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Forty Years of Language Education in Tasmania: Expansion, Exhaustion, and the
Imperative of Asia Capability

Over the past four decades, Tasmania’s approach to language education has undergone
significant transformation. From the relatively stable delivery of languages in high
schools during the 1980s and 1990s to the more recent push into primary schools, the
expansion has been marked by ambition but undermined by chronic underinvestment.
The result is a system where language learning is often delivered by unqualified or
under-supported staff, and where the burden of implementation falls disproportionately
on teachers already facing unsustainable workloads. The promise of multilingual
education—so vital to Australia’s Asia capability and social cohesion—risks being lost
in a fog of burnout, compliance, and policy drift.

This erosion is particularly troubling given Australia’s longstanding recognition of the
Asia imperative. Since the early 1990s, national strategies such as the Rudd Report
(Asian Languages and Australia's Economic Future), the National Asian Languages and
Studies in Australian Schools (NALSSAS) program, and later Asia literacy initiatives have
all emphasised the need to prepare Australians—especially young Australians—for
meaningful engagement with the Indo-Pacific region. These efforts were grounded in the
understanding that language proficiency, cultural fluency, and regional knowledge are
not optional extras, but strategic assets in a globalised economy and a multicultural
society.

Tasmania, like other states, was expected to contribute to this national vision. Yet
despite policy frameworks and curriculum reforms, implementation has faltered. Asia
capability remains aspirational rather than embedded. Language programs are
vulnerable to staffing shortages, curriculum fragmentation, and shifting political
priorities. The deeper civic and cognitive benefits of language learning—its role in
fostering empathy, mental agility, and intercultural competence—are routinely
overlooked in favour of short-term metrics and vocational narratives.

If Australia is to meet the Asia imperative, it must treat language education as cultural
infrastructure: foundational to national resilience, regional engagement, and
educational equity. Tasmania’s experience over the past forty years offers both a
cautionary tale and a call to action. The challenge now is not simply to restore what has
been lost, but to reimagine language learning as a strategic investment in Australia’s
future—one that honours its communities, supports its educators, and builds the Asia
capability it so urgently needs.

Reclaiming Asian Language Education: Teachers, Misconceptions, and the Mental
Health Dividend

One of the most urgent yet underacknowledged challenges in building Asia capability in
Australian education is the steady depletion of qualified Asian language teachers.
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Mandarin, Japanese, Indonesian, Hindi, and Viethamese programs—once seen as
strategic investments in regional engagement—are now increasingly treated as
expendable. Staffing shortages, casualisation, and curriculum drift have left many
programs vulnerable, especially in regional and primary settings. Teachers are stretched
thin, often working across multiple schools or outside their subject expertise, with little
systemic support or professional recognition.

This erosion is not accidental—it reflects a deeper cultural misunderstanding of what
language education offers. Asian languages are still widely perceived as vocational
tools, useful for translation or niche employment, rather than as foundational to
cognitive development, intercultural competence, and civic wellbeing. The rise of Al
translation tools has further distorted public perception, leading some to believe that
language learning is obsolete or replaceable. This view is not only inaccurate—it is
dangerous.

Language education is not just about communication; it is about cognition. Learning
another language strengthens memory, enhances executive function, and improves
problem-solving skills. It fosters emotional regulation, resilience, and empathy. These
benefits are especially pronounced in young learners, and they carry into adulthood—
supporting mental health, social competence, and lifelong learning. In an era of rising
youth anxiety and teacher burnout, language learning offers a quiet but powerful
protective factor. Yet this mental health dividend remains largely invisible in policy
discourse and media coverage.

Asian language teachers are not just instructors—they are cultural mediators, cognitive
coaches, and community builders. Their work supports inclusion, pluralism, and
regional literacy. When their roles are diminished or dismissed, we lose more than
curriculum hours—we lose the infrastructure of Asia capability. We lose the opportunity
to build trust, foster curiosity, and prepare students for meaningful engagement with the
Indo-Pacific region.

To reverse this trend, we must reframe language education as cultural infrastructure—
essential to national resilience, not peripheral to it. That means investing in teacher
training, creating stable career pathways, and embedding Asian languages into the core
curriculum. It means recognising the cognitive and emotional benefits of
multilingualism, and communicating those benefits clearly to parents, school boards,
and the broader community.

We must also challenge the myth that technology can replace human language
learning. Al can assist, but it cannot replicate the relational, cultural, and neurological
depth of learning a language. It cannot build empathy, nuance, or intercultural fluency.
Only sustained, human-led language education can do that—and only with qualified,
supported teachers at the helm.
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If we are serious about building Asia capability, we must be serious about the people
who make it possible. That begins with valuing Asian language teachers not as optional
extras, but as strategic anchors in Australia’s educational future.

u Colonial Legacy and the Persistence of Anglo-Centrism

Australia’s education system was built on British models, and its cultural institutions
continue to reflect settler-colonial assumptions. English is not just dominant—it is
normative. As scholars have noted, Anglo-Australians remain “strongly monolingual and
Anglophile in their attitudes,” often supporting language education only when it serves
economic advantage.

This instrumental view of language—valuing it for trade but not for identity—reinforces
assimilationist pressures. Second-generation migrants are often encouraged to
abandon community languages in favour of “proper” English. Prestige accents are
rewarded; vernaculars are corrected. The resultis a cultural hierarchy where English is
seen as modern, rational, and legitimate, while other languages are exotic, emotional,
or deficient.

Such attitudes are not benign. They shape hiring practices, media representation, and
civic participation. They marginalize multilingual Australians and undermine the very
cohesion that language learning could foster.

7> High School Foundations: Stability and Specialisation

In the 1980s and 1990s, language education in Tasmania was largely concentrated in
high schools and colleges. French, German, Japanese, and Indonesian were the
dominant offerings, with Japanese gaining particular traction due to trade ties and
cultural exchange programs. Teachers were typically subject specialists, often with
tertiary qualifications in the language they taught. While provision varied by region, the
model was relatively stable: students chose languages as electives, and schools staffed
accordingly.

This period also saw the emergence of exchange programs, sister school relationships,
and curriculum development aligned with national frameworks. The introduction of the
Tasmanian Certificate of Education (TCE) formalised language learning as a pathway to
tertiary study and international engagement. However, even then, concerns were raised
about regional disparities, the lack of continuity between primary and secondary levels,
and the vulnerability of smaller language programs to budget cuts.

What was also striking—then and now—is the persistent blindness to the broader
benefits of language learning. In that era, languages were often framed narrowly as
vocational tools, useful for translators or international business roles. The deeper
cognitive, physical, and social dividends were largely ignored. This framing not only
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limited public support but also shaped curriculum priorities in ways that undervalued
the humanities and cultural education.

In reality, language learning offers profound benefits for mental health, cognitive
flexibility, and social competence. It strengthens memory, enhances executive function,
and delays age-related cognitive decline. It fosters emotional regulation, resilience, and
empathy—qualities essential for wellbeing and civic participation. For young learners, it
builds confidence, curiosity, and the ability to navigate diverse social environments. For
migrant and heritage communities, it affirms identity and strengthens intergenerational
bonds.

These benefits are especially relevant in Tasmania, where regional isolation, teacher
stress, and youth mental health challenges are well documented. Language education
should be seen not just as a curriculum offering but as a protective factor—supporting
wellbeing, inclusion, and lifelong learning. Its marginalisation reflects a deeper cultural
bias: atendency to privilege measurable outcomes over relational ones, and to treat
multilingualism as a niche rather than a norm.

If Tasmania is to build Asia capability, social cohesion, and educational equity, it must
reframe language learning as a strategic investment in human development. That
means recognising its cognitive and emotional benefits, embedding it across school
levels, and supporting teachers with the training and resources they need to deliver it
with confidence and care.

[k Expansion into Primary Schools: Policy Ambition Meets Structural Fragility

The early 2000s marked a shift in policy thinking. Inspired by national strategies such as
NALSSAS and later the Australian Curriculum, Tasmania began to explore the
introduction of languages into primary schools. The rationale was sound: early exposure
improves fluency, fosters intercultural understanding, and normalises multilingualism.
However, the rollout was uneven and under-resourced.

Many primary schools lacked qualified language teachers. Instead, generalist teachers
were asked to deliver language programs with minimal training, often relying on pre-
packaged materials or online modules. In some cases, visiting specialists were
employed across multiple schools, leading to fragmented delivery and limited
continuity. The Department of Education’s own reviews acknowledged that staffing was
“inadequate to meet curriculum expectations” and that professional development was
“sporadic and insufficient.”

The introduction of Asian languages—Mandarin, Japanese, Indonesian—was
particularly affected. While these languages were prioritised in national policy, local
implementation faltered. Schools struggled to recruit and retain teachers with
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appropriate linguistic and pedagogical expertise. Community engagement was limited,
and heritage language speakers were rarely integrated into formal teaching roles.

Il Curriculum Complexity and the Burden of Evidence

As language programs expanded, so too did the administrative demands placed on
teachers. The introduction of the Australian Curriculum brought with it a requirement to
document learning outcomes, differentiate instruction, and produce individual learning
plans (ILPs) for students with diverse needs. While these practices are pedagogically
sound, they require time, training, and support—resources that are often lacking.

Language teachers, particularly in primary schools, report spending hours preparing
documentation to meet compliance standards. The need to provide “evidence of
learning” has become a source of stress, especially when teaching time is limited and
student engagement varies. Teachers are expected to track progress across speaking,
listening, reading, and writing domains, often without access to diagnostic tools or
moderation support.

This burden is compounded by the casualisation of the language teaching workforce.
Many teachers are employed on short-term contracts, with limited access to
professional development or mentoring. The lack of career pathways for language
specialists further undermines retention and morale.

%2 Teacher Burnout and Professional Drift

The cumulative effect of these pressures is burnout. A 2022 study published in Social
Psychology of Education found that Australian teachers face high levels of stress due to
workload, role ambiguity, and lack of systemic support. In Tasmania, these findings are
echoed in submissions to the Independent Review of Education, where educators
describe “watching teachers give up hope” and “new staff break, old staff break.”

Language teachers are particularly vulnerable. They often work in isolation, without
departmental support or peer networks. Their subject is frequently undervalued,
treated as an add-on rather than a core discipline. When programs are cut or
restructured, language teachers are among the first to lose hours or be redeployed.

Moreover, many teachers—facing overloaded timetables and compliance pressures—
prefer to teach subjects that are perceived as more straightforward to assess and
justify. Mathematics, science, and literacy benchmarks dominate the agenda. Language
education, by contrast, demands sustained engagement, differentiated pedagogy, and
cultural sensitivity. It is often seen as administratively burdensome and professionally
isolating, especially when teachers lack specialist training or systemic support.

> Anglosphere Dominance and the Erosion of Cultural Fluency
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These challenges are not merely logistical—they are ideological. Australia’s education
system remains shaped by Anglosphere dominance: a cultural logic that privileges
English as the sole legitimate medium of instruction, communication, and civic
participation. This mindset, inherited from colonial structures, continues to frame non-
English languages as exotic, optional, or vocational rather than essential to national
identity and regional engagement.

The dominance of English has fostered a complacency that undermines Australia’s Asia
capability. It assumes that others will adapt to us, that translation is sufficient, and that
cultural fluency can be outsourced. It treats multilingualism as a deficit to be corrected,
rather than an asset to be cultivated. This logic permeates curriculum design, teacher
training, media discourse, and community expectations.

In Tasmania, this manifests as a reluctance to invest in language education, a tendency
to marginalise heritage languages, and a failure to recognise the strategic value of
cultural literacy. Communities have become increasingly narrow in their educational
expectations, favouring vocational and STEM subjects while viewing language learning
and the humanities as peripheral or indulgent. This narrowing reflects a broader
aversion to complexity, nuance, and pluralism—qualities that Asian languages and
humanities disciplines inherently cultivate.

@ The Social Cohesion Dividend of Language Learning

Language learning cultivates empathy, intercultural understanding, and civic belonging.
It allows individuals to engage with others not just through translation, but through
shared cultural logic. As the Victorian Department of Education notes, learning a
language helps students “better understand others in an increasingly diverse Australia”.
It builds bridges across difference, reduces prejudice, and affirms the dignity of
multilingual communities.

In early childhood education, bilingualism and multilingualism are now recognized as
assets. The Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority emphasizes that
multilingual practice supports cognitive development, identity formation, and
community connection. These benefits extend into adulthood, where language
proficiency enhances employability, international engagement, and social mobility.

Yet despite these advantages, Australia’s language education remains marginal. In
2021, only 8.6% of Year 12 students were enrolled in a language subject—a historic low.
This decline reflects not just policy neglect but a deeper cultural resistance to linguistic
pluralism.

lil Demographic Realities: Australia’s Multilingual Communities

The 2021 Census reveals a linguistic landscape that defies the myth of monolingual
Australia. Over 22% of Australians speak a language other than English at home. Among



Inquiry into Building Asia Capability in Australia through the education system and beyond
Submission 14

7

these, Asian languages are prominent: Here’s a table summarizing the most spoken
Asian languages in Australia based on the 2021 Census data from the Australian Bureau
of Statistics:

®: Asian Languages Spoken at Home in Australia (2021 Census)

Language % of Population Estimated Speakers
Mandarin 2.7% ~685,274
Vietnamese 1.3% ~329,028
Cantonese 1.2% ~304,000
Punjabi 0.9% ~228,000
Hindi 0.7% ~177,000
Filipino/Tagalog 0.5% ~126,000
Korean 0.4% ~101,000
Indonesian 0.3% ~76,000
Tamil 0.3% ~76,000
Urdu 0.2% ~50,000

Note: Percentages are based on total population; speaker estimates are approximate
and rounded.

These figures are not abstract. They represent families, communities, and cultural
ecosystems that contribute to Australia’s economy, civic life, and global engagement.
Yet many of these communities face systemic barriers to maintaining their languages.
Heritage language programs are underfunded, mainstream schools lack qualified
teachers, and public discourse often treats non-English languages as peripheral or
problematic.

@ The Asia Capability Imperative

Asia capability refers to the knowledge, skills, and dispositions required to engage
effectively with the Indo-Pacific region. It includes language proficiency, cultural
understanding, and the ability to navigate diverse social and business contexts. In a
region that accounts for over 60% of Australia’s trade and is home to the majority of its
migrant communities, Asia capability is not optional—it is existential.
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National initiatives like the New Colombo Plan have sought to address this gap. Since its
launch in 2014, the program has supported over 55,000 Australian undergraduate
students to undertake study, internships, and language training in the Indo-Pacific.
Recent reforms announced by Foreign Minister Penny Wong aim to deepen Asia literacy
through longer immersive experiences, increased scholarships, and a renewed
emphasis on priority Asian languages.

However, these initiatives focus primarily on university students. Without a strong
foundation in school-based language education, the pipeline of Asia-capable graduates
will remain fragile. Tasmania must align its curriculum, staffing, and community
engagement strategies with national efforts to build Asia capability. This means treating
language learning not as a standalone subject, but as a gateway to regional
understanding.

The Social Cohesion Dividend of Language Learning

Language learning is not just an academic pursuit—it is a social and civic investment. It
fosters empathy, intercultural understanding, and a sense of belonging. When students
learn another language, they also learn to see the world through different cultural
lenses. They develop the capacity to listen, to negotiate meaning, and to engage
respectfully with difference.

In Tasmania, where migrant communities continue to grow and diversify, language
education can play a vital role in building social cohesion. It affirms the dignity of
multilingual families, reduces prejudice, and strengthens community ties. It helps
students connect with their heritage, understand their neighbours, and participate more
fully in civic life.

Research consistently shows that bilingualism supports cognitive development,
enhances academic performance, and improves emotional resilience. But its social
benefits are equally profound. Language learning creates bridges across generations,
cultures, and communities. It transforms schools into inclusive spaces where diversity
is celebrated, not merely tolerated.

Reframing Language Learning as Cultural Infrastructure

To realise these benefits, Tasmania must reframe language learning not as a niche
subject, but as cultural infrastructure—essential to educational equity, regional
engagement, and democratic pluralism. This means embedding languages into the core
curriculum, funding them sustainably, and treating them as foundational rather than
optional.

Culturalinfrastructure includes the systems, institutions, and practices that support
shared meaning and collective identity. Language education is central to this. It enables
students to access literature, history, and philosophy from multiple traditions. It
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prepares them to work across borders, collaborate across cultures, and contribute to a
multilingual society.

This reframing requires a shift in policy, pedagogy, and public discourse. Language
learning must be positioned alongside literacy and numeracy as a core competency. It
must be supported by robust teacher training, community partnerships, and strategic
leadership. And it must be visible—in school sighage, media coverage, and civic
celebrations.

Changing Community Attitudes: The Role of Media and Public Discourse

Policy reform alone is insufficient. Community attitudes must shift. Parents, school
boards, and local leaders need to understand that language learning is not a luxury—it
is a strategic necessity, a civic responsibility, and a cornerstone of Australia’s future in
the Indo-Pacific region. Language learning must be reframed not as an optional
enrichment but as essential preparation for life in a multilingual, interconnected world.
Itis the foundation of Asia capability—our ability to engage with, understand, and
collaborate across cultures that shape our trade, diplomacy, migration, and daily life.

To achieve this shift, communities must be informed, not just instructed. Parents need
to see language education as a pathway to opportunity, not a distraction from core
subjects. School boards must recognise that cultural literacy is as vital as digital
literacy. Local leaders must champion language programs as tools for inclusion,
resilience, and regional relevance.

What remains deeply misunderstood—both by communities and the media—is the
profound impact of language learning on healthy minds. It is not simply about
vocabulary acquisition or job preparation. Learning another language strengthens
cognitive flexibility, enhances problem-solving skills, and supports emotional
regulation. It improves memory, attention, and executive function. It fosters empathy,
adaptability, and the ability to navigate ambiguity—skills essential not only for
academic success but for mental wellbeing and social competence.

In an era of rising youth anxiety, teacher burnout, and fragmented communities,
language education offers a quiet but powerful antidote. It builds confidence, curiosity,
and connection. It affirms identity for heritage speakers and opens windows of
understanding for second-language learners. Yet these benefits are rarely
acknowledged in public discourse. Language learning is still framed as vocational
training for translators or diplomats, rather than as a foundational investmentin
cognitive health and civic cohesion.

Media has a critical role to play in correcting this narrative. Public broadcasters, local
outlets, and education platforms must amplify stories of multilingual success,
showcase the contributions of Asian communities, and challenge the myth of
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monolingual Australia. Language learning must be visible—in news coverage, school
signage, civic events, and public discourse. It must be celebrated not just for its
economic utility, but for its capacity to build healthier minds, stronger communities,
and a more culturally fluent nation.

If Tasmania and Australia are serious about building Asia capability, they must also be
serious about the stories they tell. That means recognising language education as
cultural infrastructure—essential to wellbeing, inclusion, and regional engagement. It
means honouring the cognitive and emotional dividends of multilingualism, and
ensuring that every child, regardless of background, has access to the lifelong benefits
of learning another language.

Media has a critical role to play in shaping public attitudes toward language learning,
culturalinclusion, and regional engagement. Yet in recent years, Australia’s media
landscape has too often amplified adversarial narratives about China—despite China
remaining our largest export market and a key regional partner. This contradiction is not
just geopolitical; it is cultural. The persistence of “China-bashing” in public discourse
reflects a deeper discomfort with pluralism and a reluctance to engage with Asia on
equalterms.

Such narratives do more than distort foreign policy—they undermine Australia’s Asia
capability. They foster suspicion rather than understanding, and they discourage young
Australians from learning Chinese or engaging meaningfully with Chinese communities.
When the dominant media tone is one of fear, hostility, or caricature, it becomes harder
to build trust, sustain language programs, or honour the contributions of Chinese
Australians.

This is especially troubling given the long and complex history of Chinese migration to
Australia. Chinese communities have been present since the mid-19th century,
contributing to goldfields, agriculture, commerce, and civic life. Despite enduring
discriminatory policies—from the White Australia policy to exclusionary citizenship
laws—Chinese Australians have built resilient, intergenerational communities across
the country. They have contributed to Australia’s economic growth, cultural diversity,
and diplomatic ties with the region. Yet they are still too often cast as perpetual
outsiders, or worse, as geopolitical threats.

The portrayal of Chinese Australians as villains—whether through insinuations of
divided loyalty, economic manipulation, or cultural incompatibility—is not just
inaccurate; it is corrosive. It erodes social cohesion, legitimises racism, and
discourages genuine engagement with China and the broader Chinese diaspora. It also
sends a chilling message to students and educators: that learning Chinese, or engaging
with Chinese culture, is politically fraught or socially suspect.
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This is testimony to attitudes that urgently need attention. Language learning must be
tied to cultural literacy and regional awareness—not just as a curriculum goal, but as a
civic imperative. Public broadcasters, local outlets, and education platforms must
amplify stories of multilingual success, showcase the contributions of Asian
communities, and challenge the myth of monolingual Australia. Language learning
must be visible—in news coverage, school signage, civic events, and public discourse.

If Australia is serious about building Asia capability, it must also be serious about the
stories it tells. Media must move beyond adversarial tropes and embrace the
complexity, dignity, and strategic importance of our regional relationships. That includes
recognising the lived experience of Chinese Australians not as a security risk, butas a
cultural bridge. It means honouring their history, amplifying their voices, and integrating
their languages and perspectives into our national narrative.

Building Asia Capability Through Language, Community, and Collective Will

When we fully embrace language education as cultural infrastructure—supported by
coherent policy, engaged communities, and responsible media—we can build the Asia
capability Australia so urgently needs. This is not a matter of curriculum alone; itis a
matter of national direction, cultural maturity, and shared responsibility.

We must recognise that language learning is not simply about words and grammar—it is
about building healthy minds, resilient communities, and a culturally fluent nation. It
strengthens cognitive flexibility, supports mental health, and fosters the problem-
solving skills we need to navigate complexity. These benefits are too often
misunderstood or ignored by communities and the media, who still frame languages as
vocational tools or enrichment activities rather than essential infrastructure.

We need to change that narrative. Parents must see language education as a pathway to
opportunity, not a distraction from core subjects. School boards must recognise that
cultural literacy is as vital as digital literacy. Local leaders must champion language
programs as tools for inclusion, wellbeing, and regional relevance.

And we need the media to step up. Public broadcasters, local outlets, and education
platforms must amplify stories of multilingual success, showcase the contributions of
Asian communities, and challenge the myth of monolingual Australia. Language
learning must be visible—in news coverage, school signage, civic events, and public
discourse.

If we are serious about building Asia capability, we must also be serious about the
stories we tell. That means honouring the long-standing presence of Chinese and other
Asian communities in Australia, and rejecting the adversarial tropes that cast them as
perpetual outsiders. It means recognising that multilingualism is not a threat—itis a
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strength. And it means ensuring that every student, regardless of background, has
access to the cognitive, emotional, and civic benefits of learning another language.

Then—and only then—can language education flourish as a foundation for social
cohesion and regional fluency, transforming multilingualism from a marginal offering
into a shared national goal.

m Colonial Legacy and the Persistence of Anglo-Centrism

Australia’s education system was built on British models, and its cultural institutions
continue to reflect settler-colonial assumptions. English is not just dominant—it is
normative. As scholars have noted, Anglo-Australians remain “strongly monolingual and
Anglophile in their attitudes,” often supporting language education only when it serves
economic advantage.

This instrumental view of language—valuing it for trade but not for identity—reinforces
assimilationist pressures. Second-generation migrants are often encouraged to
abandon community languages in favour of “proper” English. Prestige accents are
rewarded; vernaculars are corrected. The result is a cultural hierarchy where English is
seen as modern, rational, and legitimate, while other languages are exotic, emotional,
or deficient.

Such attitudes are not benign. They shape hiring practices, media representation, and
civic participation. They marginalize multilingual Australians and undermine the very
cohesion that language learning could foster.
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The Price of Reform: How Neoliberalism Reframed
Tasmanian Education

Between 1980 and 2020, Tasmania’s education landscape underwent significant
transformation, shaped by broader national and global trends toward neoliberalism.
This ideological shift reframed education not as a public good but as a market
commodity, with increasing emphasis on competition, accountability, and private
sector involvement in policy and delivery.

From Equity to Efficiency: The Neoliberal Turn

In the early 1980s, Tasmania’s education system was largely state-driven, with policy
rooted in egalitarian ideals and a commitment to universal access. However, by the
1990s, neoliberal reforms—mirroring those in mainland Australia—began to reshape
priorities. Governments promoted school choice, devolved authority to individual
institutions, and introduced performance metrics to evaluate outcomes. These changes
were justified as mechanisms to improve efficiency, responsiveness, and innovation,
often borrowing language from corporate governance.

Il Marketisation and Managerialism

One of the most visible impacts of neoliberalism was the rise of managerialism.
Schools were increasingly expected to operate like businesses, with principals acting as
CEOs and teachers as deliverers of measurable outcomes. The introduction of national
testing regimes such as NAPLAN, and the publication of school performance data,
reinforced a culture of competition. Tasmania’s Department of Education adopted
strategic plans like Learners First: Every Learner, Every Day (2018-2021), which
emphasized system-wide accountability, curriculum standardization, and pedagogical
frameworks aligned with national benchmarks.

=> Private Sector Influence and Policy Steering

The belief that the private sector should steer policy manifested in several ways. Private
consultants were engaged to review regulatory frameworks, and philanthropic
organizations began influencing curriculum and pedagogy. The Grattan Institute, for
instance, proposed reforms such as multi-school organizations and small-group tuition
models, drawing on private sector logic to address underachievement. These
interventions often sidelined community voices and local expertise, privileging
scalable, data-driven solutions over relational, place-based approaches.

Equity and Access: A Growing Divide

While neoliberal reforms promised improved outcomes, they also exacerbated
inequalities. Research by Professor Alan Reid highlights how marketisation widened the
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gap between privileged and disadvantaged students, particularly in rural and low-
income communities. In Tasmania, where regional disparities are pronounced, the shift
toward competition and choice often left vulnerable schools under-resourced and
stigmatized. The emphasis on standardized testing and performance metrics further
marginalized students whose learning styles or life circumstances did not align with
narrow benchmarks.

@, Regulatory Reform and Contemporary Tensions

By 2020, Tasmania initiated a review of its education regulation to modernize
governance and funding frameworks. While framed as a move toward “better practice,”
the review continued to reflect neoliberal assumptions: that independent advice, cross-
sectoral governance, and sustainable funding could be best achieved through
contemporary, often market-oriented, regulation. This tension—between public
accountability and private influence—remains unresolved.

In sum, Tasmania’s education system from 1980 to 2020 reflects a broader ideological
shift toward neoliberalism. While some reforms improved transparency and introduced
innovation, they also commodified learning, undermined equity, and diluted the role of
community in shaping educational futures. The challenge ahead lies in reclaiming
education as a public good, rooted in local context and collective responsibility.

1 Department of Education 2 Grattan Institute 3 University of South Australia

4 publicdocumentcentre.education.tas.gov.au

The introduction of the Australian Curriculum, led by the Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), and supported by the Australian
Federation of Catholic Schools (AFC), was intended to provide a coherent, equitable
framework for learning across eight key learning areas. These areas—English,
Mathematics, Science, Humanities and Social Sciences, The Arts, Technologies, Health
and Physical Education, and Languages—are structured into eight bands of learning
from Foundation to Year 10. However, despite the promise of balance and consistency,
implementation has revealed persistent disparities in delivery, emphasis, and
accessibility.

I3 Curriculum Intent vs. Classroom Reality

ACARA’s curriculum design is underpinned by three dimensions: learning areas, general
capabilities, and cross-curriculum priorities. While this structure aims to ensure
holistic development, in practice, schools often prioritize literacy and numeracy due to
their prominence in national assessments like NAPLAN. This emphasis has led to a
narrowing of focus, with subjects such as The Arts, Languages, and Technologies
receiving less instructional time and fewer resources, particularly in regional and
disadvantaged schools.
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> Structural Imbalances and Resource Constraints

The eight bands of learning are meant to scaffold progression and deepen
understanding across all subjects. Yet, the delivery of these bands is uneven. For
example, Languages education is often delayed or inconsistently offered, with some
schools lacking qualified staff or adequate funding. Similarly, The Arts—despite being
recognized for fostering creativity and cultural literacy—are frequently sidelined in favor
of core subjects. This imbalance reflects systemic issues: staffing shortages, limited
professional development, and a lack of infrastructure to support specialist teaching.

li]l Assessment-Driven Prioritization

The dominance of standardized testing has skewed curriculum delivery. Schools are
incentivized to focus on areas that yield measurable outcomes, often at the expense of
broader learning. ACARA’s reporting frameworks, while designed to ensure transparency
and accountability, inadvertently reinforce this bias. The AFC, while advocating for
holistic education within Catholic schools, also faces pressures to align with national
benchmarks, which can dilute the distinctiveness of their pedagogical approach.

@® cCross-Curriculum Priorities and Cultural Inclusion

ACARA’s curriculum includes cross-curriculum priorities such as Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Histories and Cultures, Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia, and
Sustainability. These priorities are intended to be embedded across all learning areas,
yet their integration is inconsistent. Teachers report challenges in accessing culturally
responsive resources and in reconciling these priorities with prescriptive content
demands.

@, Towards Equitable Implementation

The 2020-2021 curriculum review acknowledged these challenges and proposed
refinements to reduce content overload and improve clarity. However, without
structural changes to funding, staffing, and professional development, the promise of
balanced delivery remains aspirational. A truly equitable curriculum requires not just
design coherence but systemic support to ensure all students—regardless of location
or background—can access the full breadth of learning.

In summary, while ACARA and AFC have laid a strong foundation for national curriculum
coherence, the delivery of the eight bands of learning remains uneven. Addressing this
requires a shift from assessment-driven priorities to a more inclusive, well-resourced
educational ecosystem.

Sources: ACARA

Australia’s ambition to build Asia capability—defined as the knowledge, skills, and
cultural fluency needed to engage effectively with the Indo-Pacific region—has long
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been recognized as vital to its strategic, economic, and social future. Yet between 1980
and 2020, and continuing into the present, the education system has struggled to
deliver on this promise, particularly in the realm of Asian language learning. Despite
policy rhetoric and initiatives like the New Colombo Plan, the reality has been one of
stagnation, regression, and missed opportunity.

@ Sstrategic Imperative, Systemic Shortfall

The push for Asia capability gained momentum during the Asian Century discourse of
the early 2000s, with successive governments acknowledging that Australia's prosperity
and security are intertwined with its regional neighbours. Education was identified as a
key lever, with language learning positioned as a gateway to deeper engagement.
However, the implementation of this vision has been uneven. A recent federal inquiry
found that enrolments in Southeast Asian languages at Australian universities declined
by 75% between 2004 and 2022. Bahasa Indonesia, once widely taught, is now at risk of
disappearing from Australian schools entirely by 2031.

A Curriculum Design vs. Delivery Reality

ACARA’s national curriculum includes Languages as one of eight learning areas, with
Asian languages such as Mandarin, Japanese, Indonesian, and Korean listed as priority
options. However, the curriculum’s structure—while theoretically inclusive—has not
translated into widespread, sustained uptake. Schools face barriers including a
shortage of qualified teachers, limited funding, and competing priorities driven by
standardized testing regimes. The result is a patchwork of provision, with some
students receiving robust language education while others have no access at all.

Neoliberal Drift and Language Marginalization

The broader neoliberal shift in education policy has contributed to this decline. As
schools are increasingly driven by performance metrics and market logic, subjects that
do notyield immediate, measurable outcomes—such as languages—are deprioritized.
Language learning requires long-term investment and does not easily conform to short-
cycle accountability frameworks. Moreover, the dominance of English as a global lingua
franca has led to complacency, reinforcing the perception that second language
acquisition is optional rather than essential.

® Higher Education and the Collapse of Asian Studies

Universities, once strongholds of Asian language and cultural studies, have also
retreated. Budget cuts, restructuring, and declining enrolments have led to the closure
of language programs and the erosion of Asia-focused faculties. The federal inquiry
chaired by Tim Watts MP highlighted this trend, noting that Australia’s Asia capability is
in decline despite its strategic importance. Without sustained institutional support, the
pipeline of Asia-literate graduates is drying up.
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