Response from Misty Adoniou, President of ACTA, submitted on behalf of the members of the Australian Council of TESOL Associations, representing English Second Language educators in every State and Territory in Australia.

The Australian Council of TESOL Association’s response to the ‘Australian Citizenship: Much more than a ceremony’ discussion paper is based on its members’ expertise and experience working directly with migrants to Australia, both in teaching the English language, but also more generally in their settlement into the Australian community.
As such, our response is most particularly focussed upon Question 3 (What level of English is required to participate as an Australian citizen?)  and the related questions around English language proficiency – Qs 6, 7, 8, 9. 

The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) agrees with the basic motivations behind the discussion paper, which are well summarised in Point 36 of the document:
‘New citizens should be in a position to make informed choices and participate as active, empowered members of the Australian community’ 
English language proficiency and an understanding of, and commitment to, how Australian society functions are the two key factors in ensuring citizens are indeed able to participate as empowered members of the community, and thereby building that ‘single most unifying force’ that the Government desires Australian citizenship to represent.
The question is – can a test ensure the achievement of these dual outcomes of both English proficiency and ‘citizenship education’ in our new citizens?

Attached is an account of why ACTA believes the proposed citizenship test cannot be reasonably expected to achieve these outcomes, and suggestions for how such outcomes could be achieved. Each outcome is dealt with separately with a final section dealing with ideas around effective teaching methods for imparting language skills and citizenship knowledge.
On English language proficiency
Question 3: What level of English is required to participate as an Australian citizen?:p7
The answer to this depends upon what is meant by ‘participate’. 

As stated above, and in the discussion paper, the ultimate goal is for all Australian citizens to ‘participate as active, empowered members of the Australian community’ and this requires very high levels of English language proficiency. It would require written and spoken language levels that would enable the person to critically engage with issues in newspapers and the media, as well as competently deal with tasks as diverse as completing business accounts to filling out census forms, helping children with homework to completing assessment work at tertiary level. 
To be empowered means that all doors are open to you, even if you don’t choose to access them all. So, you may not choose to go to university but you have the language skills to do so should you wish to. You may choose to have an accountant do your tax for you, but you have the language skills to do your own tax should you choose to.  This level of proficiency would be almost ‘native-speaker’ like proficiency, and most research tells us that this is likely to take around 7 years of ESL-informed tuition. This timeframe itself raises many issues around the current provision and funding of English language tuition for immigrants which is currently between 17 and 30 weeks. If we want to guarantee these levels of participation then we need to seriously rethink how we fund English language tuition.
However the discussion paper does offer other suggested levels of functional participation which may require levels of English language proficiency a little less than native like proficiency. Para 26 suggests that it would be important that any test introduced would indicate ‘that people have a level of English which allows them to participate through education and employment’.:p 11
All education, and almost all employment, requires high levels of literacy, not simply functional oral language. Workplaces have changed enormously from the days in the 60’s and 70’s where migrant workers could learn conversational English on the job which would get them by. These days almost all workers must deal with written texts, both reading them and producing them. This level of literacy requires at least the current provision of tuition with a further commitment to workplace tuition so that workers are trained in the language demands of their workplace, whether it be factory machinery maintenance reports, or emails to prospective clients.

Later in the document, in Para 36, it is stated that ‘a practical command of English will better equip migrant and refugee settlers to build new social links’. What is alluded to here is a less proficient level of English than previously mentioned – an oral language proficiency that would enable us respond to people when they ask us something, as well as share a little information about ourselves. This level of oral proficiency is achievable with current tuition provisions, but it is a long way from being ‘in a position to make informed choices and participate as active, empowered members of the Australian community’: Para 36 p12

or even

‘people have a level of English which allows them to participate through education and employment’:Para 24 p11

Current policy indicates that answering questions in simple English about personal particulars is adequate, and Yes No answers to questions on the responsibilities of Australian citizenship are adequate. Certainly this is a level of English language proficiency migrants could attain after 17 – 30 weeks of ESL tuition.

Currently this is the only definition of ‘participation’ that is achievable with present levels of provision. Any future changes to what constitutes English language proficiency would necessarily mean increased provision of English language tuition, as the discussion paper acknowledges in Paras 85 and 86: p18
So which of these levels of English language proficiency does a person really have to have in order to understand their responsibilities as an Australian citizen?

On being an Australian citizen
The ability to understand what it means to be an Australian citizen is not linked to an ability to speak English. Citizenship is a concept, not a collection of English language words to be learned off by heart. Citizenship education needs to be considered separately from the learning of English.

Common values such as

· Respect for the  freedom and dignity of the individual

· Support for democracy

· Commitment to the rule of law

· Equality of men and women

· The spirit of a fair go

· Mutual respect and compassion for those in need : Para 26:p11
do not need to be presented in English to be understood and will, in fact, be much better understood via the language that the migrant is most competent in. It is far better that these concepts are thoroughly explored as early in the migration process as possible rather than waiting until the learners have the English language proficiency to engage with them. Existing AMEP programs with courses in Citizenship recognise this and provide translations of the course fact sheets in most community languages as well as interpreters for migrants with very low levels of English and/or lack of literacy in their own language.  The level of English competence required to allow understanding of citizenship rights and responsibilities at a meaningful level would be an unrealistic expectation for many migrants, especially refugees and humanitarian migrants with limited education.  
And our refugee and humanitarian migrants deserve special mention in this response paper, as they are the group most likely to be negatively affected by an English language citizenship test. 

Most refugees and humanitarian entrants have special needs. Many of them have little or no education. Many suffer from the after effects of trauma and poor living conditions. Not only do they need to learn to speak and understand spoken English, at least at a basic level, but they also need to learn basic literacy skills to be able to function in our Australian society which requires literacy at quite advanced levels just for basic existence.  Consequently, even with high levels of motivation and access to high quality teaching, they are likely to take much longer to reach whatever standards are set, than educated migrants.
On the other hand these migrants are well able to appreciate the advantages of living in a society with the kinds of freedoms which are fundamental to Australia.  They are also very open to the idea that in return for these freedoms, Australian residents are expected to support the civic values of the Australian community, such as the rule of law, equality of sexes and races etc. and to accept the responsibilities that come with citizenship.
They have a need and a strong desire to feel secure.  The opportunity to become Australian citizens as early as possible is very important to them.  Delaying it for whatever reason is likely to have a negative impact on their ability to feel that they really do belong in Australia and on the development of their loyalty.

It would unnecessarily prolong their feelings of insecurity.  
On learning
Tests can only ever be a measure of what a person has learned to reproduce for the test on the day of the test. Citizenship tests of the kind used in the UK, Canada and the US, test specific knowledge items about things like the colours on the flag (US), the names of the aboriginal languages (Canada), or which court uses a jury (UK).

But is knowing the answers to those questions in any way a measure of ‘loyalty to Australia’ or to those common values mentioned earlier of ‘commitment to the equality of men and women and the spirit of a fair go, of mutual respect and compassion for those in need’:8

The understandings we most want to impart to those who come to make Australia their home are best learned through the living of them.  Citizenship issues are best imparted early in the migration process in the applicant’s first language to allow them to be taken on board at a deep conceptual level, and then Australia needs to provide every opportunity for each migrant to then live these ‘values’. This can only be done effectively through either high levels of English language proficiency (hence increased allocations of English language tuition hours) and/or a commitment to providing mother tongue resources and translations whilst that English language proficiency is developing.

Within the discussion paper there is an indication that an ‘English language citizenship’ test ‘would be a real incentive to learn English and to understand the Australian way of life’.: Para 24: 11
There are a number of concerns with this notion. 
Firstly it represents a misconception that people aren’t proficient in English because they aren’t trying hard enough, that learning a language is simply a matter of wanting to. Even a short holiday in a foreign country gives a monolingual Australian a little taste of how wrong this notion is. 
Learning a language comes down to motivation, opportunity and good tuition. Those are the variables the Australian government needs to target if it wishes to increase English language proficiency in its citizens.
Secondly, if we were to make a decision that it was desirable to measure English language proficiency of our citizens through a test then we would need to have a test that did this in a valid and reliable way. There are many such tests, some of which are already available to international students in Australia like the IELTS and Cambridge ESOL exams. Enormous amounts of research goes into making these valid measures of English language proficiency, they are long and complicated exams, expensive to administer and consequently costly to sit for. All of this and they’re not even looking at testing specific content (which is what the proposed English language Citizenship test would do)  just levels of English language ability. 

It must also be questioned why the proposed English language citizenship testing is a requirement solely for migrants. Could we guarantee that was contained in the test was knowledge that every Australian-born person had simply by virtue of having been born here? This seems unlikely, so then would it be fair to expect migrants to have content specific knowledge about Australia that was above and beyond that of Australian-born citizens. 

It would simply be impossible to come up with a valid test that reliably measured both English language proficiency and citizenship content knowledge ( as appears to be the aim and further explained in Para 65: p16 ) – at least in any way that was meaningful, and not just an exercise in learning set responses to predictable questions in order to get a piece of paper. If that was all the test was to be, it would be an enormous waste of resources which would be far better directed to increased funding for English language programmes and the training of qualified ESL teachers so that we could get to work on teaching English rather than testing it. And it would be equally disastrous if current English language programmes found themselves abandoning good language teaching practice to simply ‘teach to the test.’

Finally, what is ‘the Australian way of life?’ With 20 million people in Australia, all living what each of us thinks is an ‘Australian way of life’ whose is the ideal model which we hold up as an exemplar to prospective Australian citizens?
The whole notion of citizenship education and Australian values will become fraught and divisive, and ultimately ineffective if we continue to talk as though those who have migrated to Australia come as empty vessels, valueless, or even worse with values that need to be eradicated, so that we can pour some exclusive Australian values into them. All good learning happens when your previous knowledge and experiences are acknowledged, valued and incorporated into new understandings about your new social context. That should be the basis of citizenship education – and those kinds of understandings simply can’t be demonstrated through multiple choice online tests but they are clearly evident in a cohesive and unified society. 
In summary, English language proficiency is the key to a cohesive and equal Australian society. Australia may be a multicultural society but it is institutionally monolingual – you need English to make the most of the opportunities Australia has to offer. However, testing English doesn’t teach it. Resources earmarked for test development and administration would be better spent on funding extended English language programmes. 

A feeling of belonging is also key to a cohesive, united and loyal society, and language proficiency alone won’t achieve this. For this, people need to believe that their prior knowledge and experience count for something in this new community they have come to live in. 

And finally, values are something you live and are demonstrated by the ways in which you interact with those around you, not by the way you answer a multiple choice test.

Yes, we all want a cohesive and unified Australia – but, no, a test won’t achieve that outcome.

Addendum 
Let me offer a personalised example to better illustrate how difficult it is to firstly define an Australian way of life and secondly, how ill-conceived it is to assume that ‘Australian’ values are exclusively Australian. 

Would my way of life be the example? I’m 5th generation white Australian married to a first generation Greek Australian. I don’t drink alcohol, and I don’t swear. I do follow almost all Australian sport, but my husband follows none – not even soccer…, he does however like a nice white wine and a couple of evenings each week at the local tradesmens’ club. One of my children’s great grandfathers served in the Australian navy in Greece during the Second World War and was awarded the British Empire Medal for bravery, one of their grandfathers served in the Greek infantry on the Albanian front against the Italians before surrendering to the Germans. That disastrous and horrific battle was Greece’s Gallipoli, and the tales of mateship, hardship, sacrifice and the birth of a nation for Greeks are the same as those embedded in the ANZAC story for white anglo-celtic Australians. But that Greek story is my Australian children’s story too and the values of mateship, a fair go, compassion and respect are by no means exclusively Australian values. 

And every migrant could tell you a similar story I’m sure, and every person in Australia leads their version of an Australian way of life which surely must be as valid as mine.

Misty Adoniou

President ACTA
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