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Media release

Plans to cut back bilingual education programs in Northern Territory Indigenous schools flout logic and common sense

The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) strenuously opposes any move to reduce or curtail existing bilingual education programs in Northern Territory schools, the ACTA spokesperson on Indigenous education, Adriano Truscott, announced this morning.

“The federal government, through the Deputy Prime Minister in particular, has restated its commitment to improving educational outcomes for Indigenous students, and also to the teaching of Indigenous languages and culture in schools to support students’ well-being and their understanding of their cultural heritage and identity.”

“What the government has failed to recognise is that the improved outcomes and Indigenous languages go hand-in-hand,” Truscott said. “There is a wealth of national and international research which shows that quality bilingual education offers the best route for speakers of Indigenous languages into the main language of education, in this case English. Banning Indigenous students’ use of their home language during prime-time morning instruction in the classroom effectively restricts students’ opportunities to develop their English language and literacy skills through developmental and contrastive work which builds on what they already know.

“The available data from state and national English literacy and numeracy testing corroborate this research. When similar schools in the Northern Territory are compared, Indigenous students in effective and well-supported bilingual programs have consistently out-performed Indigenous students in English-only schools. The Northern Territory Department of Education and Training has not produced proper evidence to justify diluting and terminating these programs, nor has it provided any evidence that English-only instruction results in improved learning outcomes for Indigenous students.”

“We are alarmed that the Northern Territory government seems determined to follow the United States down the ‘English-only’ road,” Truscott continued. “But as one of its first points of business, the Obama administration has pulled back from the disastrous 1991 ‘No Child Left Behind’ legislation. The evidence is now in that NCLB has impeded Indigenous and minority students’ progress. The dropout rate of one in four of these children has not budged either. Preventing learning through students’ home language and mandating four hours of ‘English-only’ instruction per day in the Northern Territory will set Indigenous students back in the same way.”

“Improving literacy and numeracy skills is a key aim of bilingual education. Learner engagement, improved school attendance and retention rates, increased post-school educational and vocational pathways, and greater community harmony have also been shown to follow from quality bilingual programs.”

“The plans to cut back bilingual education programs in Northern Territory schools flout logic, common sense and long-standing research findings.” Truscott concluded. “ACTA will spearhead an intensive campaign in the coming months. With the support of Indigenous leaders, such as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner and Race Discrimination Commissioner with the Australian Human Rights Commission, Tom Calma, we will be lobbying to have the current policy reversed and for greater support for bilingual programs in Northern Territory schools.”

The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) is the national professional association for the teaching of English to speakers of other languages. ACTA represents and advocates on behalf of teachers, parents and guardians, and English-language learners, including Indigenous students who are speakers of other languages and dialects, in all education sectors and contexts across Australia.
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