacy in the community at all levels. 

B2.4  In fact, most literacy initiatives fuse elements from more than one of these approaches, while overlaps between them mean that it is difficult to pin a programme down to just one. An example is of the “Reflect” approach which is usually described as transformative but has been used in both functional and socially-situated ways by different implementing organisations. Nevertheless, this comparison of approaches and their underpinning assumptions is helpful when it comes to unpacking the agendas of governments, CSOs, international organisations, donors and academics.

B2.5
Key implications for policy of adopting each approach are summarised in the following Table (B2): 

Table B2
 Policy implications of differing approaches to literacy

	 
	FUNCTIONAL 
	TRANSFORMATIVE
	SOCIALLY SITUATED

	Understanding of literacy
	Builds on but expands the “autonomous” model; reading, writing and number-use skills are developed to enable a person to function effectively in his/her community, develop individually or contribute to the development of his/her community.
	Literacy is both a critical pedagogy in itself and gives rise to critical reflection, transformative action and democratisation of communities. The literacy acquired is contextualised and relevant to participants – even if it is predominately textual.
	Stresses the impact of social context on both the uses of skills and the construction of skills themselves. People who don’t have conventional literacy skills still engage in literacy practices. Multiple literacies exist.

	Underlying assumptions
	Grounded in a liberal notion of development with aims of “upward mobility” for the individual and economic progress for society. Focuses largely on economic functions and civic awareness rather than more critical active citizenship.
	Rejects a conventional “banking” model of literacy and emphasises exposure of power-relations and social transformation. Often critical of the government in power.
	Less explicitly political than the transformative approach, but exposes the power-relations at play in all constructions of literacy. 

	How literacy is assessed
	If the programme is literacy-led, literacy tends to be seen as equivalent to that acquired through school. If the programme is literacy-informed, literacy serves to facilitate the other training objectives e.g. income-generation; HIV/AIDS awareness/care.
	The pedagogies of literacy acquisition must be considered in all assessments as must the relevance of learning outcomes. Impact is possibly even more important that learning outcomes but difficult to measure.
	Starts with an analysis of the pre-existing social practices surrounding the ways literacy is used in a given context – often through ethnographic approaches. Programmes then respond to the literacies most relevant to participants.


	Policy implications
	Facilitators tend to be trainers for the development components and school teachers for the literacy component. Good opportunities for cross-sectoral collaboration. Programmes usually have a clearly defined duration and clearly defined learning outcomes.
	Pedagogy is everything. Carefully planned learning processes improve learning but also generate additional outcomes (e.g. creativity, critical reflection, values, changes in attitudes / behaviour, collective action). Training is vital though primers are not necessarily desirable.
	Absolutely crucial to understand context and being by recognising participant demand (or lack of demand).

	Wider policy objectives
	A competitive workforce; political participation and civic awareness; ability to respond to the demands of globalisation; a range of social benefits.
	Human and social empowerment; active citizenship; critical participation; social mobilisation.
	Participation in decision-making; real recognition of the demands and prioritisation of the poor and excluded.


B3
Towards a pragmatic understanding

B3.1
While the assumptions of policy-makers and implementing organisations may be reasonably clear, slightly more problematic to ascertain is the actual demand of participants (or potential participants). There is some evidence that many believe strongly in the autonomous model of literacy (i.e. acquiring reading, writing, and number-use skills equivalent to what would have been acquired at school) for that is what the agencies have convinced them responds best to their needs and through this they have internalised literacy as schooling. This is further reinforced by the stigmatisation of those who are “uneducated.” It is therefore essential that any understanding of literacy begins with unpacking the understandings of literacy expressed by potential participants: how they have been constructed and how they can be used to ensure responsiveness by programmes.

B3.2
Rather than proposing a consensus of position around one or another of these approaches, the LWG believes that a pragmatic understanding of literacy should recognise important elements from each, within a broader acceptance of the “plurality of literacy” (UNESCO 2004). These might be summarised as follows:

· Demand: The design of any literacy initiative should start by ascertaining demand. Both the agency’s perception of learning needs and the actual “wants” and priorities of potential participants should be recognised. Of course, this in practice is difficult since in a community a whole host of conflicting priorities exist. Often the demand of the most excluded and vulnerable is buried under that of village councils or community leaders. Nevertheless, it is vital that as far as possible demand is recognised and the different agendas at play exposed and discussed.

· Practices/domains: The different literacies already operating in different domains must be acknowledged. How are people already successfully navigating textual institutions and processes? What types of institutions remain inaccessible and is it a question of enabling people to acquire the necessary skills to access them or rather a matter of tailoring policy so that they become more inclusive (promoting newspapers or books in local languages, for example)? Literacy initiatives should build on pre-existing practices.

· Competences: The question of which competencies are deemed programmatic objectives and which are assessed must be considered. Is the numeracy component to be given the same priority as reading and writing? In which language(s) will programmes operate? Will other non-cognitive outcomes be considered? How will impact be assessed? Who will be involved in the processes of evaluation to ensure the programme is meeting its objectives?

· Capabilities: Do people have the capabilities to choose which literacy practices to engage in and to prioritise programme objectives? Tools which facilitate critical reflection can be used to explore these capabilities: just because somebody can engage in a certain practice, it doesn’t mean that they will choose to do so. Likewise, the reasons why people choose to withdraw from a programme or not to participate in the first place are significant and existing explanations that focus on motivation alone may not be sufficient.

· Awareness of/access to texts/institutions/resources/ infrastructure: People’s priorities are heavily determined by the environment around them and any awareness of what that environment excludes. Ensuring an infrastructure with adequate resources and institutions that respond to multiple literacies is often seen as outside the remit of literacy programmes (since it relies on other policy areas as diverse as printing/publishing and language). As the 2006 GMR highlighted, developing a literate environment might be even more important than addressing individual skills.
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APPENDIX 1 
International Benchmarks on Adult Literacy

The benchmarks have been developed by experts in adult literacy from around the world and are based on responses to a global survey of effective adult literacy programmes.  It is hoped that these benchmarks provide a starting point for policy dialogue between governments, funding agencies, NGOs, and those adults who have been deprived of their right to education. They might also be used as a checklist against which a government or donor might ask questions about an existing or proposed programme. However, they are not intended as a blueprint or a set of conditions. Research affirms the widely shared insight of experienced practitioners that the success of any literacy programme depends on flexibility to respond to unique local needs and circumstances. 

Benchmark 1: Literacy is about the acquisition and use of reading, writing and numeracy skills, and thereby the development of active citizenship, improved health and livelihoods, and gender equality. The goals of literacy programmes should Reflect this understanding.

Benchmark 2: Literacy should be seen as a continuous process that requires sustained learning and application. There are no magic lines to cross from illiteracy into literacy. All policies and programmes should be defined to encourage sustained participation and celebrate progressive achievement rather than focusing on one-off provision with a single end point.

Benchmark 3: Governments have the lead responsibility in meeting the right to adult literacy and in providing leadership, policy frameworks, an enabling environment and resources. They should:

· ensure cooperation across all relevant ministries and links to all relevant development programmes, 

· work in systematic collaboration with experienced civil society organisations,

· ensure links between all these agencies, especially at the local level, and 

· ensure relevance to the issues in learners’ lives by promoting the decentralisation of budgets and of decision-making over curriculum, methods and materials. 

Benchmark 4: It is important to invest in ongoing feedback and evaluation mechanisms, data systematisation and strategic research. The focus of evaluations should be on the practical application of what has been learnt and the impact on active citizenship, improved health and livelihoods, and gender equality. 

Benchmark 5: To retain facilitators it is important that they should be paid at least the equivalent of the minimum wage of a primary school teacher for all hours worked (including time for training, preparation and follow-up). 

Benchmark 6: Facilitators should be local people who receive substantial initial training and regular refresher training, as well as having ongoing opportunities for exchanges with other facilitators. Governments should put in place a framework for the professional development of the adult literacy sector, including for trainers / supervisors - with full opportunities for facilitators across the country to access this (e.g. through distance education). 

Benchmark 7: There should be a ratio of at least one facilitator to 30 learners and at least one trainer/ supervisor to 15 learner groups (1 to 10 in remote areas), ensuring a minimum of one support visit per month. Programmes should have timetables that flexibly respond to the daily lives of learners but which provide for regular and sustained contact (e.g. twice a week for at least two years).

Benchmark 8: In multi-lingual contexts it is important at all stages that learners should be given an active choice about the language in which they learn. Active efforts should be made to encourage and sustain bilingual learning.

Benchmark 9: A wide range of participatory methods should be used in the learning process to ensure active engagement of learners and relevance to their lives. These same participatory methods and processes should be used at all levels of training of trainers and facilitators.

Benchmark 10: Governments should take responsibility for stimulating the market for production and distribution of a wide variety of materials suitable for new readers, for example by working with publishers / newspaper producers. They should balance this with funding for the local production of materials, especially by learners, facilitators and trainers.

Benchmark 11: A good quality literacy programme that respects all these benchmarks is likely to cost between US$50 and US$100 per learner per year for at least three years (two years initial learning + ensuring further learning opportunities are available for all)

Benchmark 12: Governments should dedicate at least 3% of their national education sector budgets to adult literacy programmes as conceived in these benchmarks. Where governments deliver on this, international donors should fill any remaining resource gaps (e.g. through including adult literacy in the Fast Track Initiative).

Source: Action Aid International and the Global Campaign for Education (2005) Writing the Wrongs: International Benchmarks on Adult Literacy Action Aid: London 

APPENDIX 2 
The Abuja Call for Action

NATIONAL ACTION

In order to make the case for renewed commitment and investment there is an urgent need for governments to take new action on adult literacy. We call on national, state and local governments as well as civil society actors to:

1. Understand the scale of the literacy challenge and ensure programmes recognise and respond to demand. Present literacy statistics are unreliable and often significantly underestimate the scale of the problem. National adult literacy surveys are needed (along the lines of the recent survey in Kenya) to build comprehensive new evidence on the number and profile of people facing literacy challenges. Particular attention is needed to shift understandings from a dichotomous view of literacy that is based on people crossing some magic line from illiteracy to literacy (which does not exist). We must move to an understanding of literacy as a continuum.

2. Collate national dossiers on the benefits of literacy. There is considerable international evidence on political, social, economic, cultural and personal benefits that come from adult literacy. However, new research and new evaluations are urgently needed at a national level specifically on the multiple impacts of adult literacy, in order to convince Ministries of Finance and national policy makers.

3. Renew national dialogue on literacy policies and practices by using the International Benchmarks developed by the Global Campaign for Education and ActionAid International with support from UNESCO / the EFA Global Monitoring Report in 2006. These benchmarks emerge from a detailed survey of 67 adult literacy programmes in 35 countries (see appendix 1). These benchmarks are a concise expression of accumulated international learning on developing an effective adult literacy strategy. They should be used to stimulate debate with all stakeholders but should be nationalised and contextualised in each country to reflect diverse contexts / realities.

4. Ensure that all stakeholders from all relevant sectors at local and national level engage in a new national debate on the pivotal role of adult literacy for achieving development goals. We call for the active involvement in this new debate of Ministries of Finance, Education and other line ministries, parliamentarians, civil society actors, national education coalitions and the media.

5. Include adult literacy in education sector plans, especially those submitted to the Fast Track Initiative (FTI). FTI donors will support the full Education For All sector if national governments put forward comprehensive plans. Pressures from in-country donors to reduce the focus of education plans to just primary or formal schooling must be resisted as there is a clear inter dependency in the EFA goals.

6. Recognise adult literacy as the “invisible glue” presently missing from national plans seeking to address the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) or Education For All (EFA) goals, as well as from Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and national development strategies– and take action to redress that. Any review of progress towards the MDGs or reviews of present PRSPs or National Development Plans should examine the impact of failing to address adult literacy.

7. Act on the understanding that effective adult literacy programmes require a significant increase in funding and sustained investment from core government budgets – but that the costs of illiteracy are much higher.

INTERNATIONAL ACTION

In order to mobilise new momentum on adult literacy and new investments by national governments, we need to work together to influence international actors. Particularly we call for:

1. UNESCO to work more closely with national governments around adult literacy. They should specifically review and improve the way in which literacy data are conceptualised, collected, compiled and reported, moving beyond conventional dichotomous definitions.

2. The UNESCO Institute of Statistics to support national efforts to conduct national literacy surveys like that conducted in Kenya - to develop quality and reliable data on literacy at a reasonable cost.

3. The United Nations Literacy Decade (UNLD) and UNESCO’s Literacy for Empowerment initiative (LIFE) to consider the use of the international benchmarks on adult literacy for the purposes of planning and designing quality literacy programmes in the national context.

4. The Fast Track Initiative to include the benchmarks for adult literacy in their indicative framework – and to be explicit in guidelines to country-level donors that adult literacy is a legitimate and important area for inclusion in education sector plans.

5. All bilateral and international donor meetings, (for example those in Brussels in April 2007, in Dakar in December 2007 and the White House / UNLD regional Literacy Conferences) to ensure that new resources are mobilised to support adult literacy – recognising that at least $1 billion of new aid per year is required urgently for closing the resource gap if the Dakar literacy goal is to be achieved by 2015.

6. The World Bank, regional banks and donors to support national government’s education sector plans especially those who are committed to investing in adult literacy – demonstrating alignment to national plans, respecting their sovereignty and their right to determine their own education and development priorities.

7. The IMF to remove conditionalities that unnecessarily constrain education budgets so that countries have the fiscal space to invest in achieving the full MDG and EFA agenda. The achievement of development goals should be placed at the centre of macro-economic planning.

8. Researchers and academic institutes to initiate and support new strategic research and new evaluations on the impact of adult literacy on wider development goals.

9. Civil Society Organisations to play a vigilant role in facilitating synchronised action towards adult literacy goals.

10. The Global Campaign for Education and all international NGOs to increase pressure on achieving adult literacy goals, making this a core part of their agenda and action, including during the Global Action Week and on International Literacy Day.

11. All relevant regional and international bodies to facilitate the sharing of practices on adult literacy, promoting lessons learnt and the exchange of experiences between countries.

Appendix 3 


LWG Member Organisations 

ActionAid (www.actionaid.org) was founded in the UK in 1972 and now has its headquarters in South Africa. It works in 40 countries with an annual budget of about 150 million euros. Education is one of the six priorities in its strategic plan "Rights to End Poverty" 2005-2010.

Book Aid International  (www.bookaid.org) promotes literacy in developing countries by creating reading and learning opportunities for disadvantaged people in order to help them to  realise their full potential and eradicate poverty. Book Aid works in 17 countries in sub Saharan Africa and Palestine.

British Association of Literacy in Development (BALID) (www.balid.org.uk)s a non-government voluntary organisation that promotes literacy and numeracy as a basic human right.  BALID is a network of member organisations and individuals, engaged in the policy, practice and research of adult literacy and numeracy in development.  BALID organises training events, seminars and conferences working with partner organisations in the UK and internationally. 

The Council for Education in the Commonwealth (www.cecomm.org.uk) has a strong parliamentary base; its joint parliamentary chairpersons come from the three main parties in the House of Commons. Members of the Council are drawn from both Houses, and from High Commissions, all sectors of education, NGOs, particularly those dealing with Commonwealth students, the public service, and the private sector. Student members are particularly welcome and can participate in the Council's programme of activities. It produces a newsletter, policy documents, and reports.

National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC) (www.nrdc.org.uk) is a major research and development centre funded by the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS).  It is a 12-member consortium led by the Institute of Education working with Sheffield, Lancaster and Leeds universities, as well as a number of national development agencies and practitioner partners.  The centre has had core funding to support the Government’s Skills for Life strategy, which aims to provide educational opportunities for adults with poor basic skills in literacy, numeracy and the English language. The NRDC’s programme of work includes research and development projects, dissemination and networking. 
NIACE, (The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education) (www.niace.org.uk) exists to encourage more and different adults to engage in learning of all kinds. We campaign for - and celebrate achievements of - adult learners, young and old, and in all their diversity. NIACE is the largest organisation working to promote the interests of learners and potential learners in England and Wales. It has specialist staff working in literacy, language, and numeracy. NIACE has a clear international brief and works closely with the International Council for Adult Education as well as other national bodies in developed and developing countries. NIACE is a voluntary organisation, a charity and a company limited by guarantee, owned by its members.

UKFIET, the UK Forum for International Education and Training (www.ukfiet.org) is a coalition of organisations committed to sharing educational ideas, knowledge and expertise between members and across the wider community, in the UK and internationally. By linking public, voluntary, commercial, and non-commercial organisations at local, national, and international levels, UKFIET offers a network accessible to individuals working within or seeking information about the field. 
UPPINGHAM SEMINARS IN DEVELOPMENT (www.uppinghamseminars.org) is a small informal group based in the UK. It organises participatory seminars and training workshops on the general theme of education in developing societies. The focus is on non-formal and adult basic education (including literacy and numeracy) in developmental contexts. It grew out of work undertaken in the 1990s by Education for Development (UK). It has engaged in activities in a number of countries including (most recently) India, Malawi, Uganda, and Pakistan, and plans are in hand to commence a new training project in Ethiopia.


The UK National Commission for UNESCO (www.unesco.org.uk) is an independent body re-established by HM Government in 2004. It acts as a national coordinating body for the engagement of the UK civil society (England, Wales,, and Northern Ireland) in UNESCO's global activities in education, sciences, culture and communication. It works in partnership with HM Government, the UK Permanent Delegation to UNESCO, and UK civil society. It provides expert advice for the Government on UNESCO related matters, develops UK input to UNESCO policy-making, promotes reforms within UNESCO, and encourage support in the UK for UNESCO's ideals and work.

 For further information about the Literacy Working Group, contact the Secretary, Juliet McCaffery at balid@education-action.org. BALID is currently responsible for the administration of LWG







� Recent critical work emerging from radical Southern authors (e.g. Shikshanter 2003) suggests a ‘dark side’ of literacy, asserting that the mere act of being able to read and write disrupts culture and does more harm than good. It suggests that literacy can legitimate and reproduce the capitalist economic order; that the social construction of text has implications for gender and other power relations; that the standardisation of human ‘rationality’ undermines emotions and creativity; and that literacy has a negative impact on language/cultural diversity and preservation. Some of these claims have, however, already been accepted and indeed embraced by other approaches.  
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