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27 May 2002

The Hon. Brendan Nelson

Minister for Education

Parliament House

Canberra, ACT 2600

Re: Termination of Commonwealth Funding for Support of the Teaching of Asian Languages 

Dear Dr Nelson,


I am writing as President of the Australian Federation of University Women to express the concern expressed by a number of our members over the termination of Commonwealth funding for the $30 million program to support the teaching of Asian languages in Australian primary and secondary schools.  


While it is a core purpose of AFUW to further the educational opportunities and participation of girls and women, we have an interest in all educational policy, since it is self-evident that the best education for women can only be obtained in an education system that is excellent overall.  


In the past, Australians have had an undesirable if deserved reputation as poorly educated in foreign languages in comparison with other developed nations.  This, apart from any considerations of what constitutes the fully rounded education of a civilised community, has imposed limitations on our practical capacity to participate fully in global trade and business.  

The deficiency was particularly acute in the sphere of Asian languages, and yet clearly Asian countries were becoming increasingly important to us, not only in business and trade, but also as a source of the overseas students who have become a major financial contributor to the educational sector.  The 1995 institution of a program to foster the development of Asian languages at both primary and secondary school levels was a thoroughly rational way to address a real deficiency in our educational repertoire at what, in terms of overall Commonwealth expenditure, was a very modest price.  

The program has made a difference.  At primary and early secondary level, the number of students studying at least one of the four nominated Asian languages—Japanese, Chinese, Indonesian and Korean—has increased from 75, 386 in 1995 to 201, 209 in 2001.  It is, however, the case that the growth in 
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the numbers taking these languages at Year 12 level, and consequently proceeding to University studies, is 

still relatively small—the figure I have is 4.4% of year 12 students.  Yet it is from this level that the teachers will have to come who will sustain the improvements achieved at primary and early secondary level and enable them to be carried through to better results at senior secondary and tertiary level.  

Educational initiatives, as education experts point out, very rarely produce spectacularly rapid results.  The time needed to transform an enthusiastic grade six student of Chinese into a qualified teacher of that subject can be estimated as a minimum of ten years (6 years of secondary schooling, three years of a bachelor’s degree, a year’s Diploma of Education).  Ironically, or appropriately, that is exactly the lifespan projected for the program when it was initiated by the Keating government and then confirmed in its importance by the Howard government.  Teachers, students, parents, and the general community with an interest in the matter understood the Howard government’s commitment to be for the full ten year period.  If they were aware that specific funding had been allocated only to the current budgetary year, they were confident that it would be renewed to honour the full ten year term.  They are, to be frank, unconvinced by an argument that this was merely “start-up” funding.  And indeed, even if they believed that this was the case, they have become weary of start-up funding that earns temporary political credit, but is essentially wasteful because it leads to an ultimate outcome in which programs are aborted or stunted because support is withdrawn at an unrealistically early stage.

The need for educators, businessmen, diplomats and —dare I say it—politicians who are able to communicate fluently with our Asian neighbours will not go away.  We will also find an increasing need for interpreters.  In 2004, AFUW will play host to some 71 national affiliates of the International Federation of University Women at their 29th International Conference.  In order to achieve the right to stage this event, the host nation must be able to provide simultaneous translation services into the conference languages.  These have traditionally been French and Spanish.  Australia will be the first host country required to provide translation services in Japanese.  This is a direct result of the increased participation of Japanese and other Asian women in the organisation, and the expectation that Australia will be an attractive destination for them.  I hope we are not going to be embarrassed by finding it extremely difficult to meet this new need.  It is a symptomatic one that will increasingly have to be met by Australian organisations.

In recent discussion of the budget much has been made of the need to increase Australia’s spending on security.  We believe that many members of the public would support our view that the best national defence against hostility is the cultivation of peaceful and harmonious relations with our regional neighbours.  And since such relations depend so heavily on fully achieved communication, the continuation of a modest investment in the communication skills of Australian citizens would seem to merit a well-deserved place in our planning for security.

We appeal to you to work to reverse a decision which strikes many of us as an extremely short-sighted reversal of a given commitment to sound policy,
Yours Sincerely,


(Dr) Jennifer Strauss


President, AFUW

cc.  
The Hon. John Howard, Prime Minister


The Hon. Alexander Downer, Minister for Foreign Affairs
