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April 17, 2007 
 
FOREIGN language teaching in schools has been neglected over the past decade as Federal 
Government rhetoric about Australian values and the "downgrading of multiculturalism" have 
turned the nation more inward. 
 

That is the conclusion of a report commissioned by the Australian Council of State School 
Organisations. 
 

The draft report said language teaching has also been hit by a shortage of qualified teachers, 
low morale and inadequate time allocated to it in the crowded school curriculum. 
It said the co-ordination of languages between primary and high school was "appalling", with 
only 41 per cent of students surveyed able to continue a language learned at primary school 
at secondary school. 
 

The council's national project manager, Rupert Macgregor, said languages education had 
been the subject of six major reviews and three national forums since 1993. 
But he said the number of year 12 students studying languages remained at 12 per cent and 
had not shifted any closer to the 20 per cent target adopted by federal and state education 
ministers in 2001. 
 

"Languages have slipped off the education agenda over the last decade and public debate 
has been virtually non-existent," the report said. 
"At a broader political level, the rhetoric around citizenship, Australian values, the importance 
of English as Australia's national language, migrant integration and the downgrading of 
multiculturalism has taken the spotlight away from languages education. 
"It comes as no surprise that many in the population think that learning English is sufficient for 
the children of today." 
 

However, it said the states were "just as complicit" as the Federal Government, having also 
allowed languages to languish. 
 

The report recommended that more language teachers needed to be trained and incentives 
needed to be introduced for schools to offer, and for students to study, languages. "Teacher 
supply was a major issue in 1996 and remains largely unaddressed 11 years later," it said. 
The report said governments needed to exercise leadership by giving clear messages of 
support for language education. 
The report comes amid pressure on the Federal Government to come up with a new policy on 
foreign languages, with most students in Europe and Asia studying several languages from 
an early age. 
 

Former Immigration Minister Amanda Vanstone last month said every child in Australia should 
learn Mandarin or Bahasa Indonesian from year one until year 12 to improve the nation's 
relationship with the region. 
 
 
 

http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/languages-languish-in-schools-report/2007/04/16/1176696758103.html


And while the Opposition is still consulting on whether foreign language study should be 
made compulsory, it has signaled that providing more students with the opportunity to study 
one would be a priority under a Labor government. 
 

"The state of foreign language education in Australia is a glaring weakness for a country that 
is dependent upon competing internationally," said Opposition education spokesman Stephen 
Smith. 
 

A spokesman for state Education Minister John Lenders said Victorian schools had a 
compulsory requirement to make the teaching of a language other than English a key 
component of their syllabus. 
 
Federal Education Minister Julie Bishop was unavailable for comment. 
 
Well done ACSSO 
 

 


