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Abstract 

This paper reports on a study, based in the Dublin Adult Learning Centre (DALC), to 

identify tutor and learner discourses around the impact of Labour Market Activation 

policies on adult learners and educators. The global recession continues to have a 

significant impact on people living in Ireland, particularly in relation to 

unemployment. The State’s policy responses to unemployment have had two principal 

dimensions: stimulus on the demand side through incentives for job creation and on 

the supply side through education and training, with particular emphasis on the long-

term unemployed. Research has been conducted to explore how unemployment is 

experienced; however, there is a dearth of qualitative research at Irish and European 

levels on the perceptions of people involved in LMA programmes. The situated nature 

of policy interventions points to the value of lay knowledge; this paper argues that 

adult learners undertaking education programmes and tutors, who deliver them, can 

contribute positively to the policymaking process as co-creators of this knowledge. 

Focus group interviews were conducted to capture interactions between learners and 

tutors and the (re)construction of LMA through discourse. The findings suggest that 

finance rather than education is the primary concern of the students engaged in LMA-

related learning, although skills development is considered important. In addition, 

they point to underlying tensions caused by differences in assumptions, expectations 

and knowledge between actors within Irish governance structures and community-

based agents. The study argues that tutors and learners should have a voice in policies 

which target the low-skilled unemployed via pedagogical intervention. 

Keywords 

Education, labour market activation, policy, discourse,  

 
 
 
 
 
 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

3 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 
The study underpinning this paper explores how adult learners and facilitators at the 

DALC construct their experiences of labour market activation through discourse1. 

Although activation programmes have been in existence since the recession of the 

1980s, their successes and failures have come under scrutiny since the collapse of the 

Celtic Tiger and the beginning of the global economic downturn in 2008. While LMA 

policies contain both fiscal and educational components, the study focuses on policy 

measures related to education.  

An active approach to LMA aims to address the skills gap between existing and 

required capabilities in the workplace through training and education. It encourages 

unemployed people to actively participate in opportunities for up-skilling and in 

searching for work. This emphasis on the activities of the unemployed in the pursuit 

of work reflects the influence of neo-liberal ideology in public policy (Fraser, Murphy 

and Kelly, 2013). A consequence of this is to make policies contingent on market 

forces, whereby the State must adapt quickly to changing market conditions and be 

reactive rather than proactive. The primacy awarded to economic over social 

considerations places constraints around the population’s capacity to make 

meaningful contributions in policymaking. The discursive construction of a social 

problem, particularly in the public arena, has significant implications for how it is 

managed (Bacchi, 2000). Conceptualising unemployment as failure at the level of the 

citizen enables the State to shift its responsibility to care for unemployed citizens to 

the level of the individual.  

Participants in the study are engaged in the learning experience at a hugely important 

time in Ireland’s socioeconomic history. Changing trends in work, knowledge and 

governance are converging on this period to prompt questions about what kind of 

society we are and what kind of society we would like to be (Higgins, 2014). 

Conceptualising policies as forces that create social spaces within which the effects of 

implementation are ‘lived’ and not just experienced, this paper argues that the 

                                                
1 For this paper, discourse is understood as ‘… an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through 
which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced 
through an identifiable set of practices’ (Hajer, 2006, pp. 67) 
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participants’ experiences of LMA can provide valuable insights for future LMA 

policymakers into the effects of policy on its clients. 

In promoting more inclusive public policy, Social Partnership groups have been less 

effective than was hoped. Connolly (2008) is sceptical about their capacity to achieve 

real policy change due to the institutionalisation of the ‘ideational framework’ 

(Connolly, 2008, pp.38) that shaped economic policy. Using Hall’s (1993) concept of 

a policy paradigm2, Connolly illustrates how the terminology used in policy debates – 

the discourse – shapes what can be discussed. Because policymakers do not question 

or challenge the terminology used, the capacity of the Partnership members 

representing marginalised groups to challenge the fundamental principles on which 

policies are based is limited.  

1.1 DALC and Dublin’s Inner City 

DALC accepts learners from all over the country, though it primarily provides basic 

adult education to the community of Dublin’s north inner city area. According to the 

2011 census statistics, 61% of people in the Gardiner Street and Sherrard Street area 

were unemployed on the date of the census, with 50% never undertaking any form of 

employment in their lives. In addition, 82.4% of people had only primary or lower-

secondary education. The two streets mentioned are the most extreme cases of 

statistics for the north inner city area; nonetheless, it is indicative of a serious 

problem.  

In Ireland, data on poverty is collected by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) using 

the Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC). While the SILC survey results 

are not published with the same granularity as the census data, it is nonetheless 

possible to make some observations about the area. First of all, 20.7% of the 

population experiencing consistent poverty in the 2011 SILC survey were 

unemployed. Secondly, 34% were educated to lower-second level or less (CSO 2013). 

While it cannot be concluded that all of the population of Dublin’s north inner city 

experience constant deprivation, it can nonetheless be inferred that high rates of 

poverty and deprivation exist in the area.  

                                                
2 Hall (1993) uses the term ‘policy paradigm’ to describe the interpretive framework of ideas and 
standards through which policy makers define policy problems, goals and the means by which to attain 
goals.   



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

5 
 
 

2. Literature Review 

By tracing the socio-cultural history of work – primary in the U.K. but with some 

references to the U.S. and Germany – Edgell (2012) makes a compelling argument 

that education for the general population evolved as a utilitarian response to a 

capitalist need for workers to develop general and specialist work-related skills. In 

contrast, more emancipatory and transformative forms of education have been 

outlined in the literature. Transformative education has four main strands: it raises 

consciousness (Freire, cited in Dirkx, 1998), transforms perspectives, helps 

individuals to make meaning within the context of cognitive, physical and 

psychosocial development (Daloz, cited in Dirkx, 1998) and facilitates spiritual 

growth (Boyd, cited in Dirkx, 1998). For transformative learning theorists, the 

changes which take place within the learner during the learning process and the ripple 

effect as the learner puts the new perspective into action are the most important 

outcomes of the learning experience. It is this type of education which promotes civic 

engagement and helps learners to develop competencies for active citizenship, 

however education policy remains heavily oriented toward the jobs market (Sergio 

Manisalco, 2010). 

Critics of the State’s approach to policymaking tend to identify neo-liberalism as a 

major factor in its perceived inadequacies (Fleming, n/d; Fraser et al., 2013; 

Gremmell, 2007; O’Connor, 2010). Neo-liberalism is an economic and political 

ideology, the central tenet of which is that the economy works best without 

government interference. The market is seen as rational, efficient and productive, 

capable of democratic functions of delivering fairness and economic justice. From a 

market perspective, people can succeed or fail based on talent and hard work and 

inequality is seen as reflecting a ‘natural inequality amongst humankind’ (Heywood, 

2012, pp. 50). By adopting a neo-liberal approach, policies become contingent on 

market forces; the State must adapt quickly to changing market conditions and be 

reactive rather than proactive. In addition, the primacy awarded to economic over 

social considerations places constraints around the population’s capacity to make 

meaningful contributions in policymaking. A neo-liberalist approach to policymaking 

does not therefore sit comfortably with the goal of promoting social inclusion. The 

influence of neo-liberalist discourse on adult education, which promotes career-
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related learning for competitiveness, has led to the privatisation of certain types of 

learning, particularly those which are not oriented towards improving employability 

(Gremmell. 2007). As a consequence, it is difficult for adult learners to access 

learning which develops critical awareness of existing social and political structures. 

Policy-as-discourse theorists focus on how problems are created in policy texts, the 

problematisation of societal issues (Bacchi, 2000). They argue that in politics, issues 

get represented by those in power in ways that hide the underlying structure of power 

relations, constructing individuals as responsible for their own failures and diverting 

attention from societal structures that produce inequality. So what is the public 

discourse on unemployment and who profits from it? It is important to ask these 

questions, particularly in relation to media because media is a powerful tool for the 

dissemination of information and opinion. Media discourse on social issues is 

instrumental in shaping how these issues are perceived by the public; moreover, the 

way that unemployed people are portrayed in the media plays an important role in 

paving the way for the implementation of active labour market policies (Murphy, 

2012). Fraser et al. (2013, pp.46) contend that ‘unemployment is now constructed and 

managed as an individual and personal failing’. Not only does this portray 

unemployed people as being to blame for their circumstances but it also absolves the 

State of its responsibility to care for the welfare of unemployed citizens.  

3. Methodology 

The research methodology was qualitative and semi-structured interviews were used 

to elicit rich, deep data. To address the research questions3, a non-probability 

sampling procedure was used. The interview population comes entirely from DALC 

and permission was requested from the director to conduct interviews in the Centre. 

The demographics of participants were not subject to pre-selection because there was 

little control over who agreed to participate in the study. The participants consisted of 

two groups: eight learners and six tutors. Semi-structured interviews allowed 

participants space to respond openly. Because the ways in which they perceive events 

in their lives was important to the study, the interview questions were primarily open-

                                                
3 The research questions were: What are the discourses of tutors and learners in the Dublin Adult 
Learning Centre (DALC) about Labour Market Activation (LMA)? How can such discourses be 
accommodated in Irish socioeconomic governance structures? 
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ended. In addition, the style of the questions was deliberately informal to foster a 

relaxed environment in which participants felt comfortable talking about their 

experiences. 

The interview schedule was pilot tested with another group of learners in DALC 

which highlighted some issues around the language used in the questions. These 

questions were then modified for the research participant interviews. Following a 

request for permission from participants to record interviews, each interview was 

recording using a voice recorder application on a Samsung Galaxy S3 Smartphone. 

The digitally recorded interviews were then transcribed word for word and analysed 

using Potter and Wetherell’s (1987) discourse analysis method. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

The learners: background and reasons for returning to education 

Most of the group had experienced addiction or mental health issues in the past. 

Some, particularly fathers, felt degraded by their inability to provide financial support 

for their families and talked about suicidal ideation. Where they had engaged with the 

Department of Social Protection, they described the interactions as degrading. These 

narratives produced strong emotions in the group, which re-emerged many times 

during the interview. A variety of routes into DALC were illustrated in the narratives 

provided by the learner group, reflecting the heterogeneity of adult learners. Some of 

the learners came to be employed on a CE scheme through membership of a social 

network, one woman was referred by employment services to improve her English 

and three of the group came to the Centre of their own volition with the aim  of 

developing either specific or general skills. 

 

Benefits of LMA and expected outcomes 

Consistent with the findings of Delaney, Egan and O’Connell (2011), members of the 

group had been experiencing negative effects of unemployment other than lack of 

disposable income. Engaging with the LMA programme, however, had mitigated 

against some of the most negative effects of unemployment which were exacerbated 

by feelings of inferiority as a result of being categorised as low-skilled. The main 

benefit was felt to be enhanced self-esteem, a view that was shared by the tutor group. 
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This had a knock-on positive effect on family relationships. Other benefits included 

increased varied social contact and structure. Education was not considered as a 

primary benefit of being on the programme, although those with children and grand-

children stressed the importance of education for them. 

Both the learner and tutor groups were pessimistic about the learners’ chances of 

finding work. Among those who had worked before, there was hope of finding jobs 

similar to what they had before the recession. One learner found employment while 

on the programme, which he attributed to his increased self-esteem rather than what 

he had learned: ‘I knew walking out of the office that I had the job, you know like that. 

Because me confidence and stuff like that.’ None of the other learners had found work 

at the time when the interviews were conducted. There was a feeling among the group 

that the jobs which have been created since the beginning of the recession are not 

suited to their skills and abilities and they were not hopeful of finding work as a direct 

consequence of returning to education. The tutors were concerned about addressing 

learners’ mind-sets where they feel that learners have developed deeply embedded 

attitudes towards work as a consequence of being long-term unemployed: ‘And 

there’s that mind-set as well, you see, and that takes much, much longer – you can’t 

come in and fix that in a year.’ This hints at an expectation that learners will be ‘work 

ready’ within a year and points to a tension between DALC tutors and other agents 

which will be discussed in more detail below. 

 

Tension between DALC and policymakers 

The tutors expressed concern that their ethos of being learner-centred is under threat. 

They are losing power; their ability to be learner-centred is being eroded by the 

withdrawal of funds and the increasingly contingent relationship between funding and 

quantity of work. They are finding themselves under pressure to increase the 

throughput of FETAC folders and they feel that this is preventing them from engaging 

with the learners in a way that is salient with the ethos of the Centre, oriented towards 

learners’ needs. This has generated a lot of tension between DALC, SOLAS/FÁS and, 

to a lesser extent, the Department of Social Protection: 

 
‘…there’s definitely an increasing tension between what government departments, FÁS 
or the Department of Social Protection are looking for in terms of labour market 
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activation and … I think it’s generally in the Centre as well… a pressure from, em… that 
[…] kind of deals with in terms of people being work-prepared as opposed to their 
educational needs being kind of their priority.’ (Jennifer) 
 

To comply with the requirements of SOLAS/FÁS, the learners are encouraged to 

submit work for FETAC accreditation but the tutors feel that learners do not always 

possess sufficient fluency to have their work accredited, which creates a moral 

dilemma. The submission of FETAC folders is a condition for the receipt of funding 

from SOLAS/FÁS. By rejecting folders, the tutors are diminishing their chances of 

retaining the same level of funding in the following year. The negotiation of the new 

‘rules’ is an uncomfortable exercise because it challenges DALC tutors to act in 

discordance with their ethos. Part of the Centre’s mission is to influence public policy 

on basic adult education. The next section looks at learner and tutors views on direct 

participation on policymaking. 

Political engagement and power 

Because this study explores the effects of LMA, the implementation of government 

policy, it was considered important to ask participants about their views on how they 

were represented in Irish governance structures. Most of the learners expressed a 

strong preference for local candidates who would have an in-depth understanding of 

local issues: ‘People who came from areas like where we – where I come from. I come 

from the inner city, Dublin. That’s what I’d want – independents, who’s going to 

speak up for the likes of us.’ There is a clear lack of trust in elected politicians who are 

affiliated with political parties and the group feels that their concerns do not matter in 

the Dáil. 

When asked about direct participation in policy decision-making, some of the learners 

reacted enthusiastically. The idea of having a voice and being able to shape the 

decisions that impact on their lives was initially appealing. However, the enthusiasm 

for involvement was tempered with caution and mild cynicism. Some of the group 

argued that even if such a platform were to exist, they would be prevented from 

participating. There was suspicion that if they participated, their power to effect 

change would be curtailed, as was the case with the Social Partnership groups 

(Connolly, 2008), and that, while they may be given a platform to talk, their 
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suggestions would not be taken seriously: ‘Would we be listened to? That’s the 

thing…’ 

Although one of DALC’s goals is to influence policy, the tutors are not very involved 

in this area. This is not surprising, considering that many of them are part-time, on 

fixed hours and some of them split their time between DALC and other jobs. Under 

these circumstances, there is little scope for political engagement and it is the Director 

of the Centre who does much of the work in this area. She feels an organisation like 

DALC is in a good position to do this because it is ‘independent, student-led and not 

very bureaucratic’. Adult education in Ireland is undergoing significant changes with 

the dissolution of FÁS and the development of SOLAS. This presents an opportunity 

for intervention on behalf of the learners and the proposal of a model of adult 

education that is not the statistical model that seems to be currently favoured. 

5. Conclusions and Future Work 

For the learners and, to a lesser extent, the tutors, underpinning all other concerns was 

a perceived inability to influence the decisions that shape their lives. The global shifts 

in the structure of the labour market, combined with the demand for increased 

knowledge and competitiveness, and reduced spending, limits the actions that can be 

taken by the State as government tries to respond to the economic situation. The tutors 

are bound by the requirements of the rational, statistical model of basic adult 

education which restricts their capacity to be learner centred. For the learners, 

enthusiasm for direct participation is tempered with a suspicion that while they might 

be given a voice, this would be an empty gesture and their views wouldn’t be listened 

to.  

Conclusions drawn from the findings of the study indicate that LMA policy is 

experienced in a myriad of ways that impact significantly on the lives of learners and 

tutors. From the tutors’ perspective, they are simultaneously thrust into caring role 

and prevented from fulfilling that role by the rational, statistics-driven model of basic 

adult education as currently used by the Department of Education which generates 

internal conflict. We argue that LMA policy should be constructed with input from a 

variety of actors and agencies, particularly people at the level of the community who 

have the advantage of lay knowledge. The current conceptualisation of LMA as 
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simply getting someone into a job does not address the full spectrum of needs of 

unemployed adults with basic education and does not adequately support the tutors 

who work with them. 

This research could contribute to adult learning and development at Irish and 

European levels by highlighting the need to stay learner-centred in the face of 

pressure to move to rational, statistical models of basic adult education. A follow-on 

study could build on the current research by utilising novel methods of data collection 

such as learner diaries. Such a study might also test the feasibility of integrating 

learner and tutor discourses into governance structures by including the co-design of a 

deliberative form with adult learners and tutors. This would help identify where the 

process could be improved. In a broader context, this research could be used as a basis 

for larger studies which may include other populations in Ireland, for example 

learners in other education centres or in rural areas or other communities. 

Furthermore, it could also be used as a basis for comparative studies in other countries 

in Europe. Finally, as unemployment continues to be a problem across much of the 

globe this study could be used as part of a critical comparative study of the 

approaches toward LMA-related education adopted in other countries. 
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