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n a t i o n

As Australia faces the 21st century many issues are challenging 
us, not the least how to create a society that is capable of living 
effectively in this networked age, contributing to the national 
econom y, and liv ing creative ly . L ibraries and inform ation 
skills  are vital to enab le the nation to ach ieve these goals. 
The Austra lian  L ibrary and Information Association has an 
enormously important role as the national, cross-sectoral body 
raising library and information issues.

A  great w ealth  o f com m unity, ed u catio n a l, sc ien tific , 
political, government, and original material has been collected 
by Australian libraries over the centuries. W e have collected 
the history of the nation's great and sm all events -  be they 
wars, social change, the people who have made the nation, 
or the places where w e live. The materials w e have collected 
are in many different forms -  including oral, printed, pictorial, 
personal histories, and objects. It is these treasured memories 
and the new ones that are being created that are our special 
contribution to Australian knowledge and life.

A L IA  provides the opportun ity  for an in tersection  for 
those with interest in our history, present, and future to come 
together. Austra lians pass through different library doors at 
the different stages of their lives. Children enjoy stories and 
activities in their pub lic library, supported by A L IA  through 
the reading programs and now the National Year of Reading. 
These events enable communities small or large to share ideas, 
material, authors, and inspiration. The wonderful contribution 
of m any in pub lic libraries is recognised through the A L IA  
Library Stars Program. I encourage you to read the nominations 
in past years and go to the web site (http://www.alia.org.au/ 
governance/committees/public.libraries/librarystars2010/) to 
be inspired by projects across the nation that create literacy, 
reading, and v ib rancy  in their com m unities. In pub lic ising  
the pro jects A L IA  provides a great base o f know ledge for 
libraries to share, grow, and cooperate. In addition their local 
government agencies can be recognised for the support they 
provide to their com m unities through outstanding libraries.

The school env iro nm ent provides a great opportunity 
for developm ent o f the know ledge sk ills  that are v ital for 
p artic ip atio n  in our co m m un ity  and w o rkp lace s . ALIA 's 
w ork with the Australian School Library Association has seen 
the developm ent o f inspiring subm issions to the House of 
Representatives Education and Training Standing Committee's 
In q u iry  into Sch o o l L ib ra rie s  and T each er L ib ra r ia n s . 
Cooperative w ork has also led to A Manual for Developing  
Policies and Procedures in Australian School Library Resource 
Centre and Standards of professional exce llence for teacher 
librarians. As a national body A LIA  has a strong and unbiased 
vo ice w hich is vital for advocacy in an area where there are 
significant differences by state and territory, divisiveness which 
does not benefit students, teachers, or library staff.

In the area of higher and technical education ALIA's role in 
copyright and creating opportunities to share and build new 
knowledge through conferences and professional development 
activities is very important. Encouraging research and more 
im portantly the sharing o f research is essentia l for a true 
profession and to encourage us to continue to development 
and redevelop our services and systems to be the best w e can. 
ALIA's w ork in advocating public access to research, public 
sector information, and quality electronic resources is again 
an area where an organisation that is not focused on particular 
sector is able to pursue achieving great benefits for Australians, 
wherever they are.

For state, national, and special lib raries A L IA 's  support 
provides discussion spaces for issues that need national action, 
such as advocacy, copyright, and internet filtering. The fostering 
of comm unication across sectors and research also empowers

these libraries to continue to change and review  services to 
reach out in new and powerful ways, not the least using web
2 .0  technologies.

It is p a rticu la rly  im portant for there to be a national 
organisation that focuses on what management literature would 
call a "big hairy goal" -  literacy. O verall literacy in Australia is 
not adequate. W e do not achieve the standards of many other 
developed countries. The Australian Bureau of Statistics report, 
Adult literacy and life skills survey o f prose literacy, document 
literacy, numeracy, and problem solving o f 15- to 74-year-olds 
found that prose and docum ent literacy, which are essential 
skills in order to use the internet and day-to-day materials such 
as newspapers and forms, had small but statistically significant 
decreases in the proportion of people at the lowest level since 
1 996. The results for the "m inimum required for individuals to 
meet the com plex demands of everyday life and w ork in the 
emerging knowledge-based econom y" w ere 35 per cent for 
docum ent literacy and 37 per cent for prose literacy. Slightly 
less than half of the Australian population, approxim ately 7 
m illion, failed to achieve the minimum required level or higher 
in prose and document literacy. Australian literacy ranks poorly 
compared to Canada and Norway, although it is higher than 
Italy or the United States.

Leigh and Ryan's study of education productivity, published 
in 2008, found that the literacy and numeracy skills of young 
Australian teenagers (aged 13-14) have fallen  over the past 
few  decades. Num eracy skills fell in the period 1964-2003, 
and both lite racy  and num eracy sk ills  fe ll in the period 
1 9 7 5-1998 . W orry ing ly , Leigh and Ryan note that, w h ile  
literacy and num eracy skills fe ll, real expenditure per child 
increased by 10 per cent in the period 1975-1998 and by 
258 per cent from 1964-2003 . The authors found a decline 
in school productivity w hich suggests that investment in the 
form of increased expenditure has not been made in the areas 
where it could make the most difference. In fact, it has not just 
failed to increase literacy, it has actua lly  reduced the results 
for teenagers at school.

W h ile  A u stra lians are served by m ore p u b lic  lib rary  
se rv ic e  po ints than M cD o n a ld  restaurants, lib ra rie s  in 
tertiary institutions, tafes, w orkp laces, national, state, and 
territories, and m any special lib raries, such as law, health, 
and government libraries, much needs to be done to endured 
an informed and information literate citizenry. ALIA's role in 
creating awareness of issues, developing standards, model 
practices, and places where w e can develop frameworks, such 
as the A L IA  Public Library Summit, is absolutely vital.

I th in k  that w e  need to support a great national v ision  
through A L IA  and m arshal to the best o f our ab ility  our 
colleagues and stakeholders in working on practical ways to 
create the sort of nation that is needed to be successful in the 
twenty first century. A L IA  provide an opportunity for us to 
share visions and creation a passionate commitment to create 
services that have national im pact on the vital issues of today.
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