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1. ABOUT ISA

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) is the national peak body for Independent
schooling in Australia. ISA represents the sector on national issues and engages
with the Australian Government, national agencies, media, key stakeholders, and
the wider Australian community.

Working with the eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools
(AlSs), ISA represents almost 745,000 students, 1,230 schools and a workforce of
over 128,600 people.

Independent schools are long-established partners in Australia’s education system, alongside
government and Catholic schools. They make a valuable contribution to society and the learning and
wellbeing of Australian children.

The Independent school sector is diverse, and schools serve a wide range of communities. The latest
available data shows that more than one in six Australian school students attends an Independent
school. For secondary students, it is over one in five.

Students at Independent schools reflect the full diversity of Australian society — including those who
experience one or multiple forms of disadvantage. These students include:

— high-needs students with disability attending special schools

— Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students attending remote 100 per cent Indigenous schools
students living in regional, rural and remote locations

— highly disadvantaged and disengaged young people attending Independent special assistance
schools.

Most families with children enrolled in Independent schools are middle-to-low-income earners,
increasingly from culturally diverse backgrounds, and residing in outer-suburban and inner-suburban
communities. Many of these families are currently facing economic stress and are making substantial
sacrifices for their children’s education.

According to the most recent data, the majority of Independent schools charge annual fees of less
than $6,000, and there was a greater number of schools charging less than $1,200 per year than
those charging over $20,000. Some Independent schools charge no fees at all. More than half of the
sector’s recurrent income comes from parents and families.

Many Independent schools provide a religious or values-based education. Others promote a specific
educational philosophy or alternatively recognised curriculum. Some have been established by
community groups seeking to meet particular needs or to reflect the religious values of a community.
Independent Catholic schools are a significant part of the sector, accounting for eight per cent of the
Independent sector’'s enrolments.

Most Independent schools are set up and governed independently on an individual school basis.
However, some schools with common aims and educational philosophies are governed and
administered as systems, for example, Lutheran schools. Systemic schools account for 20 per cent of
schools in the sector but the majority of schools in the sector are autonomous non-systemic schools.
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2. INTRODUCTION

ISA has prepared this submission for the House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Education’s Inquiry into the Development of Asia capability in
Australia.

Itis ISA’s role is to bring the unique needs and contributions of Independent schools to the attention of
the Australian Government and to represent the sector on national issues. ISA consulted with the
state and territory Associations of Independent Schools (AISs) in preparing this submission.

In a recent article, the Commonwealth Bank of Australia’s Chief Economist, claims: ‘We have entered a
new economic era, one with rules that are very different to the last.” He goes on to explain:

Geopolitics is the main driver of this new economic era — we have seen a fundamental
breakdown of trust between the major countries of the world. The last economic era
[globalisation] was underpinned by a high degree of geopolitical stability and trust between
key players.?

In an era of geopolitical uncertainty, Australia’'s future prosperity and security depends on the depth of
our engagement within our geographic region as well as maintaining strategic relationships
worldwide. Committing to build Asia capability has never been more important to ensure Australia
remains a trusted strategic and economic partner in our geographic region.

It is clear from reading the transcript of The House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Education hearing from the Department of Education on Wednesday 29 October 20252 that the lack
of a national strategy and the lack of data to inform such a strategy are clearly understood and
articulated as barriers to building Asia capability across education sectors and jurisdictions.

However, if we can learn from past initiatives and utilise new technologies and research, it should be
possible, with commitment of support from all levels of government, to develop and sustain a national
strategy for increasing uptake of Asian language learning in education and community settings and
developing Asia capability in formal and informal education and career paths.

As the national peak body representing Independent schools, Independent Schools Australia (ISA)
strongly support the development of Asia capability across the education sector.

Independent schools are well positioned to lead innovation in language learning and cultural studies.
Many schools have a long history of engaging with our region across diverse programs, and expertise
in teaching Asian languages and embedding Intercultural understanding (a general capability in the F-
10 Australian Curriculum) across programs as a strong foundation for developing trust, empathy and
cross-cultural skills and knowledge.3

It is important that any strategies to develop and sustain Asia capability invest in the necessary
partnerships and pathways between school to tertiary institutions to support continuity of Asia literacy
and language learning in educational settings.

I Luke Yeaman, “Fasten your seatbelt: making sense of a new economic era” CBA Newsroom, 23 October 2025
https://www.commbank.com.au/articles/newsroom/2025/10/luke-yeaman-new-economic-era.html (accessed
25/10/25).

2 Education Committee_2025_10_29.pdf:fileType=application/pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Education/BuildingAsiacapability/Public_He
arings (accessed 04/11/25).

3 Intercultural Understanding | V9 Australian Curriculum (accessed 24/10/25).
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3. STRUCTURAL ENABLERS AND BARRIERS TO DEVELOPING ASIA
CAPABILITY

3.1 Constitutional and Governance Complexity

The division of education responsibilities between federal and state/territory governments can hinder
cohesive national strategies. A coordinated and sufficiently funded national framework is needed to
reinvigorate Asia capability across all jurisdictions, as had been the case with the National Asian
Languages and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) strategy (1995 — 2002) and, to a lesser
extent in terms of scope and funding, the 2009-2012 National Asian Language and Studies in Schools
Program (NALSSP).

The government funded Australian Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations (AFMLTA)
National Languages Plan and Strategy Project* research reports and plan are useful starting points for
identifying structural barriers and enablers and deserves careful consideration by this Committee.

Also important is understanding and accommodating the nexus between supply of specialised
language teachers in schools across Australia, and investment in tertiary level teacher training and
pre-service programs.

In regard to enablers, it is important the government support further development of Asia capability
through skilled migration settings, use of new technologies and greater utilisation of language and
cross-cultural skills in community diasporas.

3.2 Societal Attitudes

Despite geographic proximity, Asia is often perceived as culturally ‘distant” by some cohorts within
Australian society. We have seen how this perception can be easily exploited by social media
campaigns seeking to politicise and re-shape Australia’s migration policies. Unfortunately, negative
public discourse can too easily impact student interest in and parental support for Asian studies and
languages.

However, recent ABS statistics for inbound and outbound tourism show that five of the top ten
destination countries for short term Australian resident visits were Asian, and each had seen year on
year increases (to August) for the past three years.® If this is indicative of a renewed interest in Asia, it
is important that there are opportunities and support for deeper engagement with our Asian
neighbours beyond tourism.

Promoting awareness of Australia’s changing demographics, and the important ties new residents
from Asia create with our region, should be part of a national information campaign supporting Asia
capability. Eight of the Top 10 countries of birth with the largest increase in population from 30 June
2014 to 30 June 2024 were Asian.®

Australian schools reflect this cultural diversity, giving compelling reasons to support inclusivity
through an Asia curriculum focus and to foster development of Asia capability throughout schooling.

4 AFMLTA | Plan & Strategy https://nlps.afmlta.asn.au/ (accessed 04/11/25).

5 Overseas Arrivals and Departures, Australia, August 2025 | Australian Bureau of Statistics
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/tourism-and-transport/overseas-arrivals-and-departures-
australia/latest-release (accessed 27/10/25).

6 Top 10 countries of birth with the largest increase in population from 30 June 2014 to 30 June 2024
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/australias-population-country-birth/latest-release (accessed
04/11/25).
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3.3 Institutional Arrangements

Curriculum considerations, limited supply of suitably qualified teachers, and inconsistent funding
models restrict schools’ ability to offer sustained Asian language and cultural programs.

A reinvigorated approach to building Asia capability in schools will take on board lessons from past
successful initiatives such as NALSAS and NALSSP and find ways to take advantage of new
technologies that can enhance and sustain language learning and cultural studies.

The case for restoring funding for the study of Asian languages in schools to ‘something like the level
that prevailed under NALSAS between 1995 and 2002’ is made in Investing in the future of Asian
language literacy in Australia by learning from the past (Prince, 2022).7

Although the numbers of students studying languages, including Asian languages, in Year 12 has
significantly dropped in the last two decades to a record low of 18,000 in 20232, many schools have
nonetheless sustained long term sister-school relationships and other educational partnerships
globally, including in Asian countries.

Asia-based programs in schools have long been facilitated and supported by Asialink Education
(formerly Asia Education Foundation).® Unfortunately, with the reduction of government funding over
time, many of AEF's programs and resources are no longer available, have limited accessibility or
require the budgets and resources of a larger entity, such as a state or territory Department of
Education, in order to participate.

Restoring funding and support for Asialink Education programs that can be easily accessed by all
schools (government and non-government) should be a priority in (re)building Asia capability in school
education.

3.4 Workforce Supply and Demand

There is a critical shortage of qualified Asian language teachers, particularly in regional and remote
areas. Schools are sometimes forced to change their language subject offerings because of a lack of
available teachers.

This situation creates a domino effect. Disruptions to teacher supply predictably impact continuity of
language learning and proficiency, and valuable teaching resources, often acquired and developed
over time and at considerable expense, become redundant and must be replaced.

There is scope for fresh approaches in this space.

Apart from incentives and targeted training pathways needed to build a skilled pool of qualified
teachers, a national strategy could include a plan to offer affordable, flexible online language learning
options for language studies that include micro-credentials for attaining language proficiency as well
as contributing to a teacher qualification — possibly through the creation of designated Asian
Languages / Studies Centres of Excellence.

Small and remote schools could particularly benefit partnering with other schools or tertiary
institutions to support language learning via ‘hubs’ that are well resourced and offer sufficiently
detailed language teaching frameworks, guidelines and resources that can be universally accessed
and utilised - online or in person, in classrooms or remotely - by qualified teachers.

7 Prince, L, Investing in the future of Asian language literacy in Australia by learning from the past - Asian Studies
Association of Australia 7 April 2022, https://asaa.asn.au/55224-2/ (accessed 27/10/2025).

8 Year 12 subject enrolments ACARA (2023 Calendar year data) https://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national-
report-on-schooling-in-australia/year-12-subject-enrolments (accessed 14/11/25).

9 Asialink Education: Asia literacy for schools | Asialink https://asialink.unimelb.edu.au/education/ (accessed
27/10/25).
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State and territory teacher registration authorities might also be able to review procedures for enabling
proficient speakers of other languages undertaking Initial Teacher Education courses to undertake an
increased amount of classroom responsibilities for language teaching during studies.

3.5 National Data Gaps

As acknowledged by the Australian Government Department of Education at the 29 October House of
Representatives Standing Committee hearing, there are insufficient, centrally located and
systematically collected longitudinal datasets on student engagement with Asian languages and
studies. There needs to be a nationally consistent approach to data collection.

A literature review of research dating back to at least the time of NALSAS about teaching and learning
of Asian languages and studies in schools (and universities), school level engagement and people to
people relationships with Asian counterparts — inbound, outbound and online — and of government
investment in projects and programs designed to increase the uptake of Asian languages in the school
sector would also be of assistance in identifying data gaps.

It will also be important to have a database of opportunities to continue language studies at the
university level after completion of schooling, and for taking up studies of a new language at any time,
to identify where targeted funding is required to ensure study of Asian languages can be sustained
through life-long learning.

4. GOOD PRACTICE MODELS

Independent schools have adopted and, in some cases, pioneered successful models of teaching and
learning of Asian languages and studies. These include:

— Language Immersion Programs - schools offering bilingual programs in Mandarin, Japanese, or
Indonesian show higher retention and proficiency rates. Schools implementing the International
Baccalaureate have options for offering an Asian language in a dual-language Diploma
Programmes (DLDP) as well as in Middle and Primary Years Programmes.'®

— Intercultural Curriculum Integration - embedding Asian perspectives across subjects other than
languages - history, geography, literature - fosters deeper understanding of cultural contexts and
world views outside Australia and aligns with the desired cultural competency and global
citizenship outcomes.

— Digital Exchanges and Experiences - virtual classrooms and collaborative projects with Asian
partner schools allow students to engage meaningfully, to learn about and from each other
despite geographic barriers.

— Student Mobility and Regional Engagement - scholarships and exchanges enabling study abroad
experiences with Asian schools are transformative. These experiences build empathy and global
citizens.

— International Education Programs - many schools are CRICOS registered, enabling them to enrol
overseas students with student visas. These students add much-needed diversity to student
cohorts and develop life-long connections with their peers and school communities.

— International Engagement Programs - schools enrolling overseas students often try to align
international programs with languages taught, for example, recruiting overseas students or
hosting study tours or school visits, developing sister school relationships, organising outbound
tours and visits, and participating online with overseas peers in a range of projects and activities.

10| anguage policy - International Baccalaureate® https://www.ibo.org/language-policy/ (accessed 02/11/25).
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5. CURRENT STATE OF ASIAN LANGUAGES AND STUDIES AND
STRATEGIES TO STIMULATE DEMAND

5.1 Declining Enrolments

Even though the proportions of students studying Asian languages in Australian schools at Year 12
level have remained relatively stable from 2006-2023, the overall number of Year 12 students
studying a language has decreased by 25 per cent in this period.!?

If languages capability in schools is to increase, opportunities to continue and build on studies from K-
12 is important. The overall decrease in Year 12 enrolments in languages subjects is alarming. The
reasons for this should be investigated alongside the reasons for budget cuts to languages teaching in
universities, and long-term funding for remediation strategies should be allocated. The AFMLTA
National Languages Plan and Strategy can offer important insights and recommendations in these
areas of concern.

Among strategies to re-invigorate demand, consideration should be given to:

— continuing to incentivise school students to study languages at university level by offering bonus
admission points for language studies undertaken in Year 12,

— examining other international curricula which prioritise or require language learning as a
compulsory subject, e.g., the International Baccalaureate.

— rebalancing the cost of an Arts degree to pre-Job Ready Graduates levels to ensure students
studying Asian languages at school level can afford to continue language studies at tertiary level,
and

— ensuring there is a streamlined process for cross-institutional enrolment and credit transfer to
enable students to enrol in a language course with any institution offering an Asian language of
choice, and in any mode (face to face or online), if this choice is not offered by the student’s
preferred tertiary institution.

Investment in tertiary institutions, such as Asian Languages / Studies Centres of Excellence, is also
needed to increase and maintain the expertise and resources to teach, assess and issue credit for
language studies. Students (and members of the public) should have access to languages studies and
online tutorials at any time in their learning and career paths and be able to receive credit for language
studies from subject unit to post-graduate levels. This is further discussed below.

5.2 Access Inequities

In this digital era, learning a language should not be confined to a classroom. This is not the way
learning a language happens in life, and there are tools and learning opportunities enabled by new
technologies that can considerably enhance language studies in and outside our educational
institutions.

It should be possible, with the experience students and institutions at all educational levels now have
with online learning, particularly post-COVID, to supplement classroom learning with online language
learning at a student’s own pace.

The caveat would be to have regular opportunities for ‘real life’ practice and assessment and records
of achievement at different levels of proficiency to be built into courses. Ideally, student progress could
be tracked and achieved standards of proficiency issued as micro-credentials, valid for an agreed
period of time. These could be used to a) provide proof of studies and proficiency levels across one or

1 Year 12 subject enrolments ACARA (2023 Calendar year data) https://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national-
report-on-schooling-in-australia/year- 12-subject-enrolments (accessed 02/11/25).
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more macro skills and b) attract recognised credit for further studies (or even employment purposes if
able to be accessed by the wider community).

Enabling high quality language studies to be undertaken in and outside classrooms and via well-
resourced Centres of Excellence offering courses at different levels that also included credit for tertiary
level studies would help those keen students in schools unable to employ qualified language teachers
because of staffing shortages, size of school or remote location to have access to language learning
outside their school offerings, if they wished.

5.3 Further Strategies for Stimulating Demand
Additional strategies for stimulating demand might include:

— A national information campaign promoting career opportunities and cultural benefits of being
Asia capable.

— Ongoing grants to support Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia as a cross-curriculum
priority in the F-10 Australian Curriculum?? in order to build knowledge of Asian countries,
increase understanding of regional attitudes and values and develop the skills to engage with the
region. For example,

— Schools not yet able to offer an Asian language might be able to do so through ongoing
targeted grants. Schools in locations with a high percentage of Asian-background families
might be prioritised with access to targeted grants for development of resources to
increase parent understanding of this curriculum priority and encourage participation in
school programs to help build cultural knowledge about their students’ countries of birth
or ancestry. This approach might also help strengthen community cohesion and
encourage parent and family support for Asian language and cultural programs in the
wider community.

— Some targeted grants for development of resources that can assist schools with a
significant proportion of Asian -Background families to increase parent understanding of
this priority in the curriculum and participation in school programs to help build cultural
knowledge about their countries of birth or ancestry might also be a useful strategy.

— Financial assistance for school students, particularly those from remote or regional
locations to travel to Asian countries to participate in language and cultural experience
(such as Asialink Education’s Bridge programs and Victorian Government’s Young Leaders
Programs).

— A national strategy that supports increased interest in Asian studies in educational settings should
include:

— a suitably skilled and stable workforce of Asia Capable educators to give schools
confidence in being able to offer Studies of Asia and of Asian languages as a sustainable
subject elective in Years as a subjectin 11 and 12 - another step in creating interest in
pursuing Asia-focused tertiary studies, including studies of Asian languages;

— greater opportunities for teachers to engage in professional development in Asian studies
and languages through in-country fellowships and partnerships with universities
providing micro-credentials for further studies.

— Simplifying overseas qualifications recognition processes and providing financial support for
nationally recognised bridging courses to provide overseas qualified teachers or graduates with

12 https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/cross-curriculum-priorities/asia-and-australias-
engagement-with-asia?organising-idea=AAK%2CAAU%2CAAG (accessed 13/11/25).
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6.

SKILLS BEYOND LANGUAGE

degrees in Education the knowledge and skills they require to fast-track teacher registration
applications in state and territory jurisdictions.

Professional Development support for overseas trained educators to culturally adjust to Australian
schools and classroom environments.

PROMOTING CULTURAL LITERACY AND DIPLOMACY SKILLS
BEYOND LANGUAGE

Developing Asia capabilities can be supported beyond language learning in classrooms and
educational settings, for example, through:

7.

Cultural Literacy Modules: Schools can offer lessons on Asian history, philosophy, and
contemporary society as outlined in the Australian Curriculum, but there are many other activities
that students might meaningfully engage with that might contribute to an Asia-capable learning
profile or record of achievement.

Diplomacy and Soft Skills: Participation in programs requiring skills in negotiation, cross-cultural
communication, and regional geopolitics could prepare students for future leadership.

Community Engagement: Partnering with diaspora communities and supporting community
languages schools can enrich learning and build local-global connections.

Industry Collaboration: Schools can partner with business or government agencies to provide
students with experiences that demonstrate benefits of future careers requiring a degree of Asia
capability. This might be through work experience placements, volunteering or mentoring
programs.

WHOLE-OF-GOVERNMENT COORDINATION

A whole-of-government approach would involve:

Department of Education: Leading national teacher workforce development to support the
implementation of Asia literacy and capability (and developing and funding long term programs
for language teachers, etc.).

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Austrade: Facilitating school partnerships and
regional engagement programs.

Jobs and Skills Australia: Aligning Asia capability with future workforce needs.

State and Territory Governments: Ensuring equitable access to Asia capability programs across
jurisdictions and sectors.

Department of Home Affairs:

— Ensuring there are appropriate visa options available for schools and other educational
institutions to employ overseas trained educators or people with specialised skills needed
to work in schools — for example, as classroom teachers or language tutors and teaching
assistants.

— Supporting multicultural education and community integration.
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION

Asia capability is not a niche set of skills—it is an overall sovereign capability essential to secure
Australia’s place in the world. Many Independent schools are already building Asia capability as an
educational priority. We urge the Committee to recommend a national strategy that empowers all
schools to deliver high-quality, equitable, and future-focused Asia capability programs. Australia must
acknowledge Asia is not only as a region of strategic importance, but a vital part of our global future.

ISA recommends the following actions to creating an environment that will enable to growth of Asia
capability not only in schools, but also in the broader Australian community.

Develop a coordinated and sufficiently funded national framework to reinvigorate development of
Asia capability across all jurisdictions. Relevant elements of the Australian Federation of Modern
Language Teachers Associations (AFMLTA) National Languages Plan and Strategy Project, such
as a National Institute for Languages Education and a Languages Education Working group should
inform this framework with respect to teaching of Asian languages.

Ensure government initiatives to further develop Asia capability include a focus on supply of
specialised language teachers in schools across Australia, appropriate skilled migration settings
and greater utilisation of skills in community diasporas.

Take advantage of new technologies that can enhance and sustain language learning and cultural
studies in educational and community contexts.

Encourage tertiary institutions to continue to incentivise school students to study languages at
university level and ensure there is a streamlined process for cross-institutional enrolment and
credit transfer if an Asian language of choice is not offered by a student's preferred tertiary
institution.

Ensure government-funded programs can be equally accessed by government and non-
government schools and restore funding and support for Asialink Education programs for schools.

Give consideration to suggestions for Further Strategies for Stimulating Demand and Promoting
Cultural Literacy and Diplomacy Skills Beyond Language outlined in this submission.

ISA would be happy to discuss our submission or be involved in further consultation.

Contact

Caroline Miller

Director, Policy and Research

caroline.miller@isa.edu.au
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