Short paper for the literacy review: Volunteers and their role
History
1 The Adult Literacy Campaign from 1974 was one of several initiatives in which volunteering formed a crucial element. Local authorities were then the main provider of adult education services. As a result of a coordinated approach, the campaign encouraged thousands of volunteers to train as tutors (BBC, 1974). During the 1970s voluntary work was seen as a real alternative to state-provided services and this ‘welfare pluralism’ was seen as a counterpoint to the rising expenditure on the welfare state. The concept of using volunteers to teach adults to read was borrowed from small voluntary sector schemes where it had been common practice for several years (BAS, 1974): 
Using unpaid non-professional tutors at all is novel; no other area of publicly financed education employs non-professional teaching staff. (Hill, 1976:8)
2 In 1974–5 and 1975–6, when the government offered £1 million ‘to combat illiteracy’ through a new Adult Literacy Resource Agency, four factors led to the widespread use of volunteers. First, there was enormous haste in the campaign, urged on by broadcasting schedules and wide public interest (Hargreaves, 1977:7). Second, the few experts and the relatively high profile of pioneer voluntary sector schemes (such as Cambridge House, London, and the British Association of Settlements’ models) meant that trained volunteers were seen as the normal solution. Third, in many publications and the media there was an assumption that volunteers would be tutors (BBC,1974) because individual tuition was paramount. Fourth, the financial crisis was then biting hard on local education authorities (Education, 1974:106): a cheap and flexible voluntary workforce appealed to the “small government approach” of the 1979 government (Wilenski, 1986).
3 As volunteer tutors became an essential ingredient in adult literacy work it was not long before they were being interviewed, trained and moving to paid part-time teaching work (Hargreaves, 1977). This ‘professionalisation’ process was captured in a 1979 report in which volunteers were seen as flexible, providing individual help and ‘non-teacher’ approaches (ACACE, 1979). By 1979 some 43,157 voluntary tutors were working with 70,924 learners and supported by 1,214 full-time equivalent paid staff (ACACE, 1979). Twenty years later it has been estimated that fewer than 10,000 volunteers remain. Their greatest legacy, however, may be the paid staff who came into the profession after being a volunteer.
4 There is much to be learned from the past. Twenty years ago, during the first cycle of interest in adult literacy, there was an economic downturn; a Conservative government; a strong commitment to ‘active citizenship’ (volunteering), and ‘small government’ (‘Big Society’) approaches; and a fervent belief in testing national community service, particularly for those not in employment (Lavender, 1989).
What is the role of volunteering in supporting people to develop literacy skills?

5 Since the 1970s, literacy volunteers have been deployed in at least four ways:
i. As individual tutors, either in homes or as supporters to paid staff in a class. In some situations volunteers were organising classes with no paid staff;
ii. As support staff, for example creating materials or working in support groups, or on reception; 

iii. As support workers for English conversation with ESOL students; and
iv. As committee members in advisory groups or boards of trustees.
6 Although there is almost no mention now of volunteer involvement in adult literacy work there are still those who assist in a voluntary capacity in community-based provision. Sometimes they are professionally qualified teachers working as volunteers. This lack of mention is partly because the workforce has become increasingly professionalised and partly because paid staff find ‘volunteer’ uncomfortably synonymous with ‘amateur’. There is well-documented evidence to show that managers and paid staff increasingly questioned volunteers’ motivation, their effectiveness at the task, and whether they were a cost-effective option for a professional service.
7 It would be perfectly possible for literacy work to include volunteers once again. Such a deployment might increase the individual attention learners experience, enhance the teaching workforce, and help in the recruitment of a new source of paid teachers. At first glance, this might seem attractive in the public sector where there is a shortage of skilled teachers and concerns about staff/student ratios. Looking back at the experience of the first campaign in the 1970s some lessons can be drawn.  
8 In terms of individual attention, it needs to be recognised that most provision now takes place in groups and not on a 1:1 basis. In addition, one of the risks of having too many assistants in a class is that the group never works as a group and learning may not be shared. The idea that a new kind of teacher becomes available is also a myth. Literacy volunteers in the 1970s were not like the wider cohort of volunteers found, for example, in volunteer bureaux. They were more comfortably off, middle class and with a better education than most of the population (Lavender, 1989). Those people who volunteered for literacy work were similar to the paid staff and ones who volunteered for most other voluntary work in the statutory services – their characteristics have remained unchanged since the Aves Report (1969).   
What works in terms of volunteering? What evidence is there?
9 There is one important difference between the situation in the 1970s and the educational environment now, and that is the relative priority of literacy provision for adults. In earlier years volunteers felt they were joining a movement: it attracted a number for social justice reasons. But at no point in earlier years did volunteers feel their work was going to be a high priority for funding as it was from 2001 onwards with the Skills for Life strategy. And, ironically, because it is an accepted educational priority across government and relatively well funded, it may be more difficult to attract volunteers who wish to commit to the work.
10 To re-engage volunteers in the national literacy work for adults will require a strategy which takes care to address these requirements for the volunteers:
a. Effective screening, induction, training and support;
b. Proper valuing of volunteers’ motivation;
c. Progression opportunities; 

d. A willingness from learners to receive support from para-professional staff;
e. A willingness by teachers to work with volunteers in a way which values their role; and
f. A marketing and promotional strategy to recruit volunteers.
What wrap-around support is needed for volunteering to work effectively?

11 For these elements to be in place requires a framework based on a sound contract between volunteer and provider. Few of these were in place in the 1970s. In addition, there is more that education and training providers need to understand about volunteers. ‘Working with volunteers is always unpredictable and untidy,’ suggest Bruce and Darvill (1976:296), but there are many things that can be learned from such involvement. The kinds of materials available in the past rarely had volunteers in mind when it came to teaching and learning: they were seen as a means to an end and the only things that mattered were students and their learning. For information on managing volunteers now we need to turn to organisations like Volunteering England.  
12 In fact, we need to know much more about the nature of volunteering – of giving and receiving, the norms of beneficence and reciprocity, and the basis of altruistic activity – and how these things can be effectively managed in an educational context. In short, we would need to rediscover the pre-Kantian notions of what altruism means – that it is more about concern for the ‘weal and woe’ of others as a principle of action and less about noble self-sacrifice. There is still a great deal of study in the educational sphere to be undertaken, in relation to volunteers: how we learn to give and receive help and what we can learn from voluntary work.  
13 For example, we need to know how the ‘active citizen’ from the past and the citizen in the ‘Big Society’ differ or have links. Surveys have indicated that more work of a longitudinal kind needs to be undertaken in order to find the patterns in the lives of volunteers, to see how voluntary work relates to the rest of a person’s life and the function of voluntary work as an educational process for volunteers. Recent publications from Volunteering England (http://www.volunteering.org.uk/resources) might assist many managers if volunteers are to be taken more seriously.
Dr Peter Lavender, NIACE
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