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ABSTRACT
Over the 1980s secondary schools and Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges in
South Australia had increasing numbers of adults returning to formal secondary education
mainly in search of better jobs or to qualify for tertiary studies. The teaching of such students
required an appreciation of the difficulties they faced with the competing demands of family
and work, and the anxieties they had in meeting the requirements of formalised study. In
1989 the South Australian Government made a policy decision, to transfer all the year 11 and
12 classes which TAFE colleges had specially established for adult students to the public
secondary school system. Funds were allocated for the establishment of a secondary school
system wide structure of nine Adult Re-entry sites, eight of which are still successfully
operating within the Department of Education and Children’s Services. Whilst adult
educational sites existed elsewhere, no other Australian state had a comparable systemic
secondary school structure designed for adults returning to study. As a teacher of adult re-
entry students, | sought to investigate the historical factors behind the policy decision to
establish of adult re-entry sites within the secondary school system, to research the
development of adult programs at a particular site and to study the experiences of adult

students, analysing in particular why they returned to formal studies.

Overseas studies indicated that to understand the personal worlds of adult students two sets
of factors needed to be taken into account. External social and cultural factors influenced
their current situation and their life experiences. Internal psychological factors helped to
determine how they responded to the new demands of study. Four different educational
responses to adult students could be identified. Direct and structured teaching could be seen
in many vocational training models. Programs based on andrological principles put the
emphasis on the individual’'s self — directed learning. A third approach was focussed on
critical pedagogy which sought to change society. There was also evidence of a holistic
approach, which was centred on the adult learners but provided sympathetic educators to

support their learning.
The researcher’s underlying perspective in carrying out this study was that associated with

Weber's social action theory, because of the way it enabled emphasis to be placed on the
actions of individuals and their interpretations of their actions in their social and cultural

Xi



contexts. In this research portfolio the individuals concerned were politicians and educational
administrators making policy decisions (Part 1); teachers developing appropriate programs
(Part 2); and adult students deciding to return to studies and participating in adult programs
(Part 3).

Part 1 of Portfolio

Two main sources of data were used to investigate the reasons for the 1989 policy decision
to establish a system of adult re-entry colleges and schools within the Education Department
of South Australia. The first was the official Hansard record of debates in the South
Australian Parliament during the late 1980s and early 1990s. The second was a series of
interviews with the Minister of Education involved and key officials in the Departments of
Education and TAFE. The debates were focussed on the ideal educational location for adult
re-entry students. Arguments based on the perspective of social justice and the special
needs of adult students led to the establishment of a formal network of sites and programs to
cater for the needs of adults within the secondary school sector. Despite the closure of one
site in 1996 and funding readjustments in 1998, by 2005 adult re-entry colleges and schools

had a well established role in South Australian public education system.

Part 2 of Portfolio

The investigation into the development of adult re-entry programs on one site was based on
documents available in the Research School chosen — annual statistics, reports, curriculum,
administration and journals. In addition, key members of staff involved in the adult program
were interviewed. There was evidence of the way the adult program had changed over the
period 1990 - 2005 in response to changing demography in the surrounding area and to
changing needs and interests of those returning to study, as well as satisfying Departmental
requirements. In recent years there has been a trend for more students to study part — time
and to seek vocational rather than pre — university education. The provision of appropriate
courses, resources and support was regarded by staff as important in the ongoing success of

the adult re-entry program.
Part 3 of Portfolio

The investigation of adult students’ motivations and experiences in returning to study was
based on the memoirs and personal statements of 40 adult re-entry students from the
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Research School. Their comments provided a unique understanding of the diverse personal
worlds of adult re-entry students, their expectations, goals and aspirations, their difficulties

and problems and their learning experiences.

The formation of adult campuses in the secondary sector in South Australia was influenced
by both pragmatic factors and by principles of social justice which sought to promote
educational opportunities and offer those who had left school without recognised
qualifications a second chance. Adult re-entry sites have continued to provide for the needs
of adult learners in the communities they serve. They have made an important contribution
both to the individual’s right to life — long learning and to society’s need for skilled workers

and well educated professionals.

During the twenty first century adult sites in South Australia within the Department of
Education and Children’s Services have faced two challenges. The learning interests of adult
students have changed, with more looking to the acquisition of technical and vocational skills.
Furthermore, in order to remain viable, adult sites have had to maintain a high profile in
relation to innovative policy development, student numbers, funding and resource allocation.
Their successes have been due in large measure to their recognition that adult re-entry
students were not big kids, but required specific educational structure and programs catering

for their diverse learning needs.
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