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Fresh Hope for Literacy: 
A critical reflection on Literacy for Life, the EFA Global 

Monitoring Report.  
A report on a Colloquium held on 24 January 2006  

at the British Council, Spring Gardens, London 
 

Organised by BALID and UKFIET 
in association with the UK National Commission for UNESCO 

 
Introduction Brian Street 
 
The Introduction to the Global Monitoring Report (2006) states: 
 

When 164 governments adopted the six Education For All (EFA) 
goals in 2000, they espoused a holistic vision of education 
spanning learning from the first years of life through adulthood. 
In practice achieving good quality Universal Primary Education 
(UPE) and gender parity, two of the United Nations Millenium 
Development Goals (MDG), has dominated attention. As the 
United Nations Literacy decade unfolds, the EFA Global 
Monitoring Report (2006) aims to shine a stronger spotlight on 
the more neglected goal of literacy – a foundation not only for 
achieving EFA but, more broadly, for reaching the overarching 
goal of reducing poverty  
(GMR Summary, 2006, p. 3). 

 
The Global Monitoring Report represents a state of the art survey of 
progress towards these goals; it makes the case in particular for 
literacy, tracing its emergence as a human right; it documents 
activities and projects across the globe, with particular reference to 
the ‘most vulnerable regions, countries and groups’; and it calls for a 
’three-pronged policy approach to literacy, encompassing the 
achievement of UPE, the scaling up of youth and adult learning 
programmes and the development and enrichment of literate 
environments’. It then assesses government and international 
commitments in the light of the expectations raised by the various 
UN initiatives. 
 
Those of us working in the literacy field in the UK felt that this report 
and the associated initiatives warranted a major response. We 
needed to come together with colleagues to pool our knowledge and 
experience, to build upon the GMR Report and to begin to consider 
what policy and practice would be appropriate for the next stage of 
work in the field. Appropriately the lead was taken by BALID, the 
British Association for Literacy in Development, and UKFIET, the 
United Kingdom Forum for International Education and Training, and 
it was agreed to hold a day forum in London in January 2006, not 
long after the official launch of the GMR. In planning the programme 
we were able to build upon a preliminary event organised by the UK 
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National Commission for UNESCO held in Oxford in December 2005. 
That meeting aimed  
 
¾ To reflect on new thinking about literacy programmes including 

approaches in the UK that might be adapted in developing 
countries 

¾ To acquaint UNESCO with the range of expertise and resources 
available in the UK 

¾ To indicate to UK civil society where there are openings for 
constructive engagement with, and contribution to, UNESCO’s 
and other international literacy programmes. 

 
The BALID/ UKFIET meeting held in January 2006, on which this 
document reports, took a broader view, moving beyond the UNESCO 
focus to consideration of how a range of agencies and activists might 
engage with literacy in the international domain. In introducing the 
meeting, Brian Street, President of BALID, set out the following 
issues of concern: 
 

• What is the relationship between and the priorities amongst the 
three approaches signalled by the GMR viz a) achieving UPE, b) 
scaling up youth and adult learning programmes c) promoting 
the literate environment?  

• Has there been an overemphasis on schooling and child 
education at the expense of adult learning provision? 

• How is the relationship between formal and informal education 
conceived and prioritised? 

• How can educational provision build upon local knowledge and 
practices (eg rather than treat them as a ‘deficit’ and learners as 
‘tabula rasa’, as in many programmes?) 

 
These sets of objectives were circulated to those attending the 
January meeting (see Appendix 1) and they formed a basis for much 
of the discussion during the day. It is intended to follow up the day’s 
discussions with further meetings of the three organisations.  
 
In designing the programme for the day’s Colloquium, it was agreed 
that we should operate, in best adult education fashion, in such a 
way as to facilitate discussion amongst all participants and to 
distribute ownership of the day, rather than subject the audience only 
to top down presentations. In this spirit, a range of sessions was 
provided, using different discursive styles.  
 
The day started with a major input by the GMR team, led by its 
Director Nicholas Burnett accompanied by Nicole Bella, a member of 
the Team from UNESCO Paris, under the title ‘Placing Literacy at the 
Core of EFA Priorities for the Decade’. (The Powerpoint presentation 
from this input is provided in Appendix 2). As the title suggests, the 
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GMR team are concerned to place literacy at the centre of UN 
initiatives for education and acknowledge the concern expressed by 
BALID members amongst others that the focus had previously been 
dominated by primary education. The ’three-pronged policy approach 
to literacy, encompassing the achievement of UPE, the scaling up of 
youth and adult learning programmes and the development and 
enrichment of literate environments’ provided, according to Burnett 
and his team, a way forward that redressed this balance and gave 
due attention to the ongoing issues of adult participation that 
concerned many of those attending the Colloquium.  
 
The mix of approaches summarised in the GMR Report, embracing 
qualitative as well as quantitative, adult as well as child and ‘literate 
environments’ as well as individual attainment, allow the document to 
be used for leverage by different parties. In the Colloquium this was 
often expressed as a need for ‘balance’ between the approaches but 
it was also recognised that, in subsequent meetings the document 
could be used to lobby governments and agencies for a variety of 
positions. Those committed to a more qualitative approach to adult 
literacy, who have often felt themselves marginalised in the dominant 
worlds of statistics and individual measurement, could find fresh hope 
in the credence the Report gives to their position; whilst those 
concerned with improving measurement (see Session 3/3 below) also 
saw potential for leverage. This combination of conceptual analysis of 
positions with strategic planning for future action ran through the day 
and will feed strongly into the next stage of meetings and lobbying. 
 
The second session allowed for measured responses to the GMR 
Report from experts in different parts of the world. Iffat Farah, from 
the Aga Khan University, Pakistan, offered a ‘View from the 
developing world: Pakistan’.  She welcomed the Colloquium in 
London but hoped that there would be similar seminars on the GMR 
in other countries, in national languages. Indeed, the issue of local 
and national responses was crucial and this also meant that other 
agencies like WB, USAID need to be taken on board, given the 
influence they exert on country policies and programmes. As a 
researcher she was also concerned that correlations between literacy 
and poverty were not enough, we need concrete evidence of links 
between literacy acquisition and poverty reduction and research on 
actual ways in which people’s lives altered as a result of acquiring 
literacy. Dan Wagner, from the International Literacy Institute, 
University of Pennsylvania, likewise offered a perspective from 
research as well as policy, in a talk entitled ‘Past, Present and (Fresh 
Hope for the) Future?’. He offered a critique of the ‘magic bullet’ view 
of literacy and argued for more precise definitions of what exactly 
was involved in being literate – for instance ‘We simply don’t know 
what it takes to become literate in an out-of-school setting’. More 
research is needed on the relationship between policy ideals on the 
one hand and what research can tell us about actual engagement 
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with literacy on the other. His conclusion as to the “main necessity 
for fresh hope” was for ‘New thinking and evidenced-based 
understanding, based on – but going beyond – the solid platform that 
the GMR on Literacy has provided’. This recognition of the ‘GMR 
Report as a good start but we now need to do more’ became a much 
repeated theme during the day. (The powerpoint for Professor 
Wagner’s talk ‘Past, Present and (Fresh Hope for the) Future?’, is 
reproduced in Appendix 3). Desmond Bermingham from DFID then 
spoke on the theme of ‘How to respond to government demand for 
support to adult literacy programmes?’ Addressing the kinds of real 
policy issues faced by government organisations like DFID he argued 
that scaling up from the kinds of local activities cited by Farah and 
Wagner, depends on country context. DFID was willing to support 
this but the starting point needs to be to respond to government 
demand for support to adult literacy programmes rather than to 
come in from outside with your own agenda. He addressed two main 
themes: first, to recognize the importance of the monitoring work of 
the GMR and to set this into the wider context of international efforts 
to accelerate progress towards EFA. 
Second, to speak more specifically to literacy and particularly its 
place in development policy and practice. In terms of the first theme, 
there has been a follow up meeting to the Colloquium, in which DFID 
was involved, precisely addressed to the question of discussing ways 
in which UK civil society could take forward the literacy agenda. In 
terms of the second, Mr Bermingham stated that DFID were happy 
with the ‘three pronged strategy of quality basic education for all, 
enhanced investment in life-long learning (including youth and adult 
literacy) and attention to literate environments which encourage and 
support the use and application of literacy’. However, at other 
sessions (see below eg Session 3) there was some criticism of DFID 
for appearing to over-emphasise strategy 1 mainly focusse don 
formal education for children, which the EFA seems also to privilege, 
at the expense of adult literacy. Likewise, the follow up meeting 
noted that, even where DFID did support literacy work, ‘support had 
been for specific literacy projects rather than the embedding of 
literacy in the activities in other sectors (Janine Eldred; NIACE). 
Perhaps now the recognition of ‘literate environments’, beyond just 
individual ‘skills’and measures, will help redress this balance. 
 
After lunch there was an opportunity for ‘break out’ groups to meet 
and discuss the issues raised in more informal settings. There were 
four thematic groups and the notes on their discussions are provided 
in Section 3. Digby Swift, from DFID, led a session on ‘Adult Literacy 
in sector-wide reform – is this the way forward?’ (the Powerpoint is 
reproduced in Appendix 4 and notes on the discussion are provided 
by the rapporteur, Lillian Wills, of Sussex University). Mr Swift 
opened with the metaphor of Cinderella which he applied to the adult 
literacy field. Whilst DFID believed the main focus for EFA should be 
Primary Education, it was necessary to bring adult education in from 
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this Cinderella status but the question was how to do this without 
detracting from the support offered in the formal primary sector. One 
interesting theme that altered the balance of discussion somewhat 
was the question of what impact the lessons of adult learning, 
notably informal approaches, might have if applied to the formal 
sector. Discussion then focussed on the relationship between formal 
and informal sectors and how sector-wide reform might be possible 
given the different trajectories here.  
 
Juliet McCaffery, from BALID, facilitated a session under the title 
‘Community-based literacies - one size does not fit all’, for which the 
rapporteur was  Mariko Shiohata. Juliet introduced the topic by citing 
where the notion of  “community-based literacies” appeared in the 
GMR report. In particular it was used to refer to literacy as applied, 
practised and situated and to literacy as a learning process rather 
than literacy as an autonomous set of skills. In addition the notion of 
literacy as text, leading to broader understandings of communicative 
practices in visual and other media, was also taken into account. She 
suggested that the report indicated that, despite these shifts in 
research understandings of literacy, many programmes still adopted 
a more instrumental view.  The participants brought a wide range of 
experience to bear on these issues, suggesting that the key issues for 
policy and programmes were an emphasis on cultural diversity, the 
relationship between the formal and the informal in learning and the 
importance of the language in which literacy is acquired. Again a 
tension was identified between these locally sensitive approaches and 
the imperatives of much policy from the centre.  
 
John Oxenham was facilitator for a group that focussed on ‘Measuring 
outcomes and achievements – how should individuals and 
programmes be assessed?’ A report on this session is provided by the 
rapporteur, Isabelle Emcke. The key question here was ‘could better 
measurement and assessment help to establish the case’ for  literacy 
acquisition, at a time when present measurements seem to have the 
effect of putting off big investors, such as the World Bank? But there 
was also a case for educators to develop better evaluation skills in 
their own right, in order to ‘enhance their own knowledge, 
understanding and capacities’. Like the other presenters, Oxenham 
set the discussion of these issues in the broader context of what 
literacy is taken to mean and how it varies with context – 
measurement and subsequent correlations do not mean much if the 
unit of measurement is itself less than valid. The question of what 
should be measured, who should measure it and how it should be 
done, all need addressing before we make extrapolations from the 
general figures on literacy available. Emcke’s report on this session 
concludes with a call for ‘balance’ between difficult alternatives that 
matched the feelings expressed throughout the day: 
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The discussion concluded that a balance had to be worked out 
between the two extremes: how can the quantification of entire 
censuses of learners with their statistical correlations be 
enriched with the more nuanced and more human findings of 
smaller samples and careful ethnographic observations?  

 
 
The fourth panel focussed on ‘Gendered programmes: a focus on 
women and the need to engage men’. It was facilitated by Amy 
North, of Oxfam and the Beyond Access Project, and  Elaine 
Unterhalter, Institute of Education, London. A report on the 
discussions, by Amy North, is provided in Section 3 of the Report. 
This group was, perhaps, more critical of the GMR than was the 
general experience through the day. In particular members criticised 
the GMR for its failure to recognise when gender was a factor in other 
aspects of literacy learning, such as the language of literacy and the 
role of facilitators, both of which tend to indicate very strong 
relationships with gender issues that the GMR did not sufficiently 
signal. Nor were the statistics provided on gender adequate for such 
a subtler analysis, as where they appear to indicate an ‘improvement’ 
in the gender gap but if the focus is on those countries with lower 
rates overall, then the disparities have not improved. Again, as in 
other sessions, there was concern that qualitative issues, such as  
the outcomes of acquiring literacy, were marginalised by attention to 
numerical indicators. Again also, issues of definition – what is meant 
by gender- and of the low status afforded adult literacy (a recurrent 
theme that the GMR itself did highlight) were seen as needing to be 
addressed before general claims or policy proposals could be made 
with any authority. An example of the complexities raised by an 
attempt to reach ‘balance’ in the various debates raised during the 
day is evident in the comment from the group on the relationship 
between process and outcomes: 
 

The need to balance a concern with process with outcomes was 
also discussed and it was agreed that both are important. 
However participants emphasised that when considering 
process it is crucial that we ensure that the process itself 
doesn’t simply reflect, and hence reproduce rather than 
challenge, existing power relations. 

 
A list of proposals was put forward, (such as broadening beyond 
UNESCO reports to other agencies, balancing quantitative with 
qualitative research etc) many of which overlap with those suggested 
in other groups and in the plenary sessions; and these will be taken 
forward in the subsequent meetings being proposed by the organising 
bodies – BALID, UKFIET and UKUNESCO. 
 
Finally, the groups came back together for a Plenary Concluding 
Panel under the title ‘Taking the adult literacy agenda forward’. Three 
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speakers from different agencies were asked to give their responses 
to both the GMR report and the day’s discussions in the light of their 
own agency’s approach and experience. David Archer from Action 
Aid/ Reflect laid out a number of steps that he thought were 
necessary ‘if we are to convert the idea of fresh hope for literacy into 
something meaningful on the ground’. These he listed as: 
 

• Recognise the problem 
• Make the case in a compelling way 
• Simplify the message 
• The Benchmarks 
• Build Pressure on Governments / Broaden the Constituency 

 
He elaborated on each in turn, for instance under ‘Make the case in a 
compelling way’ adding to the discussion on the relationship between 
UPE and adult literacy the point that ‘Adult literacy is critical for the 
healthy development and education of children’. Again the notion of 
‘balance’ between opposing positions emerged as well as the need to 
define terms more precisely. David Archer listed a set of Benchmarks 
that he hoped might ‘be used as a checklist against which a 
government or donor might ask questions about an existing or 
proposed programme.’ Peter Williams of the UK National Commission 
for UNESCO reported on the meeting held in Oxford in December (of 
which a report is available from the Commission), and noted that 
about a quarter of the 50 people who had attended that meeting 
were present today. He indicated the role of the Commission as to 
encourage and facilitate direct engagement by UK civil society in 
UNESCO’s work and concerns. In addition to calling for funds and 
resources to take forward the work arising from both the GMR report 
and that of the agencies represented at this Colloquium, he 
emphasised the importance of not just seeing the ‘problem’ as one 
for ‘others’: 
 

In the National Commission our constant refrain has been that 
the UK is a member of the world community that faces issues 
and challenges in common with others, both developing and 
industrialised.   
 

He noted that the day’s newspapers in England had cited figures for 
adult literacy problems in the UK, a theme also highlighted by Ursula 
Howard of NRDC in the UK. He proposed the development of 
professional associations of literacy teachers and facilitators at both 
national and international level, using UNESCO and its national 
commissions and other appropriate channels.  BALID, of course, 
already fulfils this role for at least some practitioners, with its ‘Easter 
Vacation Course’ of training for adult literacy facilitators and its 
website (www.balid.org.uk) signalling meetings, conferences etc - the 
scope for liaison with UNESCO and other international agencies is 
clearly considerable. Again like others throughout the day, Peter 
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Williams emphasised the need to ‘put resources behind all three 
‘prongs’ of the GMR’s recommended strategy for developing literacy’, 
ensuring that youth and adult work receive attention and not just 
formal schooling for children.   He looked forward to the three 
agencies involved in organising the post GMR meetings taking these 
agendas forward. 
 
Finally, Ursula Howard, from the National Research and Development 
Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy in England (NRDC) raised four 
questions to take the agenda forward: ‘Why, who, what and how can we 
approach the challenges of adult literacy, numeracy and language?’. She 
saw fresh hope for literacy, citing the Colloquium itself as ‘evidence of 
that renewed energy to address literacy’.  In answer to ‘who?’ she cited 
the ‘hugely ambitious and successful 10 year strategy: ‘Skills for Life’ in 
England, precisely addressed to the problems adults have with literacy 
and numeracy (and she was one of a number of people who drew 
attention to the issue of numeracy as well as literacy). The problem 
here, though, is that it is those most in need who are often hardest to 
reach, a point reminiscent of Wagner’s comment earlier in the day that 
the ‘Main Challenge’ consists of ‘Effectively reaching the unreached, 
unschooled, poorly schooled youth and adults’. In terms of ‘what?’ she 
argued ‘NRDC research shows that informal learning is a key part of 
successful programmes as are flexible programmes which offer adults 
with major life commitments the opportunity to study when and where it 
suits them, including supported self study using ICT’. Informal learning 
and its relationship with the formal sector is clearly a central theme that 
subsequent meetings and programmes will need to address. Again, to 
be fair to the GMR Report, this issue is signalled there but, as many 
commentators stated throughout the day, that provides a good start but  
there is a need for ‘going beyond – the solid platform that the GMR on 
Literacy has provided’, as Wagner stated.   As regards ‘how’, Howard 
similarly argued that the present ways of teaching and learning were not 
sufficient for the kind of progress being envisaged here. Group work, 
creativity and uses of a range of media are important and not just 
worksheets and books. ’This means making speaking, listening and so-
called ‘soft skills’ as important as reading and writing’, a challenge that 
goes to the heart of the definitional questions raised by many 
participants as well as the issue of teaching methodology that many 
experienced in adult literacy wanted to place more prominently on the 
agenda. Her conclusion ‘Literacy itself is changing’ perhaps provided a 
stark conclusion for the Colloquium as a whole – whilst the GMR had 
started with what we were used to, it had also indicated that the world 
was changing and that what counts as literacy, in terms of definitions, 
needs, policy and practice cannot remain there. ‘We need to face up to 
creating a sustained, and sustainable world-wide approach to lifelong 
literacy, language and numeracy learning culture’. 
 
The final reference to ‘culture’ and the many references throughout the 
day to issues of ‘power’ and definition indicate that those of us working 
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in the field of ‘literacy’ can no longer remain simply inside its old 
boundaries – it can no longer be treated as an isolated, ‘autonomous’ 
thing, a set of skills to be learned by a separate individual. Literacy, it 
appears, is always literacy for, by and with someone, in some place that 
gives it meaning. The Colloquium was intended to be a ‘critical 
reflection’ on ‘Literacy for Life, and the EFA Global Monitoring Report’ 
and such a finding, generally agreed it seems by the participants, 
indicates the critical change that such reflection leads us to. We are all, 
perhaps, novices, like the literacy learners we seek to facilitate, as we 
take the next step down this critical path. 
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Session 1: Placing Literacy at the Core of EFA Priorities for the 
Decade 
 
EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006, “Literacy for Life” 
 
Nicholas Burnett, Director of the EFA Global Monitoring Report 
Team 
Nicole Bella,  Member of the EFA Global Monitoring Report Team  
 
The denial of literacy to some 771 million adults is a breach of human 
rights and a substantive brake on development. This presentation 
argues that literacy is at the core of the six Education for All goals 
adopted by 164 countries in 2000. It charts recent progress towards 
these goals, putting particular emphasis on analysing the global 
literacy challenge. Putting literacy at the core calls for a three-
pronged strategy that encompasses quality primary education for all 
children, the scaling up of youth and adult literacy programmes, and 
policies to expand the literate environment. Such an agenda 
represents a change in policy paradigm away from a narrow – though 
essential – focus on universalizing primary education towards a much 
broader vision of education and development in today’s knowledge 
societies.  
 
Clearly, the expansion of formal schooling is the single most 
important factor driving the spread of literacy worldwide over the 
past two centuries, and especially in the past fifty years. 
  
This expansion must continue, with special measures to eliminate 
barriers to girls’ education in the poorest countries and to improve 
education quality, the special theme of the 2005 EFA Global 
Monitoring Report. Encouraging progress towards universal primary 
education (UPE) and gender parity is observed in sub-Saharan Africa, 
South and West Asia and the Arab States, the regions with the 
farthest to go to reach these goals. Nonetheless, about100 million 
children of primary-school age were not enrolled in primary school in 
2002. Fees, still charged in 89 of the 103 countries with data, act as 
a foremost barrier, especially for poorer families. The first target on 
the international agenda – to achieve gender parity in primary and 
secondary education in 2005 – has been missed by 94 countries out 
of 149 with data. Poor education quality – expressed by, for example, 
the lack of teachers, a dearth of textbooks in classrooms and low 
student achievement in reading and mathematics – requires policies 
to both expand access and to improve learning conditions.   
 
At the same time, policies must also tackle the global literacy 
challenge through the expansion of literacy programmes for youth 
and adults. The presentation outlines the unquestionable benefits of 
literacy, covering the personal, political, social and economic spheres. 
Globally, adult literacy rates are increasing, albeit more slowly than in 
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the 1970s. They are higher among the 15-24 age group, reflecting 
the expansion of formal schooling. Three-quarters of adult illiterates 
live in twelve countries, two-thirds of them are women. Illiteracy 
tends to prevail in low-income countries where severe poverty 
prevails and is generally higher among the most disadvantaged 
groups. 
 
Explicit national literacy policies supported by adequate resources are 
required if countries are serious about achieving a 50 per cent 
improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015. More accurate data 
based on direct testing of literacy skills is crucial to guide and to 
influence policy. Direct tests carried out in a number of countries 
show that conventional methods – which rely on indirect assessments 
– overestimate literacy skills. Strong and coordinated leadership 
along with coherent partnerships are vital. Although contexts vary 
widely, good practice calls for sensitivity to learners’ demands and to 
the realities of their daily lives. The status of literacy educators begs 
attention: a survey of programmes in 67 countries found that literacy 
educators earn one-third of a primary school teacher’s wage and 
receive little or no on-the-job support. More broadly, the literate 
environment – crucial for encouraging individuals to acquire and to 
sustain their literacy skills – requires policies on the print and 
broadcast media, book publishing, access to information and the 
spread of public reading rooms and libraries.  
 
Although public spending on education has increased in absolute and 
relative terms since 1998, only an average one percent of national 
budgets are allocated to adult literacy programmes. The report 
estimates that about $2.5 billion a year is needed to deliver a 400-
hour programme to 550 million people. Few development agencies 
refer explicitly to literacy in their aid policies and even fewer can 
report on funds allocated to support adult literacy programmes. 
 
In line with the Dakar pledge that no country in need and committed 
to the EFA goals would be denied assistance, the international 
community must pull its weight. Aid to basic education, although 
rising, accounts for only 2.6% of total official development 
assistance. Currently standing at US$2.1 billion, it could increase to 
US$3.3 billion by 2010 following pledges made at the G-8 summit in 
2005. Alongside the expansion of primary education, donors must 
reassess the place of literacy in their policies and in discussions with 
governments.  
 
The EFA challenges are not insuperable: significant reductions in 
illiteracy have been achieved, notably in China, through a range of 
targeted education and training policies. Strong political commitment 
to adult literacy programmes and to building literate environments 
would shift the emphasis towards a more long-term, balanced and 
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holistic vision of educational and social development, where learning 
happens at all ages. 
 
(See also Appendix 2 for GMR powerpoint presentation) 
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Session 1 – Discussion session after the GMR presentation  
Notes by Fiona Leach, (University of Sussex) 
 
Kenneth King (University of Edinburgh) asked whether, given the 
report’s finding that a literacy rich environment (availability of books, 
newspapers etc) was important for raising literacy levels, some of the 
US$ 26 billion identified as necessary to meet the 2015 goal on 
literacy would be spent on enriching the literate environment.  
 
Lalage Bown (Council for Education in the Commonwealth) pointed 
out that there needed to be a drive within society for literacy, not just 
political commitment and a literacy rich environment. We also needed 
literacy consciousness. She was cautious, too, about the link between 
adult literacy and lower fertility – women might pass on the message 
about lower fertility to the next generation but, by the time they 
themselves had achieved literacy, they were likely to have already 
had their children.  
 
Nicholas Burnett replied, in answer to the first question, that the 
US$26 billion estimate did not include enrichment of the literacy 
environment. This needed to be improved but it was much more 
complicated than just providing funding. It might in fact be a policy 
rather than a money issue, for example freedom to publish. This 
would need to involve not just the public sector. On the second 
comment, he agreed with the point about fertility rates but noted 
that literate adults were more likely to send their children to school. 
He also agreed on the need to mobilise society: it could not be left to 
those responsible for educational delivery.  
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Session 2: Responses and discussions: Panel Presentations 

First Response to GMR Report on Literacy: a View from a 
Developing Country 

Iffat Farah, Professor at the Institute for Educational Development, 
Aga Khan University, Karachi, Pakistan  

 
I raise three points relevant to literacy in developing countries.  
 
The GMR has appropriately included a chapter on the benefits of 
literacy.  In developing countries, the benefit argument is most 
persuasive for investing (resources and time) in the acquisition of 
literacy.  However, examples of adult literacy programmes from three 
South Asian countries suggest that assumptions about benefits are 
taken at face value. Policy links between literacy and poverty 
alleviation needs more focus in practice.   
 
The GMR recommendation for context and needs based adult 
programmes is appropriate for developing countries.  However, 
tensions between implementers’ and learners’ views of needs, the 
implementer’s ability to respond to needs, standardization and 
localization and learner’s motivation in contexts where technically 
illiterate individuals have visibly successful lives are some of the 
problems in responding to the call.  
  
The GMR finding about the gender gap in the provision of literacy is 
visible in South Asia.   Understandably, a response is to focus on 
literacy for girls and women. A flip side of this response is that such 
programmes are seen as a lower quality alternative. Moreover, 
gender and other development related messages reach women only; 
yet we know that real change cannot come about without the 
participation of men.  
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Second Response to the GMR Report on Literacy. 
 
EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006 on Literacy: Past, Present 
and (Fresh Hope for the) Future?  
 
Dan Wagner, Professor and Director of the International Literacy 
Institute, University of Pennsylvania. 
 
Abstract: 
The GMR 2006 on Literacy provides a comprehensive and valuable 
update of the global literacy situation as of 2005. In the present 
comments, a summary of primary issues that have been historically 
problematic (and conflicting) for R&D and for implementation and 
practice are delineated. On these are mapped current dimensions of 
progress as well as points of continuing concern. With respect to the 
conference title ('Fresh Hope for Literacy'), this review puts forward 
several probable points of leverage where literacy work is likely to 
advance the furthest and fastest. A final remark: Only through broad-
based reviews such the present GMR 2006 will serious progress be 
possible, whether or not specific goals are met in a given year. 
 
Summary of Presentation: 
 

I. Introduction 
II. Myths of our ancestors 

 
a. Literacy changes the way humans think, and their 

intelligence; or, Literacy is like a “lightbulb,” illuminating the 
world for the blind 

b. Illiteracy in Country A or Region B will be eradicated in the 
year 2015 

c. The literacy “solution” is, simply:  
i. silver bullet curriculum 
ii. correct language choice 
iii. political will, more money 
iv. “each one teach one”, etc. 

d. We know what “literacy” is. 
 

III. The GMR on Literacy: What it shows 
 

a. Basic definitions, including: Literacy-illiteracy vs. scale of 
skills 

b. Non-formal education (NFE) vs. formal schooling 
c. Literacy leads to Development vs. Development leads to 

Literacy 
d. Literacy vs. literacies 
e. Literacy as inherent ‘human right’ vs. as development ‘tool’ 
f. Mother-tongue vs. second language instruction 

 17



g. Quantity (mass campaigns > access) vs. quality (niche 
programs > content) 

h. Being literate vs. Becoming literate 
i. International need for data vs. local need for data 
j. Increased supply vs. Increased demand 

 
IV. What next?: Three key areas that will determine success of the 

UN Literacy Decade 
 

a. Being literate vs. Becoming literate 
i. Nearly all research is correlational across countries 

(UNESCO, World Bank, OECD, etc.) 
ii. Few within-country credible studies, and near-zero 

intervention or longitudinal studies 
iii. We simply don’t know what it takes to become literate 

in an out-of-school setting 
b. International need for data vs. Local need for data 

i. International agencies are focused too much on the 
needs of global policy making 

ii. Some discussion (little action) on Smaller-Quicker-
Cheaper (SQC) assessments 

iii. We don’t need a statistical Mercedes-Benz when a VW 
will be satisfactory 

c. Increased supply vs. Increased demand 
i. How to increase sustainable demand (i.e. interest)? 
ii. How to increase speed and quality of literacy learning?  
iii. How to take advantage of science and technology? 

 
V. Conclusions 

 
a. Main Challenge: Effectively reaching the unreached, 

unschooled,  poorly schooled youth and adults 
b. Main False Do-Good Step : Literacy, like HIV/AIDS, is not a 

charitable or easy-to-solve activity, but rather a difficult 
social and educational task 

c. Main False Policy Step: Yes, increased resources are 
necessary, but the same-old same-old will lead to waste and 
loss of policy support 

d. Key Opportunities and Key Words: Understand how people 
become literate in context, gather data that can hold 
programs accountable and increase quality, improve demand 
for literacy 

e. Main necessity for “fresh hope”:  New thinking and 
evidenced-based understanding, based on – but going 
beyond – the solid platform that the GMR on Literacy has 
provided. 

 
(See also Appendix 3 for Dr Wagner’s powerpoint presentation) 
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Third Response to the GMR Report on Literacy. 
 
How to Respond to Government Demand for Support to Adult Literacy 
Programmes? 
Presented by Desmond Bermingham (DFID)  
 
Speaking Notes: Introduction 
 
My thanks to the convenors of this conference and to Nick Burnett for 
his presentation. In DFID, we welcome what has become an annual 
debate on the findings of the EFA Global Monitoring Report. I intend 
to restrict my comments to two main themes.  

First, to recognize the importance of the monitoring work of the GMR 
and to set this into the wider context of international efforts to 
accelerate progress towards EFA. 
Second, to speak more specifically to literacy and particularly its 
place in development policy and practice. 
 

1 Good quality monitoring is a key component of global efforts to 
achieve EFA.  

 
• We know that there is some suspicion and doubt cast on 

global headline figures – their reliability and the 
complexity which they aggregate 

• But if we believe in international commitments to making 
substantive and urgent improvements in the lives of 
people through education, good quality monitoring of 
progress and practice is important 

• The GMR has become – in a remarkably short time - not 
only an important technical tool but a potentially 
significant political instrument for highlighting headline 
messages that constantly need repeating: for example, 
on children out of school, on gender inequality, and 
inadequate commitment to basic education. 

• For these reasons, DFID welcomes and supports the 
GMR, as a necessary part of international education and 
development architecture.  

• It is clear from this year’s report that five years on from 
Dakar the challenges that remain for the achievement of 
EFA goals are still considerable.  

• For example, the 2005 gender parity goal has already 
been missed but the Report reminds us rightly that it 
cannot be forgotten. 

• At the same time the Report points to significant 
improvements such as increases in levels of public 
spending on education. 
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• In our view it is these general monitoring functions of the 
Report that are most important much as we applaud the 
examination of particular themes 

• This being so we urge a very strong consultation process 
in the development of the 2008 Report which will be a 
mid-term review of the Dakar commitments. 

 

2 Commitments made in Dakar and the Millennium Summit have 
not been met but the UK is working hard to push forward on a 
number of fronts (G8, IFF, FTI, UN Reform, Commission for 
Africa). 

 

• A particularly important function of the Report is to hold 
the international community to account 

• The analysis of aid (difficult though that is) is salutary 
and it is valuable to have an independent view of 
initiatives such as the Fast Track Initiative, UNESCO’s 
efforts and the extent to which education gains the 
priority that it deserves in wider development discourse. 

• In this broader context, we are working hard in DFID to 
try and ensure that G8 commitments to significantly 
increased levels of aid and debt relief, the Chancellor’s 
proposed International Financing Facility , the follow up 
to the Commission for Africa and wider reform in the UN 
system all bring benefits to the scaling up of education in 
the poorest countries. 

• And in more specific education initiatives such as the Fast 
Track Initiative we are supporting efforts to raise the 
level of aid for basic education and to improve its 
harmonization and coordination.  

• The GMR is an important resource in these processes – 
its data and its analysis  

• In improving this work further in the future some greater 
attention to the impact of aid on educational outcomes 
would be worthwhile – though difficult. 

 

Let me turn now to literacy 

 

3  Literacy, livelihood  and poverty 

 
• While it is useful to have a debate on the meaning of 

literacy and its definition, the  GMR is helpful in reminding 
us where literacy fits into development policy.   

• In tracing these debates, we welcome the emphasis that 
is given in making the connections between literacy, 
poverty and multiple forms of disadvantage. 
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• In this context we find the notion of literate environments 
and literate societies helpful. Those who are poor and 
disadvantaged in multiple ways do require more than 
opportunities to acquire basic skills. They need 
opportunities to use and apply their literacy and to 
contribute themselves to sustaining literate societies 
within their families and communities and more widely. 
Literate societies are both important for development, 
and indicative of development.   

• Although not given much attention in the GMR we 
continue to find the notion of Literacy for Livelihoods 
useful, whereby improving literacy practice for adults 
should continue to be an integral part of a wide array of 
development programmes – from transport to health and 
governance to business development.     

• We have also provided support to research on literacy 
and development.  These include topics such as  
Action Research Report on Reflect 
Investigating Bilingual Literacy 
Redefining Post Literacy In a Changing World 
Quality Learning & Teaching in Malawi & Sri Lanka 
Literacy, Gender and Social Agency: Adventures in 
Empowerment Researching the Issues September 2003 

 
4 Literacy in UK aid policy 
 

• We agree broadly with the broader canvas of the GMR 
and accept the usefulness of its three pronged strategy of 
quality basic education for all, enhanced investment in 
life-long learning (including youth and adult literacy) and 
attention to literate environments which encourage and 
support the use and application of literacy. 

• The UK is investing £1.4 billion on education over the 
next three years, and this is why we launched a new girls 
education strategy (Jan 26, 2005) to meet the challenge 
of achieving universal primary education for all by 2015. 
Literacy, and particularly women’s literacy, is highlighted 
in this strategy and the UK HIV and AIDS strategy. The 
Girls Education Strategy recommends strengthening 
international support for women’s literacy, at a political 
level, and through country programmes. This would 
include focussing on women’s literacy in PRSPs and in 
sector planning frameworks. 

• At the same time in our DFID education sector objectives 
and programmes we give priority to UPE. We have been 
supporting literacy in good quality primary education but 
can do more on youth and adult literacy.  
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• We find the argument in the GMR that the expansion of 
formal schooling to be the most important vehicle for the 
spread of literacy worldwide persuasive. 

• We will ensure that PRSPs are responsive to demand for 
literacy and influence Governments to prioritise this in 
sector wide programmes.  

•  In addition, we remain strongly committed to the basic 
importance of good schooling for all as a prerequisite for 
a wide range of development benefits. This informs our 
work bilaterally in 25 countries and it is central to our 
activity in international initiatives such as the Fast Track 
Initiative. 

• Improving the quality of schooling is key to reducing the 
long -term literacy deficit in many countries and the costs 
that continue to be incurred as a result. 

• In giving priority to UPE, we also argue that this priority 
should be articulated clearly within wider education sector 
programmes. And I accept that here we – along with 
many other donors – have been insufficiently proactive in 
arguing for and supporting sector programmes which give 
full attention to the other prongs of the GMR literacy 
strategy. My colleague Digby Swift will speak to this in 
one of the groups this afternoon.  

• And this is true beyond the education sector too, as youth 
and adult literacy is invariably addressed insufficiently in 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers and within other 
international initiatives including in HIV/AIDS, emergency 
and conflict resolution programmes. 

 
Our direct work in support of youth and adult literacy is 
much more selective and project based.   
 
In South Africa in 2002 alone we supported adult literacy 
programmes covering 300,000 people  

 
We are making progress on adult literacy in a number of 
our middle-income countries. Literacy was notably one of 
the three main pillars agreed by G8 and Broader Middle 
East (i.e. Middle East, North Africa, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan) at Sea Island in 2004.   During 2006 there were 
2 major international workshops and the establishment of 
an ongoing Literacy Task Force; 

 
• We do accept however that in arguing for a major scaling 

up of support for education as articulated by the 
Chancellor earlier this month investment in adult literacy 
does require more analysis. Copies of our own most 
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recent research in this regard are available here [e.g. 
Literacy. Gender and Social Agency]  

• The joint DFID-Treasury paper does highlight the EFA 
literacy goal as part of the international education 
challenge, provides a numerical target and provides 
indicative costing for achieving the goal. This is 
recognition, in principle, of the importance of widespread 
and enduring literacy as a necessary foundation for 
development.  

• Enhanced levels of support for youth and adult literacy do 
need to be built into more robust analysis of better and 
more effective aid – on which the GMR has given a useful 
initial lead. 

• We will continue to engage constructively with 
international initiatives, to align them to national planning 
frameworks in support of a country-led approach; such 
initiatives include the UN Literacy Decade, the Literacy 
Initiative for Empowerment (LIFE) launched in 2005, and 
the G8 Broader Middle East Initiative. 

 

5 Opportunities for moving forward  
  

• Our sense is that there is some momentum for giving 
greater emphasis to literacy. 

• The GMR, increased interest in the World Bank, UNESCO’s 
LIFE programme, and the LAMP programme in UIS.  

• There is the evidence too of countries that are giving 
greater attention to literacy and/or adult learning more 
generally. 

• If this momentum is to be maintained there are still some 
hard questions to answer especially for those who control 
and direct resources. 

• Why should governments increase their investment in 
youth and adult literacy, especially if it requires a 
reallocation of scarce resources? 

• Where should their focus lie? Is investment in young 
people the best option? Can a selective approach be 
defended?  

• How can the virtuous circle of adult literacy in support of 
quality primary education to sustain adult literacy be 
presented more persuasively to policy makers? 

• How can the type of work that Action Aid developed for 
the GMR in promoting a framework for policy dialogue be 
debated and articulated for non- literacy specialists? 

• What arguments can be used persuasively to get literacy 
on to wider international policy agendas? 

• The GMR is one tool, for helping us to debate these 
questions 
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Conclusion 
 
I am well aware that there are many here who have deep academic 
knowledge of literacy – its meanings, it values, its contexts and its 
nuances. This is important. It is equally important that this 
knowledge can be translated into accessible and strong messages for 
development policy and practice. The GMR is trying to move in this 
practical direction. 

    
Additional Notes  
 
DFID has supported the 2006 UNESCO EFA Global Monitoring Report 
on Literacy.  
 
Our principle support is for quality basic primary education 
for a variety of good reasons. We believe that quality 
primary education is crucial in the attainment of literacy and 
early years learning goals.  
 
Nearly 800 million people worldwide, the majority of whom are 
women and girls, lack basic literacy skills.  
 
DFID is providing clear, strong support for quality UPE as priority 
response to the educational needs of 671 million children worldwide 
who are enrolled in school in 2002 and the 100 million children who 
are missing out on a primary education – 55 million of whom are 
girls. This is mainly through our bilateral support to country 
programmes and their engagement with national education sector 
plans. DFID is taking a much more selective and project-based 
approach to adult literacy and non-formal education more generally 
and there is recognition of the need for a literate environment in the 
full spectrum of development interventions. Our support enables 
countries to provide quality basic education for all children in the 
poorest counties of the world to acquire the basic skills they and their 
society need.  
 
There are some countries where we have invested in good quality 
adult literacy programmes (South Africa, Nepal). This is a start but it 
is not nearly not enough to reach the fifth of the world adult 
population who are denied the right to literacy.  
 
DFID and the international community support initial literacy 
primarily through support to basic education. However, some 
evidence from African and Asian countries points to large numbers of 
children leaving school unable to read and write. This can be traced 
in part to the poor quality of schooling. The 2005 EFA Global 
Monitoring Report highlights the importance of quality. It is a 
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strategic thrust actively supported by DFID and other funding 
agencies. 
 
 
Once again, let me reiterate our view that adult literacy doesn’t 
receive as much priority in our country programmes as we would like. 
This is how we see the education challenge evolving in the next few 
years, following on from our G8 commitments at Gleneagles.  
 
We have taken a clear view that more analysis is needed for basic 
education, particularly in a Treasury paper on scaling up support for 
education, to reach the education MDGs by 2015. Our assessment 
suggests at least £10 billion is required annually for education which 
is substantially more than what is available in current aid levels.    
 
The Treasury report highlights the EFA literacy goal as part of the 
international education challenge, and sets out a numerical target 
and its associated costing to achieving this goal. This underscores the 
UK government’s recognition, in principle, of the importance of 
widespread and enduring literacy as a necessary foundation for 
development.  
 
In the same report we have indicated enhanced levels of support for 
literacy. Our assessment at that point is that this was in the order of 
£1 billion annually, but this data needs to be treated with some 
caution, as the estimates are more accurate in relation to broader 
issues around aid for education more generally, the proposed 
International Finance Facility, and to building on the G8 commitments 
from 2005.  Enhanced levels of support on adult literacy need to be 
built behind more robust analysis of better and more effective aid.  
The GMR provides a much clearer assessment of resources needed 
for adult literacy,  
 
We can assess demand for scaling up support for literacy in DFID 
country programmes, addressing issues such as (i) the prominence of 
literacy, particularly women’s literacy, in PRSPs and budget 
frameworks (ii) establishing or scaling up community-driven 
approaches and NGO-led approaches through government/NGO/CBO 
alliances, through a variety of sectoral entry points (iii) taking 
forward the ‘Literacy and Livelihoods’ approach (iv) assessing how 
literacy is best financed. 
 
We will review our support to literacy in difficult environments, 
including through the provision of humanitarian aid, with a particular 
focus on women and on youth. 
 
We will ensure coherence with broader strategies including the Girls 
Education Initiative and the UK HIV and AIDS strategy, and support 
and strengthen the implementation of these strategies accordingly. 
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Session 2 – comments after the panel members’ responses to 
the GMR presentation  
Notes by Fiona Leach, (University of Sussex) 
 
Julia Preece (University of Glasgow) followed up on Iffat Farah’s 
comment about the lack of integration between poverty alleviation 
interventions, such as micro-credit and education programmes in 
India; she noted the GMR’s failure to bring out sufficiently the 
importance of an integrated approach. Literacy is part of the wider 
environment; for example it is important in the health as well as the 
education sector, and so a compartmentalised approach is not 
helpful. She hoped the report would influence DFID to fund more 
literacy initiatives and not just focus narrowly on the MDGs.  
 
Anna Robinson-Pant (University of East Anglia) supported Iffat’s 
observation that literacy is a ‘woman’s thing’ from her own 
experience in Nepal, but wanted to address it from a different angle. 
The report could have adopted a stronger gender perspective:  
facilitators in literacy programmes are often women because this is 
seen as a dead end job (REFLECT paid them more so men became 
involved) and this needs to be addressed. She also noted the report’s 
strong focus on literacy in the school context, which suggests that 
literacy for adults (as NFE) continues to be seen as second class.  
 
Juliet McCaffery (BALID) echoed this focus of the GMR report on 
school literacy and noted that DFID gives little support to literacy for 
adults.  
 
David Archer (Actionaid) agreed. He praised the GMR but considered 
that insufficient attention had been paid to how people become 
literate; just getting people into programmes does not produce the 
desired outcomes. The challenge is to translate the report into simple 
policy messages and ensure that recommendations are followed 
through nationally. Despite the report, adult literacy is slipping off the 
agenda again.  
 
Francis Sakia (Plan International) highlighted the importance of 
paying more attention to the impact of an increasing literate global 
population. For example, China has added 10 million literates to the 
global figure over the past decade but we do not know what the 
impact is on the global consumption of commodities and on the 
environment.  
 
Elaine Unterhalter (Institute of Education, London) pointed out, in 
response to the passing reference that the 2005 target has been 
missed, that we need to think about the accountability and human 
rights implications of this. We need to go beyond thinking about how 
to resource literacy work and open up the debate to thinking 
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strategically about forms of decision-making on literacy, building 
democracy etc. We need to integrate the substantive idea of rights 
into the discussion of literacy. 
 
Cameron Bowles (Education Action International) noted that we need 
to consider what is meant by the reference to new initiatives based 
on best practice; we need to know what constitute best practices.  
 
Clinton Robinson (BALID/UNESCO) reminded the audience of the 
challenge of combining the scaling up of initiatives with the concern 
to address the diversity of adult circumstances and to respect 
context, culture etc.   
 
 
 
Responses from the panel: 
Desmond Bermingham pointed out that scaling up depends on the 
country context. DFID will support this but the starting point needs to 
be a response to host government demand for support to adult 
literacy programmes.  
 
Dan Wagner commended DFID for having taken literacy seriously, 
unlike USAID, and suggested that it looked at how to generate 
demand in governments. The GMR provides a list of ‘best issues’ 
rather than ‘best practices’; we should standardise our response but 
we do not have sufficient ‘scientific’ evidence as to what works. We 
also depend too much on UNESCO to provide answers. We need to 
consider what are the next steps after the completion of the GMR and 
exert leverage for a better set of solutions on ‘becoming literate’ 
rather than just producing sets of statistics.   
 
Iffat Farah hoped that there would be similar seminars on the GMR in 
other countries in national languages. The issue of capacity refers not 
just to educators but also to government planners, donors etc. She 
suggested that we needed more discussion at national levels, and we 
needed to ensure that the other ‘big spender’ agencies like the World 
Bank, USAID were on board.They could exert leverage on country 
policies and programmes because governments listened to them. We 
need longitudinal studies of how people become literate and what 
happens once they do (e.g. what are the links with poverty 
reduction?).  Correlations are not enough; we need concrete evidence 
of links.  
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Session 3; Thematic Groups: From Policy to Practice 
 
Group 1; Adult Literacy in sector-wide reform – is this the way 
forward? 
   Facilitator: Digby Swift, DFID; Chair: David Mallows;  Rapporteur: 
Lillian Wills, Sussex University 
 
Dr Swift started his presentation with the analogy of adult literacy 
through a metaphorical comparison of a global Cinderella. From this 
comparison he explained that Adult Literacy could be compared to 
Cinderella, a charity orphan due to its low funding priority and the 
lack of support it gets from both governments and donors. It is also 
characterised by volunteerism; and  there is very little money for 
teachers and to cover costs. He likened the ugly sisters in Cinderella 
to the bureaucracy and male domination that connive to bring adult 
literacy programmes down. NGO’s act like fairy godmothers to come 
up with fairy tale programmes to ‘fix -up’ the orphan. This Cinderella 
picture  characterised most adult literacy globally.  
 
The outstanding presentation by Dr Swift also stimulated a lot of 
critical questions and debate. 
 
One of the key debates focused on the link between adult literacy and 
formal schooling. This link was seen as problematic because it 

• May be over formalised and or over regulated 
• Breaks links of empowerment strategies through local models 
• Is seen as demanding different pedagogical/ teacher training 

needs  
 
Sector wide reform in adult literacy was generally seen as positive 
because it 
 

• May allow lessons to be drawn from adult literacy to inform 
primary education 

• May raise the profile of Adult Literacy 
• Can make a positive contribution to the creation of more 

literacy environments 
• Reinforces accountability within governments by placing 

responsibility for adult literacy with Education Ministries 
• Encourages moves to greater donor coordination 

 
To make the sector wide reform in adult literacy successful it was felt 
that there was need to: 

• Identify gatekeepers and take cognisance of the political 
climate to break into the system because these may not 
necessarily be within Education Ministries. There is need for 
absolute support and political commitment to accomplish 
success. 
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• Find ways forward to fund adult literacy. Presently adult literacy 
is acutely under resourced. There was consensus that there is 
need to get adult literacy on donor and government agenda.  

• Tailor messages for specific contexts based on appropriate need 
analysis 

• Highlight the critical importance of shared resources though 
sector wide approaches. 

• Engage other people in other sectors, e.g. in general 
development programmes, finance etc. such that their input in 
sector wide programmes is taken aboard. 

• Make specific guidelines within sector wide approaches to 
enforce accountability. 

 
(See also Appendix 4 for Dr Swift’s powerpoint)  
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Group 2. Community – based literacies: one size does not fit 
all. 
Summary of issues 

 
Facilitator: Juliet McCaffery; Chair: Juliet Millican; Rapporteur: Mariko 
Shiohata 
 
Abstract 
 
The discussion will draw on the experience of the group to consider 
the concept of community-based literacies, how these differ from 
other conceptualisations of literacy, and the extent to which literacy 
programmes can effectively be culturally, linguistically, and socially 
contextualised in both the developing and the industrialised world.  
 
Some specific issues to be considered are how literacy provision 
might build upon local knowledge and experience, be relevant to local 
contexts, and yet open up wider opportunities. Drawing on theory 
and practice the group will consider the implications of these issues 
for programme content, the curriculum, training of facilitators, 
materials production, evaluation, and assessment. Is 
contextualisation a feature limited to small local programmes or can 
diversity of content and delivery realistically be incorporated into 
large national programmes? To what extent are these issues 
addressed in the EFA report? 
  
Report on Discussion 
 
The facilitator opened the discussion by presenting a summary of the 
issues in community based literacy and ways in which the report 
addresses these. The descriptor “community-based literacies” related 
to several ways the report conceptualised and understood literacy, in 
particular to  

• literacy as applied, practised and situated 
• literacy as a learning process 

rather than literacy as an autonomous set of skills. Additionally the 
concept of community-based literacies could encompass the fourth 
understanding - literacy as “text” and ways in which this could 
challenge power relations. 
 
Literacy as situated practice, the second understanding, is derived 
from the theories of New Literacy Studies and an anthological 
perspective. It views literacy as embedded in social and cultural 
practices utilised in different ways according to the situation 
(Street1993). Literacy as a learning process builds on Dewey and 
Piaget and takes the ideas of Knowles (1980) and Kolb (1984). 
Constructivists place individual experience as a central resource for 
learning. Freire integrated the idea of active learning within socio-
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cultural settings and using the understanding resulting from learning 
to change the social situation. This interaction between past 
experience, new learning and resulting action can be termed 
transformative learning. 
 
The final understanding put forward in the report is of literacy as 
“text”. It locates literacy within the wider communicative and socio-
political practices that construct and legitimate existing power 
structures (Gee 1990, Barton 1994)  
 
Looking at the definitions of literacy used by NGOs and policy makers 
and donors such as DFID and the WB, the report states that the 
“instrumental view of literacy still appears to predominate”. For 
example the reports states that DFID, WB, and USAID define literacy 
as a “basic set of skills (reading, writing, and counting) or 
competencies”. However UNESCO considers literacy as “functional 
incorporating Freirean principles and (more recently) embracing the 
notion of multiple literacies, literacy as a continuum and literate 
environments and societies.” and conceives of literacy as multi 
dimensional. Numeracy is largely decontextualised yet many groups 
have effective ways of calculating. Do the above understandings of 
literacy apply to numeracy? 
 
In line with these principles the report states that  ”Learners’ 
knowledge and wishes should inform adult literacy programmes and 
be their starting point and programmes should be sensitive  to adult 
learners’ cultural background, mother tongue and life experience   … 
a relevant curriculum that builds on learners’  demands and 
circumstances is conducive to better learning outcomes” 
 
The report provides a rational for the promotion of context-based 
community relevant literacy and numeracy programmes. Putting the 
theory into practice is complex.  
 
The report states clearly that there is a strong correlation with levels 
of poverty; where poverty rates are higher, literacy levels are lower. 
In addition a majority of countries facing salient literacy challenges 
are linguistically diverse. Particularly affected are women, people on 
very low incomes and marginalised groups such as pastoralist and 
nomadic populations, indigenous groups, linguistic minorities, 
migrants and people with disabilities “reflecting exclusion from 
mainstream society and reduced access to formal education and 
literacy programmes”1 This is due to a number of factors including 
negative images of “backwardness and schooling policies2 Yet 

                                                 
1 The literacy level among Nigerian nomads is 0.02% 1990, 2% migrant fisherman, In Ethiopia  adults 
was 25% and 8% for rural pastoralists ( Carr Hill  2005b) 
2 the San in Botswana are “encouraged” to send their children to boarding schools far from their own 
communities (McCaffery 2004) 
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knowledge of these groups is limited and they are often omitted from 
census data.3  
 
Context-based relevant programmes may be essential if these groups 
are to develop literacy practices appropriate and useful to the 
communities and the individuals.  
Are there cost-effective examples of diverse teaching and learning 
methodologies that can be shared? Are these small time-limited 
projects or are there examples of national programmes that 
encompass diversity of methods and materials? The group discussion 
centred on how community voices can be heard, how literacy can be 
meaningful and empower communities    
 
 Members of the group drew on their experiences to suggest a variety 
of ways voices could be heard - sharing  knowledge and experience 
through websites as in teacher training project in nine Sub-Saharan 
African countries, writing and photographing their own knowledge 
and culture, emphasising the community development approach 
rather than ‘teaching literacy’ approach, publishing booklets about 
local knowledge in minority languages, peer learning and community 
learning as in a project for young people in Portsmouth.  
 
Language and literacy policies are complex. Approximately 300 - 350 
million indigenous people speak 4000 – 5,000 languages and are 5% 
of the world’s population. Their literacy rates are significantly lower 
than the average in the rest of the population; language and cultural 
identity are human rights. It was suggested that ‘language policy’ 
may sound like a ‘colonial policy’. Balancing language preservation 
and cultural diversity with providing quality education in the 
dominant language often poses a dilemma. No one should be 
debarred from learning the language of government. Little research 
between language policies, the language of instruction and literacy 
acquisition has been carried out. Some suggest instruction in non-
mother tongue may hinder literacy acquisition.4 In Senegal there is a 
gap between the official orthography and people’s actual writing as 
this is heavily influenced by French orthography. (Shiohata, 2005)5. 
This  results from the exclusive use of French in formal education. In 
India the literacy programmes for Nomadic peoples are not models of 
good practice 6 (Dyer and Choksi 2001)  
 
There is a need to focus on quality for learners. The language 
problems and poor literacy skills are not confined to the developing 
world, but shared by people across the world. We in the West need to 

                                                 
3 There is no specific data in the UK on the level of literacy among Gypsies and Travellers or homeless 
people. . 
4 Michael Moore (2005) Guardian Weekly 18.11.05 (P.6) 
5 Shiohata, M. (2005)  PhD thesis unpublished 
6 Dyer, C. and Choksi. A  Literacy, Schooling and Development: views of Rabari Nomads, India. B. 
Street (ed.) Literacy and Development: Ethnographic Perspectives, London, Routledge. 
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turn ourselves inwards to look at our own problems and not think 
that we can solve ‘their’ problems. Learners’ needs, perspectives, and 
empowerment can be  ignored by literacy project implementers One 
perspective derived from experience on a project for young homeless 
people in the UK, was that literacy is not the  property of the 
government but the community. The relationship between community 
literacies and national policies poses serious challenges, often 
manifest in the gap between NGO and government practices. If 
literacy programmes are to be relevant, successful and cost effective, 
ways must be found to reduce this and develop linkages and 
overarching structures. 
 
Making literacy a part of the legal framework could be a solution. Yet 
many Ministries of Education do not give due recognition to adult 
literacy despite its educational dimension. Integrating adult literacy 
into all basic education problems might be one way forward. Yet in 
some countries, literacy education is not the responsibility of the 
Ministry of Education, but of other ministries, such as women, social 
development, or welfare. 
 
The group identified six action points 
1. Support GMR’s insistence that literacy is a human right and 

should be enshrined in a legislative framework; 
2. Identify literacy and numeracy as integral to community 

development; 
3. Provide resources for locally produced materials both in hard copy 

and IT as appropriate; 
4. Enable the learners to determine the language (s) of literacy 

programmes and reduce the often artificial division between 
mother tongue and dominant language. 

5. Encourage national programmes to celebrate and address 
diversity and local need. 

6. Provide literacy and numeracy programmes in both formal and 
non-formal education.  
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Group 3: “Measuring outcomes and achievements – how 
should individuals and programmes be assessed?” 
 
Facilitato:r John Oxenham. Chair: Kenneth King; Rapporteur: Isabelle 
Emcke 
 
Introduction 
One factor that has dogged efforts to attract higher priority for 
literacy programmes is the often poor quality of monitoring and 
evaluation: outcomes and achievements are not accurately or reliably 
assessed. In 1995, the World Bank suggested that literacy 
programmes were not a sound investment for which to borrow money 
or to divert funds from other forms of development. Yet those who 
actually work on helping people to acquire literacy passionately 
defend the value of the learning and give innumerable examples of 
its benefits. Could better measurement and assessment help them 
establish their case? 
 
Quite as important as competing for resources, educators need to 
enhance their own skills continuously. Without systematic and 
reliable monitoring and evaluation, they cannot verify their anecdotal 
observations. The continued existence of competing strategies, 
approaches and methods in enabling people to master literacy 
suggests that evaluation so far has been inadequate. 
 
The question then is what forms of monitoring and evaluation can 
help educators both substantiate their case for organising literacy 
programmes and at the same time enhance their own knowledge, 
understanding and capacities?  
 
Before addressing that question, the discussion considered two 
points. 
 
What is ‘literacy’? 
The first need was the meaning of the term ‘literate’. The Global 
Monitoring Report relied for its data on UNESCO’s member countries. 
These vary in their definitions and none test for the actual levels of 
skill. Nor do they enquire into how people use their literacy. Still less 
does the data show whether the benefits that are thought to flow 
from literacy actually do so: has it affected abilities to participate in 
society, to question, to make judgements or to improve incomes and 
well being? On the contrary, the rudimentary definitions applied 
suggest that many countries probably underestimate the numbers of 
illiterates –and overestimate the numbers of literates.  
 
 
Differentiation  
The second point considered was the diversity of environments, 
abilities, disabilities and interests that should influence literacy 
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programmes. For instance, high rates of dropout might suggest a 
lack of motivation, inefficiency, ineffectiveness and waste. Yet one 
study found that 90 per cent of dropouts from a programme were 
people who could not see well enough to distinguish letters or 
numbers. If the programme had recognised those people at the 
outset, it might have made appropriate provision for them, helped 
them more effectively and made a better name for itself.  
 
The first task of monitoring then is to look at the learners and assess 
whether what is offered is appropriate for different groups of 
potential learners; or whether more careful differentiation is required. 
 
What should be monitored, measured, assessed, evaluated?  
Once an appropriate group forms, educators can tackle precisely 
what should be monitored and evaluated. If they argue that literacy 
programmes are investments in development, they should be able to 
show how and why in concrete terms.  
 
As regards outcomes, the discussion considered how far out 
assessment and evaluation should push beyond the mastery of skills 
and their immediate uses? It recognised that the further the push, 
the more difficult it becomes to disentangle the effects of the literacy 
programme from those of other influences. Nevertheless, if a literacy 
programme has among its objectives areas of social, economic or 
political development, it must fashion means to verify the appropriate 
effects.  
 
Who should measure and assess?  
Another set of issues concerns the agents of monitoring and 
evaluation. Who should decide what is to be evaluated and who 
should do the measuring and assessing? There has been some 
controversy that pits ‘outsiders’ against ‘beneficiaries’. In polarised 
terms, the ‘beneficiaries’ know what they need and can assess 
whether or not they have satisfied it, whereas ‘outsiders’ have 
preconceived ideas of what the benefits should be and seek to 
impose their alien and misleading interpretations on a situation.  
 
The discussion concluded that all the stakeholders need to be 
considered: the educators, the educated, the policy-makers, the 
financiers. It recognised that just as balancing needs for local data 
against national and international needs for comparable data is very 
difficult, satisfying the interests of educators, on the one hand, and 
economists, on the other, could be similarly tricky. The discussion 
also recognised an imbalance of power among the stakeholders: 
those who provided the money and other resources for a programme 
were likely to be more influential in determining the kinds of 
measurement that would actually be in place.  
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As an example, the discussion noted the Literacy Assessment and 
Monitoring Project (LAMP), funded by the UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics and the World Bank. Here, some 95 per cent of the funding 
for literacy research is being spent on an effort to standardise literacy 
data across the world using large-scale surveys. This bias towards 
global standardisation neglects the development of indicators of 
impacts on local development. It is a process that is parallel to, 
rather than convergent with, the fundamental issues of literacy 
acquisition. Indeed, it might even be considered contrary to the 
interests of the literacy field, as it consumed the bulk of resources 
that otherwise could be spent on more appropriate field studies. 
 
How to monitor, measure, assess and evaluate literacy 
programmes?  
A third set of issues concerns the methods of evaluation –how best to 
do it? An early emphasis on ‘quantitative’ approaches provoked a 
demand for approaches that measured the differences that 
participation in literacy classes had made to a number of dimensions 
of the quality of life of the participants, their families and their 
communities. Again, a polarisation of positions occurred between 
‘participatory’, possibly ‘subjective’ and arms-length, possibly more 
‘objective’ approaches, and between strategies that emphasise ‘self-
evaluation’ versus ‘independent evaluation’, ‘local’ versus ‘central’, 
‘internal’ versus ‘external’ and ‘national’ versus ‘international’.  
 
The discussion concluded that a balance had to be worked out 
between the two extremes: how can the quantification of entire 
censuses of learners with their statistical correlations be enriched 
with the more nuanced and more human findings of smaller samples 
and careful ethnographic observations?  
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Group 4: Gendered programmes: a focus on women and the 
need to engage men. 
   Facilitators: Amy North (also rapporteur), Oxfam and the Beyond 
Access Project and Elaine Unterhalter, Institute of Education, London. 
 
Abstract 
 
The discussion group will look at some of the gender equality issues 
raised by work in adult literacy - specifically the ways in which 
literacy programmes do and do not articulate with other programmes 
for women's empowerment and social transformation, some of the 
consequences of the focus on women in many literacy projects for 
work with men, and the implication of  gender equality in adult 
literacy and the gender dimensions of EFA. Some specific issues to be 
considered will be gender disaggregation of data, the gender aspects 
of curriculum and learning materials, strategic alliances to develop 
and sustain work in literacy. 
 
Report on discussions 
 
The group discussions started with a critique of the 2006 GMR from a 
gender perspective. It was noted that despite literacy being highly 
gendered, gender is largely absent from the report’s analysis. 
Although there were some efforts to incorporate an understanding of 
gender into certain parts of the text – for example when discussing 
literacy practices – these are sporadic, and there are other areas 
where it is clearly a key issue and yet it has not been addressed. 
These include for example, the discussions around literacy and 
language and literacy programmes in multi-lingual contexts, where 
there is no discussion of the very strong relationship that often exists 
between gender and language (with access to official languages often 
being very gendered) and its implications for literacy training. Nor is 
there mention of the gender dimensions of training and the career 
structures of trainers, which is an important issue in many literacy 
programmes. Elsewhere, although the issue of empowerment –and 
especially women’s empowerment- is addressed in the report this is 
not situated in a broader analysis of the relationship between 
literacy/illiteracy, power and gender inequalities.  
 
It was also noted that although gender is tackled to some extent 
through the use of gender-disaggregated data, the statistics used, 
and the interpretation of them is not un-problematic. The report 
paints a relatively rosy picture of improvements in gender parity of 
literacy level at a global level (noting that GPI has increased from 
0.78 in 1970 to 0.88 now). However it is important to remember that 
not only is a 12% gap in literacy levels significant in itself, but that 
this is also not reflective of the much larger gaps in the countries 
where literacy rates are lowest (and hence literacy needs greatest)  
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These tend to have the greatest gender disparities, with women’s 
literacy rates often being half those of men.  
 
Moreover, it was noted that the reliance on gender parity statistics is 
limiting, as it tells us nothing about the outcomes of women (and 
men)’s participation in literacy classes, nor does it facilitate a deeper 
understanding of the connections between literacy and wider gender 
inequalities. 
 
Central to the groups’ discussion was the feeling that we need to 
define more clearly what we mean by gender, which would impact 
greatly on how we understand literacy. Gender is often reduced to 
“women” and adult literacy is often seen to be a “women’s issue” 
rather than something that is affected by and affects gender relations 
and inequalities as understood more broadly. To some extent this 
understanding seemed to be implicit in parts of the GMR. There is a 
need to move beyond this and to understand gender as the relations 
between women and men in literacy classes and as a result of 
literacy classes. 
 
The low status that is often given to adult literacy can also be linked 
to the common association of adult literacy as a “women’s issue” and 
some members of the group expressed concern that the structure of 
the report and its failure to focus more exclusively on adult literacy 
may reproduce this perception of adult literacy as less important that 
formal schooling, and to some extent simply reflect and reproduce 
existing donor and government priorities.  However, there was some 
debate within the groups, as participants also felt that it is important 
to explore the links between the formal schooling of boys and girls 
and adult literacy programmes and to understand the relationship 
between the problem of literacy with the problem of poor quality in 
schools.    
 
It was felt that in the future it would be good for the report to have a 
more flexible format, rather than simply following the same standard 
format each year, in order to adapt to the subject matter and 
material available. There is a need to make more use of qualitative 
research, and consider the use of more innovative statistical data. 
This should include the collection of statistics on adult learning (i.e. 
numbers of classes and teachers etc). There is also a need to 
consider the possibility of linking with other reports, such as those 
produced by UNIFEM, UNDP and civil society in order to explore the 
links between literacy and gender equality/inequality more 
holistically. 
 
As well as the report itself, the group also discussed a number of 
concrete issues that affect the way in which gender can be addressed 
in literacy programmes, and identified issues that require further 
analysis and exploration. These included addressing issues such as 
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the lack of female role models, exploring the possibilities for linking 
with already functioning community women’s groups, and looking 
beyond the technical way in which literate rich environments are 
addressed in the GMR and analysing what this really means in terms 
of the realities of women and men’s lives. 
 
The need to balance a concern with process with outcomes was also 
discussed and it was agreed that both are important. However 
participants emphasised that when considering process it is crucial 
that we ensure that the process itself doesn’t simply reflect, and 
hence reproduce rather than challenge, existing power relations. 
 
The group agreed that, when thinking adult literacy programming it is 
not enough just to look at how many women go to literacy classes, 
we also need to ask what kind of women and consider to what extent 
literacy programmes are really reaching the very poorest. This 
requires thinking critically about space and who participates in them.  
 
There is also a need to consider in more depth the relative benefits of 
and implications of mixed versus single sex literacy groups. The 
strong association between literacy classes and women has had 
implications in terms of the perceived low status of literacy learning 
and the alienation of men, who have often failed to engage with both 
literacy and related gender equality issues. However participants 
noted that in many cases the experience of being part of single sex 
groups has been very positive for the women involved. The group 
also felt that there is a need to find ways to look at men's groups and 
their connection with gender equality in education. They agreed that 
there is a need for more research –or more use of existing research- 
on men and women’s understandings and aspirations regarding 
literacy how this links to wider gender inequalities. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

1. There isn’t enough engagement with gender issues in this GMR. 
There is a need to improve statistical and qualitative analysis of 
gender; 

2. There is a need to distinctly focus on adult learning specifically, 
rather than presenting it as secondary to schooling, and to 
locate both within an gendered environment; 

3. More attention must be paid to linking process and outcomes 
(social, political, economic, cultural, institutional) 

4. This report should be joined up with analysis produced by 
UNDP, UNIFEM, UNAIDs, NGOs and civil society.  

5. More use should be made of qualitative research conducted on 
literacy programmes which involve gender analysis and are 
locally generated 

6. Alternative formats should be considered for future GMRs   
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Session 4: Concluding Panel; Taking the adult literacy agenda 
forward  
 
David Archer (Action Aid/ Reflect); Peter Williams (UK National 
Commission for UNESCO); Ursula Howard, (NRDC) 
 

David Archer (Action Aid/ Reflect) 
 
There are a number of steps that will be essential if we are to convert 
the idea of fresh hope for literacy into something meaningful on the 
ground.  These contributions and ideas draw extensively on the work 
of ActionAid and The Global Campaign for Education, particularly the 
publication “Writing the Wrongs: International Benchmarks on Adult 
Literacy”. 
 
1. Recognise the problem 
 
First to move forward, to galvanise a response, we must recognise 
the scale of the problem that we face. There are nearly one billion 
adults who cannot read and write, according to UNESCO statistics. 
The real figure is probably nearer to two billion. The statistics quoted 
are notoriously unreliable, depending on self-reporting. Wherever 
rigorous measurements are taken the figures are significantly higher.  
They are higher still if numeracy and the actual use of literacy skills 
are taken into account. Most of these are people living in extreme 
poverty. Almost two-thirds are women, and nearly 1 in 5 is a young 
person between 15 and 24.  
 
2. Make the case in a compelling way 
 
Illiteracy is a violation of the fundamental human right to education. 
We need to say this boldly and clearly. But we also need to give 
compelling practical reasons for governments and donors to invest 
now in adult literacy. For example, the Global Campaign for 
Education argues: 
 

• Literacy is vital to reducing gender inequality. Literacy 
increases women’s participation in both private and public 
spheres, in household decision-making, community affairs and 
as active citizens in national life. Adult literacy programmes 
have a dramatic impact on women’s self-esteem, empowering 
them to unlock economic, social, cultural and political 
resources.  

 
• Adult literacy is critical for the healthy development and 

education of children, especially girls. Each extra year of 
education for mothers is associated with a significant decline in 
infant mortality and improved child-health. More literate 
parents raise more literate children. Children with parents 
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(especially mothers) who can read and write stay in school 
longer and achieve more.  
 

• Literacy is vital to human and economic development.  
Improving literacy levels would deliver significant economic 
benefits both for individuals and for countries. Multi-country 
studies show clear connections between literacy levels in a 
country and both economic output and GDP per capita growth 
By the same token, current high rates of illiteracy among 
women and the poor are limiting the impact of programmes 
designed to boost livelihoods, improve incomes, protect the 
environment, deliver clean water, promote civic participation 
and democracy, and fight killer diseases. Unless the intended 
target group possesses basic literacy and numeracy skills, 
many of these programmes will not work properly, and there is 
even a risk that those who already have power and resources 
(who tend to be more literate and male) will capture the 
benefits. 
 

• Literacy is vital for fighting AIDS. The AIDS pandemic is 
creating a lost generation of orphans and vulnerable children 
who are growing up without an education. As the World Bank 
has warned, if left unchecked this trend could cripple African 
economies for decades to come. Adult literacy programmes can 
play a crucial role in reducing the spread of HIV/AIDS and 
enabling communities to respond to a world in which HIV/AIDS 
affects every dimension of their lives. Large-scale provision of 
adult literacy programmes is also essential to provide a safety 
net of second chance education for AIDS orphans (as well as 
for the many other young people who are affected every year 
by war or natural disasters that force them out of school and 
into harmful forms of child labour).  

 
• Adult literacy programmes work.  Contrary to conventional 

wisdom in the donor community, adult literacy programmes can 
be both affordable and effective.  

 
 
3. Simplify the message 
 
Thirdly we need to convert the great ideas and analysis in the EFA 
GMR into practical steps and useable materials. The report is not one 
which will be read by many people – even those active in the adult 
literacy sector are unlikely to get through it all. The real challenge lies 
in stripping this complex report down to simple messages for policy 
makers and practitioners. This is what drove the work that ActionAid 
and the Global Campaign for Education did, under commission from 
UNESCO and EFA GMR. We undertook the largest-ever attempt to 
systematise experience of what works in adult literacy.  
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We analyzed 67 successful literacy programmes in 35 countries in 
order to see whether they shared any common features that could be 
simplified into concrete, hands-on benchmarks or guidelines for 
policy-makers. Although no one, least of all the GCE, would advocate 
a ‘blueprint’ approach to literacy, there was remarkable consensus 
among the practitioners we surveyed as to the basic ingredients for 
success. This was reinforced by the positive feedback we received to 
early drafts of these benchmarks from 142 respondents in 47 
countries (including policy makers and practitioners from 
governments, NGOs and universities). It turns out that we do know 
what works in adult literacy programmes and there is no great 
mystery to it. There are clear steps that can be taken to design and 
manage good quality, cost-effective programmes – and where this is 
done they can yield exceptional results.  
 
The Benchmarks  
 
We hope these benchmarks will 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. 
Our 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.  
 

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. 

 
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. 

 
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, 
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- 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.  

 
4. It is important to invest in ongoing feedback and evaluation 

mechanisms, data systematization 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.  

 
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).  

 
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).  

 
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). 

 
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. 

 
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. 

 
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 
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with funding for the local production of materials, especially by 
learners, facilitators and trainers. 

 
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) 

 
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)  

 
 
4. Build Pressure on Governments / Broaden the Constituency 
 
One of the central problems identified by the ActionAid / GCE report 
and reinforced by the EFA GMR is that governments have not been 
taking responsibility for delivering on the right to literacy. 
Generations of adults are overlooked in the drive by Ministries of 
Education and donors to focus on primary education of children.  
Politicians rarely feel any pressure to shift priorities because the adult 
literacy sector is weak and the case for literacy is spread very thinly 
across other sectors. Until domestic political pressure is built there is 
little hope for new priority being attached to adult literacy.  
 
The case for literacy can be, but isn’t being, made. Many Ministries, 
from Agriculture to Rural or Community Development, from Gender 
or Women’s Affairs to Ministries of Health all have a stake in adult 
literacy - but none takes responsibility. These Ministries often lament 
the lack of literacy which undermines their training programmes or 
service provision – but they will not alone initiative plans to do 
something about it. We need to create new spaces for public dialogue 
to bring such different groups together. 
 
Likewise, in civil society, there are many different actors for whom 
literacy can be an important foundation. Organisations working on 
income generation or savings and credit programmes see the value of 
literacy but don’t invest in it themselves. Organisations concerned 
with democracy and governance recognise that illiteracy is a major 
obstacle to effective active citizenship – but rarely run programmes 
themselves. Women’s organisations or associations committed to 
empowering women often see literacy as important but not quite 
important enough in-itself to warrant being a top priority. Again, no-
one takes responsibility and literacy falls through the cracks. 
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The donor community has tended to add to these problems rather 
than address them. As adult literacy is not itself an MDG (even if it is 
a glue between MDGs) it does not attract priority attention.  Whilst 
rhetorically committed to an “Education For All” agenda most donors 
have focused their resources on universalising primary education. 
Whilst on paper there is a global financing mechanism called the EFA 
“Fast Track Initiative”, in practice this focuses only on primary 
schooling. 
 
There is an urgent need to create new spaces for public debate on 
adult literacy – bringing together different constituencies who 
collectively can see the strategic value of investments in adult 
literacy even if individually they may not make it a top priority. There 
needs to be a new convergence of forces to advocate the case for 
adult literacy beyond the existing adult literacy sector. 
 
Over the coming two years ActionAid plans to follow up its work on 
“Writing the Wrongs” and the Reflect approach (see www.reflect-
action.org) by promoting new dialogue around adult literacy in 
diverse countries. The aim is to target countries in different sub-
regions who have the potential to set an example for neighbours. The 
following are being considered: 

• East Africa:  Kenya or Tanzania,  
• West Africa: Nigeria or Ghana,  
• Southern Africa: Malawi or Mozambique 
• French-speaking West/Central Africa: Senegal or Burundi 
• South America: Brazil or Bolivia 
• Central America / Caribbean: Guatemala, El Salvador or Haiti 
• South Asia: Bangladesh or India 
• South East Asia: Vietnam or Thailand 

 
If we can secure support for this, in each selected country the plan is 
to undertake a series of strategic activities at national level: 
 
* Research existing national policies / provision around adult literacy 
in the country, using the insights from the EFA GMR and the 
International Benchmarks as a reference point.  This will help 
contextualise national practices and help raise critical issues for 
focused discussion. 
 
* Map out of key national actors who may have a stake in / interest 
in literacy – collating testimonies from different people about the way 
in which their work is affected by low levels of literacy / illiteracy. 
This will include discussions with people focused on economic 
development, governance, women’s rights, HIV, population and 
health – talking to governments, civil society organisations, in-
country donor agencies, trade unions and private sector voices (eg 
through national confederations of industry / business boards). 
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* Convene national inter-sectoral workshops to share the EFA GMR 
insights, the benchmarks, the mapping and the national research. 
These workshops will bring together key actors from all the different 
constituencies that have been consulted. The aim will be to produce a 
task force to make the case for literacy. The workshop may be timed 
for Adult Learners Week (in May) or International Literacy Day (8 
September) or other appropriate national hooks.  
 
* Support the work of the national inter-agency / inter-sectoral task 
force to make the case for new investment in literacy eg through: 
* briefings for the media (print / TV / radio) 
* meeting with parliamentarians  
* meeting with Head of State  
* convening of inter-ministerial meetings  
* meetings with those developing poverty reduction strategies 
* meetings with in-country donor representatives. 
 
These task forces would work closely with existing education 
coalitions / campaigns and other relevant groups. The aim would be 
to build a new, broad-based constituency demanding greater 
investment in adult literacy with a strong evidence base behind it.  
 
 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
I believe these are some of the key steps that we need to take to 
really move forward in adult literacy. The EFA GMR certainly helps us 
in this work, but much more needs to be done if adult literacy is not 
to drop off the agenda again within the coming years. 
 
 
David Archer, Head of International Education, ActionAid  
david.archer@actionaid.org 
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Peter Williams (UK National Commission for UNESCO) 

I am delighted to be a member of this panel.  I am here on behalf of 
the UK National Commission for UNESCO, and not because I have 
any pretensions to the kind of expertise that my panel colleagues 
possess.   
 
The National Commission through its Education Committee has been 
pleased to work with UKFIET and BALID in mounting a two-stage 
programme to discuss the 2006 EFA Global Monitoring Report with its 
focus on literacy, and expresses its appreciation to them for today’s 
lively and well managed event.  We had a very useful first stage 
seminar at St Anthony’s College in Oxford seven weeks ago with 
which UKFIET and BALID were associated and at which both were 
represented.  Such collaboration fully reflects the raison d’etre of the 
National Commission.  Its task is to encourage and facilitate direct 
engagement by UK civil society in UNESCO’s work and concerns: 
never to arrogate to itself the management of such relationships in a 
self-serving or monopolistic way. 
 
The Oxford Seminar was attended by almost 50 people, roughly a 
quarter of whom are here today.  Their presence has provided a good 
opportunity to feed in to Colloquium discussions some of the ideas we 
exchanged on December 2.  Since then we have struggled 
successfully to prepare the Report of the Oxford Seminar and to have 
it ready for today.  You will find a copy of our Report among your 
papers. 
 
A good deal of the ground covered has been common to both the 
December Seminar and this Colloquium.  One major difference was 
the much greater emphasis in Oxford on Britain’s own recent literacy 
experience and her continuing efforts to improve literacy levels in her 
population and workforce.  We saw great potential value in sharing 
our experience with other industrialised countries and developing 
nations and in learning from theirs.  
 
We also spent more time than has been possible today on the 
potential and pitfalls for literacy work opened up by ICTs literacy and 
the relationship of research into literacy and practice. 
 
How should we now take things forward, building on the work we 
have done to ensure that the messages about literacy in the Global 
Monitoring Report are acted upon by the global community?  Let me 
contribute my own ‘pennyworth’ of suggestions to the common pool. 
 

1. We have a fourth excellent report from the GMR team.  The first 
three reports on UPE, gender and quality cannot easily be lost 
sight of, particularly because each of them is reflected in the 
wording of the two Millennium Development Goals for education.  
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But literacy, and the next two goals to be tackled by GMRs 
dealing with early childhood education and skills development, 
do not focus on concerns directly addressed by the MDGs and 
will need specialised follow-up.  It would be good if the GMR 
Team itself could complement the efforts it makes in analytical 
work for new reports yet to be published with allocation of part 
of its resources to badgering the responsible parties to follow up 
the conclusions and recommendations it has made in earlier 
ones. 

 
2. It can of course be properly argued that UNESCO is the lead 

international agency with prime responsibility for ensuring that 
international literacy goals are met.  Literacy is one of UNESCO’s 
three current priorities for Africa.  We should ask our 
Government to work with others to ensure that UNESCO has 
more adequate resources for the task, both in the Secretariat 
and at the Institute of Education in Hamburg.  At the same time 
we should emphasise that UNESCO’s main role should be to lead 
strategic thinking, policy formation and co-ordination of 
international effort; and not, as has so often seemed the case in 
the Organization’s past programmes in education, to tinker with 
mini-projects.  The UK’s representatives at UNESCO have been 
arguing this case, and the National Commission endorses their 
efforts. 

 
3. UNESCO is essentially a forum for the exchange of ideas, for 

refining concepts and for concerting international action, rather 
than being itself an implementing aid agency.  It is a place 
where we meet the rest of the world as equals and learn from 
one another.  In the National Commission our constant refrain 
has been that the UK is a member of the world community that 
faces issues and challenges in common with others, both 
developing and industrialised.  We have our own problems to 
grapple with in the area of gender equality, out-of-school 
children, early childhood education and deficiencies in literacy.  
We have been reminded that today’s newspapers report that 
16m. out of our 30m. workforce have numeracy competences at 
or below those expected of the average eleven-year-old British 
schoolchild; and that the same is true of 12m. in relation to 
literacy skills.  The six EFA goals are not just for developing 
countries: they are for Britain and other industrialised countries 
as well.  UNESCO is therefore a channel we should use in 
building partnerships with others. 

 
4. A particularly urgent need around the world is to help develop 

the professional identity of literacy tutors and teachers, and to 
build literacy teaching into a true profession.  A place to start is 
developing professional associations of literacy teachers and 
facilitators at both national and international level, using 
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UNESCO and its national commissions and all other appropriate 
channels.  We also need to extend the concept of international 
linking, so prevalent nowadays at school level, to adult education 
and literacy-promotion bodies.  Colleagues in Oxford saw great 
potential in mobilising networks of European partners to co-
operate with UNESCO efforts to enhance the attainment of 
literacy world wide. 

 
5. We should take encouragement from the closer links being built 

between DfES and DFID and should welcome the DfES 
International Education Strategy paper and its evident intent to 
put its expertise at the disposal of Africa.  The UK resource for 
professional support of literacy in developing countries resides 
not in DFID, which has managerial and financial responsibility for 
official co-operation, but in organisations falling mainly under the 
policy remit of DfES.   

 
6. Adult literacy and adult education have hitherto had a relatively 

low profile in DFID support for basic education.  Cogent 
arguments have been put forward in the latest GMR that school 
enrolment and literacy are closely related.  DFID should be 
pressed to put resources behind all three ‘prongs’ of the GMR’s 
recommended strategy for developing literacy.  This means 
assisting basic education not just through support for  primary 
and lower-secondary schooling, but also through adult and youth 
literacy programmes and through creation of a richer literacy 
environment.  A higher proportion that at present of the £1.4b 
education assistance commitment should go to literacy work. 

 
7. It would be useful if DFID were to follow up its welcome support 

for the GMR team with a published  response to its latest report.  
Civil society should press for a policy statement or brief paper 
from DFID on future support for literacy. 

 
8. It is extraordinary that at a time when everybody is talking 

about the need for a new thrust in literacy, the UNESCO Institute 
of Education in Hamburg remains under threat of disappearing or 
operating with severely truncated resources.  Part of the 
problem is of course Germany’s wish to reduce its high share of 
the funding for the Institute.  The British Government should join 
with other friendly countries in finding a solution to this problem. 

 
9. Finally the National Commission looks forward to seeing a report 

of today’s proceedings and to sitting down with colleagues in 
UKFIET and BALID and other interested parties to draw up an 
agenda of points for civil society action and advocacy.  Our joint 
programme of discussions in Oxford and here in London should 
be a beginning and not the end. 
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Ursula Howard NRDC 
 
Four questions to take the agenda forward: Why, who, what 
and how can we approach the challenges of adult literacy, 
numeracy and language? 
 
There is room for fresh hope for literacy. Why?  Because there is, 
currently, world-wide interest in literacy as an entitlement and as the 
bedrock of economic development and more equal societies.   This 
conference is evidence of that renewed energy to address literacy.  
The contributions to the conference are  like seeds sown in soil; 
which has been better fertilized over the last few years, in the 
developed and the developing world as a result of the IALS survey, 
the Global Monitoring report and UNESCO policies and initiatives to 
name a few.   Although the Millennium Development Goals are 
confined to children’s literacy and women’s empowerment rather than 
adult literacy, they add, with other initiatives, to grounds for hope.   
Academic interest and research is more alive and active than it has 
been for decades.   
 
The sobering issue is how to turn the intentions, the policies and the 
initiatives across the world into solid, lasting, linked up, adequately 
resourced systems for learning.  Initiatives, by their very nature are 
expected to deliver short term results.  Adult literacy and numeracy, 
together with the vastly increasing, long-term need for adults to learn 
the language or languages of the host country in which they live, 
temporarily or permanently, present a long term challenge to 
governments, NGOs, international development organisations – and 
the people and families affected by poor educational opportunities.  
 
A source of hope and concern, in equal measure is the scale and pace 
of change we live with.  Massive change affects us all, and that 
includes the nature of literacy and the media through which literacy is 
learned and used.   
 
In this session I posed three more questions, which, if we can answer 
them in the interests of learners and those currently with little access 
to learning, could help us to transform hope into reality.  The 
questions arise from experience in adult literacy in the UK, the 
country in which I am familiar with policy, research and practice.   
 
Firstly, who should be the most important target groups in adult 
literacy, numeracy and language (LLN) strategies?  In England we 
have benefited from a hugely ambitious and successful 10 year 
strategy: Skills for Life.   Many thousands more adults are in learning 
now than five years ago.  However, we have also seen that, in the 
UK, numerical government targets, in this case raising achievement 
rather than just participation,  can unwittingly distort priorities:  
those with the greatest needs are not necessarily those targeted for 
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the most support because they cannot quickly raise their skills by a 
whole level in a relatively short time.  Those learners who can easily 
reach the target level are more attractive than those with a history of 
educational failure, who may take a long time to learn, or indeed 
simply use learning to maintain their existing skill levels and use 
literacy more in daily life.   
 
Yet, research from the National Research and Development Centre 
for Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC) in England, conducted by 
John Bynner and Samantha Parsons shows that those with the lowest 
levels of literacy and numeracy are deeply affected in other areas of 
their lives:  low income and job prospects, relationships and health 
for example. And they are more likely to pass on educational 
disadvantage to their children than those with higher literacy and 
numeracy.   This was a large study: the research team interviewed 
and assessed 10,000 adults aged 34, and their children.   If we are to 
attract the same degree of policy interest in tackling literacy as an 
equality and social justice issue, as exists in literacy for economic 
development, we need to take action to prioritise those most at risk 
of social exclusion.  This is what Skills for Life intended to do:  but 
powerful economic arguments and the logic of targets have obscured 
the social and emancipatory agendas.   
 
Secondly, what are the best ways of reaching adults and engaging 
them in teaching and learning?  Again, NRDC research shows that 
informal learning is a key part of successful programmes and flexible 
programmes which offer adults with major life commitments the 
opportunity to study when and where it suits them, including 
supported self study using ICT.   Family programmes and workplace 
learning, which bring the learning to the learners have proved that 
they attract people who would otherwise be excluded, and help them 
to persist and progress.   We need to rethink what we offer learners 
in terms of their own needs, rather than fit them into an offer 
designed to suit funders and professional educators.  
 
Thirdly, how do we improve teaching and learning, so that adults 
make real gains in their knowledge and skills?   Inside classrooms, 
inspectors and researchers consistently find pedagogic practices 
which do not encourage learners to persist:  programmes lack 
inspiration, creativity and interesting content.   There is too often a 
lack of group work and social interaction between learners; learning 
has become dominated by learning materials in individualised 
learning programmes, rather than pedagogic strategies to teach, for 
example reading or maths.   Books and worksheets do not of 
themselves create the ‘literate environment’ which international 
organisations for literacy rightly seek: it is thought-through, student-
centred, lively, stimulating learning which is most needed.  This 
means making speaking, listening and so-called ‘soft skills’ as 
important as reading and writing.  Together they help people become 
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more effective communicators in a caring, but rigorous learning 
environment.   
 
The pace of global change is daunting.  It has an impact on literacy, 
and makes literacy and language both more, and differently, 
significant.   Whether we are discussing the technological, political, 
economic or social realities of change, the speed and scale of change 
means that children’s, young people’s and adults’ LLN are going to be 
with us permanently as an issue to address.   Migration, 
displacement, economic globalisation, increased life-spans, longer 
working lives and permanent technological revolution all present new 
challenges for adult literacy, language and numeracy learning.  
Literacy itself is changing.  People will need to be re-learning and 
updating their knowledge and skills constantly throughout life to keep 
abreast of the new media and new uses of literacy.  This is already 
happening.  Our education systems and our civil society 
infrastructures will need to be able to respond to adults’ learning 
needs throughout their lives.  It is no longer a question of ‘being 
literate’ or ‘being illiterate’ but of becoming literate in a new literacy 
environment, or losing the ability and knowledge needed to have a 
foothold in the labour market, or striving to help your children to 
learn and participate in the community.   We need to face up to 
creating a sustained, and sustainable world-wide approach to lifelong 
literacy, language and numeracy learning culture. 
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Discussion following the Concluding Panel 
Notes by Thelma Henderson 
 
Lalage Bown (CEC) praised the contributions from the panellists. She 
made three suggestions about the way forward. (1) More effective 
approaches should be made to the media. We had stories to tell that 
would be of interest to development and education correspondents. 
(2) We should enlist the help of the diaspora, the members of which 
were important in building bridges to the people back home. (3) 
Since illiteracy is a common problem, the UK should be working with 
others, sharing experience and learning from them. 
 
Rosemary Preston (UKFIET) raised the issue of disseminating ideas 
and good practice. She suggested that the relationship between 
research reports and policy making should be explored. 
 
Ursula Howard (NFER) agreed but went further. She suggested that: 
(1) we should look at the relationship between researchers, policy 
makers and practitioners to find out how research can be 
transformed into policy and how policy can be transformed into 
practice;  
(2) in order to reach the next stage we should: 
(a) find good stories since there was evidence that these were                    
 more influential than research reports with policy-makers;  
(b) identify effective change strategies. 
 
David Archer (ActionAid) agreed that access to the media and to 
politicians was important. He suggested we needed to build a 
constituency, like the Global Campaign for Education, which would be 
effective in bringing about mobilisation. 
 
Dan Wagner (University of Philadelphia) made a plea for the use of 
ICT in Literacy. There had been many interesting developments in 
the field, for both literacy students and for literacy teachers, which 
were not mentioned in the Global Monitoring Report. 
 
Ursula Howard (NFER) confirmed that it was important to keep 
abreast of the changing nature of ideas about literacy and literacy 
provision and to employ innovative means of achieving the goals. 
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Final Session: Reflections on Fresh Hope for Literacy. 
Chair: David Theobald 
Speakers: Nicolas Burnett and Nicole Bella. 
Notes by Thelma Henderson 
 
The final brief session was guided by a question from the Chair: ‘How 
can we as individuals take this forward?’ 
 
Nicholas Burnett made the following points: 

1. He warned against the assumption that everyone in the 
education constituency, and outside it, was ‘on board’ where 
literacy was concerned. 

2. He outlined what his team could do to promote the 
development of literacy in terms of: 

(a) providing the Global Monitoring Report in various forms 
and on the website 

(b) supporting development through the provision of 
materials and information. 

3. However, there were limits to what they could offer.  
(a) Because of the size of the team, they were unable to 

visit every country to present the GMR and to discuss 
literacy issues. 

(b) Because of the financial constraints, they were unable 
to offer direct funding. 

4. It was important to try to influence policy. Whether the Global 
Monitoring Reports did this themselves would be explored 
through an evaluation process. 

5. He advised that approaches to the media should not be limited 
to meetings with development and education journalists. 
Journals such as the Economist should also be targeted. 

6. The next GMR would be devoted to Early Childhood Education. 
It was hoped that a good consultative process could be put in 
motion. 

 
Nicole Bella followed: 

1. She encouraged the view that all those who are interested in 
literacy should work together to keep the subject at the top of 
the agenda. 

2. A sense of ownership of the problem, and a feeling of 
responsibility for it, was needed in order to work collectively to 
transform the information into policy and practice. 

 
David Theobald thanked Nicholas Burnett and Nicole Bella for making 
a major contribution to the Colloquium by presenting the GMR 2006 
on Literacy and for their reflections on the way forward in the final 
session, ‘Fresh Hope for Literacy’. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1: ‘Issues’ (document circulated to participants by BALID) 
 

Fresh Hope for Literacy? 

A critical reflection on Literacy for Life, EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006 

Tuesday 24th January 2006; The British Council, 10 Spring Gardens, London 

SW1A 2BN 

� Objectives: to provide a forum in which those interested in 
literacy in the international context can discuss and provide 
feedback on the Global Monitoring Report on Literacy  
2006 recently produced by the GMR Team at Unesco Paris.  

� Context;  In addition to the GMR itself there have recently 
been a number of initiatives, both formal and informal, that 
provide the background for the day’s discussions:  

o A Seminar in Oxford in Dec 05 organised by The UK 
National Commission for UNESCO 

o LIFE 
o LAMP 

� Participants: Nicholas Burnett, Director of the GMR team, will 
introduce the report and its findings. Those taking part will be 
drawn from agencies, NGOs, universities and government 
departments. Specialists, well known for their work in literacy 
will respond to the Report and will act as facilitators on how to 
monitor and report progress. 

� Responses: Participants will have opportunities in a variety of 
forums to discuss the implications pf the GMR Report for policy, 
planning, practice and research and to offer feedback to Mr 
Burnett and his team on how literacy goals may be formulated 
and achieved in future. The views of both developing and 
industrialised countries will be represented through invited 
presentations, in groupwork sessions and in a panel  session. 

� Issues:  there are a number of cross-cutting issues of interest 
to all constituencies that will be addressed across the various 
forums during the day. Those raised at the UK National 
Commission for UNESCO meeting in Dec 05 include: 
¾ To reflect on new thinking about literacy programmes 

including approaches in the UK that might be adapted in 
developing countries 

¾ To acquaint UNESCO with the range of expertise and 
resources available in the UK 

¾ To indicate to UK civil society where there are openings 
for constructive engagement with, and contribution to, 
UNESCO’s and other international literacy programmes. 
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The British Association for Literacy in Development, co-
organisers of the present Colloquium, have raised the following 
issues of concern: 

• What is the relationship between and the priorities amongst the 
three approaches signalled by the GMR viz a) achieving UPE, b) 
scaling up youth and adult learning programmes c) promoting 
the literate environment?  

• Has there been an overemphasis on schooling and child 
education at the expense of adult learning provision? 

• How is the relationship between Formal and Informal Education 
conceived and prioritised? 

• How can educational provision build upon local knowledge and 
practices (eg rather than treat them as a ‘deficit’ and learners as 
‘tabula rasa’, as in many programmes? 
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