
 

 1 

Asia Capability Supplementary Paper, 

March 2026 

The Australian Academy of the Humanities is the national body for the 

humanities in Australia. We have prepared this advice to supplement evidence 

that Academy representatives gave before the House Standing Committee on 

Education 18 March 2026. 

In addition, we table the Academy’s Opening Statement, and two papers 

authored by Emeritus Professor Joseph Lo Bianco AM FAHA addressing bilingual 

schooling, and language passports. 

We would be happy to follow up on any of our evidence and thank the 

Committee for the opportunity to engage in this important inquiry. 

1. Asia Leader Schools 

Asia Leader Schools could increase availability and uptake of priority Asian languages 

and attract excellent teachers.  

The Academy supports, in principle, the concept of Asia Leader Schools, with the 
following observations and cautions. 

1.1 Core principles 

• ‘Bilingual is best’ for sustained language acquisition across primary and 
secondary schooling.* In the sector these are referred to as ‘immersion 
programs’. There are many strong exemplars already operating across Australia, 
and much can be learned from schools that are doing this work well.  

o Queensland examples of best practice: Indooroopilly State High School 
(Chinese acceleration), Robina High School (Japanese immersion), 
Robertson (Chinese immersion), Varsity College (Chinese immersion). In 
addition to these Asia focused programs there are model immersion 
programs in European languages at Kenmore State High School 
(German) and Mansfield State High School (French). 

o Bayswater South Primary School in Victoria established a German–
English immersion program in the early 1970s, with strong academic input. 
The program has been embedded as a foundational part of the school’s 
curriculum for more than 40 years, and in 2017 it adopted a 50:50 
immersion model. Its success has been studied extensively by researchers. 

o The International Baccalaureate (IB), an education framework that has 
been running in Australia for over 40 years, offers a coherent set of 
programs for students aged 3–19, with a strong emphasis on critical 

https://humanities.org.au/
https://www.qld.gov.au/education/schools/find/specialist
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thinking, global citizenship, languages (including Asian priority languages), 
and intercultural understanding. 

* For further detail, refer to ‘Bilingual Schooling and Language Proficiency: Policy 
Considerations for Australia’ by Emeritus Professor Joseph Lo Bianco prepared for 
the Committee’s consideration. 

• We recommend a baseline study to understand the status of language teaching 
across primary, secondary and university levels. As demonstrated by the 
examples above, and by schools such as Scotts Head Public School (NSW), which 
has sustained a strong Indonesian program in a non-metropolitan setting, 
effective language education is already occurring in diverse contexts. If Asia 

Leader Schools are to support, not supplant, existing programs, a baseline survey 
of bilingual immersion education is essential to map what already exists, identify 
areas of strength, and highlight emerging gaps. 

• It would be premature to propose a number for Asia Leader Schools. These issues 
will be strongly influenced by other program details such as focus, scope and 
available resourcing, among others. 

1.2 Key considerations for program design 

• Past failures are instructive and should directly inform any new initiative. Evidence 
consistently shows that top-down initiatives and mandates do not work. 
Lighthouse programs succeed when they are locally grounded. For example, the 
longest established in Victoria are in Greek and Macedonian, several decades old. 
In NSW, Lighthouse Schools are struggling despite the support and promotion 
they have received, so we need to learn lessons from what works and what does 
not. 

• Secure and expand on the school programs and ground-up initiatives that are 
currently working in a staged manner with high level targets over a period of 
time. This will also require education jurisdictions (Education Deans, State 
Education Departments, the non-government sector) to be at the table to ensure 
a pipeline of teachers. 

• Work with current immersion programs that would benefit from further 
investment and expansion in areas with significant potential and capacity to 
attract many more students in a broad catchment area.  

• Focus on schools that are doing very well on the languages front and think about 
creating languages academies inside of them. For example, in Queensland this 
would be Brisbane State High.  

• Developing a local bilingual program in an Asian language typically requires at 

least one to two years preparation, and then staged roll-out, year by year 
across the school (e.g. year 7, year 8, etc.). There is a significant challenge in 
finding teachers able and qualified to teach an immersion program, so lead 
times may be longer and in the mid-term, this needs to be thought about in 
relation to teacher training. 

https://brisbaneshs.eq.edu.au/curriculum/subject-areas/languages
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• Capability must be built from the ground up, working closely with schools in their 
local contexts. This approach is necessarily slower but demonstrably more 
sustainable. 

• Programs must be understood and implemented within the school ecology, 
including leadership, staffing, curriculum, and community expectations. 

1.3 Educational focus 

• The primary focus must be on education, pedagogy, and learning, not branding 
or structural novelty. 

• Any new initiative must support, not supplant, existing programs. 

• Languages education, even in relatively robust languages such as Chinese, is 
currently flatlining. New initiatives must build on existing capability rather than 
fragment it further. Special support for Asian languages must supplement 
existing provision of languages, whether Asian or not. 

1.4 Student and parent considerations 

• Parents/students must have the option to opt in. Some parents will worry bi-
lingual education is a risk to English language development. 

• Bilingual education will not suit all students within a school; immersion streams 

should not be mandated. 

• Student uptake and long-term success are contingent on the quality of teaching 

and program design, not the label attached to the school. 

1.5 Teacher workforce 

• There are programs with major challenges to find suitable teachers (we can 
provide case studies). 

• It is important that languages teachers from overseas receive local training for 
the Australian context. It is common practice, for example, in the non-
government sector for bilingual schools to hire teachers from overseas (native 
speakers) with subject matter expertise (e.g. history, mathematics, etc.).  

• Foreign governments also make available languages support staff and assistants 
(who work under the supervision of a language teacher). China, Germany and 
Italy supply these in a direct way, and there are now foreign funded assistants 
from Greece, Spain and France. Former schemes from Japan and Turkey no 
longer operate. 

• Reliance on short-term or externally sourced staffing models undermines 

sustainability. Our schools and pedagogy have local culture and foreign trained 
teachers do not always make the adjustment to our classrooms successfully. 

• Australia has demonstrated success in building a Japanese language teacher 
workforce. This provides an important precedent, but even Japanese is in trouble 
with quality of teaching and programs declining. Nearly all bilingual programs 
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(whether immersion or maintenance) have this challenge because teaching in a 
bilingual program is much more demanding than teaching the language as a 
subject. 

1.6 Implementation realities 

• Integrating bilingual education requires extensive collaboration, planning, and 
persuasion across the teaching workforce. Turf wars within schools can derail 
programs if buy-in is not carefully cultivated. 

• Establishing and delivering a bilingual program is a major, coordinated effort to 

build buy-in across a school’s teaching workforce. Teacher supply and 
replacement are the most important issues to address, both the initial teacher 
workforce to design the program and the recruitment and retention of teachers 
to deliver the demanding program.  

2. Hub & Spokes model for university language provision 

In the higher education system, universities are not incentivized to build collaborative 

and cross-institutional language teaching programs. 

2.1 Universities do not behave like a coordinated system 

A ‘hub and spokes’ model assumes universities will act like nodes in a national 
infrastructure. In reality, they behave like competing institutions.  

Problems: 

• No incentive for a ‘hub’ university to prioritise other universities’ students over its 
own. 

• No incentive for ‘spoke’ universities to surrender curriculum, staff lines, or 
enrolment growth. 

• Cross-institutional teaching cuts across enterprise agreements, workload models, 
funding formulas and degree program design. 

2.2 Online delivery does not solve the hardest problem: retention 

Asian language programs fail less because of access and more because of attrition. 

• Language learning requires high contact hours, peer cohorts, and cultural 

immersion. Mandarin, Japanese, and Korean are generally considered hardest to 
learn, then Thai and Vietnamese, then Indonesian. 

• Synchronous/asynchronous delivery works poorly for beginners. 

• Completion rates drop sharply when students are ‘visiting’ another institution’s 
course. 

Local tutors help — but they cannot replace: 

• A living program culture 
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• On-campus progression pathways 

• Embedded majors, minors and degrees. 

Result: access increases briefly; completions do not. 

2.3 Area studies is not modular content you can ‘pipe in’ 

Languages can partially be shared. Area studies cannot. 

• Area studies needs strong language options to be meaningful in terms of 
delivering strong capability. Local disciplinary integration (history, politics, 
anthropology, economics) is key – the two go hand-in-hand and must be built 
together (for example, academics that teach language also teach a discipline 
like ‘history of modern China’). 

• These language + studies programs made Australian expertise deep and 
significant. Research-active scholars must be embedded in faculties. Teachers of 
languages are also research active in vital areas of Asia capability.  

• Intellectual community, seminars, Honours supervision, Higher Degree by 
Research (HDR) pathways are a bedrock of successful area studies. 

A hub model risks turning area studies into: 

• Decontextualised service teaching. 

• A thin add-on rather than a field of expertise. 

• Something universities feel justified in no longer staffing locally. 

2.4 It entrenches hierarchy rather than rebuilding capability 

Designating one university per state as the hub creates second-class institutions by 
design. 

Consequences: 

• Regional and outer-metro universities become permanent dependents. 

• No pathway to rebuild local capability once it is lost. 

• Asia expertise becomes geographically concentrated in a handful of elites. 

That runs directly counter to: 

• Workforce needs (teachers, diplomats, public servants are trained locally). 

• Sovereign capability arguments. 

• Equity and participation goals. 

2.5 Demand for languages is generated largely outside universities 

Languages such as Indonesian, Thai and Vietnamese face structural demand 
challenges: 

• limited global prestige, 
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• dominance of English in some countries, and 

• perception that they are “hard” with uncertain returns. 

Students who persist are typically motivated by external experiences — school 
exposure, travel, immersion, or cultural engagement – rather than university classroom 
teaching alone. 

Hub-and-spokes models do not address this upstream demand problem. 

3. Stimulating language provision in universities 

The Federal Government can do more to stimulate language provision in universities. 

3.1 Schools: fix the pipeline 

• Work with States to address the issues of ATAR scaling to accommodate both 
heritage speakers and new language learners. 

• Bonus points at year 12 could also be impactful (but deeper study is needed prior 
to going down this path) 

3.2 Potential ATEC initiatives  

3.2.1 Support specialisation and differentiation in the system 

Provide funding to those universities currently teaching priority languages (and cultures) 
that is contingent on their continuing to maintain those programs (i.e. part of mission-

based compacts with funds explicitly tied to the program to ensure they can be run, 
even when the student load falls below viability (with appropriate conditions on the 
quality of the programs). Universities cannot fund all the competing demands; this 
would be one way that ATEC could support differentiation. 

3.2.2  Re-introduce protections for nationally strategic languages 

Previous Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS) funding agreements (2018–2020) 
included explicit restrictions on course closures for: 

• National skill shortage courses 

• Courses where the university was a sole or dominant national provider 

• Courses in Nationally Strategic Languages. 

Defined languages included: 

• Arabic, Indonesian, Chinese (Mandarin), Hindi, Japanese, Korean — and any other 
language notified by the Commonwealth. 

These protections were removed in 2021. 

Current (2024–25) agreements require notification of closures, but language-specific 
protections have been significantly diluted. 
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Policy option: Re-introduce enforceable CGS protections for nationally strategic 
languages, including: 

• A requirement for ATEC approval prior to closure. Providers would need to 
demonstrate how their students would be able to continue their study of 
language through a collaborative agreement to ensure this does not continue to 
erode capacity. 

• Explicit recognition of languages as sovereign capability, not discretionary 
offerings. Explicitly link to ATEC mission-based compacts to be drawn up with 
each university. ATEC to take a national view, mapping Australia’s offerings and 
understanding how to tackle any cold spots. 

Rather than coordinating fragile inter-university hubs, ATEC can seek to stimulate 
organic growth with the following interventions:  

3.2.3  Increase base funding for language teaching 

• Applies to all languages. 

• Recognises small class sizes and high teaching intensity. 

• Supports retention of specialist teaching staff. 

• Address Job Ready Graduates (JRG) impacts (this is obviously a broader policy 
issue). JRG is impacting enrolments because most of the students doing 
languages as a coherent major stream, do so within an Arts degree. 

• Importantly, retain relative share of JRG student vs commonwealth payment. 

3.2.4 Expand access to concurrent Diplomas of Languages via a standalone or 

multi-institution model 

• Which can be studied concurrently with any Bachelor (this addresses the issue of 
available ‘space’ within existing course programs, and eliminates the 
‘cannibalisation’ of load within and across universities).  

• Supported by Commonwealth Supported Places (CSPs). 

• Can be taken at the home institution or another provider. The current system is 
sub-optimal because Diplomas are only available for students already doing a 
degree at the university where the Diploma of Languages is offered.  

• There is also scope for micro credentialing outside of Diplomas. A language 
passport initiative could stimulate this kind of program. 

Case study: Several universities offer a Diploma in Languages that can be taken 
concurrently with Bachelor’s level degrees. The University of Queensland is currently 
investigating the possibility of a standalone or multi-institutional version of the Diploma 
in Languages to enable students studying degrees at QUT to enrol in language courses 
through the Brisbane Universities Languages Alliance (BULA) without ‘cannibalising’ load 
from their main degree. This could greatly expand access to instruction in language and 
culture at a university where such instruction is no longer delivered. 

Outcome: Encourages organic enrolment growth without dismantling local programs. 
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4. Building Asia Capability in Australian universities 

There is value in federally sponsored ‘centres of excellence’ in Australian universities to 

coordinate capability and connect the existing entities.  

The Academy proposes a centre model that would: 

• Develop relationships with Asia Leader Schools. 

• Be responsible for developing national cultural capabilities and languages. 

• Develop our next generation of Asia capable leaders (deep expertise). 

4.1 Institutes of Asian Studies at Universities 

• The Australian Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 

• The Australian Institute of South Asian Studies 

• The Australian Institute of Northeast Asian Studies  

Rather than one Centre for each sector in each state, we propose three large-scale, 
research-led national centres, structured as national networks rather than single 
institutions. 

These centres would be partially modelled on the ARC Centres of Excellence (CoE), with 
important adaptations. 

What they borrow from the ARC CoE model: 

• Research-led design, driven by scholarly leadership and excellence. 

• Networks of universities, rather than a single host, ability to coordinate and draw 
on existing capabilities and centres. 

• Long-term horizon, allowing capability to be rebuilt, not just showcased (we 
suggest a 10-year horizon). 

• Strong training focus, particularly HDRs and early-career researchers. 

• Cross-disciplinary collaboration, spanning languages, humanities, sciences, 
social sciences, policy and applied fields. 

Where they deliberately differ: 

These centres are not conventional ARC Centres of Excellence. 

They would have defined applied and policy-oriented outputs, including: 

• An Asia Capability Observatory, providing system-wide analysis of: 

o discipline depth and fragility 

o student and workforce pipelines 

o geographic and institutional gaps 

o consequences of further contraction. 

Informing the work of ATEC and Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA). 
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• Research on best-practice pedagogy, across: 

o schools 

o universities 

o transition points between sectors. 

Lessons learned over many decades of government intervention, failures and best 
practices, locally and internationally. 

• An explicit applied focus, ensuring research informs: 

o curriculum design 

o teacher development 

o institutional decision-making 

o government policy 

o employers. 

In this sense, the centres are research-led but system-facing with explicit relationships 
with the Asia Leader Schools. 

Cost: ARC Centres of Excellence are generally awarded about $7million dollars per year, 
over 7 years. We suggest consultation with the CEO of the ARC as to where a hybrid 
centre of this nature should sit within the government funding ecosystem. These would 
need to be funded over and above the ARC’s current CoE budget which is highly 
competitive and focused on frontier research initiated by the research sector.  

5. Developing the languages pipeline 

5.1 Australia Asia Languages Pipeline (AALP) 

Aim: To ensure that a student learning an Asian language can progress from beginner 
to advanced proficiency, regardless of location, sector or background, with learning 
recognised at each transition point. 

Key features: 

5.1.1 National and state-led collaboration and coordination and standards 

• Establish a committee with State Ministers of Education to support a 
shared/collective approach to supporting national pipeline initiatives. State level 
is where the direct interface is with schools and universities, so best placed for 
oversighting and enabling secondary to tertiary pathways.  

5.1.2 Three learning environments, one pathway 

Students progress through any combination of: 

• School-based learning (in-person or nationally delivered virtual classes, with 
minimum time-on-task standards). 



  Australian Academy of the Humanities / Australia’s Asia Capability – Supplementary Paper 

 

10 

• Community language programs recognised as accredited provision rather than 
extracurricular activity. We suggest exploration of an opt-in proficiency test, 
minimising bureaucratic overlay. Community language programs are a thriving 
sector; no intervention should undermine this. 

• Diaspora-linked and immersive learning, including conversation partners, 
applied projects, and in-country or domestic immersion. 

All learning counts toward nationally recognised proficiency outcomes. 

5.1.3 A national Languages Passport* 

This is not a new idea (see European Language Passport) but addresses issue of 
portability of skills and recognition of prior learning; and importantly has an as yet 
developed potential for marketing languages acquisition to parents and students. 

A portable digital record that tracks: 

• speaking, listening, reading and writing proficiency 

• accredited study and immersion hours 

• applied micro-credentials (e.g. “Indonesian for Policy”, “Vietnamese for Health”). 

Universities agree to a compact to: 

• use the passport for placement 

• grant credit or advanced standing where proficiency is demonstrated. 

A languages passport is a way of making visible and celebrating a full range of linguistic 
skills. 

* For further detail, refer to ‘The Language Passport: Concept, Origins, Potential, Limits’ by 
Emeritus Professor Joseph Lo Bianco prepared for the Committee’s consideration. 

6. Teacher and workforce foundations 

Language capability rises or falls on workforce supply. 

6.1 Teacher pipeline 

• A National Languages Teaching Fellowship for priority Asia languages: 

o scholarships for initial teacher education 

o return-of-service incentives in regional and high-need areas. 

• Learn from existing programs – such as Sydney Institute for Community 
Languages Education (SICLE) at the University of Sydney. 

• A diaspora-to-teaching pathway, with bridging qualifications and recognition of 
prior learning. Diaspora to teaching pathway has been successfully trialed/tested 
in the Sydney Institute. That is not to say it is not difficult. There are limited 
numbers of people credentialled in this way. One of the big issues is English 
language proficiency: an expectation that parents of students hold for all 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/portfolio/the-language-passport
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teachers. Another major barrier is that the accreditation is very tightly guarded by 
state-based bodies (e.g. Queensland College of Teachers) which can have the 
effect of creating a contradiction between state and federal policies. 

• A nationally coordinated tutor corps (students, diaspora professionals, retired 
teachers) to support small-group speaking and retention. 

6.2 Equitable immersion 

• A needs-based national mobility fund for in-country study, exchanges and 
internships. 

• Parallel domestic immersion options (intensives, camps, virtual exchange) for 
students unable to travel. 

7. System stewardship and demand signalling 

7.1 Role of Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) 

ATEC acts as system steward, using evidence to advise Government on whether the 
tertiary system is meeting national Asia capability needs. Drawing on data from the 
Institutes for Asia Studies the ATEC would: 

• Establish an Asia Capability index, where universities would collect data and 
report on specific indicators (workforce, course provision, research and research 
outputs, partnerships, etc.). 

• Identify priority languages and regions. 

• Recommend mission-based funding and policy levers. 

• Monitor system resilience over time. 

See the Academy’s 2026 Pre-Budget submission. 

7.2 Role of Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) 

• TEQSA is the higher education regulator with responsibility for ensuring that 
providers meet higher education standards. This includes responsibility for 
overseeing transparency of admissions criteria. 

7.3 Role of Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) 

• JSA’s remit is to provide analysis of current and future workforce demand, 
including by sector, occupation and emerging skills pressures. 

• The analytical translation of these signals into specific language and area 
studies capability needs would sit with the Institutes of Asian Studies, ensuring 
rigor and avoiding mandate creep. 

We envisage the ATEC and JSA would work closely with the Institutes for Asian Studies. 

 

https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/AAH-Pre-budget-submission-february-2026.pdf

