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Abstract

Each year Australia accepts different categories of migrants and refugees
through its national migration program. For fifty years the Australian
Government has funded a national English as a second language program
for adult new arrivals as part of an overall settlement strategy. This paper
will present the different approaches to language learning which have
influenced the national language program over the past three to four
decades. It will then outline how systemic functional linguistics and
the concept of genre have shaped the current national curriculum and
approaches to teaching.

Introduction

Since 1788 Australia has been a migrant nation, with large-scale migration
occurring at different historical periods. For example, the gold rushes of
the mid 19* century brought people to the country from all over the world
and the devastation in Europe following World War II led many people
to seek a new life in Australia. Each year the national government sets
targets for migration and people currently can apply under the following
categories (www.immi.gov.au accessed 23.5.09):
o Settlers
People arriving in Australia with permanent visas, New Zealand citizens
and people eligible to settle such as overseas-born children of Australian
citizens.
* Humanitarian entrants
Refugees and humanitarian and special assistance migrants.
* Family stream entrants
People sponsored by a relative who is an Australian citizen or a perma-
nent resident of Australia.
o Skilled entrants
Migration program designed to contribute to Australia’s economic
growth — categories for prospective migrants are determined by de-
mand in Australia for particular skills.
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o Skilled designated area sponsored entrants
Skilled people sponsored by relatives to designated areas of Australia,
particularly rural areas
e Employer nomination entrants
Highly skilled people nominated by employers who have been unable
to find or train skilled workers in Australia
® Business skills entrants
Business people, with established skills in business committed to ow-
ning and managing a business in Australia
e Distinguished talent entrants
People with outstanding records of achievement in a profession, oc-
cupation, the arts or sport
Since 1945, around 6.9 million people have come to Australia as new set-
tlers and one in four people have a parent or grandparent born overseas.
In the 2008/2009 financial year more than 171000 skilled and family
stream migrants and 13507 humanitarian entrants arrived in Australia
and 670000 people received temporary entry visas (www.immi.gov.au
accessed 22.9.09). Figures 1 and 2, taken from the Australian Department
of Immigration and Citizenship 2007/2008 Annual Report, show source
countries for skilled migrants and humanitarian entrants.

Figure 1. Source countries for skilled migrants 2007/2008
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Figure 2. Source countries for humanitarian entrants 2007/2008
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Among nations that have ongoing migration programs, Australia is unique
in providing newly-arrived migrants and refugees with settlement and
second language programs that have been nationally funded for over 50
years. The Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) is a national program,
which is publicly tendered for periods of 5 years. The AMEP is primarily
concerned with humanitarian entrants, who are entitled to between 610
and 910 hours of tuition, and family stream entrants, who are entitled to
510 hours of tuition. Additional employment-focused programs offer 160
and 200 additional hours to higher-level students. Face-to-face tuition is
offered in full-time and part-time programs which run during the day,
evening and on Saturdays. Students can study through a distance learning
program and some providers also offer online courses. If a student cannot
attend classes, they can be matched with a volunteer home tutor who
comes once or twice a week to the student’s home to assist them with their
English and accessing services in the local area. Child care is provided at
no cost to students and they can have three employment or educational
documents translated for free. Most AMEP centres also provide individual
learning centres and computer rooms. Educational counselling is also avail-
able but students are referred to other agencies for psychological counsel-
ling, if necessary.

In partnership with vocational training providers, the New South Wales
Adult Migrant English Service (NSW AMES) also conducts a range of
linked skills courses. In these courses students undertake a vocational
course leading to a credential and are provided with simultaneous
language support to assist them through the vocational training and work
placements. These courses have been provided in automotive servicing,
hairdressing, home and community care, hospitality, electro-technology,
business, children’s services, aged care, bus driving and retail.

While skilled migrants are not eligible for the AMEP, some programs are
offered at a state level. For example, NSW AMES provides one program
focusing on jobseeking and orientation to the Australian workplace and
another program of one-to-one mentoring.

Changing approaches in the AMEP

Since the 1970s, approaches to curriculum and methodology have gone
through various periods of change in the AMEP. Some of these have been
centrally driven and others have developed around theories of language,
curriculum and methodology and have been driven by concerns at the
local level.

In the 1970s and early 1980s English language in the AMEP was
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taught using a centrally produced textbook: Situational English, which
by all accounts the students liked (see Figure 3). This three-part series of
textbooks, was produced by the Australian Government and distributed
to all AMEP providers. It was innovative in that it focused on spoken
language and adopted an aural/oral approach. It presented grammatical
points situationally in sentence patterns, which show their function and
meaning and which are arranged in carefully graded teaching order (Australian
Government 1975: v).
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. - Figure 3. Book 1 of Situational

English series (1975)

Students were assessed regularly as they completed units of work and
having completed one book they would move to the next class and the
next book. Teacher training was limited to familiarising teachers with the
content and teaching a series of gestures to be used in class such as waving
over the right shoulder to indicate past tense.

The 1980s was a decade of great change in curriculum and teaching in
the AMEP. Communicative language teaching (Brindley 1986) became
the dominant methodology and the curriculum moved to a decentralised,
learner-centred and negotiated model (Nunan 1988). Within this individ-
ualised curriculum model each teacher developed a course for each group
of students they taught, through a needs analysis process. The ridiculous
situation often arose where teachers would ask groups of newly-arrived
migrants and refugees what they wanted to learn and they would respond
that they wanted to learn English. For students, especially those from very
traditional educational contexts, this needs analysis process seemed to be
an abrogation of responsibility on the part of the teacher, who after all
should know what they needed to learn, as this student implied:

If you've never learned English how can you have goals. These develop
once you have some English. (Burton 1991, p. 63)

In the late 1980s it became clear that classrooms had become islands
unto themselves and the individualised curriculum lacked continuity
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from one course to another, with students receiving little or no feedback
on their progress. There was overall uncertainty about syllabus planning
and content (Campbell 1986; Burton 1998) and people began to express
concerns about what was happening in the AMEP. The students had no
sense of progression from course to course, or indeed lesson to lesson, as
this student indicated:

Lessons should be sequential, day by day, like in a school ... classes
should be sequenced like a proper school. (Burton 1991, p. 63)

There were no consistent assessable curriculum outcomes that could
give students a sense of achievement. This was measured solely against
the five-point Australian Second Language Proficiency Rating (ASLPR)
scale (DIEA 1984) and at the end of a 10-week course students rarely
progressed on this scale. Courses often repeated content and students
could miss out on key content and/or language skills as they moved from
class to class.

Within the individualised curriculum the preparation load for teachers
increased and many were unclear of the role of grammar and vocabulary in
relation to communicative language teaching (CLT). For providers of the
AMEP, this curriculum approach was very expensive and in many aspects
very wasteful, with endless reinvention of the wheel as teachers continued
to design the same courses over and over. The classroom became driven by
the photocopier curriculum as teachers handed out reams of photocopied
sheets, adding to the students’ sense of confusion. The students continually
stated that they wanted a textbook as a means of bringing some order to
their learning, as this student requested:

It’s too chaotic at the moment. A manual is what we need. (Burton
1991, p. 64)

This situation, which could be referred to as a period of collective
madness, called for a more centralised approach to curriculum. An initial
step was taken with the development of the National Curriculum Project
Frameworks (Nunan and Burton 1988-91).

These frameworks aimed to guide syllabus development for different
groups of learners and contexts, eg: New Arrivals — Initial Elementary
Proficiency, Young fast learners — educational focus, English in the
Workplace. (Burns & de Silva Joyce 2007, p. 9)
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The second step in the move to a national centralised curriculum was the
Learner Pathways Project (Colman 1991). This project endeavoured to
systematically outline learner needs and goals and learning progression.
At the same time education and training was moving to a national system
of course accreditation and recognition of training. In 1992, NSW AMES
developed the Certificate in Spoken and Written English (NSW AMES
1993), which was nationally accredited and was eventually adopted as
the national curriculum for the AMEP.

This centralised and outcomes-driven approach contrasted sharply
with previous curriculum development practices in the AMEP whe-
reby teachers were free to design and deliver programs to meet the
needs of individual learners with little or no accountability. (Burns
2003, p. 264)

The Certificate in Spoken and Written English was designed to provide
a generic framework of text-based outcomes across four stages of
development. The outcomes were expressed in competency-based terms,
eg: Can participate in a casual conversation. The outcomes could then be
contextualised by the teacher at the syllabus level to meet the needs and
goals of the students. So the casual conversation taught in class could
be one with neighbours in a general English course or with workmates
in an employment-focused course. The curriculum outcomes covered
spoken and written language and included knowledge and learning
competencies.

These competencies were described in terms of the essential ling-
uistic components of texts, the minimal performance required to
achieve the competency, the variables that set out the boundaries of
the performance and sample assessment texts and tasks.

(Burns & de Silva Joyce 2007, p. 10)

The accreditation period for national curricula is five years and this
provides an opportunity to renew the curriculum on a regular basis. NSW
AMES gathers feedback from all users of the curriculum as a lead-up to
reaccreditation. The most recent version, accredited under the Australian
Qualifications Framework, provides a four level curriculum framework
— Certificates I, II, III and IV in Spoken and Written English (NSW AMES
2008). Three levels, as seen in Figure 4 below, are covered in the AMEP
and the fourth level is used in other programs.
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CERTIFILATE CERTIFIGATE

Figure 4. Certificates in Spoken and Written English (NSW AMES 2008)

The Certificates in Spoken and Written English (CSWE) have become the
most widely used language curriculum in Australia across a number of
educational sectors including adult English as a second language programs,
programs for overseas students, high school programs and they are also
being used in China, India and Vietnam. Each Certificate consists of
modules that cover different aspects of language learning. Table 1 outlines
the language outcomes in the modules at Certificate II level.

Modules contain learning outcomes that contribute to the purpo-
se of the module. They define texts or skills with which learners
may need to engage, eg casual conversations, written information
texts, written reports, learning strategies, working with measu-
rement and calculations. The modules are expressed in general
terms and can therefore be adapted to different contexts, such
as workplace and study contexts, and applied to a wide variety
of learner groups.

(NSW AMES 2008, p. 4)
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