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“We want to see a seamless transition for new 
arrivals from the airport to the workplace.”
“Policy should aim for people being self-
sufficient and earning their own pay packets as 
soon as possible.”
(Tony Burke, 2007; 
http://theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,20867,21725076-
2702,00.html?from=public_rss)
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Assumptions
1. There is such a thing as “workplace language” (and it’s 

different from “language for settlement”)
2. Language learning “in the real world” of the workplace 

is superior to language learning in the classroom
3. Limited proficiency in English is the main barrier to 

(adequate) employment faced by migrants
4. Employment equals social inclusion
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Boutet, J. (2008). La vie verbale au travail: 
Des manufactures aux centres d’appels 
[Language at work: from manufacturing to call 
centers]. Paris: Octares.



7

8

Assumptions
1. There is such a thing as “workplace language” (and it’s 

different from “language for settlement”)
2. Language learning “in the real world” of the workplace 

is superior to language learning in the classroom
3. Limited proficiency in English is the main barrier to 

(adequate) employment faced by migrants
4. Employment equals social inclusion



9

Australians at Work: Hien Tran’s story

http://dl.screenaustralia.gov.au/module/331/Source: 
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Key research findings
• “Naturalistic acquisition” has poor language outcomes (Purdue 

1993; Schumann 1978)
• Entering the workforce does not in itself constitute an 

opportunity to learn English (Teutsch-Dwyer 2001)
• Lack of proficiency in English locks migrants into low-skilled, 

manual, short-term work (Villenas 2001) and/or ethnic 
workplaces (Holmes 1993) and/or the shadow economy 
(Ehrenreich&Hochschild 2002; Le Breton & Fiechter, 2005)

• Limited English proficiency upon entering the workforce can 
jeopardize social inclusion (Goldstein 1996; 2001) and 
reinforce existing gender inequalities (Schmalzbauer 2009)
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Misrecognition of language and culture

[T]he current allocation of certain ethnic 
groups and immigrant categories in certain 
industries and types of jobs in the secondary 
labour market does not necessarily reflect 
their specific skills or levels of human capital, 
but rather reflects […] structural 
marginalization and disadvantage.
(Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2006: 222)
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Low pay …

• jeopardizes individual well-being
• threatens family life and particularly the well-

being of children
• undermines the social fabric
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• Prosperity built on low pay and inequality
• Solutions

– Living wage 
– Social wage
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Discarding false assumptions …
1. There is such a thing as “workplace language” (and it’s 

different from “language for settlement”)
2. Language learning “in the real world” of the workplace 

is superior to language learning in the classroom
3. Limited proficiency in English is the main barrier to 

(adequate) employment faced by migrants
4. Employment equals social inclusion
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… celebrate the achievements of the 
AMEP

“The Adult Migrant English Program […] remains 
one of the greatest human success stories in this 
nation’s history. The AMEP is one of the most 
important and effective language and settlement 
services, not only in Australia, but I would suggest, 
anywhere in the world.”
(Philip Ruddock; Address to the AMEP 50th Anniversary Conference, 28-
03-2000, quoted from http://pandora.nla.gov.au/nph-arch/2000/O2000-
Mar-28/http://www.immi.gov.au/amep/conference/papers/ministrd.htm)
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“Australia has built up over the last 30 years 
one of the most admired and carefully 
thought out migrant ESOL schemes in the 
world.”
(Scottish scoping study; 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/01/20537/50176; 
p. 102)
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… reframe the challenges

• Nation building, civic engagement, social 
inclusion

• Teacher and learner autonomy
• Being guided by the aspirations of our 

students and the future of our society rather 
than the visa categories under which 
someone entered the country

• …
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