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CONTEXT

In 2022, Cordy and Morgan wrote on the
outcomes of the National Assessment Plan:
Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) data for

all the years the tests have been undertaken
since commencement in 2008, to 2021 (Cordy
& Morgan, 2022). They updated these data
and outcomes in 2026, including all tests

up to 2025 (Morgan & Cordy, 2026). These
authors made the case that students with

a language background other than English
(LBOTE), in every year tests were conducted,
outperformed those without a background
language (monolingual children and students)
in every domain of the tests (Literacy: Spelling,
Writing, Reading, Grammar and Punctuation;
and Numeracy) at every year level (Years 3,
5,7, 9). That is, those with facility in another
language were doing better in English literacy
and numeracy testing than those without an
additional language.

NAPLAN DATA 2026

2026 data were released in August 2026, and
demonstrate the same outcomes. The LBOTE
students are outperforming their monolingual
peers in all domains and at all year levels. In
many instances, the gap between the LBOTE
and non-LBOTE students is equivalent to a
year or more (25+ points on the continuum
scale). Percentages of students classified as
performing at ‘strong’ or ‘exceeding’ levels (in
relation to benchmark targets) are also higher
in every domain at every year level, sometimes
statistically significantly (ACARA, 2026), and,
with one exception, are in excess of two
thirds of the full LBOTE cohort. In one case
(Year 7 Spelling), almost 80% of the cohort
are performing at ‘strong’ or ‘exceeding’
levels. That is, the vast majority of the LBOTE
students do not require additional support
with literacy and numeracy, compared to lower
percentages in the non-LBOTE cohort. This
means more Australian children with English
as their first/dominant language are needing
literacy support in English than those with a
different background language.

These outcomes tell us, again, that there are
literacy (@and numeracy) benefits to having
facility with, and hence in learning an additional
language. We ask why this is being ignored in
the commentary on the NAPLAN outcomes,
which have been nationally publicised as
showing ‘dire’ results for all Australia in the
numbers of students below the benchmarks
for their year levels. One reporter on the ABC
Radio National Breakfast program asked

an expert commentator, an academic from

an Australian university (not a teacher of
languages nor educator of students studying
to become a teacher of languages) about

the higher scores for LBOTE students. He
replied that earlier research out of Queensland
showed many students in this category were

from skilled migrant families, and hence they
were good at English. What does this tell us?
That English (as an additional language) is
taught better in nations outside Australia, to
the extent that these children, on migrating
to Australia or soon after, can outperform
their non-migrant peers in our local English-
language literacy tests? If so, this is an
indictment of teaching in Australia. We don’t
believe this is the issue or the reason for

the difference between cohorts, however.
Additional research — huge volumes of such
, evidenced over many decades — tells us
that learning an additional language is the
reason for increased literacy (and numeracy)
scores. We know from this research (see, for
example, Morgan et al, 2024) that learning
additional languages benefits students

in all learning areas, in cognitive learning,
executive functions, problem-solving skills,
understanding of grammars, empathy and
compassion, interpersonal relationships,
and more.

TIME TO ACT

The world is multilingual. Globally, most
children learn and use two or more languages.
Europe’s policy is for 1 + 2 languages

(home language[s] and learning/using two
others to a high level of proficiency). It is the
international norm to be bi/multilingual, and
critical for engaged involvement as global
citizens. Why have we waited while both the
broader research and the testing outcomes
consistently reveal the benefits of bilingualism,
to address our serious lack of commitment,
nationally, to meaningful language learning
for all Australian learners? Not through 30

or 45 minutes a week, but in amounts of
time, and in frequency of lessons, to achieve
actual proficient outcomes. We know, again,
from the research literature, that this means
language learning should be given at least

2 hours a week, and preferably 135 mins or
more (3 x 45 min lessons/week) in primary
years, and 180 minutes a week (over 4
lessons) in secondary years. Or, even better,
should be provided in bilingual immersion
programs where 50% of the lessons are in
each language, so English plus any other
language, such as those in the Australian
Curriculum, listed here alphabetically: Arabic,
Chinese, French, German, Hindi, Indonesian,
ltalian, Japanese, Korean, Modern Greek,
Spanish, Turkish, Vietnamese; or in languages
of local communities including Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander languages. Content

and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)
pedagogies, where subjects are taught in

the additional language, benefiting both
language and subject learning, and are also
strong pathways to proficient attainment of the
additional language in bilingual mode.

We know all this! It really is time that:

e |anguage learning was ‘counted’ as literacy
learning

e ‘Literacy blocks’ included additional
language learning, in school day mornings,
when children are fresh and most ready to
learn

e The amount of time given to learning
languages is increased, especially from the
Foundation Year to Year 10, to at least 2
hours, and preferably 135-180 mins a week
delivered over three or four lessons to ensure
retention and meaningful progression in the
language

e Such access is universally understood
at jurisdiction and government level as
an absolute minimal entitlement of all
young Australians, to achieve the so-
called ‘basics’ of literacy (and numeracy)

e Bilingual immersion programs are
recognised as best practice, and numbers of
bilingual preschools and schools increased.
Evidence from California, for example, with
high percentages of bilingual preschools,
shows that bilingual preschools enhance
English and Mathematics outcomes in
later years in results that mirror NAPLAN
outcomes for LBOTE children.

e Adequate resourcing of teachers and
teaching materials was provided to support
this major literacy learning initiative (learning
additional languages)

e National policy for languages education is
developed as a priority, and coordination
of the enactment of the policy is managed
by a national agency, such as the National
Institute of Languages Education (NILE)
as proposed by the national languages
teachers association

® The recommendations from the Building
Asia Capability inquiry could be achieved
through NILE, and are consistent with this
argument for better languages learning for
increased literacy, as well as international
engagement and national prosperity goals.

So, it is time. We really have not a moment
to waste.

Below are the compiled data from the NAPLAN
tests for the LBOTE, non-LBOTE, and all
Australia outcomes for all domains of the tests.
Percentages of LBOTE students in the Strong
and Exceeding categories are also included.
These show us how children whose first
language is not English are managing better
than those whose first language is English,

in English literacy tests. Let’s address this
national need urgently, and improve the literacy
outcomes of all Australian students. Side
benefits of better preparedness for a global
economy and citizenship will follow, also.




Year 3

Domain LBOTE Non-LBOTE All LBOTE Exceeding/Strong
Reading 407.8 400.0 402.5 67.3%
Writing 421.8 4075 412.0 77%
Spelling 4261 394.6 404.8 70%
Grammar & Punctuation 421.8 401.9 408.3 56.5%
Numeracy 408.0 399.9 402.6 63.6%
Year 5
Domain LBOTE Non-LBOTE All LBOTE Exceeding/Strong
Reading 492.2 485.4 487.5 71.5%
Writing 4954 475.8 481.8 71.2%
Spelling 509.1 479.4 488.8 77.2%
Grammar & Punctuation 51011 4911 4971 66.9%
Numeracy 505.6 488.2 493.7 73.3%
Year 7
| o[ susesiae |
Reading 5351 66.4%
Writing 535.2 69.9%
Spelling 541.6 79.4%
Grammar & Punctuation 535.2 65.6%
Numeracy 547.9 74.4%
Year 9
Domain LBOTE Non-LBOTE All LBOTE Exceeding/Strong
Reading 570.4 558.9 562.2 65.2%
Writing 587.2 566.4 572.0 65.6%
Speliing 586.0 561.5 568.5 78.1%
Grammar & Punctuation 571.6 547.3 564.2 60.5%
Numeracy 594.3 565.7 573.9 70.4%
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