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ACICIS and Asia literacy

Kirrilee Hughes

ACICIS sent its first outbound cohort in 1995, the year that the National 
Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) program 
commenced. The 1990s were a time of considerable debate on Australia’s 
‘Asia literacy’, from both sides of government and from within academia. 
NALSAS was borne through the Rudd Report, which was commissioned 
in 1992 by the Council of Australian Governments, published in 1994 
and spearheaded by Kevin Rudd, a graduate of The Australian National 
University’s Asian Studies program who would become Australia’s 26th 
Prime Minister in 2007. The Rudd Report was one of many official 
reports at this time that addressed Asia literacy in Australia. It was 
viewed as a watershed, however, in terms of its implementation from 
mid-1995 as the NALSAS program, backed by unprecedented federal 
funding with annual Commonwealth expenditure peaking at $30 million 
per annum, or $49 million in today’s dollars (Prince, 2022). Through its 
policy prescriptions, NALSAS funded Asian languages and Asian studies 
education in Australian secondary and primary schools, including bahasa 
Indonesia and Indonesian studies. Some of these students would choose to 
further their studies of Indonesia at university, creating a pool of prospective 
participants for ACICIS programs.1

1	  Myself included; NALSAS funding made it possible for my high school in Sydney to offer bahasa 
Indonesia from Year 7 to Year 12. I had no prior exposure to bahasa Indonesia and encountered Indonesia 
and its language for the first time as a Year 7 student. I am an ACICIS alumna and studied in Indonesia in 
2001, participating in both the FLIP and EJFS. 
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‘Asia literacy’ is an Australian aspiration to ‘know Asia’ and intersects with 
concepts of power, knowledge, language, identity and education (Hughes, 
2014).2 Conceptualisations of Asia literacy have focused on encouraging 
more Australian students to take up Asian languages and Asian studies in 
Australian education systems, including bahasa Indonesia and Indonesian 
studies. The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, I provide an overview 
of Australia’s Asia literacy agenda, which emerged in the early 1970s and 
was being strongly advocated for in government and education circles at 
the time that ACICIS was also being conceived. Second, I focus on bahasa 
Indonesia and Indonesian studies within Australia to explore the context 
of Indonesia literacy at ACICIS’ establishment and during its early years, 
building on David Hill’s contribution to this volume.

A note on the ‘official literature’ 
of Asia literacy
In this chapter I draw on source material that I term the ‘official literature’ of 
Asia literacy. These are the publicly released reports, policy documents and 
statements that were commissioned by the Australian federal government or 
peak associations, such as the Asian Studies Association of Australia (ASAA) 
and the Asian Studies Council, and are important primary sources for Asia 
literacy. At the time of ACICIS’ launch in 1995, more than 15 reports, 
policy documents and statements that addressed Asia literacy had been 
released. As Kevin Rudd (1995, p 22) reflected after the publication of the 
Rudd Report:

… over the last 25 years the preparation of reports on this 
particular issue has almost generated its own industry with a new 
report appearing every 18 months on average and with each report 
invariably producing the same sorts of recommendations as its 
predecessors. In short, this subject has been reported to death.

This official literature is not an exhaustive record of all the publications 
that address Asia literacy in Australia. To align with the establishment 
of ACICIS, the reports that are the focus of this chapter begin with the 
Auchmuty Report, which was commissioned in 1969 and was the first 
report into the teaching and learning of Asian languages and Asian Studies 

2	  This chapter draws from my doctoral research, which focused on conceptualisations of rationale, 
objectives and agency within Australia’s Asia literacy.
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in Australia, and end with the Rudd Report, which was ‘unprecedented in 
the history’ of previous reports because of its implementation as NALSAS 
(Henderson, 2008, p 171).3 There has also been a substantial body of 
literature addressing both Asia literacy and Indonesia literacy since the early 
2000s, which largely falls outside the scope of this chapter (Aspinall & 
Crouch, 2023; Halse, 2017; Hill, 2012; Kohler & Mahnken, 2010; Prince, 
2022; Soong & Cominos, 2018; Thomas, 2019).4

The authors of the official literature referred to in this chapter read as a 
‘who’s who’ of Australian politics and academia, which elevated discussions 
of Asia literacy to national significance. For example, J. J. Auchmuty was 
the inaugural Vice-Chancellor of the University of Newcastle, Australia. 
John Dawkins oversaw the expansion of Australian universities and the 
introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (now known 
as HELP) as Australia’s Education Minister (1987−91) and also served 
as Treasurer of Australia (1991−93). Stephen FitzGerald was Australia’s 
first Ambassador to China (1973−76) and ASAA President (1983−84). 
Ross Garnaut was also an Australian Ambassador to China (1985−88), 
a prominent economist and government adviser who led two high-profile 
climate change reviews for the Australian Government in the 2000s. John 
Ingleson has held Deputy Vice-Chancellor roles at two Australian universities 
and multiple presidencies of ASAA. David Ingram is a co-creator of the 
original International English Language Testing System (IELTS), developed 
to assess English competence and now a leading English assessment tool 
globally. Joseph Lo Bianco is a global authority on languages education and 
language policy and has advised numerous foreign governments and leading 
multilateral organisations on these issues. Kevin Rudd was Australia’s Prime 
Minister in 2007–10, again in 2013, and he has also served as global Chief 
Executive Officer for the Asia Society (2021–23, 2026–) and as Australia’s 
Ambassador to the United States (2023–26). Only one author is female; 
Estela Valverde, who has led three of Australia’s leading tertiary Latin 
American studies programs.

3	  For a full list of these reports, see Appendix C.
4	  Furthermore, in September 2025, the Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Education launched an inquiry into ‘Building Asia capability in Australia through the education system 
and beyond’.
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Asia literacy: Beginnings
The term ‘Asia literate’ was first used by Dr Stephen FitzGerald, then 
Chairperson of the Asian Studies Council, in an address to the ASAA 
Bicentennial Conference in Canberra in February 1988. FitzGerald opened 
his remarks by referring to statements made by then Australian Treasurer, 
Paul Keating, and the Minister for Employment, Education and Training, 
John Dawkins, ‘about the link between Asian studies and Australia’s 
economic performance’ (FitzGerald, 1988, p 9). FitzGerald emphasised 
that it is not Australia’s proximity to Asia alone that translates to advantage 
but also knowledge of Asia or ‘Asia literacy’:

Our main asset in Asia is not that we are in it or close to it. Mere 
proximity has little to offer in the world of telefax, 747 and high 
value hi-tech products, except at the margins. Our being proximate 
to Asia can only work to our advantage if our closeness persuades 
us that we must as a nation become ‘Asia literate’; that is, have a 
populace in which knowledge of an Asian language is commonplace 
and knowledge about Asian customs, economies and societies very 
widespread. Such knowledge will not help our performance just at 
the margins. It will be central to our ability to perform.

(FitzGerald, 1988, p 12; emphasis added)

Several key points emerge here that are important to enduring applications 
of ‘Asia literacy’. From this initial usage, the term encompassed knowledge 
of Asian languages as well as knowledge of Asian ‘customs, economies and 
societies’, often referred to by the umbrella terms ‘Asian studies’ or ‘Asian 
cultures’ (Auchmuty Report, 1971, p 3 and pp 32–34; Ingleson Report, 
1989, pp 59–107; Rudd Report, 1994). Additionally, these two dimensions 
– Asian languages and Asian studies – were to be acquired in an Australian 
context, by Australians. FitzGerald also advocated that knowledge of Asian 
languages and Asian societies be ‘widespread’ and ‘commonplace’ across 
the ‘populace’. In defining Asia literacy, FitzGerald posited it not as a 
specialisation for selected students, nor even as a school or university-based 
initiative, but as a mass-based aspiration for all Australians.

This aspiration for Australia to develop a national advantage through deeper 
knowledge of Asian languages and Asian societies was first expressed in the 
Auchmuty Report, published in 1971. This was followed by three reports 
released in the 1980s: the ASAA’s Asia in Australian education (FitzGerald 
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Report, 1980), the Senate Standing Committee on Education and the 
Arts’ A national language policy (1984) and the National policy on languages 
(Lo Bianco Report, 1987).

The Auchmuty Report was initiated by the Commonwealth Government in 
March 1969 with agreement from the State Ministers of Education. Under 
its terms of reference, the report presented an investigation of ‘the extent 
to which Asian languages and other aspects of Asian life and cultures are 
studied in Australian schools and other educational institutions’ (1971, 
p 7) as well as the barriers to more widespread teaching of these subjects. 
In announcing the inquiry, then Minister for Education and Science, 
Malcolm Fraser, ‘pointed to the steady growth in the economic, cultural, 
political and military links between Australia and Asia during the last two 
decades’ (Auchmuty Report, 1971, p 7). Fraser noted, however, that only a 
small number of Australian students studied Asian languages and articulated 
a need for greater emphasis on Asia in Australia’s education systems. This first 
plea for what was later coined ‘Asia literacy’ called for increasing numbers 
of Australians to learn Asian languages and Asian studies for economic and 
other strategic purposes and was firmly grounded in Australia’s education 
systems, with Australian students the chief targets for this knowledge. This 
location of Asia literacy within Australian schools, universities and other 
formal places of learning is an important aspect of Asia literacy which has 
also come to condition who can – and who cannot – participate in Asia 
literacy (Hughes, 2018).

The Auchmuty Report noted that ‘the submissions made to the Committee 
… concentrated almost solely upon Australia’s contributions to Asia’ and 
that ‘our changing attitude towards Asia must be extended to embrace 
a two-way concept: the future influence of Asian cultures and customs 
on Australian ways must be appreciated’ (Auchmuty Report, 1971, 
p 11; emphasis added). Similarly, in 1970s Australia, Asia literacy was also 
conceived as a one-way process: of Australians learning about Asia, with 
little acknowledgement of ‘Asia’s’ actual or potential contributions to Asian 
languages and Asian studies education in Australia. From my perspective 
writing in 2025, this injudicious conceptualisation of agency within Asia 
literacy persists.

Asia in Australian education (FitzGerald Report), published in 1980, was 
prompted by the ASAA’s ‘concern for an apparent trend in which interest 
in studying Asian countries seemed to be levelling out and, in some cases, 
declining’ and concluded that:
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… both enrolment patterns and course offerings reflect a continuing 
low level of interest in the Asian region in the education system 
and in the community, a view that the study of Asian countries is 
marginal to both.

(FitzGerald Report, 1980, Vol. 1, p iii)

In referring to Australian education systems and communities, the FitzGerald 
Report posited a broader target for Asia literacy than the Auchmuty 
Report, which had focused solely on Australia’s education systems. The 
approach of the FitzGerald Report was also practical; it acknowledged that 
within any education system, priorities must be set, informed by ‘national 
interests’, articulated as ‘economic, strategic and political’ (1980, p 5). 
Like the Auchmuty Report, the FitzGerald Report also focused on the 
idea of education for location, that is, the study of Asian languages and 
of Asian societies in Australia for Australia’s geo-strategic national interest. 
Importantly, the FitzGerald Report emphasised that the future of Asian 
Studies in Australia also rested on ‘how successful we can be in establishing 
the view that it [Asian studies] is of utilitarian as well as intellectual value’ 
(FitzGerald Report, 1980, p 5; emphasis added), a debate which pervaded 
‘official’ rationales for Asia literacy into the early 2000s.

Two policy documents addressed the learning of Asian languages in 
Australia in the 1980s: A national language policy (1984) and the Lo Bianco 
Report (1987). These differ from the Auchmuty and FitzGerald Reports 
in that their focus was not solely on Asian languages but rather the broader 
context of language policy in Australia and on other, non-Asian languages, 
including Indigenous languages. ‘Languages other than English’, or LOTE, 
a term used widely at the time, had become linked to the concept of 
multiculturalism, which was ‘a centrepiece of official government policy’ 
in Australia’s federal political sphere (Ang, 2001, p 95). A national language 
policy was underpinned by four primary objectives: competence in English; 
maintenance and development of languages other than English (including 
Indigenous languages); provision of services in languages other than English 
(including for those with vision, hearing and speech impairments); and 
opportunities for learning second languages (1984, p 3). The Lo Bianco 
Report articulated these as two policy slogans: ‘English for all’ and ‘a language 
other than English for all’ (1987, pp viii–ix and p 71).

In using the term ‘Asia literacy’ for the first time in 1988, FitzGerald named 
an ambition that had been referred to in numerous, preceding official 
reports. This aspiration for Asia literacy had expanded from increasing 
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Asian languages and Asian cultures education in Australian schools and 
universities, as articulated in the Auchmuty Report, to this knowledge 
becoming widespread and commonplace across the populace. The rationale 
for Asia literacy, however, remained constant in terms of meeting Australia’s 
national interest, with a focus on economic, strategic and political 
considerations. These early reports also hint at a tension between what 
FitzGerald termed in 1980 as ‘intellectual’ and ‘utilitarian’ purposes as well 
as friction between advocates of languages education in general and of Asian 
languages in particular (Hughes, 2014).

Asia literacy: 1988 and beyond
FitzGerald’s coinage of Asia literacy in 1988 coincided with the release of 
multiple official reports that focused on language policy and education 
reform in Australia as well as more specific calls for Asia literacy. Between 
1988 and 1991, two official education statements that referred to Asia 
literacy were released along with two language policy documents; two 
reports linking languages to international trade; and a further five reports 
that explicitly addressed Asia literacy.5 This was a peak time for Asia literacy 
advocacy in Australia.

In 1994, ‘Asia-literate’ was defined in the Rudd Report (p 2) as:

… the range of linguistic and cultural competencies required by 
Australians to operate effectively at different levels in their various 
dealings with the region – as individuals, organisations and as 
a nation.

In this definition, Asia literacy is asserted as a uniquely Australian exercise 
at the levels of individual, organisation and nation. The term ‘Australians’ 
here and elsewhere in official reports is problematic; some reports referred 
to Australian students and others to the broader Australian community. 
Identifying these beneficiaries of Asia literacy in turn prescribes and 
shapes its sites of transmission and acquisition, further conditioning who 
can and, importantly, who cannot, participate in Australia’s Asia literacy 
(Asia Society Australia & International Education Association of Australia, 
2022, pp 3–4).

5	  See Appendix C (the Dawkins Report through to the Leal Report).
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After the establishment of NALSAS and ACICIS in 1995 and NALSAS’ 
demise in 2002,6 the potential economic dividends of Asia literacy became 
even more explicit in the 2000s. The Australia 2020 Summit, which was an 
early announcement of newly elected Prime Minister Rudd, can be seen as a 
catalyst for post-2000 Asia literacy. This summit, held in 2008 in Canberra, 
brought together 1,000 participants from across Australia representing a 
diverse range of academic disciplines, industries and community sectors. 
During the summit, ‘regional literacy’ emerged as one of five ‘key themes 
and policy ideas’ from the group focusing on ‘Australia’s Future Security and 
Prosperity in a Rapidly Changing Region and World’:

1.	 A concerted campaign to develop regional literacy in Australia 
(including the development of language skills and cultural 
awareness):

•	 A new, resourced, national language plan (including mandatory 
training and further teacher training).

•	 Incentive-based language training and cultural familiarisation 
(tax breaks for remittances, supported international study).

•	 A benchmarking study on our national language capacity.
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2008, p 372)

This concept of ‘regional literacy’, while defined in terms of language skills, 
cultural awareness and education, was part of a dialogue focused on security 
and prosperity and thus framed as a contribution to Australia’s defence and 
commerce systems. One month after the summit, then Minister for Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations, Julia Gillard, announced a funding 
package – the National Asian Languages and Studies in Schools Program 
(NALSSP) (Gillard, 2008). Over its four-year implementation period, 
NALSSP sparked lively debate in national newspapers, with many issues aired 
in earlier decades re-emerging, particularly regarding the utilitarian versus 
intellectual value of languages (for example, a series of articles in The Australian 
by Anderson & Lo Bianco, 2009; Hill, 2009; Lindsey, 2009; Slattery, 2009; 
and Wesley, 2009). From July 2008 to June 2012, the Australian Labor 
government’s primary vehicle for Asia literacy was NALSSP, which received 
$62.4 million in federal funding to ‘increase opportunities for school students 
to become familiar with the languages and cultures of Australia’s key regional 
neighbours, namely China, Indonesia, Japan and Korea’ (cited in Hughes, 
2014, p 38). The NALSSP website stated:

6	  NALSAS was abandoned by the Howard Government in 2002.
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Asian languages and studies will equip the students of today with 
the skills to excel in the careers of tomorrow in our increasingly 
globalised economy. A greater cultural understanding and the ability 
to engage with our regional neighbours in their own language will 
help to build a more productive and competitive nation. This is 
beneficial for our economy, community and individuals, creating 
more jobs and higher wages and overall better opportunities for 
all Australians.

(cited in Hughes, 2014, pp 38–39)

NALSSP framed Asia literacy in terms of specific outcomes of national 
economic importance. This almost exclusive economic focus presents 
a different tone from FitzGerald’s speech of 20 years earlier. Asia literacy 
had come to denote a clear economic dividend for the entire nation in 
terms of ‘more jobs’, ‘higher wages’ and ‘overall better opportunities for 
all Australians’. FitzGerald’s intellectual basis for Asia literacy was no 
longer articulated, yet schools and other educational institutions are clearly 
identified as the places in which Asia literacy is to be acquired.

Asia literacy: Framings
From these discussions of Asia literacy that span more than 40 years, four 
key points emerge (Hughes, 2018) that are important for understanding 
ACICIS’ establishment and its conceptualisation of Indonesia literacy.

First, since the Auchmuty Report of 1971, Asia literacy has encompassed 
two dimensions: Asian languages and Asian studies. At various times, 
particular Asian languages have received priority. For example, the Rudd 
Report and NALSAS program prioritised Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian 
and Korean, with these four languages also being the focus of NALSSP. 
Bahasa Indonesia has always featured as a priority language across the body 
of official reports produced in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s (Hughes, 2014, 
pp 235–241). Of these two dimensions, there has been an explicit focus on 
Asian languages, often at the expense of Asian studies. This can be explained 
however, in that participation in Asian languages education lends itself to 
discrete measurement by authorities (through student enrolments, student 
load and courses offered), whereas Asian studies education, which is often 
delivered across multiple areas of school and university curriculums, is 
more difficult to quantify and subsequently to report. The focus on Asian 
languages education within Asia literacy can also be seen as a response to the 
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setting of explicit participation targets for Asian languages education, while 
no participation targets have been set for Asian studies education. Between 
1987 and 2007, no language policy in Australia, at federal or at state or 
territory level, achieved its stated targets (Liddicoat, 2010, p 19), including 
for participation in Asian languages. This is still true in 2025.

Second, Asia literacy is a uniquely Australian term and policy initiative. 
Asia literacy has aimed to promote the study of Asia within Australia (and 
for the most part, not outside Australia)7 by Australians and not by others. 
Agency is threefold here: Asia literacy is to be learned by Australian students, 
taught by Australian educators and promoted by Australian governments. 
It is important to note the absence of the involvement of foreign, ‘Asian’ 
governments in the formulation of Asia literacy initiatives in Australia at the 
time that ACICIS was established; of educators from Asia in the teaching 
of Asian languages and Asian studies to Australian students; and of students 
who may already be Asia-literate. These issues of agency are key to the 
ways in which Asia literacy has been framed in Australia. In particular, the 
potential for latent Asia literacy within Australia’s population is deserving of 
greater attention from policymakers and educators (Asia Society Australia 
& International Education Association of Australia, 2022, p 9).

Third, Asia literacy’s two dimensions – Asian languages and Asian studies 
– have always been defined aspirationally. Stephen FitzGerald, for example, 
encouraged Australia, as a nation, to become ‘Asia-literate’; participants of the 
Australia 2020 Summit called for ‘a concerted campaign to develop regional 
literacy in Australia’; and NALSSP proffered that ‘Asian languages and 
studies will equip the students of today with the skills to excel in the careers 
of tomorrow’. Asia literacy is a desired future state for Australian students 
and graduates; which, even after 50+ years of policy effort and advocacy, is 
still very much a work-in-progress. Furthermore, Asia literacy has not been 
positioned as a specialised area of study for select students, or a stream of 
expertise, but targets all Australian students as a mass-based mission.

7	  The NCP, which was introduced in 2014 and ‘aims to lift knowledge of the Indo-Pacific in Australia 
by supporting Australian undergraduates to undertake study, language training and internships in the 
Indo-Pacific’ (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2024), did not have ‘Asia literacy’ as one of its 
primary objectives until 2024.
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Finally, a strong connection has been made between Asia literacy and 
Australia’s economic and commercial systems as well as Australian security 
and defence. The case for the economic benefits of Asia literacy was 
repeatedly made from 1971 through to the early 2000s. It is evident in the 
title of the Rudd Report – Asian languages and Australia’s economic future 
– and explicit in the Australian Government’s approach to Asia literacy 
through NALSSP, which emphasised the building of a ‘more productive 
and competitive nation’ and ‘creating more jobs and higher wages’ (cited 
in Hughes, 2014, pp 38–39).8 Although Asia’s economic potential has 
developed exponentially since the publication of the Auchmuty Report, Asia 
literacy appears to still be articulated as a one-way process: of Australians 
learning about ‘Asia’ to fulfil Australian national interests.

These four points demonstrate problems with the rationale, objectives and 
agency within Asia literacy in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s and through to more 
recent times. This reveals deeper issues about how Australians view ‘Asia’ 
and Australia’s position in the region as well as the ways in which Australian 
governments have sought to control the nature of this engagement. The 
rationale for Asia literacy has been increasingly linked to economic dividends: 
for Australian individuals and the Australian nation. This overlooks the 
fundamental importance of context and of place for languages and cultural 
studies education. Context is not simply a question of classrooms and 
resources or of which Asian societies and languages to prioritise. Rather, 
context is created in languages and cultural studies education through the 
value assigned to those languages and cultures, the people who embody them 
and the places from which they originate (Hughes, 2014). Value cannot be 
‘constructed’ in a language independent of its speech communities, such as 
in language class or cultural studies class delivered in an Australian school 
or university. Rather, ‘Asia’, ‘Asians’ and the broader Australian community 
have important, active roles to play within Asia literacy in Australia and 
must be enabled to do so.

This analysis highlights just how unique the conceptualisation of ACICIS 
was in Australia in the early 1990s. From its beginnings, ACICIS created 
a new space for Indonesia literacy in Australia. While the majority of 
ACICIS participants are university students, reflecting the ‘place’ of Asia 
literacy within formal education systems, ACICIS programs are delivered 
in Indonesia. This seemingly simple feature sets ACICIS apart from other 

8	  This economic rationale for Asia literacy is, however, notably missing from the NCP. For a useful 
comparison of NALSAS, NALSSP and the NCP, see Prince, 2022.
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Asia literacy and Indonesia literacy initiatives in the 1990s, which were 
primarily based in classrooms and institutions in Australia. While ACICIS’ 
in-country delivery has, at times, limited the scope of its operations9 and 
exposed ACICIS to geopolitical risks, it has also enabled ACICIS to deliver 
a different type of Indonesia literacy in several important ways.

While formal study in an Indonesian host university is an important part 
of ACICIS programs (and – from a practical perspective – a key enabler 
for a student visa), ACICIS has always advocated for ‘non classroom’, 
informal learning experiences. For example, most ACICIS programs 
do not offer prearranged residential accommodation. Instead, ACICIS 
orientation programs have equipped participants with resources to secure 
accommodation for themselves, usually a room in a kos.10 ACICIS programs 
have, from their inception, encouraged Australian participants to live with 
and among Indonesian students and communities, creating a role for 
Indonesian agency within ACICIS’ brand of Indonesia literacy.

Although ACICIS programs usually include some type of formal institution-
based study delivered by Indonesian lecturers and tutors, ACICIS programs 
also emphasise the important role of Indonesian students, kos mates, 
internship colleagues and other peers in the learning experiences of ACICIS 
participants.11 In this way, Australian ACICIS participants do not just 
learn the specific subject-content of their program, they also learn about 
Indonesian societies and cultures, and importantly youth societies and youth 
cultures, which are often absent from bahasa Indonesia and Indonesian 
studies education programs in Australia. ACICIS programs create space 
for and encourage the development of enduring, meaningful people-to-
people connections and friendships, that extend beyond the duration of an 
ACICIS program. ACICIS can thus be seen to reconfigure agency, create 
context and open new spaces for Australia’s Indonesia literacy.

9	  For example, see King’s chapter in this volume which focuses on the early 2000s. ACICIS’ programs 
were also suspended for several intakes due to COVID-19, with a number of short-duration programs 
delivered online during this period.
10	  kos – boarding house style accommodation.
11	  Naidu refers to these actors as an ‘ensemble’ in her chapter in this volume. 
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Indonesia’s place within Australia’s 
Asia literacy
In 2002, the ASAA argued that Indonesia dramatises the oscillations that 
confront the study of Asia across Australian schools and universities (2002, 
p 40). Indeed, Indonesia literacy both reflects and challenges the trends 
and problems within Australia’s broader Asia literacy. In this section, I chart 
the introduction of Indonesian language education in Australian education 
systems and discuss general participation trends prior to and at the time 
of ACICIS’ inception.

Indonesia literacy in Australia can be viewed as a series of paradoxes. Despite 
its introduction into Australian schools at a time of declining participation 
in languages education, in the 1990s bahasa Indonesia became one of the 
most popular languages taught in Australian schools. In 1989, the Ingleson 
Report (1989, p 229) noted that the promotion of Indonesian, along with 
Chinese, in Australia schools ‘will lead to an increased demand for these 
languages at the tertiary level: the need for teachers alone will increase 
demand’. From 2000 to 2009, however, the Asia Education Foundation 
(2010, p 14, emphasis added) identified a ‘significant and ongoing decline 
in Indonesian’, noting that:

student enrolments have been declining annually by at least 10,000 
students since 2005 … As an additional concern, 99% of Australian 
students studying programs discontinue their studies before Year 12.

Student participation in Indonesian language and studies education 
in Australia at this time has been described as ‘in crisis’ (Asia Education 
Foundation, 2012; Williams, this volume), particularly in senior secondary 
schooling. From an Indonesian perspective, however, Australia’s ‘Indonesia 
literacy’ surpasses that of any other non–Indonesian speaking nation and 
provides the Indonesian Government with a global benchmark. In addressing 
a joint sitting of the Australian Parliament in 2010, Indonesian President 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (2010) commented:

Indeed, I know of no other Western country where bahasa Indonesia 
is widely taught in the school curriculum. I know of no other 
Western country with more Indonesianists in your governments, 
universities and think tanks …
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Reflecting the discussion of Asia literacy ‘framings’ earlier in this chapter, 
this section focuses almost entirely on Indonesian language education in 
Australia and not Indonesian studies education. Information about the 
availability of, or student enrolments in, ‘Indonesian studies’ courses or 
subjects in both tertiary and secondary studies in Australia, is simply not 
available. It is also important to note that it has been geopolitics, rather 
than economics, that has fuelled Australia’s Indonesia literacy. Indonesian 
language and Indonesian studies education in Australia have been projects 
of learning about ‘our neighbour’. Unlike China, Japan and Korea, 
Indonesia has not been a major trade or investment partner for Australia, 
although this is now being addressed through the Indonesia-Australia 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement, which came into force 
in 2020.12 The pool of ‘background speakers’ of bahasa Indonesia located in 
Australia is also relatively small when compared with other Asian languages 
such as Cantonese, Mandarin, Korean and Vietnamese. This limits the 
potential role for linguistically diverse Australian residents to effect change 
and increase Australian students’ participation in Indonesian language and 
studies education and differentiates bahasa Indonesia from other prioritised 
languages within Asia literacy.

Participation in Australia’s Indonesia 
literacy: Tertiary institutions
The introduction of bahasa Indonesia as a subject within Australia’s education 
systems did not stem from public demand or from the scholarly community, 
but from the Australian federal government (Kohler & Mahnken, 2010, 
p 11). In the mid-1950s, the Australian federal government initiated the 
teaching of Indonesian and Malaysian at the University of Melbourne, the 
University of Sydney and the then University College of Canberra, where 
departments of Indonesian and Malaysian studies were established (Coppel, 
2019, p 98; Thomas, 2019, p 71–96; Worsley, 1994, p 33).13 At the 
University of Sydney, for example, an urgent proposal was received from 
the Director of the Commonwealth Office of Education to establish courses 
in Indonesian and Malaysian for commencement in 1956, for which the 
Australian federal government ‘was prepared to meet the necessary costs 
involved’ (Worsley, 1994, p 54). Interests in establishing these language 

12	  See Sutrisno, this volume.
13	  Canberra University College was amalgamated with ANU in 1960. 
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programs had not originated from within the Commonwealth Office of 
Education, but from the Department of External Affairs, the Department 
of Defence and the Office of the Prime Minister.14 This highlights the 
historical importance of Indonesian and Malaysian as languages of national 
and strategic significance to the Australian federal government.

Unlike Cantonese and Mandarin and, more recently, Korean and Vietnamese, 
in the mid-1990s bahasa Indonesia did not have a large ‘background speaker’ 
profile in Australia and was not used widely in Australian homes. Table 4.1 
shows that in 1996, around the time of ACICIS’ inception, there were 
27,201 Australian citizens and non-citizens using bahasa Indonesia at home 
in Australia (0.15% of the population) and that this figure grew to 55,869 
(0.26% of the population) in 2011.

Table 4.1: Usage of selected Asian languages in Australian homes, 
1996–2011

Language 1996 Census 2001 Census 2006 Census 2011 Census

Persons % Persons % Persons % Persons %

Asian languages with 100,000+ users

Mandarin 92,360 0.52 138,742 0.75 220,596 1.11 336,410 1.56

Arabic 
(includes 
Lebanese)

177,606 1.00 208,736 1.12 243,662 1.23 287,178 1.34

Cantonese 202,494 1.14 224,713 1.21 244,554 1.23 263,675 1.23

Vietnamese 146,267 0.82 173,610 0.93 194,858 0.98 233,388 1.09

Tagalog 
(includes 
Filipino)

70,445 0.40 78,592 0.42 92,330 0.47 136,860 0.64

Hindi 33,989 0.19 47,667 0.26 70,013 0.35 111,352 0.52

Other NALSAS languages

Korean 29,910 0.17 39,392 0.21 54,619 0.28 79,786 0.37

Japanese 25,667 0.14 28,059 0.15 35,110 0.18 43,692 0.20

Indonesian 27,201 0.15 38,555 0.21 42,038 0.21 55,869 0.26

Source: Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics data, 2012; cited in Hughes, 2014, 
p 259.15

14	  This initial funding from the Australian federal government was withdrawn a decade later. Bahasa 
Indonesia has since continued to be taught at the University of Sydney.
15	  Updated data from the 2016 and 2021 Censuses are available in Asia Society Australia & International 
Education Association of Australia, 2022, pp 5−9. 
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As a comparison, Mandarin, Arabic, Cantonese, Vietnamese and Tagalog 
were each used by more than 70,000 Australian citizens and non-citizens at 
home in Australia in 1996. Read has argued that in the 1970s and 1980s, 
the ‘small size and low political profile of the Indonesian community in 
Australia’ translated to minimal support for Indonesian language and studies 
education in Australian education systems (2002, pp 81–82). It is not 
surprising then that demand for Indonesian language and studies education 
in Australian education systems did not stem from within the Australian 
community.

Enrolment data from the 1960s and 1970s show that tertiary enrolments in 
bahasa Indonesia were higher than other Asian languages, notably Chinese 
and Japanese. The earliest reliable university enrolment figures for bahasa 
Indonesia are from 1964, as shown in Table 4.2. At this time there were 561 
enrolments in Indonesian and Malaysian languages across four universities 
in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney and 676 enrolments by 1973. This was, 
however, a time of significant expansion in tertiary enrolments in Australia 
and growth of absolute student numbers would likely have equated to a 
decline as a percentage of all university enrolments.

Table 4.2: Undergraduate enrolments in selected Asian languages 
in Australian universities, 1964–1973

Language 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973

Chinese 108 110 95 122 99 162 119 146 198 222

Indonesian 561 638 689 640 620 550 602 653 614 676

Japanese 53 80 192 272 397 417 463 462 460 533

Total 722 828 976 1,034 1,116 1,129 1,184 1,261 1,272 1,431

Notes: Although other Asian languages were taught during this period, including Arabic, 
Bengali, Literary Persian, Pali, Prakrit, Sanskrit and Urdu, no student enrolment data 
are provided for these languages in Australian Academy of the Humanities, 1975. 
Source: Adapted from Australian Academy of the Humanities, 1975, p 47.

Hawley’s post-1974 dataset, shown in Table 4.3, indicates that enrolments 
in bahasa Indonesia (and Malaysian) steadied between 1974 and 1981, with 
enrolments in Japanese growing strongly to outpace bahasa Indonesia.
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Colleges of Advanced Education (CAEs) were a feature of Australian 
higher education from 1967 to the early 1990s, offering post-secondary 
qualifications in vocational areas such as teaching, nursing and accounting. 
CAEs ranked below universities but above Colleges of Technical and Further 
Education (now known as TAFE and which focus on trade qualifications) 
and are important for this discussion in terms of their role in training primary 
and secondary school teachers, including language teachers.16 In 1969, the 
Auchmuty Report recorded four CAE institutions offering Indonesian/
Malaysian, with a combined total of 181 enrolments, compared with 40 
in Chinese and 350 in Japanese (1971, pp 56–59). By 1974, Indonesian 
was the most popular Asian language taught in CAEs, with a peak of 427 
enrolments in 1980, as shown in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4: Enrolments in Asian languages in Australian CAEs, 1974–1981

Language 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981

Indonesian 218 392 340 406 377 353 427 337

Japanese 164 248 235 246 219 281 257 314

Chinese 70 64 54 59 55 64 43 71

Vietnamese 0 0 0 0 0 0 38 51

Total: Asian 
languages

452 704 629 711 651 698 765 773

Total: all 
languages

1,016 1,447 1,403 1,830 1,989 2,053 2,270 2,347

Asian 
languages 
as % of all 
language 
enrolments

44.5% 48.7% 44.8% 38.9% 32.7% 34.0% 33.7% 33.0%

Note: The ‘Total: all languages’ figure for 1981 has been corrected from the source, 
in which there is an error in addition. Data are not complete for Indonesian at Darling 
Downs CAE (1978–1979), Adelaide College of the Arts (1974–1980) and the Western 
Australian Institute of Technology (1974); and for Japanese at the Western Australian 
Institute of Technology (1974).
Source: Adapted from Hawley, 1982, p 71 and p 62.

Hill (2012) has noted that by 1991, Indonesian was available at university 
level in each state and territory of Australia. This provided momentum – 
and a pipeline of students – for the inception of ACICIS, when tertiary 
enrolments in Indonesian language studies in Australia were at their peak. 

16	  The Dawkins Report recommended the Unified National System, which was an amalgamation of 
Australia’s 19 universities and 47 CAEs, to a unitary system of 35 universities. This process began in 1989.
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While enrolments grew strongly in the early 1990s, they had begun to 
contract by the end of the decade and have continued to decline (Hill, 
2012, p 19 and p 21).17 In 2001, there were 1,686 students studying bahasa 
Indonesia in Australian universities; declining to 1,067 students in 2010 
(Hill, 2012, p 23); and in 2022, there were only around 564 Australian 
students enrolled in all Southeast Asian languages at Australian universities 
(ACICIS, 2024a, p 7).18

Participation in Australia’s Indonesia 
literacy: Schools
Bahasa Indonesia was introduced into Australian primary and secondary 
schools in the 1950s. Wykes and King surveyed the teaching of foreign 
languages in Australian schools between 1957 and 1963 and found that 
French, German and Latin dominated language programs, with only 
‘handfuls’ of children studying Indonesian and Malaysian (cited in Worsley, 
1994, p 21). At this time, bahasa Indonesia was taught only in Victoria and 
bahasa Malaysia (Malaysian) only in South Australia. Worsley provides the 
following data on Australian primary and secondary students of Indonesian 
and Malaysian from 1969 through to 1991:

Table 4.5: Australian school students studying Indonesian and Malaysian, 
1969–1991

1969 1975 1988 1991

Primary students – 2,577 5,938 16,682

Secondary students 3,431 10,895 18,987 28,815 

Year 12 students 590 619 1,054 791

Total 3,431 13,472 24,925 45,497

Note: This source only provides absolute numbers and does not provide a ‘participation 
rate’ as a percentage of entire student populations.
Source: Worsley, 1994, p 21.

17	  Participation rates in Asian languages at Australian universities, including Indonesian, were not 
consistently recorded throughout the 1990s. Hill, 2012, provides figures for 2001–2010, with the most 
reliable figures prior to this Worsley, 1994, pp 21–41 and the Ingleson Report, 1989, pp 126–129.
18	  Given the limited offerings of other Southeast Asian languages at Australian universities, the 
majority of these students would be studying bahasa Indonesia. The Australian Government currently 
does not collect university enrolment data for individual languages. 
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In the late 1960s and 1970s, enrolments in languages education declined 
dramatically in Australian schools. This has been attributed to the abolition 
of foreign language requirements for entry into Australian universities 
(A national language policy, 1984, p 148).19 It was at this time and in this 
context that Indonesian and Malaysian were introduced into secondary 
schools and that student enrolments in these languages began to increase. 
As shown in Table 4.5 on the previous page, the study of Indonesian in 
Australian primary and secondary schools grew – in absolute terms – over 
the period from 1969 to 1991.

Table 4.6: Enrolments in top 10 languages in Australian government 
schools, 2001 and 2005

Language 2001 2005

National 
enrolments

As % of national 
enrolments in 

languages

National 
enrolments

As % of national 
enrolments in 

languages

Japanese 239,030 23.4% 220,126 23.4%

Italian 196,585 19.3% 192,097 20.4%

Indonesian 211,003 20.7% 170,273 18.1%

French 135,826 13.3% 123,861 13.2%

German 107,695 10.6% 92,433 9.8%

Chinesea 51,351 5.0% 52,960 5.6%

Modern Greek 14,637 1.4% 16,107 1.7%

Spanish 17,994 1.8% 15,953 1.7%

Vietnamese 8,991 0.9% 11,055 1.2%

Arabic 8,614 0.8% 9,878 1.0%

Total enrolments: 
top 20 LOTE

991,726 97.2% 904,743 96.1%

Total enrolments: 
all LOTE

1,019,799 – 941,225 –

Note: The order of languages does not reflect a numerical rank of enrolments or 
percentages. The figures exclude Tasmania; Data for the Australian Capital Territory 
were for 2001 and 2003, as 2005 data were not supplied. a Includes Mandarin and 
‘unspecified Chinese’.
Source: Adapted from Research Centre for Languages and Cultures Education, 
University of South Australia, 2007, p 35.

19	  Approximately 40% of matriculation candidates studied a language other than English in 1968 and 
this fell to 14% between 1976 and 1978.
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Enrolments in bahasa Indonesia in Australian primary and high schools 
grew exponentially over the next 10 years, as shown in Table 4.6. After the 
establishment of both ACICIS and NALSAS, by 2001, there were over 
211,000 enrolments in Indonesian in government primary and secondary 
schools in Australia and bahasa Indonesia was the second most studied 
language in these schools after Japanese.

Writing in 2009, Lo Bianco and Slaughter showed that the pattern of 
enrolments in Indonesian language education across Australian schools 
mirrored that of other languages. Languages education in Australia is 
concentrated in primary schools and early secondary schooling years. 
It declines over secondary school levels; as student year levels advance 
participation rates decline, with Year 12 its lowest level. Indonesian 
language education is concentrated in Australian primary schools, with 
primary school students accounting for more than 60% of all enrolments in 
Indonesian in 2010 (Kohler & Mahnken, 2010, p 5). Kohler and Mahnken 
have argued that, at this time, ‘data provided by education authorities shows 
[sic] that 99% of Australian students studying Indonesian discontinued their 
study before completing Year 12’, with attrition levels most severe at the 
junior secondary school level during transition from primary school, where 
Indonesian is taught more widely. The majority of Indonesian language 
education in Australian schools is thus focused at year levels in which 
languages education programs are most likely to be characterised by low 
time allocation. This experience is unlikely to contribute to the development 
of useful levels of bahasa Indonesia proficiency for Australian students.

Bahasa Indonesia has always been included in the official reports discussed 
earlier in this chapter as a ‘prioritised language’ (Rudd Report, NALSAS, 
NALSSP); a ‘language of wider teaching’ (Lo Bianco Report); a ‘language of 
the future’ (Valverde Report); and has since been classified by the Australian 
Government as a ‘nationally strategic language’ in Australian universities 
(Hill, 2012, p 19). Writing in the early 1990s, Worsley noted that in an 
education environment in which only a small proportion of all students 
have chosen to study an increasingly diverse range of languages, Indonesian 
became one of the most studied languages in Australian schools, albeit mostly 
primary schools (Worsley, 1994, p 31). Post-2000 slumps in participation 
rates, however, have sparked descriptions of bahasa Indonesia as reaching a 
‘crisis point’, with the Asia Education Foundation warning that Indonesian 
could become ‘virtually extinct in language studies at Year 12 level’ (2012, 
p 1). Declining Year 12 enrolment figures mirror those at the tertiary level. 
In 2009, 1,167 students in Year 12 were enrolled nationally in tertiary-
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accredited bahasa Indonesia subjects in Australian schools (Kohler & 
Mahnken, 2010, p 13) and in 2022, data from the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority show this has steadily declined to 619 
Year 12 students (ACICIS, 2024b, p 10).

From an Indonesian perspective, however, Australia has led the world in 
Indonesian language education and the Indonesian Government has extolled 
Australian students’ participation in Indonesian language education as a 
global benchmark. Indeed, over the last 30 years, it has been ACICIS, an 
Australian-based consortium, that is likely the largest inbound study abroad 
program to Indonesia. In an interview with the author in 2011 (Hughes, 
2014), Aris Junaedi, Indonesia’s Education Attaché in Australia from 2008 
to 2013 commented that although Australian students’ participation 
in bahasa Indonesia education was in decline, this was not the primary 
challenge he faced in his work. During his posting to Canberra, Australia’s 
Indonesia literacy still surpassed that of any other non–Indonesian speaking 
nation, making it difficult for him to compete with posts in other countries 
for resources and funding.

Conclusion
The push for Asia literacy began in the 1970s, which was a time of great 
political and social change in Australia, particularly in relation to the ideas 
of ‘Asia’ and multiculturalism. This chapter has explored conceptualisations 
of, and participation in, Asia literacy and Indonesia literacy in the 1970s, 
1980s and 1990s at the time ACICIS was also being conceived and founded. 
In this way, ACICIS is shown to be a part of, and a response to, Asia literacy 
and Indonesia literacy agendas in Australia.

Importantly, ACICIS has challenged notions that Indonesia literacy is 
to occur in Australia, in formal places of learning, without input from 
Indonesians or that it should only focus on language studies. By offering 
in-country programs and emphasising sites of informal learning such as kos, 
workplaces and broader communities in Indonesia, ACICIS’ modality for 
Indonesia literacy is both innovative and inclusive, and creates opportunities 
for Indonesian agency. This is also highlighted through ACICIS’ consortium 
model and the cross-institutional partnerships it fosters among and between 
Australian and Indonesian universities. From its second decade, ACICIS also 
began to offer new programs in non-language disciplines such as journalism, 
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Islamic economics and development studies.20 It is this innovation and 
inclusivity that has likely ensured ACICIS’ longevity over the last 30 years 
whereas other, government-led Asia literacy initiatives, such as NALSAS 
and NALSSP, have been comparatively short-lived.
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