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in Western Australia: 
Development and challenges
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Abstract

Korean has been one of the fastest-growing languages in terms of 
learner population both in Australia and in many other Western 
countries. Among the factors contributing to this growth, one that 
is probably the most frequently mentioned is the contemporary 
worldwide popularity of Korean pop culture. Nevertheless, this 
element alone is not sufficient to boost growth in language learner 
numbers at different levels. This chapter focuses on the case of 
Western Australia, presenting the background and the current state 
of Korean language education, and highlighting issues embedded in 
the Western Australian and Australian context that hinder further 
growth. It shows how the growth in Korean language education is 
sustained not only by intrinsically motivated learners, but also by 
the synergic collaboration of elements such as local educational 
policies, nationwide language policies, institutional long-term vision 
and committment, inter-governmental support and commercial 
interests.

Keywords: Korean language, Korean–Australians, Asia literacy, 
learner motivation
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1. Introduction
This chapter focuses on the state of the Korean language education sector 
in Western Australia and the challenges it faces. It identifies some key 
drivers behind the recent growth in student numbers over the past decade 
and considers potential challenges for future growth. Through providing 
an overview and analysis of these challenges, this chapter will offer some 
suggestions as to how to build successful new language programs to enhance 
the provision of Asian languages education in Australia and particularly in 
regions or institutions where the teaching and learning of Asian languages 
have been introduced relatively recently. Korean language education offers 
a useful case study because of the recent mainstreaming of Korean popular 
culture, which has driven familiarity with and interest in Korean culture. 
Yet the Korean language education sector is relatively new and struggles 
with gaining a foothold, particularly in primary and secondary schools. 
So while the popularity of Korean language courses and Korean studies 
majors has been driven by the phenomenal popularity of Korean popular 
culture in its various forms, the structural challenges that constrain future 
development and expansion of the language education sector have meant 
that there is perhaps a clear limit to how much popularity alone can facilitate 
sustainable growth.

In this chapter, we will first give background to the development and 
current state of the Korean language in Western Australia, highlighting 
the increasing importance of the Republic of Korea (ROK) to the Western 
Australian economy. We will then present the results of a survey conducted 
with a sample (n = 201) of university-level Korean language learners that 
aimed to investigate the main motivations behind their decisions to study 
Korean and to illustrate what draws students to elect Koran language 
study at tertiary level. Finally, we will conclude with a reflection on the 
challenges we have experienced as educators and the lessons for the 
development of Korean language education going forward both in Western 
Australia and elsewhere in Australia. We will illustrate how the long-term 
success of language education is heavily dependent on institutional will 
and commitment to language and area studies education, as well as state 
and federal government policies which create the structural environment 
for educators to make local-level student achievement possible. We argue 
that ultimately, in the absence of strong state and federal government-
level support, the fate of language education programs is in the hands of 
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local institutional management, which, despite highly motivated staff and 
students, makes programs highly vulnerable to changes in government 
funding policy, institutional focus and staffing files.

2. Background

2.1. Western Australia and Republic of Korea 
relations in the context of language education

Unlike on the east coast of Australia, where Korean studies programs 
also have a significant Korean migrant community presence, the Western 
Australian heritage learner community is still relatively small (Shin, 2019). 
While in various parts of the world, Korean language education was initially 
established to cater to the needs of heritage learners, this has not been 
the case in Western Australia. For example, in regions with a strong local 
Korean community such as California in the United States or New South 
Wales in Australia, some universities introduced dual-track programs to 
accommodate learners beyond a beginner entry level, with most upper-level 
advanced courses squarely designed to cater to Korean background learners. 
In the past, the heritage learner stream in these areas could even be relied on 
to ensure that programs for ab initio learners were able to continue despite 
relatively small numbers. This is similar to what happened with Chinese 
or Japanese language courses in many Australian universities, including in 
Western Australia. However, as significant Korean migration to Western 
Australia has been a relatively recent development, with most migrants 
having arrived after the 1990s (Committee for the 50 Years History of 
Korean in Australia, 2008), the University of Western Australia has had 
to rely on beginner language learner streams to build a viable program 
(as described in detail in Section 2.2 below). In the past, given both the 
prevalence of North Korea in mainstream news and the political upheavals 
that dominated the representation of the Korean peninsula, numbers were 
very low. Moreover, since first-generation Korean speakers represent the 
majority of adult Koreans in Western Australia, and most 1.5- and second-
generation Korean–Australians are still relatively young, the majority of 
Korean language learners enrolling in tertiary-level courses are domestic and 
international non-heritage background learners. For this reason, significant 
growth in student numbers only took off in the 2010s.
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Compared to the eastern states of Australia, Western Australia has thus only 
recently begun to witness the emergence of a sizeable Australian–Korean 
community. According to Australian census data collected in August 
2016, there were 7,134 Korean speakers in Western Australia, accounting 
for just over 6.5 per cent of Korean speakers resident in Australia (Table 
3.1). While the numbers seem relatively small, they have more than tripled 
since 2006 when there were fewer than 2,000 Korean speakers resident 
in Western Australia. This represents the fastest growth in the number of 
background Korean speakers in all Australian states and territories over 
the decade between 2006 and 2016 (Table 3.1). Much of this growth has 
been due to Western Australia’s resources sector boom, which brought 
major infrastructure, mining, and oil and gas projects led by large Korean 
companies such as Kogas, POSCO, Hanhwa and Samsung. In  the same 
period, the general growth rate in the number of Korean speakers in the 
whole of Australia was just under 50 per cent.

This demographic feature of the Korean-speaking population in Western 
Australia has had two significant implications for Korean language education 
in the state. Firstly, in comparison with Australia’s more populous eastern 
states such as New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland, the total size 
of the Korean-speaking community is much smaller. Moreover, among 
the 7,000 or so Korean speakers who live in Western Australia today, the 
vast majority are young professionals who have completed their tertiary 
education, typically in Korea, and have children still in primary or secondary 
school. As a result, the number of heritage learners is still very small.

Most of the non-Korean background learners of Korean have very limited 
prior knowledge of the Korean language, and many are motivated to learn 
because of their engagement with various forms of Korean popular culture, 
such as K-pop, K-dramas or webtoons. Despite their imagined or real 
familiarity with Korean culture and society through fictional representations, 
many have little first-hand experience of living in Korea, a situation that has 
been made even more acute due to the COVID-19 travel restrictions, which 
have prevented study abroad programs from going ahead. Given the small 
number of young Koreans residing in Western Australia, most students also 
lack adequate opportunities to come into contact with speakers of Korean 
before they sign up for Korean language courses or majors, and thus existing 
people-to-people links are less likely to play a role in motivating students to 
take up Korean language study.
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The development of Korean language education in Western Australia thus 
presents us with a useful case study on how tertiary education programs 
in Asian languages can be designed in regions without strong migration 
population links (such as the United Kingdom or the Republic of Ireland). 
We will illustrate how neither staff and student enthusiasm for language 
education nor the support of external funding agencies such as the Korea 
Foundation or the Academy of Korean Studies is ever enough to ensure the 
success of a program. Instead, in planning a new program, it is important to 
consider the interplay between student demand, institutional structures and 
long-term vision, the wider political landscape determining the ideologies 
that inform funding structures and external support opportunities, and the 
need to embed Asia literacy as core to Australian educational institutions’ 
learning goals, given that Asia’s future is increasingly intertwined with 
Australia’s success.

ROK has become an increasingly significant trading partner for Western 
Australia in the past two decades, and, as a result, demand for graduates 
with Korean language skills and cultural literacy has grown. In 2004, 
Western Australia established a trade office in Seoul; fast-forward to 
2020–2021, when trade in consumer goods and natural resources surged 
to A$13.8 billion.1 The signing of the Korea–Australia Free Trade Agreement 
(KAFTA) in 2014 further strengthened bilateral investment ties, as the 
Australian government’s recognition of Korea’s vital importance to Australia 
continued to grow (Wilson, 2018). The economic and, more recently, 
defence and security importance of Korea has become more relevant as 
both the COVID-19 pandemic and the changing security landscape in 
the Indo-Pacific have required middle powers such as Australia and Korea 
to rethink their strategic alliances and supply chains. In September 2021, 
a Joint Statement was released at the Australia–Republic of Korea Foreign 
and Defence Ministers’ 2+2 Meeting in Seoul, outlining how the two 
countries will continue to cooperate closely on building resilient supply 
chains of critical minerals essential for renewable energy technologies 
and advanced manufacturing. This development has been driven both by 
existing ties and, most of all, by the realisation that global supply chain 
security now faces multiple potential environmental, geopolitical, societal, 
infrastructural and economic threats (Dalton, 2021). As of 2023, South 
Korea was Western Australia’s third-largest trading partner, with iron ore 

1	  www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/western-australias-economy-and-international-trade#​
western-australia-top-10-trading-partners.

http://www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/western-australias-economy-and-international-trade#western-australia-top-10-trading-partners
http://www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/western-australias-economy-and-international-trade#western-australia-top-10-trading-partners
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and petroleum making up more than 75 per cent of goods exported to 
Korea. Inward Korean corporate investment in energy, finance, property, 
defence and critical mineral sectors has increased the potential for Western 
Australian graduates to secure employment with Korean companies in 
Australia (Lee, 2021). For this reason, learning Korean is no longer just an 
option for those interested in popular culture but is now seen as a smart 
career choice to enhance one’s curriculum vitae.

However, the main reason for the increased interest in Korean language 
and studies programs is still a desire to learn the Korean language in 
order to feel more ‘immersed’ in the culture of their favourite K-pop 
idols (Fraschini, 2020; Fraschini & Caruso, 2019; Han, 2021; Lee, 2018; 
Nikitina & Furuoka, 2019; Elfving-Hwang, 2021). Strong economic links 
with Korea, along with increasing local enthusiasm for Korean popular 
culture, have created a strong basis for the growth in demand for Korean 
language education in Western Australian tertiary institutions as well as 
potentially in primary and secondary schools. Yet challenges remain, due 
less to pedagogical challenges and more to structural issues that are difficult 
to solve at the local institutional level.

2.2. Tertiary Korean language education  
in Western Australia

In Western Australia, the Korean language is currently taught at tertiary level 
at two universities—UWA and Curtin University. Other Asian languages—
namely, Chinese, Indonesian and Japanese—are offered in four of the state’s 
five universities. Korean is currently taught at eight universities in Australia, 
and the Korean studies major programs at UWA and Curtin University are 
among the most recent additions to the national offerings.

Korean language courses were first introduced in Western Australia at Curtin 
University in 1991. Initially, this involved a Korean language stream, which 
was offered in the language major in the Bachelor of Arts degree program, 
and as part of the Graduate Diploma for Asian Languages. However, in 
2010 Curtin University discontinued the program, claiming low enrolments 
and efficiency savings while retaining Japanese and Chinese (Lane, 2011). 
The following year UWA introduced a first-year Korean language course on 
a trial basis, driven in part by the vision of the dean of the Faculty of Arts, 
who saw value in strengthening Asian languages. At this point, there was 
also a double financial incentive to introduce Korean. Around this time, all 
LOTE (Language Other Than English) courses were given an additional 
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Commonwealth funding loading per equivalent full-time student load, 
and therefore Korean offered attractive financial returns if successful. The 
Korean government also supported the establishment of a Korean studies 
program at UWA with a significant grant.

With 89 students completing the pilot course in the second semester 
and UWA securing a A$500,000 grant to support the development of an 
ongoing program, there was sufficient support to commit to a new major in 
Korean studies. Serendipitously, in the same year, UWA’s decision to reform 
its degree structure to make it easier for students to take a foreign language 
as a ‘broadening’ elective further made the Korean language a popular 
choice for students with little or no prior language learning experience. 
In 2012, with the support of external funding from the Korea Foundation, 
a permanent faculty member was appointed to develop a curriculum for 
the Korean studies major. The major was launched in 2014 and, due to an 
exponential growth in student numbers, a further appointment of a tenure-
track faculty member was made in 2015.

In 2021 there was a further surge in student numbers with the introduction 
of a new minor program in Korean Language and Culture, which in the 
same year became the most popular minor across the university. Student 
numbers showed a strong upward trend from 2012 to 2021 (Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1 Korean studies enrolments at UWA, including studies courses 
with focus on Korea
Source: Compiled by author.
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However, despite an impressive upward growth trend and no increase 
in staffing, in 2021 the program was hit with a resourcing freeze, which 
was attributed to a ‘structural deficit’ that, according to the university 
management, constrained funding to two full-time equivalent staff, whose 
contracts were transferred from teaching and research positions to ‘teaching-
focused’ positions.

This decision was attributed in part to the financial impact of COVID-19, 
but the drop in fee income, despite a relatively modest drop in the number of 
international students, was more likely triggered by the federal government’s 
2020 Higher Education Support Amendment (Job-Ready Graduates and 
Supporting Regional and Remote Students) Bill.2 This bill changed the 
funding rules to reduce student contributions to less than A$4,000 per 
domestic student, which has made language programs less attractive for 
universities to run because of the caps placed on Commonwealth-funded 
places, which means that universities risk running language programs at a 
loss once the Commonwealth funding gap has been reached.

At the same time, first-year enrolments in Korean language courses have 
steadily increased, showing growth of almost 50 per cent between 2015 
and 2021 in the introductory first-year course. Moreover, the number of 
students enrolled in the second- and third-year courses has grown steadily, 
consolidating a positive retention rate. In other words, while the program 
itself demonstrated consistently strong or growing student numbers at every 
level, both external and internal structural resourcing decisions meant that 
the long-term viability of the program was being undermined through 
a focus on short-term profits. Meanwhile, the re-introduction of Korean at 
Curtin University through the establishment of a Korean studies major in 
2023 confirms that the interest in Korean studies and Korean language 
in Western Australia is strong.

In the next section, we will discuss some of the main drivers of students’ 
motivation to learn Korean and how these drivers can be useful in enhancing 
student numbers and improving retention.

2	  The Job-Ready Graduates Bill reallocates federal university funding to priority areas, including 
engineering, sciences, education and languages, which the government has designated as being of strategic 
importance to Australia’s future economic success.
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3. Designing pedagogy to enhance learner 
motivation

3.1. Pedagogical context

Success in language learning is often driven by the degree of motivation 
with which students commit to the learning process, despite the obvious 
challenges and difficulties that learning a foreign language can pose. In 
order to better understand student learning needs, we deployed a survey 
among university students enrolled in three Korean language courses at the 
University of Western Australia in semester one 2016. We saw this scoping 
of motivations as a particularly important task, as our student cohorts 
follow a distinct pattern, depending on whether they choose Korean studies 
as their major or as an elective. While students enrolled in the major are 
90 per cent domestic and 10 per cent international, the percentage of 
students taking the Korean language as an elective subject is well above the 
institutional average of 20 per cent. These students are mostly from East or 
Southeast Asian countries (China, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia). The 
motivations among those who take Korean language courses as electives 
can therefore vary, from the desire to enhance one’s overall degree grade 
point average (GPA) through taking a course that is seen as relatively easy 
to achieve good grades in (Beginners’ Korean) to interest in gaining a deep 
understanding of Korean society and culture.

Students who take Korean studies as their first major are typically driven by 
the latter motivation and are required to complete eight compulsory courses 
over three years. At the time of the data collection, the eight compulsory 
courses included six language courses (one per semester) and two courses 
on Korean Culture and Society and Contemporary Korean Society, which 
were taught in English and aimed to enhance the students’ understanding 
of Korean culture, society and history, thus enhancing the employability 
of ‘Korea-literate’ graduates. The requirements of the minor program in 
Korean Language and Culture are completion of four language courses, or 
three language courses and one Korean studies course. Within the language 
course sequence, Korean 1 is a Level 1 course for ab initio learners, and 
students enrolled in this course typically have little or no previous experience 
of using the Korean language. Korean 3 is a Level 2 course for intermediate 
learners and Korean 5 is a Level 3 course for intermediate–advanced learners 
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who have typically completed four Korean language courses. It should be 
noted that students satisfying the language proficiency requirements can 
enrol directly in the appropriate course as an elective regardless of their 
actual years in a degree program. For example, a heritage learner who just 
started their undergraduate program at UWA may directly enrol in Korean 3 
or Korean 5 as an unattached elective, provided that they demonstrate the 
required level of Korean language skills in a placement test taken prior to 
the start of the semester.

3.2. Sample and method of data collection

The survey and the research project were approved by UWA’s Human 
Research Ethics Committee before the commencement of the study. 
Participation in the survey was anonymous, and care was taken to 
emphasise that the students may participate in and withdraw from the 
survey voluntarily. By administering the survey in paper format at the end 
of a weekly language class, we were able to achieve a very high response rate. 
The survey instrument was designed with reference to the existing literature 
on second language motivation, learner needs analysis and learning material 
development (Choi, 2013; Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005; Dörnyei, 2009; 
Dörnyei & Chan, 2013; Donryei & Ryan, 2015; Hadfield & Dörnyei, 
2013; Jee, 2015; Kwon & Lee, 2005, Son & Jeon, 2011). Specifically, 
the survey questionnaire consisted of two lists of statements, focusing on 
learner reasons for taking Korean language courses (15 items) and on their 
preference regarding format, typology and content of language learning 
materials (14 items). All items were ranked using a 5-point Likert scale. 
In addition, the questionnaire also collected some demographic data about 
learner variables, the descriptive statistics of which are reported below.

Of the 268 students enrolled in the three language courses, 201 (75%) filled 
in the questionnaire. Among these respondents, 163 (81.1%) students were 
enrolled in Korean 1, 21 (10.4%) in Korean 3 and 10 (5%) in Korean 5. 
The other eight (3.5%) students did not respond to all of the questions. 
Given the high response rate, we were also able to create a snapshot of the 
profile of Korean language learners at UWA from the sample’s descriptive 
statistics (Table 3.2).
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Table 3.2 Sample of Korean language learners at UWA, April 2016

Freq.
(missing)

Freq.
(0)

Freq.
(1)

Gender
0=female
1=male

8 146 47

New student
0=returning student
1=new (1st year) student

6 112 83

STEM
0=NOT majoring in a STEM subject
1=majoring in a STEM subject

6 102 93

Multilingual
0=NOT a multilingual speaker
1=a multilingual speaker

8 89 104

First L2
0=studying Korean NOT as a 1st L2
1=studying Korean as a 1st L2

12 165 24

Source: Compiled by author.

As illustrated in Table 3.2, female students outnumbered male students 
(72.6% were female, 23.4% male). This reflects the gender dynamics of 
Korean studies programs elsewhere, as well as other language programs at 
UWA. Among all students who participated in the survey, 83 (41.3%) were 
in their first year of study, 58 (29%) in the second year, 44 (21.9%) in the 
third year, and 10 (5%) had been at the university for three years or more. 
In other words, in the Korean studies program, the numbers of new and 
returning students were generally equal, with the latter slightly exceeding 
the former in 2016. Most of the students electing to study Korean were 
doing it to study for an elective (87.1%), whereas only 9 per cent of the 
survey participants had at the time of filling in the survey elected to study 
for the full Korean studies major. This is also reflective of how most students 
‘find’ Korean studies as an area of study: they tend to ‘try out’ a course or 
two, and only commit to a full major once they feel confident enough that 
they will be successful in doing so. Most respondents were enrolled in a 
Bachelor of Science (64, 31.8%) or a Bachelor of Commerce (61, 30.3%). 
Other degree majors included those in the Bachelor of Arts (33, 16.41%), 
Engineering and Computer Sciences (24, 12%), Architecture (5, 2.5%), 
Medicine (4, 2%) and Law (1, 0.5%).3 As shown in Table 3.2, almost half of 
the survey participants majored in a STEM subject. Furthermore, more than 

3	  An undergraduate major in education was not available at UWA at the time of the data collection.



75

3. KOREAN LANGUAGE EDUCATION IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA

half of the survey participants (54%) indicated that they were competent 
in more than one language. Therefore, only a minority of the respondents 
(24, or 13%) were studying Korean as their first experience of L2 learning, 
suggesting that Korean language study presents a less attractive option for 
students to explore as their first experience of foreign language learning.

3.3. Findings: Motivations to study Korean language

The survey asked students to rate 15 statements on the extent to which 
they agreed that the reason listed was an accurate descriptor to explain 
why they had chosen to study Korean. Applying factor analysis, we found 
that the students’ rating of the 15 statements mainly reflected variations 
around three broad thematic variables: intrinsic interest in Korean culture 
and the Korean people, desire to visit or live in Korea, and enhanced 
employment prospects.

The first motivation was Positive attitudes towards Korean culture and the 
Korean people. This was captured in high agreement scores for statements 
such as ‘I am interested in Korean popular culture’ and ‘I am interested in 
Korean history and traditional culture’. The second clear motivation was 
the Desire to visit or live in Korea, with high agreement levels with statements 
such as ‘I want to travel to Korea or study in Korea’ and ‘I want to live in 
Korea in the future’. A third noticeable motivation was identified and can 
be summarised as Enhanced employment prospects, with statements such as 
‘I think speaking Korean will be an asset in the future’ and ‘I think that by 
learning Korean I can find a better job in the future’.

Table 3.3 Descriptive statistics of the three main learning motivations

n Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation

Positive attitudes 
towards Korean culture 
and the Korean people

201 1.00 5.00 4.0174 .8637

A desire to visit or live 
in Korea

201 1.00 5.00 3.8458 .8544

Enhanced employment 
prospects

201 1.00 5.00 3.8176 .7951

Source: Compiled by author.
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Using the coefficient of each statement revealed by the factor analysis process, 
we reconstructed each participant’s score of each expressed motivation for 
enrolling in Korean language study, and then calculated the aggregated 
score for the whole cohort. As demonstrated in Table 3.3, of the three main 
motivations, Positive attitudes towards Korean culture and the Korean people 
was the strongest, clearly indicating that existing interest in Korean society 
and culture is the main motivating factor for learning Korean. On average, 
students assigned 4.0174 on a scale of 1 to 5 to indicate how strongly they 
considered Positive attitudes towards Korean culture and the Korean people 
to be a factor motivating them to sign up for a Korean language course. 
The other two motivations also appeared to be strong among the survey 
participants. On average, students assigned 3.8458 on a scale of 1 to 5 to 
indicate how strongly they considered Desire to visit or live in Korea to be a 
factor motivating them to sign up for a Korean language course, and 3.8176 
to Enhanced employment prospects, suggesting that many have, through their 
interest in Korean culture and society, developed a desire to work and live in 
Korea or to seek a job that allows them to work in contexts that afford them 
opportunities to interact with Korean people.

From an aetiological perspective, the overarching motivation to study 
Korean is thus integrative and draws on existing positive perceptions 
towards the target language community. However, many also felt that 
instrumental reasons associated with sets of skills that would enable them to 
better perform in future careers were also important. In other words, while 
the main motivation was driven by emotive reasons (intrinsic motivation 
to learn because of attraction to another culture), students also considered 
the choice to be highly rational because it allowed them to imagine future 
selves in desirable careers. These findings were replicated in a subsequent 
study focusing on Korean language learner motivation and a vision study 
conducted on a different student cohort enrolled in the same program at a 
later stage (Fraschini & Caruso, 2019), suggesting that the motivations did 
not shift. This is an important consideration for educators because it suggests 
that developing clear course combinations that effectively integrate Korean 
studies (both linguistic and cultural training) with other major degrees 
such as engineering, commerce, political science and international relations 
are most likely to result in strong student recruitment and retention, as 
students can see themselves being able to apply their linguistic and cultural 
knowledge in future career situations.
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3.4. Preference of learning activities among Korean 
language students

The survey also asked students to express their preference for language 
learning activities and material used in the classroom through rating 
14  items. On a scale of 1 to 5, ranging from ‘I wouldn’t like it at all’ 
to ‘I would really like it’, students indicated the extent to which they 
enjoyed each of the learning activities commonly used in second language 
education. We then applied a similar strategy to that used to study student 
motivations. Factor analysis results reveal that variations in the students’ 
rating of the 14 items mainly reflect the variations in four underlying 
variables, each reflecting one broader category of learning activities. The 
first category can be labelled as High-level language activities, and includes, 
for example, ‘academic lectures and presentations on Korea’, ‘workplace-
related conversations’ and ‘professional talks’. The second category covers 
Form-focused activities such as ‘grammar exercises and drills’, ‘vocabulary 
exercises’, and ‘short compositions practice regarding narratives and emails’. 
The third category focuses on Oral language activities, including the typical 
examples of ‘classroom reports and presentation’ and ‘role-plays’. The final 
category comprises Everyday language activities, including ‘conversations on 
everyday life topics’, ‘talking about Korean dramas, songs, or shows’ and 
‘reading Korean news and newspaper articles’.

Table 3.4 Students’ preference for the four main categories of learning 
activities

n Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation

High-level language 
activities

201 1.00 5.00 3.0357 .9897

Form-focused activities 201 1.33 5.00 3.6766 .8919

Oral language activities 201 1.33 5.00 3.1990 .9369

Everyday language 
activities

201 1.67 5.00 3.9867 .7467

Source: Compiled by author.

Applying a similar strategy introduced in the last subsection, we reconstructed 
each participant’s preference for each category of learning activities and 
then calculated the aggregated score for the whole cohort. As demonstrated 
in Table 3.4, Everyday language activities is the most popular category of 
learning activities. On average, students assigned 3.9867 on a scale of 1 to 
5 to indicate how strongly they liked Everyday language activities during 
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a Korean language course. This aligns with the finding where the main 
motivation for learning the language was to interact with Korean people 
and demonstrates that students actively imagine themselves in everyday 
situations using the Korean language. Students also demonstrated a good 
level of appreciation for Form-focused activities (grammar exercises), with 
an average preference score of 3.6766 on a scale of 1 to 5. The levels of 
enthusiasm for the other two categories of learning activities are relatively 
lower but remain positive on both occasions. On average, students assigned 
3.1990 on a scale of 1 to 5 to indicate how strongly they liked Oral language 
activities during a Korean language course and 3.0357 to High-level language 
activities. The enthusiasm for form-focused activities points to a desire to 
achieve fluency and confidence in real-life situations.

Moreover, students strongly prefer the use of real-life learning materials, 
such as TV shows and social networking sites, to prepare themselves for 
situations that they see as real life in the future. However, at the same time, 
students do not necessarily dislike traditional learning activities that are 
directly associated with training in grammar, structures and vocabulary, as 
such training is seen as a necessary part of mastering a language. Therefore, 
to choose and deploy the most suitable learning activities in particular 
circumstances, we deemed it necessary to investigate how each category of 
learning activities correlates with each learning motivation.

To test this idea, we constructed four regression models to examine how 
each category of learning activities is correlated with the three motivations 
for  enrolling in Korean language classes. The results are reported in 
Table 3.5. In each model, in addition to variables of learning motivations 
and learning activities, we also include a series of individual characteristics 
as control variables.

According to the results of Model A, other things being equal, a student in 
our Korean language courses who had a higher level of career-development 
motivation in studying the Korean language was also likely to have a higher 
preference for studying the Korean language through high-level language 
activities. This result clearly shows that students who study Korean to use it 
for future career development are aware not only of the need to learn how 
to use Korean in more formal situations and professional contexts, but also 
of the opportunities Korean language ability presents for them to boost 
their potential career options. Also, other things being equal, in comparison 
with their male peers, female students tend to have a higher preference for 
studying Korean through high-level language activities.
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Table 3.5 Correlations between learning motivations and learning 
activities

Preference of learning activities

(A)
High-level 
language 
activities

(B)
Form-

focused 
activities

(C)
Oral 

language 
activities

(D)
Everyday 
language 
activities

Varieties of learning motivations

Positive attitudes towards 
Korea and Koreans

0.069
(0.094)

0.020
(0.085)

0.221*
(0.091)

0.311**
(0.064)

Prospects of visiting or 
relocating to Korea

0.129
(0.101)

0.247**
(0.091)

0.019
(0.098)

0.072
(0.068)

Desires for developing 
employability

0.247*
(0.110)

0.050
(0.100)

0.053
(0.107)

–0.076
(0.075)

Control variables

Gender –0.356*
(0.167)

–0.007
(0.151)

–0.287
(0.162)

–0.327**
(0.113)

New student 0.177
(0.145)

–0.144
(0.131)

–0.076
(0.141)

–0.069
(0.099)

STEM 0.200
(0.144)

0.198
(0.130)

0.223
(0.140)

0.255
(0.098)

First L2 0.009
(0.222)

–0.072
(0.201)

–0.161
(0.215)

–0.207
(0.151)

Multilingual 0.015
(0.150)

0.153
(0.135)

0.079
(0.145)

0.331**
(0.102)

Constant term 1.220**
(0.471)

2.348**
(0.425)

2.010**
(0.456)

2.592**
(0.320)

N. of observations 184 184 184 184

Adjust R2 0.087 0.060 0.051 0.246

Source: Compiled by author.

According to the results of Model B, other things being equal, a student 
who is more strongly motivated by the prospects of visiting or living in 
Korea in the future is more likely to also have a higher preference for 
studying the Korean language through form-focused activities. Similarly, 
a study conducted by Fraschini and Caruso (2019) found that students who 
were interested in living and working in Korea, and gaining employment in 
a language-focused profession, such as translating, interpreting or English 
language teaching, were more likely to appreciate learning activities that 
required demonstrating a high degree of accuracy and in-depth knowledge 
of grammar and advanced language features.
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According to the results of Model C, other things being equal, we found 
that students who aspire to live in Korea and are already drawn to Korean 
culture are also more likely to prefer to study Korean language by engaging 
in speaking and listening tasks, including watching Korean dramas, songs 
and news reports. This group was also keen to learn more about Korean 
culture and society. Similarly, as the results of Model D indicate, these 
students are also more likely to have a higher preference for studying the 
Korean language through activities that involve more everyday language use 
than discipline-specific or high-level language.

Furthermore, the results of Model D also reveal two other interesting 
patterns. First, other things being equal, in comparison with fellow male 
students, female students tend to have a higher preference for studying 
Korean through everyday language activities. The reason for this result 
probably lies in the fact that female students, more than male students, 
tend to express a stronger interest in consuming Korean popular culture. 
Second, other things being equal, in comparison with fellow students who 
are not multilingual speakers, students who are multilingual speakers tend 
to have a higher preference for studying Korean through everyday language 
activities. The reason for this could lie in the fact that multilingual speakers 
are more used to using multiple languages to communicate in everyday 
life and have a predisposition to learn Korean for similar purposes with 
less concern for obtaining a high level of accuracy. They may also be less 
concerned with making errors, and keener on simply achieving successful 
communication skills.

What all this suggests, therefore, is that most Korean language students 
are highly motivated by the intrinsic draw of Korean culture, with which 
they feel a strong affinity, as well as instrumental considerations with a view 
to enhancing their future employment opportunities. This dual interest 
provides a very strong motivational basis for developing successful programs 
because students are driven by an idea of a positive future self who is able 
to communicate and perhaps even live successfully in Korea. However, we 
will now turn to a discussion of how, despite the enthusiasm and motivation 
of high numbers of students to learn Korean language and culture, the 
future of Korean language education in Australian higher education is not 
a given. In fact, the threats to language education are less related to student 
interest, teaching staff or effective marketing of programs than to shifting 
government policies that sometimes support and sometimes undermine 
language education in local contexts.
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4. Holding back growth: ‘Asia literacy’ 
in the national context
Lo Bianco and Slaughter (2016) have rightly observed that Australia’s 
relationship with Asia is complex and multifaceted, and often characterised 
by miscomprehension and a sense of threat. Nevertheless, geographical 
proximity, migration and, most notably, economic ties have forced 
successive Australian governments to boost Australians’ understanding of 
their neighbouring countries. The government has termed this policy-driven 
initiative ‘Asia literacy’. However, while between 1969 and 1994 more 
than 40 policies, governmental white papers and policy reports pointed 
out the need to increase enrolments in Asian studies and Asian languages 
(Henderson, 2007), the government’s attempts to improve Asia literacy, 
often framed as a neo-colonial solution to Australia’s economic needs 
(Singh, 1995), have lacked a strategic and coordinated approach. Moreover, 
policies such as the latest Job-Ready Graduates Package (JRGP) in 2020 
have had (perhaps unintended) negative consequences for the resourcing 
of programs, which has meant that even programs with large numbers of 
students have struggled to flourish and grow.

The National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) 
strategy introduced in 1994 focused on the importance of teaching Asian 
languages in Australian schools (Council of Australian Government, 1994). 
This national strategy was meant to implement the policy recommendations 
put forward in 1994 in the Rudd Report, which called for a coordinated 
national effort to improve Asia literacy (Henderson, 2008). The NALSAS 
strategy was launched and funded by the Council of Australian Government 
(COAG) to the tune of A$400 million in 1994 but was then discontinued 
in 2002—four years before the planned end date. The cost of the NALSAS 
strategy was justified by a promise of tangible commercial and economic 
returns that increased Asian language capabilities would bring to Australia 
(Lo Bianco, 2002). Henderson (2008, p. 190) argues that the Rudd Report 
and the NALSAS strategy were ground-breaking because they ‘established 
the foundation of Asia literacy’ in Australia. However, despite initial success, 
NALSAS did not achieve its stated aims. In his evaluation of the outcomes 
of the strategy, Lo Bianco (2002) notes that its main failings included the 
promotion of unattainable language proficiency targets, a focus on national 
commercial interests above the interests of Australian communities, and a 
lack of consideration of the needs of background speakers of Asian languages 
(Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian and Korean). In other words, the scope 
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of the policy, which focused mostly on material returns, was too narrow 
to motivate significant numbers of language learners to learn an Asian 
language. Moreover, it completely failed to understand the key motivation 
for students to enrol in language courses, which we have discussed earlier 
in this chapter: the desire to interact with people from a culture in which 
potential learners have developed a deep interest. It is this aspect that the 
Australian government’s policies continue to overlook and underutilise 
in the misguided belief that students primarily choose to study a subject 
because of perceived financial returns.

Again, Korean language education provides an illustration of this point. 
Compared to other Asian language programs, the promotion of Korean 
language education in schools and universities has been particularly difficult 
due to historically arbitrary diplomatic engagement between ROK and 
Australia. Moreover, it was unfortunate that just when NALSAS was being 
implemented, South Korea’s economy was seriously hit by the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis. The death of the North Korean leader Kim Il-sung in 1994 
and the ensuing nuclear arms testing race led by Kim Jong-Il also added 
to a general sense of doubt about South Korea’s future as a reliable trading 
partner for Australia. As a result, in the 1990s very few Korean language 
learners chose to study Korean out of intrinsic motivational reasons, such 
as being drawn to Korean culture.

In 2012 the Australian government revisited the aims of the discontinued 
NALSAS strategy and released the Australia in the Asian Century White 
Paper (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). The focus of the White Paper 
was again squarely on framing Asia education (both languages and Asian 
studies) as an economic necessity for Australia. The White Paper noted that 
for Australia to make the most of Asian markets, ‘Asia literacy’ was essential. 
Thus, the rising economic importance of Asian countries was yet again 
acknowledged as crucial to Australia’s long-term economic future, since it 
was claimed that Asia was an opportunity and, at the same time, missing 
out on potential markets was a threat to national survival (Lo Bianco & 
Slaughter, 2016; Walker, 2010; Salter, 2013). Around the same time, 
perceptions of South Korea were changing rapidly as the country emerged 
as a cultural superpower. With the Korean Wave (hallyu) sweeping first 
over North and South East Asia and then spreading throughout the world, 
Korean popular culture has gained a global following. From internationally 
popular K-pop bands such as BTS, BlackPink and ATEEZ to Oscar-
winning movies and record-breaking TV series on Netflix such as Squid 
Game (2021) and Hellbound (2021), Korean popular culture has become 
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a recognisable brand with millions of fans worldwide. Moreover, as the 
cultural industries have now become Korea’s largest export item, there has 
also been more Korean government support for Korean studies and research 
in Australia, as demonstrated for example by the Korean Research Centre 
of Western Australia, originally launched in 2020 with the support of the 
Academy of Korean Studies (Elfving-Hwang, 2021).

Despite these serendipitous external factors, the federal and state 
governments continue to miss opportunities to harness the intrinsic 
motivation of students who want to learn Korean. At both state and federal 
levels, policy and funding have not caught up with the opportunities to 
create clear, strong plans for language education in Australia. In fact, despite 
some haphazard and meagre funding to allow students to study overseas in 
Asia, such as the New Colombo Plan (NCP), the task of fixing the perceived 
lack of Asia literacy has been left to individual secondary schools, a small 
number of state government actors and individual tertiary institutions. 
As the secondary school sector is largely funded by state governments, each 
state and territory has, in the absence of a clear federal plan, taken a slightly 
different approach to funding and delivering language education. For 
universities, the development of Korean studies and language teaching has 
been left to individual departments, which devise strategies on their own 
using additional Commonwealth funding provided for language courses. 
This additional funding ended abruptly in 2021 with the rollout of the 
JRGP reform, which coincided with a wave of language program closures 
across Australia (Aspinall et al., 2020; Lees et al., 2020; Norton, 2020). 
Even for popular courses such as Korean studies, which have witnessed 
year-on-year growth, there has been a tightening of resourcing. This may 
have been partially caused by the challenges in pedagogy and pastoral 
care caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (Fraschini & Tao, 2024; Tao, 
2021) and by financial pressures caused by the decrease in the number of 
international students. Moreover, it also meant that universities are making 
less money from domestic students, as student contributions have fallen 
and Commonwealth contributions are capped. In the next section, we will 
illustrate how these drivers—both cultural attractiveness of Korean popular 
culture and government policies—have impacted the teaching of the Korean 
language in Western Australian secondary and tertiary sectors, and why 
language learners’ intrinsic motivation alone cannot guarantee the success 
of secondary language programs or Korean studies programs in universities.
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5. Korean language education in 
Western Australia
In Western Australian secondary schools, Korean language education 
has lagged behind other Asian languages such as Chinese, Japanese and 
Indonesian, with only a handful of schools electing to teach Korean. After 
years of lobbying, in 2021 the Western Australian Department of Education 
announced that Korean (along with Hindi and Tamil) would be included in 
the state school curriculum as an examined subject valid for the Australian 
Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR)4 examinations from 2023 onwards.

Despite Korean governmental organisations (and most notably, the 
Korean Education Centre in Sydney) having provided considerable time, 
resources and fixed-term funding for schools to initiate and support the 
teaching of the Korean language, the uptake has been weak because Korean 
was not included in the state school curriculum and students, therefore, 
have seen very little benefit in pursuing Korean as a study subject beyond 
Year 10 when the curriculum becomes very busy. The Western Australian 
universities’ admissions system awards students who complete the Year 12 
ATAR examination in a recognised language additional points towards their 
Western Australian Certificate of Education and total ATAR score (Caruso 
& Brown, 2017). These extra points can often make a significant difference 
to whether a student gets a place in their desired university course. For 
this reason, languages not included in the state curriculum are not typically 
taught beyond Year 9. As a result, only three primary schools and one 
secondary school in Western Australia currently teach Korean, and so far 
many school administrators have been reluctant to consider introducing 
Korean in their schools, especially as parents are often very driven by the 
potential for their children to maximise their ATAR scores.

In an effort to fix the abysmal uptake in language learning at the secondary 
school level, in 2018 the Western Australian Department of Education 
introduced a policy that required all primary schools in the state to offer 
compulsory foreign language classes from Year 3 (seven to eight year olds) 
onwards. The objective of the new policy was to encourage children to 
study a foreign language from an early age so as to better prepare them 
for the globalising world. The following year the scheme was expanded to 

4	  The ATAR is a rank used to measure the academic achievement of Year 12 students across Australia, 
and the main criterion for university admission.
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include Year 4, and in 2020 Year 5. In 2021, all primary schools in the state 
were expected to be learning one foreign language between Year 3 and Year 
6. However, the policy has not been accompanied by an effective provision 
of language teacher education or strategic planning that would allow 
students to continue learning a language they learned in primary school 
and high school. This new policy, along with the introduction of Korean 
in the state curriculum, may ultimately build momentum for boosting 
the number of Korean language programs in local schools. However, since 
the teachers’ unions in Western Australia have been warning of a huge 
shortage of teachers, it also means that, to date, the majority of students 
who study Korean language at the tertiary level in Western Australia do 
not typically have previous Korean language training or skills. Despite the 
widespread interest in learning Korean among Western Australian school- 
and university-age learners, opportunities to do so are very limited. In other 
words, one of the most pressing challenges the sector now faces is not how 
to attract students to study Korean, but how to put structures in place to 
provide strong teaching programs at primary, secondary and tertiary levels.

6. Overcoming past challenges
Due to the contextual reasons illustrated above, the development of tertiary 
Korean language education in Western Australia faces a range of challenges 
that are practical, structural and, to an extent, also ideological. While it is 
relatively easy to attract students to our programs, the practical challenges 
that relate to student retention are similar to those faced by other language 
programs and relate to the increasing number of ‘false beginners’. These are 
students who have studied (in many cases, self-studied) Korean previously, 
but hold no formal qualification from an educational institution. While 
these students are often highly motivated, placing them at an appropriate 
level of study is challenging. In many cases, their knowledge of the Korean 
language and culture is normally acquired from online material, personal 
trips to Korea or time spent with Korean friends, and is not sufficient for 
them  to be placed in an intermediate language class. That said, the gap 
between genuine and ‘false beginners’ can be considerable in the perception 
of true beginners, who are often demotivated by what they perceive 
as an unfair advantage. This can have a significant knock-on effect on 
retention rates.
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Secondly, because the vast majority of the first-year cohort is enrolled in a 
major degree outside of the Bachelor of Arts, most take Korean language 
and/or Korean studies as elective courses and, in some cases, simply sign up 
for these courses to fulfil a graduation requirement. This group of students 
typically do not pursue language studies beyond the first year, and are often 
strategic in that they seek to enhance their overall GPA through pursuing 
what are considered to be ‘easier’ first-year courses. The minor in Korean 
Language and Culture introduced in 2021 at UWA is aimed in particular at 
capturing these students. Reports of 2021 enrolments show that this minor 
was the most popular among all minors available at UWA, which nurtures 
the hope that in the near future Korean studies courses will also be able 
to achieve high retention rates in intermediate and intermediate–advanced 
level courses. At the same time, the lack of courses offering advanced Korean 
severely limits the acceptance of students who already have an intermediate 
command of the language, such as heritage learners, and would like to 
proceed further in their studies. This also means that any students who 
have previously studied Korean in high school will be unable to enrol in the 
Korean studies major.

Thirdly, as the cost of running language programs no longer matches 
Commonwealth funding, the increase in student numbers has also led 
to an increase in class sizes and a reduction in contact hours. Managing 
large cohorts of Korean language students with limited resources makes 
it challenging to foster learner autonomy or to address individual student 
learning needs. The high uptake of Korean indicates that students are 
generally motivated to learn Korean as a second language; however, the 
large cohort size also means that the teaching staff have found it difficult 
to tap into the potential provided by that inherent motivation. The flipped 
classroom model has been particularly effective in maximising opportunities 
for face-to-face interactive learning. An example of this is the introduction 
of a weekly video clip series introducing and illustrating the main grammar 
points in the language classes. This allows students to learn at their own 
pace and also leaves more time for the use of activities in face-to-face 
interaction, where the instructor can follow students on a more individual 
basis instead of passively delivering content to the whole cohort. In the 
non-language courses focusing on Korean culture and society, the flipped 
classroom model has shifted the responsibility for learning from the lecturer 
to the students and allowed for student-centred and interactive modes of 
learning to develop in the classroom.
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Finally, the biggest challenges to our programs come from shifting 
government funding patterns and internal university restructures, which at 
times work in favour of Korean studies and language programs and at other 
times work in the opposite direction. While staff expertise, enthusiasm and 
commitment are of course a large part of a successful program, the long-term 
success of language and area studies programs is essentially dependent on 
two structural key factors: adequate government (state and federal) funding 
structures and institutional champions who see the value of fostering 
a global mindset in students. Without these two, and even with external 
remedial funding from the Korean government, a lack of resourcing will 
soon become a limiting factor to program growth.

7. Concluding thoughts
This chapter has outlined some of the issues and challenges that educators 
face in developing Korean language education in Western Australia. We 
have outlined here that while a great deal of enthusiasm is shown by learners 
of Korean who are motivated to pursue Korean studies, structural barriers 
and lack of Australian state and federal funding remain some of the key 
issues limiting growth. While at the tertiary level, Korean language and 
Korean studies have benefited from the popularity of Korean TV dramas, 
films and music, the main drivers that have either enabled or prevented 
language education growth at universities have been universities’ own 
policies, which have failed to encourage language education among students 
and to resource schools and departments to provide quality language 
education. The opposite situation can be seen in the school sector, where 
the state government, on the one hand, emphasises the importance of 
language education through policy directives that require languages other 
than English to be taught in primary schools, and on the other hand uses 
the same policy instrument to stunt the growth of language programs after 
Year 10 when students are perhaps at their most motivated to learn if only 
given the right encouragement. While teaching staff, external funding from 
foreign governments and positive representations of the target culture in 
global popular culture are, of course, important factors in building successful 
language programs, the case of Korean language education in Western 
Australia illustrates clearly the vital role that state governments, the Schools 
Curriculum Standard Authority and local university policies and funding 
decisions can play in determining the success of language education. All it 



ENABLING LEARNING

88

takes is one policy decision, properly executed and resourced (or not), to 
decide whether a language subject grows—or dies out, despite the best 
efforts of dedicated language staff.
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