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Letter from Australia

I sit here at my desk at home in Western Australia wondering what to write for the 
RaPAL 2009 Conference journal.  I am listening to the first Incredible String Band 
album from the late 60s.  The songs make me smile – in part this is in response to the 
humour, naivety and gladness in the lyrics and in part because they remind me of 
feeling young and hopeful when anything was still possible.  This is a very juvenile 
album and we are all wiser now!  Now, it is harder to believe that the world can come 
to rights.

In June this year, I was lucky enough to attend the annual RaPAL conference in South 
Wales and take part in discussions, workshops and lectures from which emerged 
concerns and themes that are also relevant to life on this side of the planet.  I was 
particularly encouraged by the triumphant account of the journey towards bilingual 
education in Wales.  In Australia, where we still have languages associated with 
cultures that have been continuously alive for 40,000 years, the vexed issue of 
bilingual education is one of perennial contestation.  In October 2008, the Northern 
Territory Minister for Education scrapped the 40 year bilingual schools policy and 
overnight imposed a regime where the first 4 hours of the school day were to be 
conducted in and focussed on English – a first language for none of the children 
attending these remote schools.  The last hour of the school day could be devoted to 
teaching a traditional language.  This represented a shift away from both a bilingual 
approach (seeking to preserve traditional languages and ensure transmission of strong 
cultural identities) and a two-way approach (scaffolding the learning of Standard 
Australian English from a basis of literacy learning in a first language.)  Learning in a 
first language now occupies the same place in the NT curriculum as all other 
Language Other Than English (LOTE) courses.

The Minister’s sudden decision was taken after the first set of results from the 
National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) were published 
and children from bilingual schools in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 performed less well on the 
standard tests. The same standard tests measure the English language performance of 
children whether they are from an English speaking background or not.  There are no 
nationally agreed instruments to distinguish between children who have been learning 
to speak English for a minimum of eight years when they are first tested and children 
who may have been learning English as a second language for a maximum of three 
years before they are first tested.  The NAPLAN reports have been designed by the 
Australian Government to report on a child’s individual performance and also to 
provide a benchmark of school effectiveness so that schools’ literacy performance 
may be publicly ranked.

Readers in the UK might like to visit the website of a recent ABC television 
documentary called “Going back to Lajamanu” which reviews the history of bilingual 
education in the Northern Territory 
http://www.abc.net.au/4corners/content/2009/s2683288.htm  
The program can be downloaded for viewing and the web page provides links to 
background information including related reports and policy documents. The program 
revisited some of the protagonists in a documentary made 23 years earlier and took 
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the opportunity to sound out the views of those currently making the political 
decisions. Some members of the Warlpiri language group are also interviewed. 

In some senses the topic of this documentary crystalises a problem at the heart of the 
literacy policy agenda – an agenda that has as much currency in the UK as it has in 
Australia.  The problem is that governments and system managers seem reluctant to 
engage with the complexities of language and language teaching and prefer instead to 
focus on defining and imposing a single standard or benchmark.  The benchmark is an 
essential management tool in a data driven system and enables policy makers to 
define change by setting targets that can be easily or conveniently measured.  This is a 
dangerous situation for at least two reasons.  Firstly the benchmark can easily become 
mistaken for the thing itself.  In creating matrixes, frameworks or scales that purport 
to capture the infinite complexity of language and cognition, we may easily forget 
about what lies outside the frame.  If we are not naming it or valuing it—if it does not 
count in meeting a target—it may cease to exist.  A substitution occurs: the measure 
becomes the whole activity, and the whole value of the activity.  The second danger is 
that in focussing exclusively on outcome measures, too little attention and thought are 
given to the inputs needed to improve language and literacy teaching.  These inputs 
include teacher education, recruitment, curriculum and curriculum resources and in-
service development.  If we are to improve the outcomes of our literacy teaching, 
what we really need is a far more sophisticated understanding of language and 
language learning at all levels of the system from policy making to classroom 
teaching. 

In Australia there is no recent explicit policy for adult literacy, but there are national 
targets and priorities that impact on the delivery of literacy programs.  The last policy 
statement was issued as the Australian Language and Literacy Policy White Paper in 
1991 under the Keating Labor Government.  Since that time we have been dealing 
with adult language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) as an integral part of vocational 
training.  We have told ourselves that our training products (documents in which we 
specify competencies needed for work related qualifications) will explicitly identify 
the LLN skills embedded in the units of competence.  We have also created a range of 
accredited courses producing general education qualifications for adults and delivery 
of these currently comprises around 5% of the publicly funded national training effort. 
The Australian Government funds English language programs for new migrants and 
language and literacy programs that target job-seekers and workplaces. 

The benefits of this approach have been that the scale and scope of LLN delivery have 
increased and that general education qualifications now provide better transition 
pathways into vocational courses, the workplace and to university.  Some of the 
drawbacks are that assessable courses have replaced the less formal type of program, 
delivered often in community settings; that competency-based formats sometimes 
make teachers feel constrained and less responsive to students’ needs; that job-related 
skills are more highly valued than skills for other aspects of social and personal life; 
and that the multiple reasons adults have for learning are not properly recognised or 
respected. 

In recent years, the low status of lower level training courses (including LLN courses) 
has been exacerbated by a number of reports conducted by the National Centre of 
Vocational Education and Research (NCVER) ‘proving’ that lower level courses do 
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not provide value to their graduates (measured in employment outcomes) and do not 
therefore represent value for money for governments.  The targets set for the national 
training system by the Coalition of Australian Governments (COAG) include an 
increase in higher level qualifications.  A second target is to reduce the proportion of 
the adult population with the lowest levels of literacy and numeracy skills: this will be 
measured in 2011 when another national survey of adult literacy is taken.  A third 
target is to close the statistical gap in employment and training outcomes for 
Aboriginal people.  Student outcomes data show that Aboriginal people are not well 
served by the training system—a replication of the poor pattern of outcomes in the 
schools sector.  Poor literacy in adults is therefore nominated as a problem to be 
overcome, yet there is no policy to address the systemic shortcoming that produce 
poor outcomes.  Instead, funding is being drawn away from LLN programs, while 
attention is drawn to literacy as a means to measure system performance.  

At the conference in South Wales, in keeping with the theme of sustainability, Amy 
Burgess invited delegates to use the metaphor of environmental ecology to take stock 
of how adult literacy work was progressing.  The invitation prompted in me the 
recognition of just how toxic the policy environment is to many adult literacy 
practitioners and how few of the field’s aspirations for themselves or their students 
can flourish in this contaminated atmosphere.  

What are the features of this toxicity? One feature is an increased administrative 
burden associated with a focus on frequent assessment and reporting: the labour 
market literacy program in particular requires teachers to report frequently on 
students’ skill acquisition using a numerator from the National Reporting System 
(NRS)1 and also to monitor attendance since the program participants are in receipt of 
income support.  In all programs now, outcomes are measured in successful 
completion of modules and funding penalties may apply if benchmarks are not met.

A second feature of the ‘toxic’ environment is the definition of literacy competence as 
an attribute of human capital: skill that are needed by workers in order for them to be 
sufficiently productive or competitive in the labour market.  The pre-eminence of this 
definition in policy making is reflected in the formulation of curriculum documents, 
in the dominance and influence of industry’s voice in the advice provided to 
governments, in the formulation of indicators for program evaluation purposes and, 
perhaps most importantly, in the way a human being (the learner) is positioned as a 
deficient object rather than an autonomous subject. Most adult literacy teachers see 
the person first and the skills set second.  Most adult literacy teachers recognise that 
learners have multiple motivations for learning and some of these may be to do with 
family, with community or with notions of self-worth or self-expression. Work (or 
lack of it) plays an important part in a person’s life, but the part played by literacy in 
an individual’s relationship with an employer goes beyond an exchange of time and 
skill for money. 

A third feature is the development of a competitive market in which the costs of 

1 The National Reporting System (NRS) for language literacy and numeracy 
developed in 1995 for use with Commonwealth-funded programs including the 
Settlement Program for new Migrants, the labour market llanguage and literacy 
programs and the Workplace English Language and Literacy (WELL) Program.  This 
instrument has been renamed as the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF).
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delivering programs are driven down by means of short term funding let by tender: 
providers try to outbid each other by offering an ever cheaper price.  This process 
incurs disadvantages for teachers in terms of driving wages down and reducing job 
security and it incurs disadvantages for learners in that it is hard for organizations to 
hold on to well performing staff when there is no prospect of long term employment 
and the conditions and wages are not good.  Providers struggle with a high staff 
turnover and program instability is one result.  In conjunction with other features of 
the Australian training market (see below for a discussion on quality standards) short 
term, competitive funding has failed to provide incentives for private or community-
based training organizations to employ skilled and qualified personnel to teach 
literacy.

In Australia at the moment, a proportion of the national money, previously allocated 
to the states to invest in range of training programs including adult and basic 
education programs delivered by the public providers—in Australia these are the 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges—is now the subject of two special 
‘partnership’ agreements targeted at job seekers and existing workers.  The training 
for existing workers must deliver higher levels qualifications, while the training for 
jobseekers delivers lower level qualifications some of which may have a literacy 
focus.  Those that have an entry level industry focus have very little focus on literacy. 
Unfortunately, the new partnership agreements mean that the states are now deprived 
of funding to maintain the infrastructure to deliver access and bridging courses 
including language, literacy and numeracy programs.  The majority of language, 
literacy and numeracy courses—75%—are at the two lowest levels of credential and 
these are not a priority for the Australian Government.  This change in funding policy 
threatens to undermine the states’ capacity to deliver accredited literacy and numeracy 
programs built up through programs in the TAFE and community colleges since the 
early 1990s.

A fourth feature is the predominance of regulatory frameworks for quality and 
accountability that have been designed for a system delivering training for industry. 
These same regulations and standards have also been applied, willy-nilly, to that part 
of the system that delivers general education courses.  Some of these regulations, not 
having been crafted with literacy courses in mind, created confusion.  Three aspects 
have been of major concern: staff skills, assessment protocols and customising course 
design to workplace expectations.  The standard about staff skills began to undermine 
the status of the post graduate teaching qualifications held by most LLN teachers: 
these qualifications were no longer adequate without the new vocational assessor’s 
qualification.2 The lack of clarity was not helpful in sustaining an argument that 
teachers of language, literacy and numeracy needed specialist skills and qualifications 
at postgraduate level. Assessment became over-regulated, manifesting in an obsession 
with version control. Version control is an impossible job for a literacy teacher who 
wants to customise assessment for each individual in response to each person’s 
interests or particular goals for learning.  Thirdly, teachers designing basic education 
courses understood it to be a requirement that local employers should approve their 
plans, even though these qualifications did not lead directly to employment.

2 This qualification, a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (TAA), was designed 
to provide industry lecturers with trade and other vocational qualifications with the 
skills to ensure the consistency of assessment outcomes for vocational qualifications 
in a national system.
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I could go on.  Some of these patterns may be recognisable to adult literacy 
practitioners and researchers in the UK.  I have spoken with literacy workers both in 
the UK and in Australia who have complained about increased reporting 
requirements, undermining of working conditions, the assessment tail wagging the 
teaching dog, constraints imposed by mechanistic curriculum specifications, narrow 
evaluation indicators and a lack of focus on the humanitarian agenda.  Most adult 
literacy teachers still want to think about their work in terms of equity; giving people 
another go; putting right some of the inequities of the past; offering new hope for the 
future; building competence and confidence.  Essentially adult literacy workers 
understand their work as contributing to social wellbeing and capacity building rather 
than producing human capital. Adult literacy workers resist being coopted as 
conveyor belt operatives fashioning other people into the standard product defined as 
desirable by industry. It is for these reasons that the policy environment might be 
considered toxic: it is not an environment where the values of adult literacy workers 
are reflected and therefore the aspirations of adult literacy workers cannot be realised 
or sustained.

In a toxic environment what can you do to avoid being poisoned?  

First, don’t breathe the air.  Do not try to make sense of the incoherent rhetoric; do 
not accept the insupportable premises; develop a taste for anarchy; undermine the 
fallacious logic whenever you get a chance.  Retain a sense of humour.  

Second, plant a garden with trees in it to purify the air.  Permaculture techniques 
show how to reclaim concrete wastelands.  Find what can be nurtured and gives you 
joy. This may mean that you choose to focus entirely on your students, standing up 
with them against whatever forces of evil and oppression you or they face.  It may 
mean that you determine to follow your own research rather than look for government 
funding where the outcomes are expected to support a prevailing ideology.  It may 
mean that as a bureaucrat you give frank and fearless advice and look for 
opportunities to correct the parts of a failing system, where, if you are clever and 
brave (and are not breathing the air) you have a realistic chance of succeeding. (This 
will almost certainly mean that you have the right kind and number of allies and 
collaborators.) 

Third, don’t drink the water.   You may need to provision yourself from clean 
springs.  Go looking for the ideas that really can make a difference.  In Australia we 
were told to ‘integrate LLN with vocational training’ and in Western Australia we 
took the opportunity to devise a methodology for partnerships between vocational 
lecturers and literacy teachers.  The methodology is now used all over Australia and 
LLN teachers are learning new skills from the vocational staff they work with.  The 
strategy has given us an opportunity to insist on the need for specialist teachers, to 
demonstrate that LLN support can improve vocational outcomes and to allocate 
resources without demanding additional assessment.

Fourth, take the long view: what goes around comes around. Nothing lasts forever. 
An unsustainable system cannot be sustained.  It will collapse – sometimes the best 
thing may be to refrain from pointing out the problems the quicker to hasten its 
demise.
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As I write, the WA Adult Literacy Council is making the final arrangements for the 
2009 ACAL National Conference.  Around 200 delegates have registered; this is quite 
a healthy number considering how far Fremantle is from every other population centre 
in Australia.  The economic downturn has not helped, but people are still coming. 
Some of them are coming quite a long way—from New Zealand, Hong Kong, South 
Africa, the UK and Canada.  We have taken strength as a theme and encouraged 
presenters to explore literacy (once again) as an equity, justice and human rights 
issue.  This is a bit of a departure from the discourse of human capital and 
employment skills which has dominated our talk for years now.  Next year the 
conference will be in Darwin – we have already begun to plan it.  Do you want to 
come?  

In the meantime, perhaps there can be a stronger alliance between our two 
organizations.  Quite what form this alliance will take will be up to individuals on the 
executive committees.  On this side we are using web-based conferencing as a cheap 
method to keep in touch with each other since we are spread over a whole continent. 
We have delivered professional development events in the virtual classroom, and as 
long as we sort out the time zones, there is no reason why we could not do some 
sharing with our colleagues in the UK. We will be recording some of the 
presentations from the 2009 conference and will post these on our website 
www.acal.edu.au  Please feel free to browse.

Margaret McHugh
President (2005 – 2009)
Australian Council for Adult Literacy
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