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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report reviews literature on the value of community languages to economic, social and 

cultural life. It draws on Australian and international research to evaluate the contribution of 

community languages to the future of New South Wales in these three domains. Its main 

findings are: 

1. Community languages contribute to economic growth in two main ways: through 

the contribution of employees’ multilingual skills to businesses that trade globally and 

through the contributions of language-related industries. They contribute to both large 

and small and medium enterprises. All community languages have economic value, 

whether large or small, and irrespective of whether they are the languages of 

Australia’s main trading partners. 

2. Community languages have two kinds of social value: the value of bilingualism to 

educational achievement and wellbeing and the value of language maintenance to 

the integration of community language groups. Investments in maintaining community 

languages translate into economic benefit and increased social cohesion for the 

community as a whole. 

3. Community languages also contribute to the cultural life of New South Wales by 

enriching the lives of its residents and branding the state, and Sydney in particular, as 

a centre of arts and culture. Community languages help craft a distinctive 

multicultural identity for the city. 

The loss of languages in the second and third generations is identified as the main threat to 

the future of community languages in New South Wales. Mainstream schools and community 

language schools are identified as the main sites in which this threat can be met. 

The report concludes by identifying five language needs that call for discussion and debate in 

planning for the future of New South Wales. 

1. Research on community language competencies and their use at work, in family 

and social life, and cultural activities.  

2. A change of attitude toward community languages to emphasize their value to the 

community as a whole. 

3. Expansion of Languages Education in mainstream schools. Every child should 

learn at least one community language to intermediate level and obtain a usable 

qualification in that language 

4. Strengthen the Community Language Schools sector by better integrating the work 

of its schools into mainstream education.  

5. Professionalization of the Community Language Schools teaching workforce 

through pathways for accreditation to teach in mainstream schools.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

New South Wales is at a turning point at 

which the future of the state is being 

reimagined in initiatives such as the 

Metropolis of Three Cities, Building 

Momentum, Making it Happen in the 

Regions, and Future Transport. The 

professional skills and experience of 

migrants have been identified as key 

resources for future growth. Less 

consideration has been given to the value 

of the languages that migrants’ bring to the 

state. As New South Wales takes stock of 

its assets, capacities, capabilities and 

potentials, there is a pressing need to also 

assess the value of its community 

languages.  

26.5 per cent of New South Wales 

residents use a language other than 

English at home. There are more than 150 

different languages with 50 or more 

speakers in the state. These languages 

are also used at work, and in social and 

cultural activities. They are community 

languages in a double sense:  

• They are languages of the 

communities that use them, vital to 

their cohesion and the wellbeing of 

their members.  

• They are languages of the community 

of New South Wales as a whole, vital 

to our future economic, social and 

cultural prosperity and to the strength 

of our state within a multicultural 

nation. 

National and State Government have done 

much to promote community languages 

within a policy of multiculturalism and 

mutual respect among users of diverse 

languages. While English is accepted as 

the common language, the importance of 

community language maintenance is also 

upheld. With the support of State 

Government, Community Language 

Schools have done much to foster our 

many languages. However, changing 

times call for a reevaluation of the value of 

community languages to the future of our 

state and a reconsideration of the 

challenges that community languages 

users and educators face. 

This report argues that the need to support 

community languages and foster 

intergenerational language skills has never 

been more urgent. It aims  

1. To provide evidence for the economic, 

social and cultural value of community 

languages; 

2. To evaluate the challenges that 

community languages users educators 

face now and will face in the coming 

years; 

3. Identify important language needs to 

be taken into consideration in future 

planning.  

 

 

 

“The ability to function in more than one language is increasingly being seen 

not just as enabling a basic transaction but as a crucial component of the set 

of skills, attributes and knowledge required for success in the world today.” 

British Council”	
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2. COMMUNITY LANGUAGES IN A GLOBAL NEW SOUTH WALES

The history of modern Australia is history 

of migration. For many years, immigration 

policies discouraged non-English speaking 

migrants. However, the White Australia 

policy, which welcomed migrants only if 

they spoke English on arrival, is now a 

policy of the past. In the post-war years, 

migrants arrived from Italy, Greece and 

other parts of Europe to strengthen small 

but well-established language 

communities in New South Wales and 

other states. Under the influence of these 

communities, official support was provided 

for community languages in the 1970s and 

a National Policy on Languages was 

formulated in the 1980s1. Subsequently, 

migrants from East and Southeast Asia 

and the Middle East, and more recently 

from West, Central and South Asia, Africa 

and South America have brought their 

languages to this country. Australia has 

become not only a multicultural nation, but 

also a nation of many languages.  

The languages of migrant communities are 

often called ‘heritage’ languages. This 

implies that they are languages of a past 

that has been left behind. In Australia they 

are called ‘community’ languages in 

recognition of the roles that they play here 

and now. Some community languages 

have been included in the school 

curriculum because they are the 

languages of Australia’s major trading 

partners in Asia (Mandarin Chinese, 

Indonesian, Japanese and Korean). 

Support for other community languages 

has largely focused on their value to the 

communities that use them. This report 

argues that all community languages are 

deserving of support, not only because 

they are vital to those who use them, but 

also because they play crucial role in the 

economic, social and cultural future of 

Australia in a globalizing world.  

Global cities are increasingly multilingual 

cities. In 2016, 36.7 per cent of the 

population of Greater Sydney were born 

overseas, the highest proportion among 

Australia’s cities. This is a similar 

proportion to other global English-

speaking cities such as Toronto (46%), 

Los Angeles (41%), London (37%) and 

New York (36%). In all of these cities, 

migrants and their families make up the 

majority of the population. The languages 

spoken in global cities are often counted in 

the hundreds2 and many residents are 

bilingual or multilingual. However, it is not 

simply that migrants are attracted to these 

cities. Migrants and their languages are 

the lifeblood of global urban economies 

and Australia is by no means exceptional 

in basing its future economic projections 

on demographics of continued migration
3

.  

 

“Australia's current immigration is 

projected to deliver a demographic 

dividend to Australia and higher 

economic output per person. By 

increasing the proportion of people 

in the workforce, immigration can 

reduce the impacts of population 

ageing, but it does not offer a long 

term panacea – immigrants age 

too.” (Productivity Commission, 

2016, Migrant Intake in Australia) 

 

Sydney is a highly multilingual city in a 

highly multilingual state
4.

 The 2016 

Australian Census shows that 20.8 per 

cent of the Australian population speak a 

community language at home. This figure 

rises to 25.1 per cent in New South Wales 

and 35.8 per cent in Greater Sydney. Our 

analysis of Census data shows that New 

South Wales has 151 languages with 50 

or more speakers, 76 languages with 

1,000 or more speakers, and 37 with 

10,000 or more speakers. These statistics 
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should not be seen as a matter for 

concern, but as an indicator of the depth of 

our language resources. Twenty-first-

century Australia is a global nation, whose 

prosperity depends on its competitiveness 

in increasingly diverse global 

marketplaces. Community languages are 

critical to the future prosperity of New 

South Wales, which will depend on 

diversification of sources of migration and 

an internationally mobile population with 

strong transnational ties. 

English is acknowledged as the shared 

language of Australians. Immigration and 

employment criteria provide incentives for 

migrants to learn English and support for 

English is offered through the Adult 

Migrant Education Program. Children of 

migrant families readily learn English in 

school. The picture for community 

languages is a very different one. Children 

of migrant families rarely have the 

opportunity to learn community languages 

at school. As they adopt English in 

preference to the languages of their 

parents, community languages often 

disappear in the second generation. The 

most recent research in Australia, 

however, suggests that this trend is not 

inevitable. Some communities now show 

high levels of community language use 

even in the third generation5. The reasons 

for this are complex. Maintenance of 

transnational ties with family members and 

friends and increased availability of 

community language cultural resources 

online may be part of the explanation. 

Today’s migrant families are much more 

globally connected than those of the past. 

Among the most important factors, 

however, are the efforts of migrant 

communities to provide language 

education outside the compulsory school 

system.  

Community Language Schools have 

operated in Australia since 1857. Their 

work was boosted by the multicultural 

policies of the 1970s. The NSW 

Federation of Community Language 

Schools was established in 1978 as a not-

for-profit organization to unite and assist 

member schools. More than 60 community 

languages are now taught to 33,000 

students across 451 locations in New 

South Wales. More than 2,500 community 

language speakers work as volunteer 

teachers in these schools6. Community 

Language Schools receive support from 

the NSW Department of Education and 

many are members of the NSW 

Federation of Community Language 

Schools. Both organizations provide 

support and advice on teacher 

professional training and development.  

Community languages education 

continues to face many challenges, which 

will be detailed later in this report. These 

are challenges not only for the language 

communities concerned, but for the 

community of New South Wales as a 

whole. What are community languages 

worth to the future of New South Wales? 

The following sections examine the 

evidence for the value of community 

languages in the economic, social and 

cultural domains.   
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3. WHAT ARE COMMUNITY LANGUAGES WORTH? ECONOMIC FUTURES 

We cannot place a monetary value on 

language skills. Yet it is clear that the 

language skills of multilingual populations 

do have an economic value in a 

multilingual world. This value comes in two 

forms: first, through the contribution of 

employees’ multilingual skills to 

businesses that trade globally and, 

second, through the contributions of 

language-related industries themselves. 

The Australian Government recognized 

the economic value of languages when the 

languages of Australia’s main Asian 

trading partners were added to the 

European languages that traditionally 

made up the school curriculum. This policy 

has its critics, who argue that it may lead 

to a neglect of community languages that 

are perceived to lack an economic value
7

. 

We argue, however, that all community 

languages have the potential economic 

value, if they are fostered in the 

community. 

The economics of language is an 

emerging field of research that contributes 

to a better understanding of the roles of 

language skills in globalized economies
8

. 

Economic prosperity is built on human 

capital, defined by OECD as ‘the 

knowledge, skills, competencies and 

attributes embodied in individuals that 

facilitate the creation of personal, social 

and economic well-being’
9

. 

Communication skills, which include 

multilingual competence, are a key 

component of human capital in the global 

economy. If a community language is lost 

from one generation to the next, there is a 

loss of human capital. This is a loss both 

to the communities concerned and to the 

economies that would benefit from their 

language skills. In English-speaking 

countries an emphasis on the economic 

value of English-skills often means that the 

value of multilingual competence is 

neglected. Australia is no exception to this 

rule. However, the economic value of 

languages is beginning to be recognized in 

a number of recent reports in the English-

speaking world
10

  

 

“The dominance of English, to the 

exclusion of other languages, has 

also had diverse and often 

unforeseen consequences at home 

and abroad – in business and 

diplomacy, in civic life, and in the 

exchange of ideas. We often find 

ourselves left out of important 

conversations, misinterpreting what 

we hear, and failing to understand 

all-important nuances, precisely 

because we have undervalued 

languages other than English in our 

schools, our communities, and our 

own homes.” America’s languages: 
Investing in language education for 
the 21st century.	

 

When Australian businesses trade globally 

they have the advantage of English, the 

language of international trade. But they 

are often at a disadvantage in trading with 

overseas partners who know both English 

and the local language. The assumption 

that ‘the world knows English’ can be a 

dangerous one. A United Kingdom survey 

revealed that British employers view 

languages as a ‘value-added skill’, but 

they also underestimate the importance of 

language and cultural skills in international 

business negotiations
11

. Another study 

estimated that the cost to the United 

Kingdom of the assumption that overseas 

business partners would speak English 

was approximately 3.5 per cent of GDP
12

. 

In a United States survey, 40 per cent of 

business executives reported that they 

had failed to reach their international 

potential due to missed opportunities 
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abroad caused by language barriers and lack of language skills
13

. 

English-speaking graduates are at a 

disadvantage to their multilingual peers 

when seeking employment with global 

companies, who value not only specific 

languages, but also the ‘cultural agility’ of 

employees with language skills
14

. Recruits 

with language skills are assumed to bring 

benefits of international experience, 

flexibility and an ability to approach 

problems and opportunities from multiple 

perspectives. As multilingual economies 

increasingly trade with other multilingual 

economies, the diversity of language skills 

among community language speakers 

becomes increasingly valuable. The top 

five export trading partners of New South 

Wales in 2017 - 2018 were Japan 

($12.2b), China ($8.8b), Korea ($3.9b), 

Taiwan ($3.0b), and United States 

($2.7b)
15

.  

 

“There are clear advantages in 

speaking the global language and 

the widespread and increasing use 

of English is empowering, 

connecting business of all sizes 

across different continents as part 

of a global communication network. 

But cooperation in multiple 

countries means interaction with 

multiple languages and cultures. 

While English is the nexus, 

communication in multilingual 

operations is functionally 

multilingual and culturally diverse.” 

- Bernadette Holmes, Director of 

the Born Global research project.	

 

However, language skills do not only have 

value to global companies. SMEs account 

for an increasing portion of employment in 

multilingual economies. In 2017, SMEs 

accounted for 45.6 per cent of 

employment in New South Wales
16

. They 

are also of value to small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) in assessing client 

needs and satisfaction, conducting market 

research and opening new markets. Many 

successful Australian SMEs leverage the 

language skills of their migrant employees. 

Migrants in the workforce often have 

transnational connections that aid the flow 

of labour, goods and services between 

Australia and their countries of origin
17

. 

The commercial centres of Sydney’s 

multicultural and multilingual suburbs also 

provide ample evidence of the importance 

of community languages to local SMEs, 

who often use their languages to source 

and retail products locally and nationally. 

Asian groceries, for example, source many 

of the products that they sell, labelled in 

Asian languages, from within Australia. 

The business networks that are developed 

and maintained through shared community 

languages are vital to migrant and refugee 

entrepreneurship, especially for smaller, 

more recently arrived communities
18

 
19

.  

In addition to their role in international and 

national trade, language skills contribute to 

the development of the language-related 

industry sector. Translation, interpretation, 

language teaching and other language 

services now make up a substantial sector 

of the global economy, which is estimated 

to exceed USD 50 billion
20

. Languages 

play an important role for New South 

Wales’s two largest service sector export 

earners – international education and 

tourism – which contributed AUSD19.45 

billion to the economy and accounted for 

53.4 per cent of total services trade export 

income in 2017–18
21

. 

However, Australia may be failing to 

realize its full potential in the global 

language services market. Most of the top 

10 global language services providers are 

based in the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Ireland. Appen 
(headquartered in Sydney) is the only 

Australian language services company in 

the global top 10 (ranked 7, with an 

estimated USD272.2 millions annual 

revenue,). Ranked 69, Multicultural NSW 
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has revenue of USD17.6 million, which 

gives a rough indication of the current 

demand for language services in New 

South Wales. There is no other New South 

Wales company on the up and coming 

watch list in this growing global market
22

. 

 

“Migrants often bring with them a 

taste for the products of their 

homelands which can spark new 

product markets and industries. 

Personal links to their homelands 

can also be responsible for 

increasing business exposure to 

competitive pressures by facilitating 

trade and entrepreneurial activity 

and overcoming language barriers.” 

– The Treasury, Shaping of a 
Nation.	

 

In English-speaking countries qualified 

linguists are in short supply and language 

services are typically contracted out to 

native speakers overseas. In the United 

Kingdom, a House of Lords Select 

Committee found that the nation’s capacity 

to ‘build connections is constrained by the 

small number of citizens who are able to 

speak foreign languages’
23

. However, this 

observation may also reflect a failure that 

is common to English-speaking countries 

for failing to develop and draw upon the 

knowledge and talents of community 

language speakers. The potential for New 

South Wales to grow the economy in the 

language services sector is enormous, as 

are the community language resources 

that this sector can draw upon
24

. 

It is important to recognize that all 

community languages have an economic 

value whether large or small, established 

or emerging. The value of a community 

language is not directly proportionate to 

the volume of trade between Australia and 

the country in which that language is 

spoken. One of the challenges for New 

South Wales is to view language diversity, 

not as a problem to be solved by the 

learning of English, but as a potential 

economic strength. A second challenge is 

to leverage language diversity for the 

future economic prosperity of the state. A 

first step in meeting these challenges is to 

ensure that our community languages are 

maintained, rather than lost.
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4. WHAT ARE COMMUNITY LANGUAGES WORTH? SOCIAL FUTURES 

Community languages have social value 

insofar as they benefit the wellbeing of 

individuals, groups and the population as a 

whole. This social value involves the 

benefits that bilingualism brings to 

individuals and the benefits of language 

maintenance to community language 

groups. We argue that these are also 

benefits for the New South Wales 

community as a whole. Maintaining and 

enhancing the social value of community 

languages involves costs, but these costs 

can be seen as long-term investments in 

social well-being that will also translate 

into economic benefit. More important, 

investment in community languages is an 

investment in social harmony. Social 

integration and cohesion are key 

questions for the future of our multicultural 

state. The idea that everyone should 

speak the same language, English, is 

often proposed as the solution to these 

questions. However, important as English 

is, bilingualism and community language 

maintenance may play an equally, if not 

more important role in integration and 

social cohesion. 

Community language learning provides 

positive cognitive benefits to individuals. 

Studies have found bilingualism helps 

children to improve literacy, working 

memory and problem-solving capabilities. 

According to Professor Ellen Bialystok of 

York University, Toronto, bilingual children 

generally develop abilities associated with 

executive functioning (e.g. working 

memory, cognitive flexibility and self 

control) earlier than their monolingual 

counterparts
25

. Bilingual children have 

shown a higher level of aptitude in 

processing and shifting between tasks. 

They are more aware of other cultures, 

other people and other points of view. 

They are often advanced in reading and 

find it easier to learn additional languages. 

Parents sometimes worry that they may be 

holding back their children’s English 

development by using a community 

language at home. At the root of this 

concern is the mistaken idea that 

languages compete with each other in the 

mind of the bilingual child. Research 

shows that languages do not compete with 

each other in this way at all.  

 

The language groups with a higher 

proportion of young speakers 

include Iranic (Persian, Dari, 

Kurdish, Pasto, Hazaraghi); Middle 

Eastern Semitic (Arabic, Hebrew, 

Assyrian Neo-Aramaic); Turkish; 

Indo-Aryan (Tamil, Bengali, 

Gujarati, Hindi, Marathi, Nepali, 

Punjabi, Urdu); Mon-Khmer 

(Vietnamese, Khmer, Karen, 

Hmong, Thai); South-East Asian 

Austronesian (Malay, Tetum, 

Indonesian, Burmese); East Asian 

(Chinese, Japanese, Korean); 

African; Pacific Austronesian 

Languages (Fijian). – Migration 

Council Australia   

 

On the contrary, as children become 

bilingual each of their languages 

reinforces the other. Nor does it matter 

whether the community language is large 

or small, a national language or a regional 

dialect, European, Asian or African. A 

study by Professor Antonella Sorace’s 

research team at the University of 

Edinburgh showed that English-Gaelic 

bilingual children who have English as 

their dominant language outperformed 

their monolingual peers. This suggests 

that there are cognitive benefits to be 

gained from learning a minority language 

in contexts where English is the language 

of the school – the situation of many 

children from community language-
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speaking families in Australia
26

. The 

cognitive benefits come from being 

bilingual, irrespective of the languages 

involved. This does not necessarily mean 

that children who only speak English are 

disadvantaged, although the cognitive 

benefits of additional language learning 

are a powerful argument for giving 

languages a more prominent place at all 

levels of the school curriculum.  

 

 

Source: Australian Institute of Family Studies 

The language groups with a higher 

proportion of older speakers 

include Northern European 

(German, Dutch, Danish, Gaelic 

Scottish, Welsh and Finnish); 

Southern European (Greek, Italian, 

and Maltese); Eastern European 

(Latvian, Lithuanian, Ukrainian, 

Croatian, Slovene, Polish and 

Hungarian). - Migration Council 

Australia  

 

The cognitive benefits of bilingualism are 

primarily benefits to bilingual individuals. 

However, this clearly translates into 

benefits for the education system and the 

professions as well. The idea that 

languages compete with, for example, 

English and numeracy for space in the 

timetable is misleading if language 

learning leads to better learning outcomes 

overall. There may also be benefits to 

health systems. It is possible that benefits 

of knowing an additional language related 

to multi-tasking and taking the 

perspectives of others may have a positive 

effect for children with autism, although 

research is at an early stage. There is 

stronger evidence that speaking a second 

language helps delay the onset of 

Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of 

dementia or cognitive ageing
27

. In addition 

to enhancing the well-being of sufferers 

and their families, the potential health 

benefits of bilingualism could save millions 

of dollars of health expenditure in the long 

run.  

Australia has been described as a typical 

example of multiculturalism, in which a 

dominant ethnicity sees itself as the 

‘founding nation’ and defines the 

characteristics of the nation as a whole, 

including its language, its religion, its ‘way 

of life’ and its sense of superiority’ 
28

. 

Australia has no ‘official’ language, but 

English is the language of government and 

administration and, for many years, there 

was a strong expectation that new 

migrants would ‘assimilate’ by adopting 

English. One of the most significant 

components of the multicultural policy 

initiated in the 1970s, therefore, was the 

respect that it accorded to community 

languages. The current multicultural policy 

of New South Wales’s is a legacy of this 

era, in its commitment to ‘accept that we 

have diverse linguistic, religious and 

ancestral backgrounds’, and to ‘respect 

and provide for different cultures, 

languages, and religions, with English 

recognized as our common language’
29

. 

However, the idea that integration and 

social cohesion are best achieved through 

English is not necessarily inconsistent with 

a policy of acceptance and respect for 

community languages. Is there a case to 

be made for a policy that goes beyond 

acceptance and respect to recognize that 

community languages play a positive role 

in integration and social cohesion? We 

believe that there is. 

People do not migrate to Australia as 

isolated individuals. They do so as 

members of families, extended families 
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and communities. They join relatives and 

friends with whom they share a common 

language, often a common dialect, who 

help them to settle in their new homes, 

find employment, place their children in 

schools, and make new friends. 

Community language networks are 

especially important for migrant women 

and refugees
30

. Their role in initial 

settlement often carries over into 

integration into the wider society. Migrants 

integrate into a multicultural and 

multilingual Australia through community 

language networks that provide them with 

a sense of belonging to the nation. 

Individuals’ sense of belonging derives 

from the sense of belonging of the group; 

a sense that their language, culture and 

religion are valued in the wider society. As 

Sev Ozdowski AM, Chair of the Australian 

Multicultural Council, puts it, community 

languages play a highly important role in a 

person’s sense of belonging’
31

. 

Community languages also strengthen 

inter-generational ties, which can be 

disrupted or even broken, if the second 

generation does not learn the languages 

of their parents and grandparents. 

Research suggests that knowledge of a 

community language allows a more 

nuanced sense of self, family and global 

citizenship, with benefits for mental health 

and wellbeing
32

. 

Community languages are also vital to 

social cohesion, which is best understood 

in a multicultural society in terms of 

interaction among a variety of loosely 

affiliated cultural and linguistic groups. 

Community language speakers do not only 

mix with those who share their languages, 

but also with members of other groups. 

Cohesion is achieved through what 

Macquarie University researchers Amanda 

Wise and Selvaraj Velayutham describe 

as the practices of ‘everyday 

multiculturalism’ in public spaces, where 

people negotiate cultural differences ‘on 

the ground’
33

. A report for the Joint 

Commonwealth State and Territory 

Research Advisory Committee identified 

culture and language maintenance and 

positive intercultural experience as ‘drivers 

of social cohesion’ in multicultural 

Australia, but also noted that most 

intercultural contact is among migrant and 

second-generation groups; it is 

significantly less common for Anglo-

Australians to be involved
34

. 

If community language maintenance is 

vital to integration and social cohesion, 

there are also costs involved. A 

multicultural policy that respects the right 

of community language speakers to use 

their languages is unlikely to lead to 

maintenance of those languages in the 

absence of positive support for their use. 

This includes more positive policies to 

provide services such as care of the 

aged
35

, disability services
36

 and speech 

pathology
37

 for community language 

speakers with limited proficiency in 

English. Translating and interpreting are 

among the most important areas of need 

in multilingual New South Wales. A 2014 

sector roundtable discussion hosted by the 

Australian Department of Social Services 

showed that only about 8 per cent of 

translators /interpreters are under 30 years 

of age, and 48 per cent are at or 

approaching retirement age. National 

Accreditation Authority for Translators and 

Interpreters (NAATI) accredited or 

recognized interpreters are in particularly 

short supply for new and emerging 

languages
38

. As migration policies 

increasingly favour recently graduated 

professional migrants, account also needs 

to be taken of age imbalances within 

language community languages. 

European language groups tend to have 

older populations, while Asian and African 

language groups have a higher proportion 

of young speakers.  

The costs associated with multilingualism 

can also be seen as investments in 

integration and social cohesion. In some 

cases, they can also be seen as economic 

opportunities. Translation and interpreting, 

for example, are important sectors of the 

economy that provide employment for 

community language speakers. 

Employment and appropriate placement of 

professionals with community language 
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skills can also enhance the efficiency of 

healthcare and other services. Young 

community language speakers often act 

as unpaid language brokers for their 

migrant parents, grandparents and 

extended families, by interpreting and 

translating for them. Community language 

services are most often needed by older, 

disabled or disadvantaged members of a 

community in situations where they cannot 

be provided informally by the community 

itself. Loss of community language capital 

among the second- and third-generation 

migrants is doubly perilous to the future 

social prosperity of the state. It threatens 

both the formal and informal supply of 

language services to disadvantaged 

members of the community. The best way 

to invest in the social value of community 

languages, therefore, is to ensure that 

they are well-taught to younger members 

of the community. 

 

“Many of the emerging languages are spoken by humanitarian settlers to 

Australia. A 2011 Commonwealth Report, ‘A significant contribution: The 

economic, social and civic contributions of first and second generation 

humanitarian entrants’, finds that a higher proportion of these emerging 

language speakers became entrepreneurs. Many started small and medium 

enterprises that play an important role in providing employment for other new 

settlers from their cultural and language background. Many enterprises also 

facilitate bilateral trade between Australian and their countries of origin.”	
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5. WHAT ARE COMMUNITY LANGUAGES WORTH? CULTURAL FUTURES 

 

Community languages have cultural value 

insofar as they contribute to the cultural 

life of the community. New South Wales 

more than any other Australian state is 

synonymous with arts and culture. The 

continued development of vibrant creative 

industries, sports and leisure activities, 

and diverse cultural festivities is essential 

to the cultural futures of our state. Creative 

industries and cultural events make a 

significant contribution to the New South 

Wales economy. They brand New South 

Wales, and Sydney in particular, as a 

centre of arts and culture; an attractive 

place to visit or to live in. They also enrich 

the lives of residents, contributing to the 

well-being of the community. In a 

multilingual city such as Sydney, 

community languages help craft a 

distinctive multicultural identity for the city. 

Its languages and their associated cultural 

products become part of what the city is 

known for. Community language and 

cultural events also serve as sites for 

cultural exchange and the everyday 

multiculturalism through which social 

cohesion is forged.  

Community languages are at the heart of 

many areas of cultural life, including 

cinema, broadcasting, publishing, and 

cultural festivals. 

Cinema. Language-specific film festivals 

have thrived over the years and they are 

popular beyond the community language 

groups they serve. In 2018, there were 21 

language- and culture-specific film 

festivals in New South Wales. Established 

community language film festivals include 

French, Greek, Spanish, Japanese, Italian, 

Serbian, German, Arabic, Chinese, 

Lebanese, Russian and Scandinavian. 

More recent film festivals include 

Taiwanese, Indian, Armenian, Turkish, 

Persian, Czech and Slovak, Palestinian, 

Polish, and Irish. In the City of Ryde, Safal 

Fest (South Asian Film, Arts & Literature 

Festival) is becoming a three-day festival 

for South Asian communities and beyond. 

 

The successful broadcasting of 

MasterChef India (Season 5, 

2016), filmed at Circular Quay 

generated more than $1 million in 

coverage internationally. Following 

the 2015 Hindi-language Jhappi 
Time tourism advertising 

campaign, there was a 12 per cent 

increase of tourists from India in 

2016 – 17.
39

 Indian tourists 

continued to be the fastest group 

of tourists to Sydney with a 20 per 

cent increase to more than 

324,000.
40

 

 

Broadcasting. The Commonwealth and 

New South Wales Governments invest in 

language services for equity in access to 

public services. In 2016 – 17, Special 

Broadcast Services (SBS) reached 13.1 

million Australian every month, organized 

61 community events, and delivered 3,781 

subtitled hours of TV programs. In addition 

to broadcasting radio programs in 74 

languages, SBS PopAsia and SBS 

PopDesi engage a wider Australian 

audience in East Asian and South Asian 

music and pop culture. These music 

channels also sponsor tours by Asian pop 

stars from Asia in New South Wales and 

Australia
41

.  
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SBS PopAsia is among the most 

successful broadcasters in 

promoting pop music and media in 

community languages. Listeners 

are introduced to 24 hours of pop 

music in Japanese, Mandarin, 

Cantonese, Korean, and Filipino. 

SBS PopAsia has a huge social 

media following: more than 1.3 

million Facebook Page likes, 

141,000 Twitter followers, and 

91,000 YouTube channel 

subscriptions. Their effective use of 

social media to promote Asian 

bands and artists means that more 

Australian come to appreciate 

popular culture and media in 

languages other than English.   

 

Community radio stations deliver more 

than 2000 hours of content every week in 

more than 100 languages. Content is 

created by over 4,000 volunteers from 125 

distinct cultural groups and broadcast via 

131 radio stations nationally. The National 

Ethnic and Multicultural Broadcasters’ 

Council estimated that the monetary value 

of volunteer contribution amounts to $61 

million per annum. Ethnic community 

broadcasting is advocated as a cost-

effective and cost-efficient way to reach 

out to humanitarian migrants and new 

emerging language communities
42

. 

Publishing. Currently there are at least 44 

community language newspapers based in 

New South Wales. Community language 

newspapers are an important resource for 

the maintenance of community language 

literacy. They enhance transnational ties 

by keeping migrants in touch with news 

from their countries of origin. They serve 

as communication channels for local 

government and elected officials to 

provide public service information to 

specific community groups. They also 

provide advertising and promotional 

opportunities for small and micro 

businesses. Community language book 

publishing is an emerging industry in need 

of support. The Fairfield-based Lost in 

Books bookshop sources and distributes 

community language children’s books to 

the public and schools, and supports local 

community language authors. The State 

Library of New South Wales also plays an 

important role in managing a collection of 

62,400 community language titles across 

the state’s libraries. There were 1.31 

million checkouts from this collection in 

2016-17, in addition to 46,600 checkouts 

of language learning kits
43

.  

Festivals. Ethnically-themed cultural 

festivals are an important feature of the 

cultural life of New South Wales. The 

Chinatown district of Haymarket Sydney 

has traditionally hosted the largest 

Chinese New Year festival outside China 

in, attracting up to 250,000 visitors. In 

Sirine 

Demachkie is a 

bilingual 

presenter and 

writer who 

migrated from 

Beirut to Australia with her family as a 

2-year old. As a young mother, she 

speaks Arabic to her daughter at home. 

When her daughter wanted stories in 

Arabic, Sirine couldn’t find bilingual 

children’s story books that were written 

in everyday Lebanese-Arabic using 

phonetic spelling. Sirine then decided 

to write her own and self-published her 

first book in 2018, ‘Mama Baba, iza bit 

reedo (Mummy Daddy, please). The 

book was very well-received and was 

picked up by Middle East Airlines to gift 

to young travellers. Now thousands of 

young travellers are reading ‘Mama 

Baba, iza bit reedo’!
44
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2019 this was renamed the Sydney Lunar 

Festival and transformed into a 10-day 

festival of arts and culture, sponsored by 

the City of Sydney. This is partly in 

acknowledgement of the diversification of 

the business profile of Sydney’s 

Chinatown in which Thai and Korean 

businesses play an increasingly important 

role
45

. Smaller Lunar New Year festivals 

are held across the city in Eastwood, 

Parramatta, Cabramatta and Doonside. 

Other festivals that attract significant 

community participation include the 

Assyrian New Year festival in Fairfield, the 

Greek Festival of Sydney in Darling 

Harbour, Norton Street Italian Festa in 

Leichhardt, Sydney Latin Festival and 

Africultures in Lidcombe, and the Sydney 

Korean Festival in Darling Harbour. In 

regional New South Wales, the town of 

Tenterfield hosts a biennial Bavarian 

Music and Beer Festival, Glen Innes 

Highlands hosts an Australian Celtic 

Festival, Central Maitland hosts the 

Riverlights Multicultural Festival, and the 

Cowra Festival of International 

Understanding features a different culture 

and language each year. 

 

The Greek Festival of Sydney, in its 

37
th

 years in 2019, is the longest 

running community-organized 

cultural festival. Attracting more 

than 100,000 visitors, it is the most 

attended Greek-Australian 

community event in New South 

Wales. This major annual event 

attracts visitors from beyond 

Sydney. The festival is an 

opportunity for the younger 

members of the Greek-Australian 

community to connect to their 

cultural and linguistic heritage. 

 

These varied multicultural and multilingual 

products and events reflect the 

contributions that community language 

speakers make to the celebration of their 

languages and cultures and their 

promotion to the wider community. 

Increasingly, these cultural events are 

being sponsored and promoted by local 

authorities in acknowledgement of their 

importance both to the local economy and 

the branding of cities and suburbs. The 

City of Parramatta has formulated a 

cultural plan (2017 – 2022) that 

emphasizes cultural and language 

diversity for cultural, economic, and social 

future advancement
46

. The City of Sydney 

published its Strategy for Cultural Diversity 

in 2008 and its website now foregrounds 

the aim of fostering ‘a range of 

multicultural programs and initiatives that 

recognise the rich contribution multicultural 

groups make to city life’
47

. The City of 

Canterbury-Bankstown uses the slogan, 

‘Where Interesting Happens’, to authentic 

experiences that cultural and linguistic 

diversity provides for both residents and 

visitors
48

. 

Local authorities support multicultural 

products and events because they attract 

tourists. Destination NSW reported that 

visitors spent $33.2 billion in in New South 

Wales in 2016 – 17 (30 per cent of the 

total expenditure in Australia). The use of 

community languages for tourism 

advertising has proven to be productive. 

China and India were significant growth 

markets, together with USA, Japan, 

Germany, Korea and Indonesia
49

. The 

report also identified education-related 

visitor expenditure as the highest growth 

segment. Chinese students, the largest 

group of short-stay visitors, viewed 

multiculturalism and safety as the key 

reasons for choosing Australia. Chinatown 

Sydney is not the only place these 

students visit. Destination NSW is now 

promoting the Hunter valley and other 

regional destinations through Chinese-

language marketing. Sydney’s 

multicultural suburbs are also becoming 

attractive destinations for visitors.  
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Community languages are clearly good for 

business and for the image of the 

multicultural city or suburb. But there is 

more to the cultural value of community 

languages than their contribution to the 

economy. Community language film 

festivals, broadcasting, publishing and 

festivals enrich the cultural lives of 

language communities and share their 

languages and cultures with other 

communities. They foster a spirit of 

multiculturalism that not only accepts and 

respects the languages and cultures of 

others, but actively values them as 

resources for the community as a whole. 

The rich and diverse products of 

multicultural New South Wales should be 

seen as products of the efforts of 

communities to maintain and develop their 

languages in Australia – efforts that 

deserve the support of the community as a 

whole.

 

  

Norton Street Italian Festa in 

Leichhardt (Inner West Council) 

gives visitors the chance to be 

Italian for a day. In 2017, the event 

drew more than 140,000 visitors to 

the area. The celebration is not 

only a fantastic promotion for the 

Italian businesses and restaurants 

in the district, it also shows the 

Italianness of the suburb. In a 

study on the use of Italian and 

dialect in Leichhardt, Associate 

Professor Nina Rubino
50

 of 

University of Sydney shows that 

the local businesses use Italian as 

a decorative device to create a 

sense of Italianness for non-Italian 

speakers. The Norton Street Festa 

is a showcase of using community 

languages to bring visibility, 

personality and business to a 

suburb. 

A Yorkshire chippy recently attracted a 

lot of media and Chinese tourist attention 

because they put up their fish and chip 

menu in Chinese, and advertised online 

via Weibo and WeChat (the Chinese 

equivalent of Twitter and Whatsapp).
51

 

With some learning of basic Mandarin 

Chinese, the small establishment quickly became Chinese tourists’ 

favourite fish and chips joint in the UK. It is the decision to adopt a 

new language on a traditional English menu and a mentality for 

hospitality that earns the tourists. Imagine a similar effect for meat 

pies and lamingtons on a multilingual menu? This is not impossible 

as Destination NSW is actively promoting regional NSW (South 

Coast, Hunter Valley and Outback NSW) to Chinese tourists.
52

 

Certainly the Pie Trail of Southern Highlands can be as attractive as 

fish and chips! 
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6. COMMUNITY LANGUAGES EDUCATION: MAINTENANCE AND 
CHALLENGES 

 

This report has made a case for the value 

of community languages in the economic, 

social and cultural futures of New South 

Wales. We will also argue that increased 

support and funding for community 

languages makes good sense as an 

investment in the future of our state. But 

what are the current challenges for 

community languages, and what is being 

done at present to foster their use in the 

compulsory and voluntary education 

sectors? In this section, we identify the 

main challenge as the maintenance of 

community language use across 

generations. We also look at what is 

happening in mainstream primary and 

secondary education to meet this 

challenge and at the work of voluntary 

community language schools. 

Community language maintenance and 
loss. Language maintenance refers to the 

continued use of a language spoken on 

arrival in Australia by migrants, their 

children and their children’s children. 

Language loss occurs when a migrant 

ceases to use the language they spoke on 

arrival (usually adopting English instead), 

when their children do not learn the 

language(s) of their parents, or when they 

learn the language(s) to a certain level but 

do not use them later in life. Language 

loss occurs both in individuals and 

communities. Although we cannot really 

say that a second-generation migrant who 

does not learn the language of the first 

generation has ‘lost’ that language, there 

is a loss to the community as a whole and 

even the risk that the language will 

disappear from use in the community. 

Researchers have often assumed that 

community languages are lost in the 

second or third generation. These 

languages survive in Australia only if they 

are refreshed by the arrival of new 

migrants. However, recent research on 

Australian census data suggests that 

language loss is not inevitable. Some 

community languages have quite high 

rates of language maintenance even in the 

third generation. 

Associate Professor James Forrest, a 

geographer at Macquarie University has 

examined data from the 2011 Australian 

Census for evidence of community 

language maintenance and loss
53

. One 

question asks respondents to state their 

ancestry (or ancestries, if they have more 

than one), other questions ask for the 

respondent’s place of birth and their 

parents’ places of birth. Forrest began by 

identifying ancestry groups. He then 

identified first-generation (born overseas), 

second-generation (born in Australia, one 

or both parents born overseas), and third-

generation (both parents born in Australia) 

migrants within each ancestry group. The 

Census also asks respondents whether 

they use a language other than English at 

home (and, if so, which language), and 

whether they speak English ‘very well’, 

‘well’, ‘not well’ or ‘not at all’. Using these 

data, Forrest calculated the percentages 

within each generation and ancestry group 

who spoke a community language at 

home and spoke English ‘well’ or ‘very 

well’. Table 1 shows the data for the 

second and third generations in the main 

ancestry groups. Note that in all cases the 

total of those who speak a community 

language and speak English well is close 

to 100 per cent. This indicates that, being 

born in Australia, almost all second and 

third generation community language 

users are bilingual in English and the 

language they use at home. 
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 Own 
language + 
English well 

Own 
language + 
English well 

 Own 
language + 
English well 

Own 
language + 
English well 

Ancestry 
Group 

2nd 
generation 

3rd 
generation 

Ancestry 
Group 

2nd 
generation 

3rd 
generation 

Bosnian 68.13 10.45 Italian 39.05 5.65 

Chinese 68.62 4.4 Japanese 60.88 5.05 

Croatian 48.93 13.47 Lebanese 71.1 18.58 

Dutch 7.45 1.46 Macedonian 69.97 38.13 

Filipino 19.2 2.36 Polish 26.21 2.73 

German 16.62 1.53 Russian 38,50 6.72 

Greek 69.05 29.6 Serbian 66.52 21.01 

Indonesian 49.13 2.52 Turkish 75.68 30.43 

Iranian 62.23 15.15 Vietnamese 81.7 46.67 

Table 1. Intergenerational linguistic shift and proficiency with English in the Greater Sydney urban 

region among ancestry groups (aged 10-79). All figures are percentages of relevant populations. 

 

The figures in Table 1 need to be 

interpreted with caution. Data for ancestry 

groups do not map on to languages in a 

straightforward way. If a respondent 

declares Greek ancestry, it is highly likely 

that they ancestors spoke Greek on 

arrival, although we cannot say this with 

certainty. Chinese ancestry, on the other 

hand, could be associated with Mandarin 

Chinese, Cantonese and several other 

regional languages. In addition, 

respondents can declare more than one 

ancestry, but only one language other than 

English. Census data gives us no 

information on people who speak English 

and more than one other language. For 

these and other reasons, it is likely that the 

data underestimate language 

maintenance. However, even allowing for 

a degree of underestimation, the main 

point that emerges from Table 1 is that 

community language use does, indeed, 

diminish in the second and third 

generations. A second point that emerges, 

however, is the great variation in rates of 

language maintenance from group to 

group. The assumption that community 

languages disappear in the third 

generation is borne out for some ancestry 

groups (e.g., Dutch, German, Polish, 

Filipino, Indonesian) but not for others. In 

some cases, the percentage of third-

generation community language speakers 

is surprisingly high (Vietnamese, 

Macedonian, Turkish and Greek). The 

assumption that community languages 

disappear in the second generation is not 

borne out at all. The rate of second-

generation language maintenance is 

above 38 per cent for all groups other than 

Dutch, German and Filipino and above 60 

per cent for ten of the ancestry groups on 

the list.  

Whether a figure of 60 per cent language 

maintenance is seen as high or low is 

partly a question of whether the glass is 

seen as half-full or half-empty. The 

reasons for the variations among ancestry 

groups are also a matter of for further 

research. It seems clear, however, that 

language loss across the generations is 

the major challenge facing community 

languages. If children do not learn the 

languages of their parents, they will not 

survive as community languages. Yet, 

Table 1 also shows that language loss is 

not inevitable. There is, in fact, a good 

deal of evidence of children learning the 

languages of their parents, and even 

grandparents. This suggests that 

investment in language teaching and 

learning for young people is one of the 

most effective investments that can be 

made in community languages.  
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Table 2. Languages Education provision in Australian states and territories 

 

Languages in mainstream schools. In 

comparison to many other countries 

around the world, Australia places a low 

priority on teaching languages. In some 

European countries school students are 

expected to achieve proficiency in two 

foreign languages in addition to English. In 

Australia most students graduate without 

any level of proficiency in any language 

other than English, unless they have 

learned languages outside school. 

Language provision in schools is also 

oriented toward foreign languages, rather 

than community schools, and where 

languages fall into both categories, 

structural factors often discourage 

community language speakers from 

studying their own languages to higher 

levels. 

The Australian Curriculum mandates the 

provision of Languages Education, but 

implementations is left to state and 

territory authorities. New South Wales 

secondary students are required to take 

100 hours of Languages Education, 

usually in Stage 4 (Years 7 or 8). While 

languages may be offered in other years, 

this 100 hours represents all the 

Languages Education that many students 

receive throughout their academic careers. 

Table 2 compares the New South Wales 

requirements with those elsewhere in 

Australia. Only Tasmania, which does not 

require schools to offer languages at all 

has a lower mandatory requirement than 

New South Wales. New South Wales falls 

behind other states in not requiring 

languages in primary schools and in the 

amount of language instruction in 

secondary school. Consequently, New 

South Wales students graduate from 

secondary school with less exposure to 

additional languages and cultures than 

their Australian peers and much less than 

their peers internationally. Students are 

introduced to languages in Years 7 and 8 

at a time when they are faced with several 

new subjects. The 100 hours provision, 

which translates to less than 75 minutes 

per week over a school year, is insufficient 

to achieve any significant level of 

proficiency in the language taught. 

Students are discouraged from continuing 

language study in Year 9 and many leave 

school with only a vague memory of 

having studied a language. 

Primary and early learning. In contrast to 

several other states, New South Wales 

does not have mandatory Languages 

Education at kindergarten or primary 

levels. Only 30 – 40 per cent of 

government and Catholic primary schools 

provide Languages Education, and most 

are in the Sydney metropolitan area. In 

2017 only 16.6 per cent of government 

primary school students had languages 

lessons
54

. Since 2015, early childhood 

learning centres have been able to enroll 

in the national Early Learning Language 

 Primary  Secondary 

New South 

Wales 

Not required 100 hours within 1 year (Years 7 – 8) 

Australian 

Capital 

Territory 

60 mins / week for Years 3 – 6  150 mins / week for Years 7 – 8  

Northern 

Territory 

75 mins / week for preschool to Year 6 

(recommended) 

Not required 

Queensland 75 – 85 mins / week for Prep to Year 6 120 mins / week for Years 7 – 9; 

120 mins / week for Year 10 

South Australia 80 mins / week for Foundation to Year 7 128 mins / week for Years 8 – 10   

Tasmania Not required Not required 

Victoria 150 mins / week for Year 1 – 6  150 mins / week  

Western 

Australia 

0 – 120 mins / week Pre-primary to Year 

2 (recommended) 

120 mins / week Year 3 – 6  

120 mins /week for Year 7 – 8  

0 – 120 mins / week for Year 9 onwards 

(recommended) 
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 1968 1978 1988 1998 2008 2018 
Stage 5 (Year 10) 28,176 

50.2% 

16,706 

22.0% 

15,837 

18.1% 

16,900 

21.0% 

12,672 

14.6% 

11,209 

12.6% 

HSC 

Candidatures 

10,741 

45.5% 

5,270 

14.8% 

8,461 

16.6% 

9,717 

15.4% 

8,157 

12.1% 

6,861 

9.1% 

Table 3. Students taking languages in Stage 5 and HSC in New South Wales 

 

Australia (ELLA) program. ELLA is a 

digital play-based language-learning 

program for nine languages (Arabic, 

Mandarin Chinese, French, Hindi, 

Indonesian, Italian, Japanese, Modern 

Greek and Spanish), although each 

kindergarten can enrol for one language 

only. The program teaches simple spoken 

phrases for self-introduction and 

vocabulary for numbers, colours, body 

parts, food items and simple action verbs. 

ELLA is intended to be used within the 

classroom independently of the educators’ 

proficiency in the foreign language. It is 

designed for children to use alone, rather 

than in collaboration with the teacher or 

other students. Although ELLA has great 

potential for introducing children to other 

languages at an early age, the lack of 

continuity with primary school, where most 

children do not learn a language at all, is 

likely to limit its impact. 

Stage 5 and HSC. Following the 100 

hours mandatory Languages Education in 

Stage 4, students have the option to take 

a language in Stage 5 (Years 9 and 10) 

and as an Higher School Certificate (HSC) 

subject as ‘Beginners’ or ‘Continuers’. 

Table 3 shows that enrolments at both 

levels have been declining steadily since 

the 1960s and reached an all-time low in 

2018, when only 12.6 per cent of students 

studied a language in Year 10 and only 

9.1 per cent took a language as an HSC 

subject. This enrollment figure is below the 

national average of 12 per cent
55

.  

Among the 6,861 students sitting for a 

HSC language examination in 2018, about 

30 per cent were enrolled to sit for 

Beginners courses in which they start to 

develop some basic linguistic and 

intercultural knowledge and understanding 

of a language and its speech 

communities
56

. The remainder sat for 

Continuers, Extension or Language in 

Context courses, which assume previous 

study or knowledge of the language. 

Two factors discourage New South Wales 

students from taking their community 

languages as HSC subjects. First, 

students are differentiated according to 

their language background. Japanese is 

the most popular language subject for 

Year 12 HSC students. The Beginners, 

Continuers, or Extension courses are 

designed for students who study Japanese 

as a foreign language, while the Language 

in Context course is designed for students 

of Japanese background with knowledge 

of Japanese as a community language. In 

New South Wales, this does not make a 

strong difference to the teaching of the 

language. However, students perceive that 

Language in Context is the more difficult 

course, and indeed it is often is for 

Japanese-background students who have 

limited competence in the language. 

Moreover, this applies only to Korean, 

Chinese, Indonesian and Japanese. There 

is no similar arrangement for other 

languages. Students of French, Italian, 

German, Arabic, Greek, Vietnamese or 

Indian background are able to take the 

Beginners, Continuers and Extension 

courses from which students of Korean, 

Chinese, Indonesian and Japanese are 

disbarred.  
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Source: Department of Education, Schools: Language diversity in NSW 2018. 

 1997 2007 2017 2018 

LBOTE students 

in NSW 

164,147 207,031 272,401 282,532 

 21.3% 27.6% 34.2% 35.1% 

Table 4. LBOTE students in NSW government schools 1997 – 2018  

 

Second, students are discouraged from 

taking their community languages by 

ATAR scaling procedures. Associate 

Professor Cruickshank of University of 

Sydney noted the damaging effects of 

ATAR scaling for some languages, e.g. 

Arabic and Chinese
57

. ATAR scaling 

encourages non-heritage students to take 

the Beginner subject, but heritage 

students are penalized. HSC subjects 

scores are scaled according to the 

performance of the course cohort across 

all other HSC subjects. Languages such 

as French and Japanese are more likely to 

be taught in independent and Catholic 

schools to students from higher socio-

economic backgrounds. These students 

are also more likely to achieve better 

overall HSC scores. Students taking 

languages such as Arabic and Chinese 

tend to come from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds, a factor that has found to 

have negative impact on students’ HSC 

performance. A French student and an 

Arabic student may achieve the same raw 

HSC score, but because the Arabic course 

cohort is likely to achieve lower HSC 

scores overall than French student, scores 

for Arabic may be scaled down. Whether 

this perception is correct or not, it is one 

that discourages students from taking their 

community languages in order to raise 

their ATAR and improve their chance of 

admission to university. 

Language background. According to the 

most recent data in 2018, 35.1 per cent of 

government school students in NSW have 

a language background other than English 

(LBOTE) (Table 4). Between 2015 and 

2018, 64.4 per cent of all schools had an 

increase in their proportion of LBOTE  
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 Subject Enrolled  Subject Enrolled  Subject Enrolled 
 Japanese 1591  Indonesian 172  Khmer 18 

 French 1258  Vietnamese 141  Macedonian 18 

 

Chinese 998 

 Modern 

Hebrew 

 

39 

 

Russian 17 

 

Italian 620 

 Classical 

Greek 33 

 

Polish 14 

 Spanish 376  Turkish 33  Punjabi 12 

 

Arabic 344 

 Classical 

Hebrew 27 

 

Filipino 9 

 German 337  Hindi 24  Croatian 8 

 Latin 250  Serbian 24  Hungarian 5 

 Modern 

Greek 227 

 

Armenian 21 

 

Maltese 2 

 Korean 203  Persian 19  Ukrainian 1 

Table 5. 2018 HSC Enrolment in languages subjects (includes Saturday School of Community language 

 

 

students. The figure is even higher in the 

Sydney metropolitan area (54.5%). The 

Indian languages group is now the largest 

language group, representing 18.1 per 

cent of total LBOTE students. This is 

followed by the Chinese languages group 

(15.8%), Arabic (13.7%), Vietnamese 

(5.9%), and Filipino/Tagalog (3.5%)
58

.  

Given the high proportion of students who 

bring a community language to school, 

Languages Education needs to find better 

ways of serving the language needs of 

these students. The limited time that is 

devoted to mandatory Languages 

Education in New South Wales and the 

perceived disincentives to study 

community languages as optional 

subjects, means that most students with 

community language backgrounds have 

few opportunities to study their languages 

in school. Despite the economic, social 

and cultural value of community 

languages, students are likely to graduate 

with the impression that their languages 

are not valued at school
59

.  

One factor that may impact attitudes 

toward community languages in schools is 

the linguistic profile of the teaching 

profession itself. A 2013 study led by 

Professor Megan Watkins at Western 

Sydney University showed that only 12 per 

cent of initial teacher education students in 

New South Wales came from non-English 

speaking backgrounds
60

. Among 

accredited serving teachers, Australian-

born teachers were the largest group 

(88%), followed by those born in the 

United Kingdom and Ireland (3%). Only 

12.7 per cent had a language background 

other than English. Teachers who claimed 

proficiency in languages mostly knew 

European languages: French (7.1%), 

German (3.5%), Italian (3.4%), Greek 

(2.9%) and Spanish (2%). The top non-

European language was Hindi (2%). A 

recent study led by Associate Professor 

James Forrest of Macquarie University 

suggested that a less diverse teaching 

workforce may be less receptive of 

languages education
61

. However, there is 

also evidence of change in the make up of 

the New South Wales teaching workforce. 

Sydney-based studies by researchers at 

Macquarie University show that a growing 

proportion of initial teacher education 

students have a language background 

other than English. A survey by Dr. Robyn 

Moloney showed that more than 30 per 

cent of new graduates had some 

competence in additional languages, 

especially in community languages
62

. In a 

language learning experience visual 

survey, Dr. Alice Chik and her 

colleagues
63

 showed that students have 

strong emotional ties to community 

languages. The survey also indicated that 

many of the students lacked support in  
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their community language learning, and 

some professed strong regret at not being 

more proficient in their language.  

The major challenge for Languages 

Education is to accommodate the 

languages that students already speak, 

and their variable levels of competence in 

them. The languages offered in 

Languages Education come from a narrow 

range of European and East Asian 

languages and many schools are only able 

to offer a limited selection of these. 

Students who take languages subjects 

often have little choice over which 

languages they study. Table 5 lists the 30 

language subjects in which HSC students 

enrolled in 2018 and the number of 

enrolments.  

The most popular languages are those 

offered by schools. Although most of them 

are community languages in New South 

Wales, they are not offered by schools for 

this reason, but because they are 

perceived to be important foreign 

languages. For many of the community 

languages on the list, enrolments are low 

because they are not available in schools, 

but are made available outside school 

hours by the Department of Education 

funded Saturday School of Community 

Languages. It is likely that effective 

advancement of community languages will 

require a whole school approach in which 

children’s home languages are valued 

across the curriculum and a shift of focus 

in Languages Education to language 

awareness and intercultural 

communication programs in which children 

can exchange and build upon their  

experiences of community language 

learning and use.  

Community languages provision. 
Community Language Schools have been 

in operation in Australia since 1857
64

, 

using government school premises, 

community centres, and religious 

establishments to teach languages 

alongside the mainstream school 

curriculum. The Commonwealth-supported 

Ethnic Schools Program started in 1981 

and was the precursor of the current 

Community Languages Schools 

Program
65

. In view of the limited provision 

for community languages in the 

mainstream primary and secondary sector, 

this program takes on much of the 

responsibility for community language 

maintenance through education. In New 

South Wales around 2,500 teachers teach 

33,000 students in 451 locations. 

According to the most recent figures, 64 

different languages are taught. The 2016 

Census showed that there were 76 

languages with more than 1,000 speakers 

in Sydney. Most of these languages are 

taught in community language schools. 

Some emerging languages with fewer than 

1,000 speakers are also taught, including 

Tibetan, Bulgarian, Latvian, Uighur, and 

Pulaaar. In this respect, the community  
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languages education sector is more finely 

tuned to the language needs of New South 

Wales than mainstream Languages 

Education. 

Community Language Schools usually 

provide teaching at early childhood and 

primary levels outside regular school 

hours and during weekends. Students may 

choose to continue with language learning 

in secondary school with the Department 

of Education Saturday School of 

Community Languages program, although 

the number of students who go on to take 

a community language at HSC is small in 

comparison with the number enrolled in 

Community Languages Schools in the 

primary age group. In general, younger 

students enrol at Community Language 

Schools at their parents’ behest. They are 

also more willing and motivated to learn 

than older students. One of the main 

challenges for community language 

education across the two sectors is how to 

maintain interest and motivation among 

older students and reward their efforts. 

Funding for Community Languages chools 

is the main channel through which the 

NSW Government supports community 

language maintenance. On top of the 

regular funding for the Community 

Languages School Program, the NSW 

Government is committed to enhancing 

community languages teachers’ 

professional training and development 

through the Sydney Institute for 

Community Languages Education. One of 

the main challenges that the sector faces 

at present is to keep up with the 

professionalization of teaching that has 

enhanced mainstream education in recent 

years. 

Currently, community languages are 

taught by an army of volunteer native-

speakers working community languages 

teachers on a part-time basis. A study led 

by Associate Professor Ken Cruickshank 

at the University at Sydney showed that 

around 40 per cent of teachers had an 

undergraduate degree, and close to 55 per 

cent had teaching experience overseas
66

. 

New South Wales is the beneficiary of 

overseas government-invested teacher 

training. Two thirds of the teachers 

surveyed had undertaken professional 

learning programs provided by the NSW 

Department of Education-funded project 

officers and other institutional bodies, but 

only 3.9 per cent were qualified and 

accredited to teach in Australian 

government schools. One of the most 

effective channels of support for 

community languages at present would be 

the creation of a sustainable pathway for 

community language teachers to obtain 

professional accreditation to teach 

community languages in schools. A stable 

supply of locally-trained and accredited 

community language teachers would be 

an effective means of sustaining and 

developing the value of community 

languages to the state of New South 

Wales. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS 

As New South Wales moves into an 

exciting but unpredictable future, we are 

faced a choice that we have often been 

faced with in the past. Do we encourage 

migrants and their families to abandon 

their languages in favour of English? Or do 

we actively support community languages 

as a resource for economic, social and 

cultural prosperity? In this report, we 

believe we have shown that the first option 

would be a backward step that makes little 

sense. It would be to throw away a 

valuable resource, to threaten our 

economic competitiveness, slow down 

integration, disrupt social cohesion and 

impoverish our cultural lives. Investment in 

community languages, on the other hand, 

would be to harness our language 

resources in the service of economic 

competitiveness, integration and social 

cohesion, and cultural enrichment. 

Support for community languages is not a 

matter of preserving a heritage. It is an 

investment in a future in which bilingualism 

and multilingualism are likely to be the 

norm, and not the exception.  

The following conclusions are made with a 

view to wider discussion of the value of 

languages to the long-term future of New 

South Wales. They take the form of four 

language needs that are currently holding 

back the development of an effective 

language policy. 

1. There is a pressing need for more 

research on the language 
competencies of the population of New 
South Wales. The Australian Census 

provides precious data on the languages 

that people use at home and their 

proficiency in English. But it does not tell 

us about competencies in community 

languages. How many New South 

residents speak more than one language 

other than English? How well do they 

speak and read these languages? How do 

they use them in their work, in their family 

and social life, in their cultural activities? 

These data are crucial to a deeper 

understanding of the value of languages in 

our economic, social and cultural life. 

2. A change of attitude toward 
community languages is needed to shift 

the focus from the value of languages to 

the communities who use them and 

emphasizes, instead, their value to the 

community as a whole. Public information 

should emphasize the wider benefits of 

bilingualism and additional language 

learning and, especially, counter the 

mistaken belief that community languages 

compete with English in the mind of the 

bilingual child. 

3. There is an urgent need for an 
expansion of Languages Education in 
schools. Australia lags behind the world in 

the number of hours devoted to 

languages, and New South Wales lags 

behind other Australian states. As a long-

term goal, every child should learn at least 

one additional language to intermediate 

level and obtain a usable qualification in 

that language
67

. A second additional 

language should also be offered. Children 

who have a community language should 

have the option of learning it as their first 

official language. Children who have 

English only at home should learn at least 

one community language. There are 

various ways in which this goal can be 

achieved (mandatory Languages 

Education in primary school, more hours in 

secondary, a stronger Community 

Language Schools sector). Achieving the 

goal is more important than the method of 

achieving it. 

4. There is a need to strengthen the 
Community Language Schools sector 
by better integrating the work of its 
schools into mainstream education. It is 

unlikely that the goal of every child 

learning a community language will be 

achieved within mainstream schools 

alone. Community Language Schools 
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have long played an important role. In 

order to meet the demands of the future, 

mainstream schools should view 

Community Languages Schools as 

teaching and learning partners who are 

able to offer courses and qualifications 

within a common curriculum. 

5. One of the most urgent needs for the 

education sector is the 

professionalization of the Community 
Language Schools teaching workforce. 

Expansion of Languages Education in 

schools will require more teachers to teach 

more languages. Many Community 

Language School teachers are native 

speakers with overseas teaching 

qualifications or experience. The creation 

of pathways for the accreditation of these 

teachers to teach in mainstream schools 

would be cost-effective and would also 

help forge collaboration between the two 

sectors. A stable supply of Australian-

trained and accredited Community 

Language School teachers is the best 

guarantee that NSW will continue to have 

a multicultural and multilingual workforce. 

There is no doubt that planning for the 

future of New South Wales will need to 

confront questions of language. 

Harnessing our community languages as 

economic, social and cultural resources for 

the state as a whole can only lead to 

future prosperity. We offer this report as a 

contribution to the important discussions 

and debates on languages that lie ahead. 
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APPENDIX 1. LANGUAGES AND COMMUNITY LANGUAGES SCHOOLS IN NEW SOUTH 
WALES 

 

This table lists spoken languages of non-Australian origin with more than 50 speakers (Australian 
Census 2016). As the Census records languages ‘spoken at home’, figures are likely to 
underestimate the numbers who know each language. The number of community language schools 
listed for each language on the NSW Department of Education Community Languages Schools 
website. (In addition to the languages listed, the website lists 10 schools for Sanskrit, and 1 school for 
Bhutanese [Nepali]). 

 
 Language Speakers of 

language at 
home 

Community 
languages 
schools 

1 Acehnese 51 0 
2 Acholi 71 0 
3 Afrikaans 7,735 0 
4 Akan 1,743 1 
5 Albanian 772 0 
6 Amharic 773 0 
7 Arabic 200,828 64 
8 Armenian 7,839 5 
9 Assamese 138 0 
10 Assyrian 20,316 4 
11 Azeri 187 0 
12 Balinese 70 0 
13 Balochi 57 0 
14 Bandjalang 88 0 
15 Bangla 31,687 10 
16 Bari 74 0 
17 Bemba 59 0 
18 Bisaya 1,028 0 
19 Bislama 81 0 
20 Bosnian 3,889 4 
21 Bulgarian 844 1 
22 Burmese 4,902 1 
23 Cantonese 143,338 13 
24 Catalan 159 0 
25 Cebuano 754 0 
26 Chaldean 9,340 0 
27 Croatian 21,149 5 
28 Cypriot 87 0 
29 Czech 3,395 1 
30 Dan 64 0 
31 Danish 1,731 0 
32 Dari 9,141 6 
33 Dhivehi 59 0 
34 Dinka 2,012 1 
35 Dutch 8,688 5 

 Language Speakers of 
language at 
home 

Community 
languages 
schools 

36 Estonian 609 0 
37 Ewe 152 0 
38 Fijian 4,532 0 
39 Fijian 

Hindustani 
1458 0 

40 Filipino/ 
Tagalog 

69,344 2 

41 Finnish 1558 3 
42 French 23,743 0 
43 Ga 77 0 
44 Gaelic 

(Scotland) 
321 0 

45 Georgian 103 0 
46 German 23,029 4 
47 Gilbertese 63 0 
48 Greek 81,685 57 
49 Gujarati 18,875 1 
50 Gumbaynggir 87 0 
51 Hakka 1,675 0 
52 Hausa 68 0 
53 Hazaraghi 4,834 0 
54 Hebrew 3,468 7 
55 Hindi 67,037 8 
56 Hmong 153 0 
57 Hungarian 6,533 1 
58 Icelandic 72 0 
59 Igbo 715 0 
60 IIokano 220 0 
61 Ilonggo 219 0 
62 Indonesian 30,032 6 
63 Irish 587 0 
64 Italian 75,697 15 
65 Japanese 17,321 12 
66 Kannada 3,663 0 
67 Karen 825 1 



 Language Speakers of 
language at 
home 

Community 
languages 
schools 

68 Kashmiri 79 0 
69 Khmer 11,697 2 
70 Kinyarwanda  147 0 
71 Kirundi 248 0 
72 Konkani 829 0 
73 Korean 59,914 28 
74 Krio 1,314 0 
75 Kurdish 2,653 0 
76 Lao 5,405 1 
77 Latvian 971 1 
78 Lithuanian 717 0 
79 Luganda 144 0 
80 Macedonian 28,144 9 
81 Madi 184 0 
82 Malay 2,838 1 
83 Malayalam 13,885 4 
84 Maltese 12,328 3 
85 Mandaean 85 2 
86 Mandarin 

Chinese 
23,9947 114 

87 Mandinka 118 0 
88 Maori (Cook 

Island) 
1,612 0 

89 Maori (New 
Zealand) 

2,432 0 

90 Marathi 5,967 4 
91 Mauritian 

Creole 
760 0 

92 Min Nan 
[Hokkien] 

7,213 0 

93 Mongolian 1,507 0 
94 Moro 57 0 
95 Motu 52 0 
96 Ndebele 368 0 
97 Nepali 34,608 6 
98 Niue 318 0 
99 Norwegian 960 0 
100 Oriya  309 0 
101 Oromo 116 0 
102 Pampangan  106 0 
103 Pashto 2,650 0 
104 Persian  22,044 3 
105 Polish 14,127 8 
106 Portuguese 23,055 13 
107 Pulaar 242 1 
108 Punjabi 33,429 6 
109 Rohingya 968 0 
110 Romanian 2,450 0 
111 Rotuman 206 1 

 Language Speakers of 
language at 
home 

Community 
languages 
schools 

112 Russian 18,765 13 
113 Samoan 16,544 2 
114 Serbian 21,489 7 
115 Seychelles 

Creole 
52 0 

116 Shona 2,580 0 
117 Sindhi 457 0 
118 Sinhala 11,232 6 
119 Slovak 2,239 1 
12o Slovene 1,271 0 
121 Solomon 

Islands Pijin 
67 0 

122 Somali 1,245 0 
123 Spanish 63,523 6 
124 Swahili 1,770 1 
125 Swedish 3,316 10 
126 Tamil 29,676 14 
127 Telugu 12,463 5 
128 Tetum 301 0 
129 Thai 24,841 2 
130 Themne 52 0 
131 Tibetan 859 3 
132 Tigrinya 382 0 
133 Timorese 125 0 
134 Tok Pisin 642 0 
135 Tokelauan 458 0 
136 Tongan 10,286 1 
137 Tswana 95 0 
138 Tulu 197 0 
139 Turkish 21,623 11 
140 Turkmen 150 0 
141 Uighur 288 1 
142 Ukrainian 2,208 5 
143 Urdu 29,723 2 
144 Uzbek 69 0 
145 Vietnamese 102,896 22 
146 Welsh 434 0 
147 Wu 

[Shanghainese] 
2,147 0 

148 Yiddish 136 0 
149 Yoruba 631 0 
150 Zomi 60 0 
151 Zulu 172 0 

 



APPENDIX 2: LANGUAGE SPOKEN AT HOME (AGED 5 – 19) 

 

 

Source: 2016 Census data 

 Languages  Number (5 – 19 
years) 

1 Chinese Languages 54,763 
2 Arabic 44,033 
3 Indian Languages 42,813 
4 Vietnamese 11,668 

5 Greek 9,752 
6 Korean 9,563 
7 Spanish 6,294 
8 Filipino-Tagalog 6,077 
9 Indonesian 4,350 
10 Samoan 3,701 



APPENDIX 3: LOCATIONS OF COMMUNITY LANGUAGE SCHOOLS  

 

 

Accessible from http://bit.ly/2OXLaJE  




