Dorothy Sutherland

My Submission:

While I am not personally or professionally involved in this field, I have a strong interest in the surrounding issues both  as a concerned citizen and former teacher. The National Indigenous Languages Policy, released in August 2009, confirmed the Government’s commitment to keeping indigenous languages alive. In its endorsement of the U.N. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples on 3rd April, 2009, Australia recognises the important role  indigenous language learning  plays in some  schools and communities. All this is in line with the spirit of the Prime Minister’s national apology to Australia’s Indigenous people on 13th February, 2008. 

It is one thing to support the above, however, while there appears to be little recognition of the need for some children to learn IN the Indigenous language if that is their mother tongue. Learning English alongside the teaching of basic concepts in mathematics and other subjects in the children’s own language, i.e. bi-lingual teaching, has been demonstrated to work in remote communities in the Northern Territory as well as other parts of the world. It is an approach which also has great advantages for the wider society in many different ways. Having some of the world’s oldest  languages still  alive is a rare privilege when so many have been lost. 

While it is quite clear that the capacity to speak and read in English is of prime importance to function effectively in the Australian community, the means of reaching a sufficient standard in the English language may take a different route. For many Indigenous children and others whose first language is not English, the bi-lingual path makes sense. It is impossible to elaborate here on all the reasons, but academics, linguists and teachers affirm that the children achieve better in all areas with this approach. It is considered especially important where the children are already facing huge challenges in their personal lives. The bi-lingual approach also provides worthwhile careers for Indigenous teachers, rather than see them just acting as interpreters or teaching aides. 

Therefore, the decision last year by the Northern Territory Government  to have instruction in “English only” for the first four hours of the day, virtually abolishes the wonderful bi-lingual programmes which have been so effective for many years. Surely this is contrary to the worthy  aims spelt out in the Federal Government’s documents and will only increase  the feelings of alienation and powerlessness  endemic in many indigenous communities.

When I was doing a Grad. Dip. in T.E.S.L in the early 1980s, the bi-lingual programme in the Territory was being held up as a fine example of ”best practice”. We can re-gain that reputation and at the same time recognise its value with appropriate funding as part of the contribution to “closing the gap on Indigenous disadvantage”. These matters are urgent.

