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Abstract: 
Drawing from the Australian experience principally, but ranging more 
widely across other English speaking settings, this talk will consider how 
during the 1990s restrictive, literacy-centred English-only language policy 
orientations have come to be favoured over the more pluralistic 
orientations of earlier decades.  The paper will show how language policy 
is an index of wider social and cultural policies and how economic and 
social anxieties have produced contractions of language rights, 
undermining more open and pluralist visions of languages, Englishes and 
literacies.  Hostility to recognition of diversity in communicative forms 
has moved language education policymaking towards more centralised 
and controlling regimes and to more narrow normalisation of standards.  If 
we examine episodes of past progress and liberalisation it becomes clear 
that diverse and sometimes antagonistic language education interests can 
either collaborate or collide and that what they specifically do depends on 
the overarching rhetoric they deploy in their relations.  A "science-
centred" approach to devising policy responses to linguistic diversity in 
schooling produces a different quality of relations among advocates than a 
more rights-centred framework.   The relations among the diverse 
language policy interests are ultimately located within distinctive national 
policy making styles, such as adversarial legalism in the United States, 
where litigation forms a part of education decision making, compared to a 
British and Australian approach where rhetoric forms the main basis for 
policy making.  Neither is inherently more conducive to advocacy for 
minorities; though they do tend to generate different kinds of policy 
rhetoric. The paper will consider how both opened up space for more 



responsive education language policies that acknowledged entitlements, 
and expectations, of minorities and both later contributed to closing this 
same space.  The paper will attempt to pursue a line of questioning of the 
trends of the recent past to see whether we can realistically aspire to a 
period of change in the immediate future. 
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The University of Melbourne and was formerly Director of the National 
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