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About DASSH: 
The Australasian Council of Deans of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (DASSH) is a 
network of 350 of Australia and New Zealand’s most senior leaders in the Arts, Social Sciences 
and Humanities at 45 universities. Our members have direct links to students, executive 
decision-makers within universities and university leaders within Australia and Asia.  

Framing the discussion 
There are over 3,200 languages spoken in the Asia-Pacific region which belong to 28 separate 
language familiesi. New research shows that right now Australian universities only teach a total 
of 14 Asia-Pacific languages including Turkish. Many are oRered at just one institution, including 
Cantonese, Tetum, Thai, Tok Pisin and Vietnameseii. Beyond languages, international and 
culturally focused programs are at risk of falling student demand due to a lack of signalling 
about the value and employability of cultural knowledges and competencies.  

We would welcome the opportunity to take part in any further consultation on these issues.  

Key points 

• Language and international studies are at risk in Australia and this is fundamentally 
eroding our Asia capability along with other sovereign capabilities that ensure regional 
and economic security.  

• The extensive skills, career pathways and opportunities associated with the study of 
languages and culture are not being communicated to prospective students. 

• There is a major disconnect between primary, secondary and tertiary educators when it 
comes to the delivery of language and cultural education. 

• The focus of public debate on vocational skills without considering sovereign 
capabilities, languages and cultural competencies is sending the wrong signal to 
students about the value of languages and cultural studies.  

• Once language and cultural capabilities are lost in Australia we also lose a generation of 
PhD researchers and future experts. It is extremely diRicult to rebuild expertise in this 
environment. 
 

1. Structural enablers and barriers to developing Asia capability. 
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DASSH members have direct lines of communication with students and institutional executive. 
They have identified the following barriers and enablers to developing Asia capability: 

Barriers 

• There is a disconnect between primary, secondary and tertiary education around languages 
meaning there is no clear learning pipeline.  

• Corporate legal limitations such as the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 can create a 
barrier to universities collaborating to preserve and deliver at-risk languages like Indonesian. 

• Job-Ready Graduates fee policies carve languages out of the most expensive fee band by 
unit cost but languages still often sit primarily within the Bachelor of Arts which can cost up 
to $50,000. This has created confusion among students and acts as a deterrent. 

• There is a lack of data on existing activities and relationships between Asia and Australia in 
higher education at a national level. This makes it impossible to identify gaps and 
opportunities for the government to pursue in building Asia capability. 

• Lack of clear communication and signalling to high school and university students about 
the vocational pathways opened through the study of language is a barrier. Researchers 
recently identified that only half of the 26 universities oRering languages in Australia 
identified transferable skills and employment pathways as a benefit of studying language 
to students. Please see Appendices for tables on language oRerings and value propositions 
(see endnote ii). 

• There are over 3,200 languages spoken in the Asia-Pacific region which belong to 28 
separate language families (see endnote i). New research shows that Australian universities 
teach a total of 14 Asia-Pacific languages. Many are taught at just one institution, including 
Cantonese, Tetum, Thai, Tok Pisin and Vietnamese.  

For examples and data tables please see appendices. 
 

Benefits of overseas campuses 
Australian universities have campuses overseas. An example includes RMIT University which 
has strengthened diplomatic and strategic engagement in Southeast Asia through their RMIT 
Vietnam remit.  

• It has built learning capacities within Southeast Asia with two campuses and an English 
language centre in Vietnam. iii 

• It oRers courses in media, fashion, business and design making them recognisable 
within the region as the first foreign-owned international university. 

• It invites dignitaries from across Southeast Asia to attend university events which has 
strengthened diplomatic relationships in the region.  

• The doctoral research program brings together researchers from across Southeast Asia 
to complete milestones together enhancing relationships across the region. 

• It has received Horizon Europe funding through their programs and activities in Vietnam. 
 

Recommendations for enabling Asia capability through education: 
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1.1. Collect and map data on existing activities and relationships across education 
providers to develop a collaborative approach to language pathways, student 
recruitment and engagement with Asia.  

1.2. Clear communication strategy for engaging with students about the value and 
career prospects of cultural competency, languages, translation and interpreting in 
business, industry, national security and diplomacy.  

1.3. Encourage flexible degree options, credit transfers and recognition of prior learning 
where students can build in languages to their general programs.  

1.4. Consider ways of crediting non-academic language capabilities and providing 
recognition of non-traditional prior learning. 

1.5. Developing a clear, joined up pipeline of language learning across primary, 
secondary and tertiary education sectors through curriculum resources and training 
and professional teacher trainingiv.  
 

2. Good practice models for building Asia capability. 

Australian universities have existing activities and programs which are strengthening reciprocal 
relationships, understanding and exchange with Asia and the Pacific. They have specific 
programs for building both language and cultural competencies including: 

• The University of Melbourne breadth subject model enables students from diRerent 
faculties to include a diploma of languages as part of their degree.v 

• Monash University oJers languages through double degree programs. They also 
have announced a new campus in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysiavi. 

• Curtin University oJers Asian languages in Open Universities Australia so students 
can add them to their degrees as double majors.vii  

• University of Queensland have executed a number of key strategies to build 
enrolments in languages. They include establishing annual events, partnering with 
teachers in primary and secondary education sectors, and providing collateral for the 
government myfuture website on employabilityviii. 

• GriJith University, Queensland University of Technology and The University of 
Queensland have formed the Brisbane Universities Languages Alliance which gives 
students opportunities to incorporate language studies into existing degreesix. 

• Universities oRer International Studies and Global Studies education which enhances 
student capabilities to engage with diverse cultures and communities.  

• New Colombo Plan and university student exchanges support Australian 
undergraduates to live, work and study in the Indo-Pacific.x 

• Postgraduate joint-degree programs facilitated directly between universities in 
Australia and Asia establish research partnerships, projects and relationships 
including Macquarie University’s two-way joint, global PhD programs with partners in 
China and Thailandxi.  

• The Australian Consortium for In-Country Indonesian Studies (ACICIS) provides 
study abroad experiences to Indonesia through partnerships with 19 Australian 
universitiesxii. 
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• Charles Darwin University has appointed an Associate Vice-Chancellor Indonesia 
focusing on regional engagement and its higher education sector.xiii They would like to 
collaborate with other universities and become a bridge between Australia and 
neighbouring countries.  

• The Department of Pacific AJairs at the Australian National University is the world’s 
leading centre of research and education on state, society and governance in the Pacific 
with strategic partnerships including DFAT, the Development Policy Centre and the Lowy 
Institutexiv.  

• Flinders University oJers postgraduate micro credentials in Pacific Engagement 
with the Australian Public Service (APS) Academy to equip APS employees with cultural 
capabilities and a deep understanding of Pacific culture, society and economyxv. 

We are more than happy to connect you with the people and institutions delivering these 
programs.  

3. The current state of Asian language learning and Asian cultural studies. 

The 2024 Universities Accord specified that universities have not successfully acted on 
“opportunities for skills that would help Australia engage better with our region (e.g. Indonesian 
language skills)” (Australian Universities Final Accord Report 2024, p. 227)xvi. 

Selected Department of Education data shows enrolments in language and literature have been 
declining since 2010xvii. Higher education policy expert Andrew Norton (Monash University) says 
overall decline in year 12 subject enrolments in languages is leading to declining tertiary 
demand for languagesxviii. 

Research from Southern Cross University and University of Southern Queensland shows there 
are several universities that no longer oRer any languages, and the footprint of languages in 
universities that still teach them is getting smaller (see endnote i).  

These examples are bracing: 

• University of Tasmania’s proposed closures to Indonesian will remove the state’s only 
tertiary-level Indonesian language oRering. 

• University of Wollongong disestablished its entire language disciplines including 
French, Spanish, Mandarin, Japanese and English Language, causing students to turn 
away from language learning in regional NSW.  

• The University of Southern Queensland has wholly discontinued the teaching of 
secondary languages.  

Closing down tertiary language streams leads to further reduction in student demand and 
teacher pipelines. This is a significant loss that is very hard to reverse. 

 

4. Opportunities to develop and promote the value of Asian cultural literacy.  

Universities across Australia promote greater intercultural understanding and Asia capability 
and cultural competencies beyond the classroom. Examples include: 
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• Flinders University has facilitated student exchange and visits for performing arts 
groups between Australia and Asia.  

• Monash University oJers language exploration sessions for school students and 
hosts cultural events for the local community at libraries. 

• The Asian Australian Studies Research Network runs conferences, symposia and 
events to promote knowledge-sharing and exchange with a focus on Asian culturexix.  

• The Asian Studies Association of Australia contributes to state and Commonwealth 
government policies related to Asia as the peak body of university experts and 
educators on Asia in Australia xx.  

• University student groups bring together international and Australian students, 
promote cross-cultural exchange and knowledge-sharing through social activities and 
professional events.  

• Curtin University oJers a Graduate Certificate in global engagement as part of the 
Master of Business Administration (MBA) options which promotes intercultural skills 
and awareness of global issues within a recognised learning programxxi.  

• Murdoch University has engaged with India’s High Commission and Consulates to 
make connections with industry, including Bollywood.  

• Universities have International and Global Engagement Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(DVC) appointments. There is a DVC (International) Committee that advises 
Universities Australia on policy design and implementationxxii.  

• The University of Newcastle have established the Pacific Initiative in Apia, Samoa to 
address national priority issues including climate resilience, biodiversity protection, 
waste management and environmental governance. This is in partnership with the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) xxiii.  

This is not an exhaustive list of the activities run by Australian universities aimed at building 
Asian cultural literacy.  

5. Expectations for whole-of-government coordination and collaboration.  

Education can play a central role in whole-of-government coordination to build Asia capability 
in Australia.  

Recommendations  

5.1. The Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) is currently reviewing its 
priorities. It should develop a clear strategy for engaging with students and 
educators to promote employability skills through a whole-of-government approach 
by engaging with key departments and agencies including: 

• Education (DoE) 
• DFAT 
• Home ARairs 
• Employment and Workplace Relations 
• Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) 
• Productivity Commission (PC) 
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5.2. DoE and other educational agencies including JSA and ATEC can better identify and 
promote cultural competency as a valued transferable skill of use in a wide array of 
industries and sectors. 

5.3. ATEC and Jobs and Skills Australia can explore cross-credit transfers, recognition of 
prior learning and micro-credentials for people who have language capabilities but 
may not have formal language qualifications. 

5.4. ASIC and ACCC can work with DoE and ATEC to set the policy context to enable 
collaboration and pathways across universities through working on anti-competition 
laws and implementing recognition of prior learning. 

5.5. ATEC can work with DoE and Minister for Education on fee reform. The Job-Ready 
Graduates package sends a negative signal about the value of Arts, Social Sciences 
and Humanities degrees through which languages and global studies are oRered.   

5.6. DoE can work across schools, universities and VET sector to overcome the siloed 
approach to language learning and pathways across the education sectors.   

5.7. JSA can highlight the value of languages as sovereign capabilities and transferable 
vocational skills that are in demand by employers. This work can be used by 
recruiters such as Defence that actively engage with students  

5.8. Closer links between the Skills and Employment and Education departments to 
reframe these humanities-based competencies as important and in demand skills.  

5.9. The Australia Awards funded by DFAT provides opportunities to citizens of 
participating countries for undergraduate or postgraduate study at Australian 
institutions enabling reciprocity with Asia and showcasing relationships between 
governments and institutionsxxiv.  
 

6. Other matters the committee considers relevant. 

Asia literacy and capabilities are a key function of education as a tool of statecraft. Education 
acts as a bridge between Asia and Australia. Matters which are relevant to consider are: 

• Students and educators have established relationships and partnerships between Asia 
and Australia. Engaging with them is tapping into existing expertise and understandings 
of the region. Opportunity to reframe Asia not as a region we can benefit from but also 
contribute to 

• The Pacific region is a high strategic priority and should be included in discussions 
around Asia capability and priorities. Facilitating training and partnerships between 
institutions in the Pacific and Australia can promote further collaboration, cultural 
competencies and intercultural understanding across the Asia-Pacific region as well as 
building on Australia’s significant security interests. Soft diplomacy has a core function. 

• India is the world’s most populous democracy and the second-largest country for 
international student enrolments in Australia. It should be regarded as a priority for 
education, diplomacy and security.  

• A significant report presenting data on trends of Asia literacy in Australian universities 
from 2000 to 2022 is Australia’s Asia Education Imperative: Trends in the Study of Asia 
and Pathways for Future published by University of New South Walesxxv. 
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• The International Education Association of Australia (IEAA) is Australia’s leading 
association for international educationxxvi. Its research highlights emerging trends, 
informs policy and enriches the education sector’s knowledge.  

 

Contact details 
Ellen Kirkpatrick 
Executive Director 
oRice@dassh.edu.au 
0421 361 667 

 

 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Table 2: Presence of individual languages among public universities oRering education in 
modern languages at Bachelor level.  

Source: The current state of modern language education in Australian public universities, Arts 
and Humanities in Higher Education, October 2025, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222251341412 
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Appendix 2 

Table 1: Value propositions in all public universities oRering Bachelor’s education in modern 
languages 

Source: The current state of modern language education in Australian public universities, Arts 
and Humanities in Higher Education, October 2025, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222251341412 
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Resources 

i The Australian National University College of Asia and the Pacific details the linguistic diversity of the 
Asia-Pacific region: https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/linguistics 

ii Arts and Humanities in Higher Education report ‘The current state of modern language education in 
Australian public universities’ explores languages in Australian universities: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222251341412 

iii RMIT Vietnam oDers programs in business, technology, communication, design, fashion and 
languages: https://www.rmit.edu.vn/about-us 

iv Western Australia’s Leap program allows new and existing teachers to gain qualifications in specialist 
areas, including Asian languages to promote a pipeline: https://www.education.wa.edu.au/leap-program 
The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority criteria outlines Australia’s 
Engagement with Asia as a clear secondary schooling curriculum priority building in Asia capability to 
curriculum design: https://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/foundation-year-10/cross-curriculum-priorities 

v The University of Melbourne Breadth subjects enables students from all faculties to study languages 
as part of their degree: https://students.unimelb.edu.au/your-course/manage-your-course/planning-
your-course-and-subjects/breadth-subjects 

vi Monash University’s Future Kuala Lumpur campus is the universities’ largest-ever investment in 
education and research in Malaysia: https://www.monash.edu.my/ 

vii Curtin University oKers Asian language programs through Open Universities Australia: 
https://www.open.edu.au/subjects/curtin-university-communicating-with-asia-languages-and-societies-
cur-asia110 

viii The University of Queensland develops collateral for the government myfuture website on 
employability of languages: https://myfuture.edu.au/career-stories/details/careers-in-languages and 
https://myfuture.edu.au/career-articles/details/6-career-paths-for-language-students 
The university hosts an annual Languages experience day for school students: 
https://study.uq.edu.au/events/go-borderless-languages-experience-day 

ix The Brisbane Universities Languages Alliance provides students opportunities to incorporate 
languages into their degrees: https://www.bula.edu.au/ 

x New Colombo Plan scholarship is an Australian Government initiative that provides opportunities for 
undergraduate students to develop Indo-Pacific capability and Asia literacy through immersive 
experiences: https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/new-colombo-plan 

xi Macquarie University Global PhD schemes enables students to spend time researching overseas as 
part of their programs: https://www.mq.edu.au/research/phd-and-research-degrees/explore-research-
degrees/global-research-training/global-phd-programs 

xii Australian Consortium for In-Country Indonesian Studies oDers study abroad experiences in 
Indonesia: https://www.acicis.edu.au/ 

xiii Charles Darwin University appointed an Associate Vice-Chancellor (AVC) Indonesia to build 
connections with Indonesia: https://www.cdu.edu.au/news/cdu-makes-indonesia-push-new-

https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/linguistics
https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222251341412
https://www.rmit.edu.vn/about-us
https://www.education.wa.edu.au/leap-program
https://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/foundation-year-10/cross-curriculum-priorities
https://students.unimelb.edu.au/your-course/manage-your-course/planning-your-course-and-subjects/breadth-subjects
https://www.monash.edu.my/
https://www.open.edu.au/subjects/curtin-university-communicating-with-asia-languages-and-societies-cur-asia110
https://myfuture.edu.au/career-stories/details/careers-in-languages and https://myfuture.edu.au/career-articles/details/6-career-paths-for-language-students
https://study.uq.edu.au/events/go-borderless-languages-experience-day
https://www.bula.edu.au/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/new-colombo-plan
https://www.mq.edu.au/research/phd-and-research-degrees/explore-research-degrees/global-research-training/global-phd-programs
https://www.acicis.edu.au/
https://www.cdu.edu.au/news/cdu-makes-indonesia-push-new-appointment#:~:text=Charles%20Darwin%20University%20is%20pleased%20to%20announce%20the,connections%20to%20its%20closest%20neighbour%20in%20the%20North.
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appointment#:~:text=Charles%20Darwin%20University%20is%20pleased%20to%20announce%20the,c
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xiv The Department of Pacific AKairs at the Australian National University is the leading international 
centre on issues of governance, state and society in the Pacific: 
https://bellschool.anu.edu.au/dpa/about-us-dpa 
 
xv Flinders University Pacific Engagement postgraduate micro credentials enhance cultural 
capabilities for APS employees: https://www.flinders.edu.au/study/short-courses/pacific-engagement 
 
xvi The 2024 Universities Accord Final Report contains recommendations for government consideration 
for long-term higher education reform: https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-
accord/resources/final-report 
 
xvii Department of Education selected higher education student statistics encompasses enrolments 
and completions data: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/student-data 
 
xviii Andrew Norton analysis on reducing foreign languages enrolments based on enrolment data from 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority: 
https://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national-report-on-schooling-in-australia/year-12-subject-
enrolments 
 
xix Asian Australian Studies Research Network runs conferences, symposia and events to promote 
knowledge-sharing and exchange with a focus on Asian studies: https://sydney.jpf.go.jp/japanese-
studies/resources/asian-australian-studies-research-network-aasrn/ 
 
xx Asian Studies Association of Australia supports academics and students with interest in Asia and 
contributes to state and Commonwealth policies: https://asaa.asn.au/ 
 
xxi Curtin University’s Global Engagement Graduate Certificate increases intercultural skills and 
awareness of global issues: https://www.curtin.edu.au/study/oDering/course-pg-graduate-certificate-in-
global-engagement--gc-globl/ 
 
xxii The Deputy Vice-Chancellor (International) Committee advises Universities Australia on policy and 
strategy: https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/policy-submissions/international/university-contacts-
international/ 
 
xxiii University of Newcastle’s Pacific Initiative works with Pacific partners to deliver solutions to 
environmental, social and economic challenges: 
https://www.newcastle.edu.au/research/centre/nier/initiatives/pacific-node 
This is in partnership with the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental Program (SPREP), a 
key inter-governmental organisation focused on environment and sustainable development: 
https://www.sprep.org/ 
 
xxiv Australia Awards oDer scholarships, fellowships and short courses to emerging leaders from 
participating partner countries: https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/australia-awards 
 
xxv Edward Aspinall and Melissa Crouch from University of New South Wales report ‘Australia’ Asia 
Education Imperative: Trends in the Study of Asia and Pathways for the Future’ focuses on trends and 
conservation of Asian literacy in Australia: https://www.unsw.edu.au/news/2023/02/australias-asia-
education-imperative 
 
xxvi International Education Association of Australia is Australia’s leading association for international 
education: https://ieaa.org.au/ 

https://www.cdu.edu.au/news/cdu-makes-indonesia-push-new-appointment#:~:text=Charles%20Darwin%20University%20is%20pleased%20to%20announce%20the,connections%20to%20its%20closest%20neighbour%20in%20the%20North.
https://bellschool.anu.edu.au/dpa/about-us-dpa
https://www.flinders.edu.au/study/short-courses/pacific-engagement
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/final-report
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/student-data
https://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national-report-on-schooling-in-australia/year-12-subject-enrolments
https://sydney.jpf.go.jp/japanese-studies/resources/asian-australian-studies-research-network-aasrn/
https://asaa.asn.au/
https://www.curtin.edu.au/study/offering/course-pg-graduate-certificate-in-global-engagement--gc-globl/
https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/policy-submissions/international/university-contacts-international/
https://www.newcastle.edu.au/research/centre/nier/initiatives/pacific-node
https://www.sprep.org/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/australia-awards
https://www.unsw.edu.au/news/2023/02/australias-asia-education-imperative
https://ieaa.org.au/



