David Crawford

I am concerned that in the Northern Territory section of the IEAP where the strategies for improving ‘Literacy and Numeracy’ outcomes are outlined and also in the ‘Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development’ where teacher recruitment priorities are listed that Bilingual Education is not an option for Indigenous children in remote communities who do not have English as their first language.   

The Northern Territory Government’s decision to have instruction in English only in the first four hours of the school day effectively abolishes the bilingual programs which have been proven to be the most effective way for Indigenous students whose mother tongue is not English to develop reading and writing skills and acquire English. 

The fundamental premise of bilingual education is that children first need to develop reading, writing and numeracy skills in their first language within their cultural environment if they are to develop proficiency in English and mathematics. The ‘Two Way’ bilingual programs in which students’ first languages are used to teach the curriculum while listening and speaking in English is taught at the same time, which have been in place since 1972, have been cut. All the educational research supported this approach, the bilingual schools have demonstrated its success and it has even been taken up internationally – and its abolition by the Northern Territory Education Department will only compound the learning difficulties facing these children in adapting to the school setting.

The training of Indigenous teachers and celebration of Indigenous culture are of utmost importance. The use of Indigenous assistants and trained teachers is a vital part of bilingual education in remote communities because it empowers communities and strengthens and preserves language and culture. It creates a positive and non-threatening environment for learning and culturally appropriate teaching resources have been developed. This must be stated as a priority in the ‘Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development’ section. On the other hand, teaching in English only for the first four hours of school by teachers from outside the local culture is alienating and bewildering for non-English speaking Indigenous Australian children and inhibit the chances of improving educational achievement and school attendance outcomes. 

The impact of the Northern Territory Government’s decision also threatens the survival of the last remaining living languages. The morning is the most effective time for learning and the practical effect of the four hour English-only instruction time is that there is no time for Indigenous language in the school day.  It is inconsistent that money is being spent on revival programs for languages that are nearly lost when at the same time the ‘Two-Way’ maintenance programs for these living languages, where children are encouraged to use their mother tongue in their early years of education while acquiring English, are being eliminated. 

