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WPR Approach by
Carol Bacchi



▪ The ‘WPR’ approach is a resource, or tool, intended to facilitate critical 
interrogation of public policies. It starts from the premise that what 
one proposes to do about something reveals what one thinks is 
problematic (needs to change).

▪ Following this thinking, policies and policy proposals contain implicit 
representations of what is considered to be the ‘problem’ (‘problem 
representations’). 

▪ For example, if forms of training are recommended to improve 
women’s status and promotion opportunities, the implication is that 
their lack of training is the ‘problem’, responsible for ‘holding them 
back’. 
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WPR Approach by Carol Bacchi (2012)



1. What’s the ‘problem’ (for example, of ‘problem gamblers’, ‘drug use/abuse’, ‘gender 
inequality’, ‘domestic violence’, ‘global warming’, ‘sexual harassment’, etc.) 
represented to be in a specific policy or policy proposal?

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underpin this representation of the ‘problem’?

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about?

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 
Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently?

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’?

6. How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated and 
defended? How has it been (or could it be) questioned, disrupted and replaced?
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WPR Approach by Carol Bacchi (2012)
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Earlier Research 
using WPR for 
PIAAC



▪ “In this paper we analyse how the PIAAC results were covered by 

the media and how different stakeholders within the field of adult 

literacy took PIAAC as an opportunity to try to influence how the 

problem of adult literacy in Denmark should be represented”

▪ Adult Literacy is consistently seen as ‘the problem’

▪ Adult Education is scarcely mentioned as a policy ‘solution’

▪ Our RQ: What’s the problem represented to be in nine countries 

that participated in PIAAC and its release in December 2024?
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The non-shock of PIAAC in Denmark (Pia Cort, Anne Larsen, 2015)
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Corpus for the 
Discourse Analysis



▪ Search from December 2024 to January 2025, webcrawled into

MaxQDA, categorized by country and speaker:

▪ Press releases by ministries and National Project 

Management

▪ Mass media coverage (online print only)

▪ Social media comments (Bluesky and LinkedIn only)

▪ Nine selected countries, selection by variation and by network 

(Canada, Chile, England, Germany, Israel, Ireland, Portugal, 

Switzerland, USA)
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Corpus, Data and Methods



▪ Translated (GER/EN) and webcrawled into MaxQDA with full source 
and country information

▪ Fully coded following Bacchi‘s Question Nr. 1 (WPR)

▪ Preference to the details (that means, categories are very fine-grained, 
e.g. literacy skills and literacy skills international)

▪ Development of a system of problems

▪ Analysis of largest categories while controlling whether the number of 
entries was perhaps an artefact, e.g. stems only from a few media
statements

▪ Summary of the largest categories‘ representation of problems
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Data Preparation and Analysis



▪ Competence problems (Ranking & Trend): Low literacy/ numeracy /problem-solving skills

▪ Inequality problems: Widening gaps; Widest gap (Germany)

▪ Problem Populations: Young/Youth, Age, Ultra-orthodox (Israel), Arab Society (Israel), SES, Migration

▪ Comparison problems:  Over time = Trend: Skill Declines,  Widening Gaps; Cross country = Ranking: 

Below OECD average; Low / nearly lowest ranking position, Loss of position

▪ Consequential problems of skill problems: Low Salaries, Low Trust, Modern world, Employment

▪ Causes of problems: schools, migration,  Income spread, Reading habits

▪ Politics and Policy Problems: Conservative government (Israel), Disappointing government (Portugal)

▪ Adressing problems: improve skills, close gaps (Improve schools, adult education?, Income spread?)

14

System of Problems that are represented across countries
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Findings: Chile, 
Germany, Ireland, 
Israel, Portugal
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Chile
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▪ School, school system and school policy is the problem

▪ Low basic skills (Literacy 54/53% Level 1 and below 2012/2018, 

Numeracy: 62/58% Level 1 and below, discussed as improvement)

▪ Only Latin American country (Problem of the PIAAC survey)

▪ But not adult (further) education

however, Ex Ante journal posts

„Chile déjà vu“ – a workers‘

night school reading class...
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Chile at a glance: What‘s the problem represented to be? 
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Germany 
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• Socio-economic status discourse is stronger than migration

discourse (GESIS, BMBF, Social Media, Mass Media)

• Social gaps are concerning (widening and world-championing)

• School and early childhood is discussed (by Government)

• Literacy Skills Decrease (18 > 20% Level 1 and Below) is not 

discussed

• But very little adult (further) education (statements by Educational Ministry, 

Employer Umbrella Organisation,, PIAAC National Project Manager in ZEIT, journalist in SZ)
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Germany at a glance: What‘s the problem represented to be?
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Israel
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• The Arab Society (Facebook, Ha‘areetz, Bank of Israel)

• The Literacy Skills Decrease (28% >36% Level 1 and below) 

• The Literacy Skills Decrease of the Arab Society (-26 points)

• The Literacy Skills Decrease of the Ultra-orthodox Men (-10 
points).

• Skills needed in a High-Tech and AI future (Facebook, Bank of Israel, 

Haaretz)

• But little on learning over the lifespan or adult education (1 statement

by Bank of Israel, 1 by Haaretz)

25

Israel at a glance: What‘s the problem represented to be?
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Ireland
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• Percentage of low skilled (18% > 21%)

• a) „is stable“ (OECD country note) 

• b) „has risen“ (10 entries, e.g. NALA)

• Reading habits: Smartphone, TV, AI versus ‚distinguishing fact

from opinion‘ (OECD representatives, by Mass Media)

• Again: Very little about adult (further) education (NALA is quoted in 

Irish Times)
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Ireland at a glance: What‘s the problem represented to be?
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Portugal
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• Ranking position (below OECD average, lower than Spain and Italy, 
only better than Chile)

• Low skills: 42% Literacy Level 1 and below, 40% Numeracy (all media, 
sometimes with regard to money and income) 

• Disappointment and aggression against the government (but be
careful, this is based on only 4 social media entries)

• No comparison with other trend data (the PISA success story until
2018). No discourse regarding the high illiteracy rates during the 
dictatorship (45% in 1975). 

• Again: Nothing about adult (further) education

31

Portugal at a glance: What‘s the problem represented to be?
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What is not 
represented? 



▪ Germany: We have no problem, all is stable. (ctry note: increase from 18 to 20% in low skills).

▪ Ireland: We improved and we have Literacy Strategies. Our policy solves the problem. (ctry note: 
increase from 18 to 21% in low skills).

▪ Israel: The Arab population lost track. That is no problem. (ctry note: increase from 28 to 36% in 
low skills)

▪ Portugal: We have very low skills but Chile performs worse. No problem. (Portugal participated in 
the survey for the first time).

▪ Chile: We are last, but we improved in Numeracy. We are the only Latin American country. No
problem.

▪ Recognizing Adult Skills as a ‚problem‘ seems to be a problem.
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What‘s the problem represented to be (by country govmt)



▪ If at all, then Adult Basic/Literacy/Language Education seems to

solve the problem, while there is a silence on other forms of Adult 

Education (for those with low literacy skills).

▪ This is visible in the EU policy solution that addresses the 

‚problem‘, as a separation of Adult Basic Skills in a subsection of 

the Union of Skills

▪ This excludes Adults with low literacy skills from all except ABE, 

and a feeling of exclusion may be a core reason why so few adults

participate in ABE (less than 1% in Germany) compared to their participation in AE (28% in 2018 in Germany)
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What is not represented? Silence?
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