Australian Policy Activism in Language and Literacy

Edited by Jo Lo Bianco and Rosie Wickert

Language Australia, Melbourne 2002

As someone trying to make sense of the radical changes in the policy landscape of literacy over the last 20 years in the UK. this is a book I have been waiting for. It offers perspectives from a range of knowledgeable people active over the last 15 years during an extraordinary period of Australian federal state policy-making when Australia was arguably leading the field in terms of the scope and theoretical integration of the work being developed. 

The editors, Jo Lo Bianco and Rosie Wickert, bring an enormous breadth of experience to their task, both across time and across different countries and policy contexts. These are people who write with the depth of first hand involvement in the policy process but also a clear sense of overall vision and commitment to the constituencies served by a Language and Literacy policy.

This is a demanding, detailed account, an insider's view which offers readers a rich source of material to reflect on in the light of their own experience. In an area that is notoriously under-documented, this book should become a major contribution to what has come to be known (in the UK at least) as "evidence-based" policy. Since policy-making in this area has strong international dimensions, many of the issues discussed are entirely relevant to all countries in the OECD ambit - especially within North America and Europe. The detail on offer and the many perspectives enable us to use the Australian experience as a case study of how a language and literacy policy may work out in practice, with all its complexities, contradictions and rapid movements within the larger political scene. 

Contributors to the book have all been actively involved in some way in the policy developments they describe, either as practitioners or policymakers/implementers. They give different readings of the policy effects depending on their stance, experience and the occupational role they occupied during this period. There are views from workplace, ESL and community-based programmes, as well as chapters on specific communities of learners, including aboriginal peoples and the deaf community. Individual authors approach their subject matter in variety of ways: we are treated to everything from inside accounts of the political process, broad historical analyses of particular aspects of literacy and language education, to the discourse analysis of single documents The bibliography is a major resource in its own right.

The book offers a mountain of detailed evidence about the Australian Language and literacy policies and a diversity of opinion about what these have achieved. This could be daunting for an outsider, but the reader's journey across this terrain is sustained by the strong themes set up by the editors: policy as activism and policy as dialogue. It is a book critical of the recent direction of policy-making in Australia, but also fully engaged in the search for a Language and Literacy policy that can support democratic practice in the field. 

The authors put forward a view of the policy process as the assembly of arguments, implying that the development of discourse and acts of writing are central to it. If we accept this view, then this book is itself a contribution to the future of policy in this area. I hope that it will be widely read by those currently putting together ambitious - and in some cases narrowly informed - programmes of development in language and literacy. I expect it to become a key text in the small but growing archive of documented experience in what will remain a central domain of social policy for the foreseeable future.
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