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To Hon Julia Gillard, MP
Minister of Education

Minister for Social Inclusion
The Hon. Jenny Macklin, MP
Minister for Indigenous Affairs

The Hon. Peter Garrett, MP
Minister for Environment, Heritage and the Arts
House of Representatives
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600
Dear Ministers,
On behalf of the Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA), I write this letter to be delivered to you by the Ngapartji Ngapartji group in their forthcoming meetings with you.
The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) is the national education association representing teachers of English to speakers of other languages in all education sectors and contexts. This includes Indigenous students who are speakers of Indigenous languages. 
 
ACTA has noted significant discussion in the media and community groups regarding the effectiveness of bilingual education. 
 
ACTA unequivocally supports quality bilingual education programs for Indigenous students on three grounds. 
 
First ACTA supports quality bilingual programs as the most effective approach in achieving positive educational outcomes, including developing competency in English, for Indigenous students. National and international research demonstrates that cognitive, social, academic and linguistic development is greatly enhanced with additive bilingual education (research evidence and case studies available from ACTA). This research documents that, prior to the erosion of bilingual programs in the Northern Territory which began in the late 1980s, (what are we saying began in the late 80s – erosion or the programs themselves? Australia was a leader in developing effective, high quality bilingual programs with superior educational outcomes for Indigenous children. Further, despite successive moves to erode Australian leadership, knowledge and resources in this field, bilingual approaches have persisted and succeeded. 
 
Second, ACTA supports bilingual education as a right of Indigenous individuals and communities. As a signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Australia is committed to 
  the development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and values (Article 29.1)
  the right of Indigenous peoples to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages (Article 14.1)
Quality bilingual education programs are an essential element in upholding these rights.
 
Third, ACTA supports language maintenance and language diversity as a societal good. Language diversity is under huge threat around the world with one language being lost every day (UNESCO data). Quality bilingual education programs can help reverse this trend by encouraging young people’s appreciation of and pride their linguistic and cultural heritage. The erosion of bilingual programs has the opposite effect, weakening substantive communication between elders and the younger generation, undermining respect and values, leaving Indigenous youth without the cultural and familial continuities that many other Australians take for granted, and closing off access (for both Indigenous Australians and the wider community) to the wealth of knowledge and skills that reside in Australia’s Indigenous languages.
 
Educational policy should draw from rigorous and substantial research and evidence. However, the most recent undermining of bilingual programs in the Northern Territory — via the requirement that schools dedicate the first four hours of the school day to English- only instruction — is not evidence-based. Rather, although the positive effects of quality bilingual programs have been repeatedly demonstrated, the NAPLaN data that supposedly supports current NT policy has not been made available in the public domain, which therefore prevents independent scrutiny of outcomes from English only and bilingual programs. Moreover, the evidence that is available provides no grounds for concluding that an English-only approach will yield better outcomes in the locations where bilingual education has survived. In fact, evidence continues to accumulate that students do better in those remote Northern Territory schools that have tried to maintain substantive bilingual approaches (Calma, T[1]). Finally, English only approaches have yet to prove their effectiveness. On the contrary, evidence is accumulating that recent examples, such as the American No Child Left Behind initiative have not improved educational outcomes for Indigenous and other minority children and may have worsened them. 
 
ACTA notes that the ALP’s own National Platform clearly endorses bilingual education as follows:
Labor supports bi-lingual and bi-cultural education and believes they have value for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians[2]. (Ch 13, para 82)
We note that in Feb 2009 (Hansard records 27/02/2009) Ms Alison Smith, Branch Manager, Intergovernmental and Policy, reaffirmed that the ALP would not actively seek to close bilingual schools or programs. Despite these statements, a Labor government in the Northern Territory appears resolute in its determination to erode even further what remains of bilingual education under its jurisdiction. 
 
ACTA calls for a commitment from the Australian Labor Party to show leadership and develop a national policy and approaches that support and strengthen bilingual programs, that are informed by independent and rigourous research and evidence, that reflect its own Platform and uphold Australia’s responsibilities as a signatory to human rights treaties.  
 
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
Rosina Antenucci
President 
Australian Council of TESOL Associations 
 
 
Executive Officer:
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