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Young Australians reading
Agnes Nieuwenhuizen, State Library of Victoria

J  ut teenagers don 't read do th ey? ' It
I —^ w a s  this question com ing  from peo- 
I  3  pie in the media, in some areas of the 

literary w orld , and even from some teachers, 
that highlighted the urgent need for som e re­
search into the reading habits, experiences 
and preferences of 10-18 year olds. Further­
m ore such w ork , w ith  a w ide-rang ing  na­
tional scope  and im p lications, w as c le a r ly  
part of the b rief of the n ew ly  estab lished  
Austra lian  Centre for Youth Literature.

Background
The Youth Literature Program (YLP) was estab­
lished in 1991 and operated out of the St M ar­
tins Youth Arts Centre in M elbourne until the 
end of 1998. The Y LP  offered events-based 
activ ities for children (8-12), teenagers and 
professionals. The focus was the promotion of 
reading, books and authors, particularly Aus­
tralian ones, to inspire, inform and enthuse all 
these groups. The annual program of events in­
cluded: Bookgigs, innovative events featuring 
an author and performances based on a work 
of the author; Booktalkers, quarterly thematic 
forums for professionals interested in youth 
literature; W rite Aw ay Victoria, involving 2-3 
day tours to regional schools with a negotiated 
package of activities including Bookgigs, w rit­
ing and dram a workshops, author talks and 
professional development and information ses­
sions for local parents and professionals.

G ra d u a lly  other events and segments 
w e re  added inc lud ing  the b ienn ia l Reading 
M atters con fe ren ce , targeted festiva ls and 
con su ltan c ies , and sessions on aspects of 
creating and maintaining a reading culture in 
schools and homes.

Funding cam e from the Literature Fund of 
the Australia Council, Arts Victoria, generated 
incom e and som e support from publishers, 
w ho  recognised the promotional w ork of the 
YLP, and now  the ACYL. In 1999, fo llow ing a 
fact-finding trip to seven countries in six weeks, 
Arts Victoria accepted a proposal to expand the 
program, m ove it into the State Library of V ic ­
toria and establish the Australian Centre for 
Youth Literature (ACYL) with two full-time staff.

The State Library of Victoria (SLV) is under­
going considerable change with a major rede­
velopm ent nearing completion. A  staff restruc­
ture inc luded  the establishment of a Pub lic  
Programs D iv is ion  w ith am bitious plans for 
reaching out to the public in new ways. Bu ild ­
ing the next generation of readers is one focus 
and the A C Y L  is seen as making a contribution 
here. The SLV  contributes a significant amount 
of infrastructure support for the A CYL.

Genesis of the research project
As part of the process of establishing the cen ­
tre, a presentation, including a 'shopping list' 
of p roposed projects, w as m ade to repre ­
sentatives of the Australia  C ounc il. The A u ­
d ie n ce  and M arke t D eve lo p m en t D iv is io n  
(A M D D ) w as particu la rly  interested in the 
proposal to undertake national research. Like 
us, they felt it w ou ld  inform their w ork  and

d eve lop  and target the ir aud ien ces . T h ey  
asked for a brief to be developed. FHow to do 
this? A  w id e  range of stakeholders (p u b lish ­
ers, booksellers, teachers, school and p ub lic  
lib rarians) w e re  inv ited  to a b ra insto rm ing  
session. T h ey  w e re  ve ry  keen for the re ­
search to be undertaken and, particu larly , to 
understand w h y  read ing  d ropped  off as 
young p eo p le  progressed through high 
schoo l. So they w an ted  the age range to 
cove r the transition  years from  p rim ary  to 
secondary school. They w ere  all busy peop le 
and happy for the A C Y L  to develop  the brief.

Funding and process
O n ce  A M D D  w ere  satisfied w ith  the p re lim i­
nary brief, it a llo cated  a sign ificant am ount 
tow ards the research . FHowever, in vestig a ­
tions ind ica ted  it w as  inad eq uate  for the 
level of research required. W h a t  to do? C o l­
leagues had expressed interest in the re ­
search and its findings. So I em barked on an 
exhaustive cam paign  inv iting  organ isations 
to becom e m inor partners. They  cou ld  then 
b ecom e part of a S teering  C o m m ittee  and  
contribute one or tw o  questions re levant to 
their c lien t base. W e  gained four w onderfu l 
partners, w h o  not o n ly  con tribu ted  f in a n ­
cia lly, but created a stim ulating and effective 
partnership w ith  the A M D D  and the A C Y L . 
W e  still needed m ore funds and w e re  su c ­
cessful in an ap p lica tion  to the Percy  Baxter 
Charitab le  Trust. W e  n ow  had a respectab le 
$85 000. The partners are the A ustra lian  
School Library Association, the V icto rian  As­
sociation  for the T each ing  of English, V ic to ­
ria U n ivers ity  and the Austra lian  Publishers 
A ssociation , key p layers  all and ve ry  v a lu ­
ab le partners. The SLV  provided  an observer 
at the meetings.

I formulated many, m any questions, con ­
sulted and then grouped, and refined and re­
fined. O n ce  w e  agreed on the detailed brief, in 
consultation with the A M D D  and the SLV, w e 
embarked on a tendering process and selected 
Sydney-based W o o lc o tt  Research. W e  have 
been delighted w ith  their w ork and sym pathy 
for the project. Each briefing and reporting ses­
sion w as exciting and stimulating. Again there 
was an intensive process of discussion and re­
fining of the presentation of the findings and, in 
particular, of the recomm endations.

W e  are curren tly  p reparing for p u b lica ­
tion. This w ill be a cco m p an ied  by a m edia 
cam paign  for w h ic h  the A C Y L  has found 
funds in its budget. The findings are exciting 
and reassuring at one level. They are also a 
'ca ll to arm s' to all stakeholders. M o re  on 
this in a later issue.

The two-year process has been hugely de­
manding and intensely rewarding. Each stage 
has presented enorm ous challenges and re­
quired new  w ays of thinking and new  ap ­
proaches to solving problems. I can on ly hope 
that the responses to the report w ill reflect the 
needs expressed by the findings and serve our 
young Australian and future readers w ell. ■
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