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Introduction 

There is an increasing awareness of literacy needs in the work place. In 
Australia this goes by different names such as Workplace Basic Education 
or Industry Based Literacy Training. Similar approaches to adult literacy in 
the work place have operated for some years in Canada, Britain and 
particular European countries. While some attempts to conduct such 
programs in the work environment have been made (no new thing in the 
People's Republic of China for instance), it has been slower to take off in 
developing countries except on a voluntary level. In Pacific countries, 
literacy classes in the work place are non-existent. 

While the present article does not attempt to analyse the growth of this type 
of education, it would be true to say that in Australia at least, a 
mushrooming of work place literacy or basic education classes has been 
evident over the past few years, coinciding with a massive restructuring of 
industry conditions and positions known as Award Restructuring (McPhee 
1990, 187). In most unionized industries, the restructuring of awards has 
meant greater flexibility for workers moving between jobs to broader skill 
areas than previously. In turn, this has meant a necessary adaptability in 
skill areas (Levine 1986, 125-149). While promotion or job improvement 
is theoretically more likely with this restructuring, it has also meant that 
many workers actually find themselves 'frozen' in positions, not having the 
skills or training to cope with new positions made available. 

In Australian industry, literacy has proven to be an area of great need 
(Bradshaw et al 1989,15, 85). A large proportion of workers are from non-
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English speaking backgrounds. Many have never attended school in their 
own countries nor in Australia. They have been affected by wars at home 
or have migrated at an early age and have either never grappled with 
English or have dropped out of school. Similarly, many Australian-born 
workers have had disrupted schooling which means that they too have found 
themselves in need of 'basic education' particularly in the literacy area. 

This paper examines two literacy programs conducted under the Industry 
Training Program in Victoria, Australia each contrasting with the other in 
regard to objectives, class participants, methodology and to some extent, 
outcome. One program was conducted intensively, the other once a week 
over a period of half a year. The participants in both cases could be broadly 
classified as coming from non English speaking backgrounds, hence some 
of the special problems encountered. 

The programs 

The Kenworth Program was conducted over a period of five months 
(totalling 40 hours) in a major truck construction company in the outer-
eastern suburbs 35 kilometres from Melbourne. Classes were held for two 
hours one afternoon a week in the factory canteen. Fourteen students, all 
from non-English speaking backgrounds (Chile, Italy, Laos, Lebanon, 
Philippines and Vietnam) participated in the class. Another class, not 
discussed in this paper was made up of students from an English speaking 
background. 

The Melbourne Metropolitan Board of Works Program (MMBW) was run 
at a large water purification plant at Christmas Hills in the Yarra Valley 
several hours from Melbourne. This was an intensive program of 40 hours 
i.e., 4 hours daily for 10 consecutive working days. Six students from non-
English speaking backgrounds (Italy and Hungary) preparing for an 
Electrical Technician's examination, participated in the class. Classes were 
held in the spacious and luxurious boardroom overlooking the reservoir and 
hills. 
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Program objectives 

The Kenworth Program was finalized with the participants themselves. A 
proposed outline had been presented at the planning stage with management, 
union and worker representatives present. The tutor had visited the 'factory 
floor' several times, copying signs around the factory, gathering notices from 
staff notice boards and collecting examples of forms used by staffing and 
personnel. The workers attended the class (one hour in work time and the 
second hour in their own time at the end of afternoon shift) in a corner of 
the factory canteen cut off from the rest of the area by room dividers. 
Students asked specifically for help with new superannuation regulations and 
documents relating to Award Restructuring which had been posted on the 
notice board but which none of them understood. The Staff Bulletin was 
also brought to class by the students for examination. 

Many of these suggestions matched the content in the proposed guidelines 
for class sessions. Students also asked for help in writing letters 'the right 
way' and wanted (predictably) to 'improve spelling and grammar'. 
Objectives for the Kenworth Program were broad and were geared 
specifically to literacy needs of 'recently' arrived workers to the country. 
General improvement of literacy skills was the major objective since the 
management adhered to the notion of improved basic education and English 
in the workplace positively affecting performance levels of workers and thus 
industry production (Wickert 1989, 37). 

The MMBW program had quite specific objectives. Course participants had 
previously worked on a variety of tasks at this and other MMBW plants 
over a period of 20 years. All had come to Australia as part of the post 
World War II labor migration scheme from southern and eastern European 
countries. More recently, they had been working as technicians or assistant 
technicians and as a result of Award Restructuring were required to pass the 
Electrical Technician's exam in order to qualify for regrading as electrical 
technicians. While technically these men were competent to pass the 
practical exam, their problem was reading and comprehending a written 
exam. The examination was to be in multiple choice format which meant 
that the main requirement of the participants was reading since the writing 
of sentences was not required as an examination task. The emphasis on 
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language was quite different therefore in the two workplace basic education 
classes discussed in this paper. 

Methodology and content 

(a) Student needs: In both programs described, the focus of classes was 
what could be called ESL literacy, though there has been much discussion 
about the appropriateness of this term (Russell et al 1986, 3, 11). For the 
present purposes, the term shall be used. 

In the Kenworth Program, students (male and female) were of a mixed age 
group. Similarly the educational background of students ranged from those 
who had less than four years education in their own countries, to those who 
had some secondary education (and in one case finished secondary 
education) in their own countries. Some had attended the six months 
English courses offered by Adult Migration Education Services (AMES) 
though not all had made use of the service. Therefore, the group ranged 
from students who were almost non-literate in their own language as well 
as English, to those who had a good working knowledge of their own 
written language and a fairly good grasp of oral English. Two from this 
group could more correctly have been classified as ESL students proper 
rather than ESL literacy. 

In the MMBW program, all participants had low level literacy skills in then-
own languages as well as English. One had no literacy skills at all and was 
unable to form letters of the alphabet or read in his own native Italian or 
English. Ironically, there were men in the MMBW program who had 
actually been in Australia for over 20 years but were unable to speak 
English fluently as they had a large and extensive Italian network of friends 
and family in which they had lived and worked over the years. Those in the 
Kenworth program on the other hand, tended to be from migrant groups 
represented in smaller numbers in Victoria. Hence the necessity for them 
to leam to speak English in order to 'survive'. 

(b) Materials: In both cases, 'in house' material was presented in initial 
cases. This included leave forms, applications for sick leave, taxation group 
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certificates, group supervisor report forms. The material provided a good 
basis for discussion, reading, word recognition and even simple sentence 
writing such as reasons for absence from work. At this stage there was a 
good deal of discussion with the group tutor writing suggestions on the 
whiteboard as they came from the class. Students were able to choose 
appropriate answers and copy them onto forms. Much work had to be done 
individually in regard to writing addresses for instance and incidental topics 
such as abbreviations of 'street' titles grew into central themes. From this 
point, the Kenworth class moved straight into letter writing and format for 
various types of correspondence. Topics dealt specifically with issues 
related to work conditions and problems or applications for jobs. Again a 
lot of work for this actually followed the language experience approach 
(Shipway 1989, 9). 

Following the initial classes with 'in house' material, the MMBW students 
were introduced to simple illustrated passages with technical themes. The 
material was taken from books designed for ESL classes or material 
designed for Technical and Further Education (TAFE) vocational courses. 
It was chosen because of its format - illustrated, non-complex sentences and 
clear sentences. In some cases the 'multiple choice' format was used. The 
intention was to introduce students to technical language and concepts 
through simple presentations. Again group work was important. The tutor 
and students worked through examples. Several sample answers were 
written on the whiteboard. Students worked in peer groups helping each 
other to arrive at acceptable answers. The tutor sat with each group in turn, 
discussing and working through examples with students. 

Problems related to students' expressed needs 

At this point the MMBW group presented a whole new dimension to the 
class. Without doubt, the technical, legal language of the State Electricity 
Commission (SEC) study materials was difficult. The tutor was required to 
rewrite very simply, the difficult pages and paragraphs. This helped some 
students but those with very basic skills still struggled. However, this did 
not overcome the problem of the examination being set by the SEC. At the 
time, no compromise was available regarding the type of language used in 
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the examination. There was also no provision for the tutor being able to 
'translate' during the examination. 

This highlighted an important issue. Generally speaking, Workplace Basic 
Education classes, designed for specific purposes and for only a set number 
of hours, even in the intensive mode, will have an outcome related to the 
entry skills of participants in the program. Workplace literacy classes which 
function as 'English for specific purposes' are more likely to be a failure in 
so far as students become frustrated with a level of language both oral and 
written, with which they cannot cope. Technical competence in one field 
does not necessarily make for smooth learning of related language, since the 
language still has form and structure which is linguistically based. Coping 
with scientific concepts is one thing. Using or even choosing language to 
explain these concepts is another. 

At this point students began to ask for help with their writing even though 
this was not required in the examination. Hence, the language experience 
approach was used with the MMBW group as it was with the Kenworth 
group in an effort to encourage students and increase language competence. 
With the MMBW students this meant them taking the tutor on tours of the 
plant and returning to the boardroom to discuss what they had seen from a 
technical perspective. Beyond all expectations, the entire group prospered 
with this approach. The materials for examination preparation were used 
infrequently but when they were, class participants appeared to cope much 
better. Concepts were seen in context. The language learning experience 
was taken from the 'classroom' and back again. Self esteem returned. The 
tutor became the learner, the learners the teachers. 

Incidentally, the issues which most affected the Kenworth program were also 
'solved' by using the language experience approach. The diverse 
backgrounds in regard to literacy skills promised to become problematic. 
As students were asking for help to understand quite 'legal' language related 
to Award Restructuring, the appropriate solution was to get students to talk 
about conditions, changes in the workplace, unions and their work on the 
'factory floor'. 
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Using a group language experience worked well and students were 
enthusiastic with the product they had written as a group. After several 
weeks with this, a rough draft of a booklet called Kenworth as a workplace 
was produced. Each week of 'production' meant a student would suggest 
a sentence to build on a previous sentence. This was dictated by a student 
to the tutor who wrote it on the whiteboard. Thus a rough draft of about 14 
sentences would be available for improvement. If students wanted to make 
changes, they would direct the tutor to alter the draft provided the original 
'author' agreed. The passage would be read by the tutor, the whole group 
and individuals. The following week a typed version of the group passage 
would be presented to each class member. 

Final considerations 

At the end of each 40 hour session, students were asked to evaluate the 
course. Overwhelmingly, students wanted to continue classes which actually 
pointed to a shortcoming of such limited courses in the workplace. Students 
slowly become comfortable with this learning situation, fellow worker-
students and a tutor who functions in quite a different way from the teachers 
they may have been used to. Confidence starts to grow but classes soon 
come to an abrupt end. There is no easy answer to this problem, as industry 
sponsored courses (in terms of time and finance) must cater for massive 
numbers of workers. Increasingly, educational bodies are looking for fee-
paying sources. The problem has yet to be systematically solved with on
going planning. 

From a linguistic viewpoint, the problem of students' needs versus the needs 
of the employers may differ, as was the case with the MMBW students. 
Their linguistic needs were much more than being able to answer questions 
in exam format. This again points to the importance of constant 
communication between worker-students, the tutor, the management and 
even unions. This is generally a requirement for the establishment of such 
classes in Australia (Claydon 1989, 1). Change of program focus can be a 
delicate issue if the management or unions or even workers have the 
expectation that a specific number of hours of language work will prepare 
people to pass exams given all other variables. 
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Language needs are so diverse, particularly in ESL literacy classes that a 
language experience approach can remove the tension of lack of technical 
competence. Rather than discussing form it is seen to operate. Certainly 
workplace literacy classes are a challenge because expectations are high. 
From these sessions students often gain the confidence to come to other 
literacy classes held in the community, as happened in both these cases. In 
all, Workplace Basic Education could be seen as the starting place - the 
second chance or for many, the first chance which will affect language and 
life experiences. 
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