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2 CONCEPTUAL ISSUES  

This section examines the concepts of language background, culture and ethnicity, with 
particular emphasis on the Australian schooling context. The first part of this section 
discusses the concepts ‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’. The next two parts concentrate on 
language background and Indigenous status. The final part of this section reviews the 
literature describing the relationship between language background, culture, ethnicity and 
schooling.  

2.1 Culture and Ethnicity 

Culture refers to the set of ideas, beliefs and practices whereby people in different times 
and places negotiate the conditions of their existence (Bottomley 1997). The term 
generally refers to particular ways of life which may characterise particular social groups. 
Language, race, ethnicity or religion may play a role in distinguishing a culture. 

Ethnicity involves some form of metaphorical ties of kinship, especially the notion of 
common ancestry and blood relationships. It involves some form of identification: 
individuals identify themselves as belonging to a particular ethnic group and/or the group 
recognises an individual as belonging to that group. Specific cultural practices such as 
language and religion commonly define the particularities of different ethnic groups 
(Bottomley 1997). When a country like Australia is described as multicultural, it generally 
means that it is made up of a number of more or less culturally distinct ethnic groups.  

It is important to recognise the unique and special situation of Australia’s Indigenous 
minority, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and to consider them separately 
from other ethnic minorities.  

Ethnicity comes onto the public agenda mainly because of its association with social 
inequality and social disadvantage. Members of minority ethnic groups often occupy 
distinctive social and geographical locations, and may face prejudice and discrimination 
from the members of other groups. It is this association between ethnicity and social 
disadvantage that has motivated much of the existing research into ethnic differences in 
contemporary Australian society, reflecting a formal commitment to social equity.  

Although the concepts ‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’ are commonly found in social and political 
discussions in Australia, there are no generally accepted operational definitions of these 
terms. In contrast ‘language background’ has been more rigorously defined. 

2.2 Language Background   

Since the English language is the official language of Australia and the language of 
instruction and commerce, English fluency is necessary for full participation in Australian 
society. Therefore, a major distinction is made between persons from English-speaking 
backgrounds, and those from language backgrounds other than English.  

In Australia, a variety of definitions have been used to describe language background.  

Until recently, the most commonly used acronym has been: 
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NESB  non-English speaking background. 

NESB relates to both cultural and linguistic aspects of ethnicity and is considered to be a 
permanent characteristic (Martin 1995). It has been defined both broadly and narrowly. 
For example, Martin (1995:viii) specified the following hierarchy of definitions: 

Level 1 - those who speak or understand a heritage language1 other than English used in 
the home; or 

- those who identify themselves as being of non-English speaking background; 
or 

- those who were born or have one or both parents born in a non-English 
speaking country. 

Level 2 - those who speak or understand a heritage language other than English used in 
the home; or 

- those who were born or have one or both parents born in a non-English 
speaking country. 

Level 3 - those who speak or understand a heritage language other than English used in 
the home. 

Although widely used, the term NESB has come into disfavour in recent years. It has been 
criticised for having conflicting definitions and grouping people who are relatively 
disadvantaged with those who are not. Consequently, the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) does not recommend the use of the term NESB (1999a:3). Similarly, the Council 
of Ministers of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (COMIMA) have agreed to move 
away from using the term. 

The currently preferred term is: 

LBOTE language background other than English 

LBOTE students have been defined in a similar manner as NESB students. That is, 
persons from a language background other than English are:  

either born in a non-English speaking country, or in Australia with one or both parents 
born in a non-English speaking country, or are Indigenous students for whom English is 
a second or other language’ (MCEETYA 1997:78).  

Related terms include CBOTE (cultural background other than English) and MLOTE 
(main language other than English). 

Narrower terms relating to subsets of NESB/LBOTE groups include: 

ESL  English as a second language; and 

ESLL  English as a second language learner. 

ESL students are students whose first language is not English and who speak a language 
other than English in the home. ESL students who are still in the process of learning 
English are known as ESL learners (ESLL). ESLL is not a permanent characteristic. 
                                                        
1  Heritage language is used to include Aboriginal languages, Kriol and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
creoles and distinguishes ownership of the language from languages learning for other purposes (Martin 
1995:10) 
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Overseas, a number of other terms have been used to refer to these groups. For example, 
in England they are known as ‘English as an additional language’ students and in the 
United States they are known as ‘speakers of other languages’. 

It must be emphasised that ESL and ESLL students form a subset of LBOTE (or NESB) 
students. These broader categories also include students who are proficient in English.  

2.3 Indigenous Status 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has established a standard definition of 
Indigenous status:  

An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
descent who identifies as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and is accepted as such by 
the community in which he or she lives  (ABS 1999a:35). 

Ministers at the Eleventh Meeting of MCEETYA in March 2000 endorsed this definition 
for the reporting of nationally comparable outcomes of schooling.  

As indicated earlier in this report, some Indigenous students may be classified as LBOTE, 
ESL and/or ESLL students.  

2.4 The Relationship between Language Background, Culture, 
Ethnicity and Schooling 

When developing a common definition for students from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds, two major issues need to be addressed: 

• what is to be gained from reporting separately on these students; and  

• which aspects of a student's language background, culture, or ethnicity are both 
relevant to, and likely to affect their educational outcomes?  

This section provides a brief overview of the literature that relates language background, 
culture and ethnicity to schooling outcomes. The literature on ethnic minorities is 
discussed first, followed by a description of research on Indigenous people. 
 
2.4.1 ETHNIC MINORITIES AND EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES 

Generally and as an aggregate, there is little evidence that students with language 
backgrounds other than English have poorer educational outcomes. Recent research based 
upon data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) shows that 
between 1989 and 1998 young people with a father born in a mainly non-English 
speaking country were more likely than young people with a father born in Australia to 
complete Year 12 and to enter higher education (Long et al. 1999; Marks et al. 
forthcoming). Earlier work on the participation of students in post-compulsory secondary 
education and their entry into higher education also support this conclusion (eg. Birrell 
and Seitz 1986; Bullivant 1988).  



The Measurement of Language Background, Culture and Ethnicity 
 

 

6 

 
 

 

However, it needs to be acknowledged that there is a great diversity in the educational 
outcomes of students from ethnic minorities. Students from some ethnic or language 
backgrounds perform better than others and the use of aggregated data conceals these 
differences. Consequently, it is important to collect detailed data on the cultural and 
language background of students.  

For example, an analysis of the LSAY data revealed that performance in literacy and 
numeracy varies widely among students from language backgrounds other than English. 
When ethnic background was measured by nine categories relating to father’s country of 
birth, some categories performed better than those whose fathers were born in Australia, 
while the performance of others was worse (Marks and McMillan 2000). Similarly, 
diversity in the IT skills of ethnic groups has been reported in a national study (Meredyth 
et al. 1999).  

Recent qualitative research has examined factors influencing the educational outcomes of 
specific ethnic groups, including Maltese-Australians (Terry et al. 1993), Dutch-
Australians (Bureau of Immigration and Population Research 1993), and second 
generation Turkish-Australians (Keceli and Cahill 1998). This research has revealed both 
positive and negative influences on educational outcomes that pertain to ethnic groups.  

There are many positive characteristics commonly attributed to migrant groups which can 
play an important role in supporting migrants and their children adapting to and 
participating in the education system in a new country. These factors include resilience, 
determination to be successful in their new lives, initiative, adaptability, respect for 
education and hard work. For example, Birrell and Seitz (1986), and Bullivant (1988) 
have attributed the high academic attainment of students from immigrant families to 
family support systems, ethnic pride and the ‘ethnic success ethic’.  

However, there are also negative influences especially among recent arrivals. The degree 
to which new arrivals are proficient in English has an obvious and immediate impact on 
the degree to which they are able to access and participate in schooling. The culture of 
Australian schooling may be quite different to the education they experienced in their 
home country (eg. differences in teacher-student interaction, learning expectations and 
curriculum content). Some children, particularly those from refugee groups, may have 
little or no experience of formal schooling and may also have experienced great hardship 
and trauma. Some migrant groups experience financial difficulties and downward 
mobility in terms of socioeconomic status. Students may also have to confront racism in 
the school environment.  

It must be emphasised that LBOTE students are not a homogeneous group; some are 
likely to face a number of barriers to schooling, while others are more likely to experience 
positive factors. These are reflected  in the educational outcomes of different ethnic 
groups. Consequently, it is essential that data on the cultural and language diversity of 
students be sufficiently detailed to allow the identification of educationally disadvantaged 
groups. 
  
2.4.2 INDIGENOUS STUDENTS AND EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES  

In 1995 the National Review of the Aboriginal Education Policy stated that Indigenous 
peoples were the most educationally disadvantaged group in Australia. This continues to 
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be the case. A summary of statistics on educational outcomes for Indigenous students in 
the National Report on Schooling in Australia 1997 (MCEETYA 1997) noted that while 
there had been some improvement in educational outcomes for Indigenous students, there 
was still a significant gap between the achievement of Indigenous students and non-
Indigenous students. The increase in school participation rates for Indigenous students has 
been less than the corresponding increase in school participation for non-Indigenous 
students (Long and Frigo 1998). In the National School English Literacy Survey 
(NSELS), a special Indigenous sample, drawn mainly from schools in rural and remote 
areas, had substantially lower levels of English literacy achievement than other students 
(Masters and Forster 1997).  

A number of factors may influence the educational outcomes of Indigenous people. Many 
Indigenous children come from rural and isolated areas, from families with low 
socioeconomic status. Family members may be unemployed or in custody, or may suffer 
from health, drug and alcohol problems. The students may also experience health 
problems (especially hearing loss), may speak a non-standard dialect at home or have 
parents with low literacy levels. Discrimination and racism may also influence their 
educational outcomes.  
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3 CURRENT APPROACHES 

In this section, current approaches to defining and measuring cultural and language 
diversity are discussed. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has recently released 
its Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language Diversity (1999a), which describes 
a wide range of indicators. The section begins with an assessment of the suitability of 
each of these indicators for the national reporting of schooling outcomes. Other research 
and administrative approaches to defining and measuring cultural and language diversity 
are then discussed, before turning to a description of the data currently collected by 
educational systems in Australia and overseas. 

3.1 The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

In recognition of the need for a nationally consistent framework for the collection and 
dissemination of data on cultural and language diversity, the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) recently published its Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language 
Diversity (1999a). The standards are based on the premise that the use of a single 
indicator such as country of birth or a non-standard composite concept such as NESB is 
an inadequate measure of culturally related need or disadvantage. Analyses by the ABS 
have indicated that while population groups from particular countries and who speak 
certain languages have a relatively high correlation with socioeconomic disadvantage, 
there is diversity within groups, confirming the need for a range of indicators.  

The ABS recommends that a minimum core set of four indicators be included in all data 
collections that require information on cultural and language diversity. These indicators 
are: 
• Country of Birth of Person; 
• Main Language Other Than English Spoken at Home; 
• Proficiency in Spoken English (for those who speak a language other than English); 

and 
• Indigenous Status. 

The ABS also specified eight non-core indicators, any of which can be added to the 
minimum core set depending on particular information requirements. The full standard 
set includes the minimum core indicators and the following non-core indicators: 

• Ancestry; 
• Country of Birth of Father; 
• Country of Birth of Mother; 
• First Language Spoken; 
• Languages Spoken at Home; 
• Main Language Spoken at Home; 
• Religious Affiliation; and 
• Year of Arrival in Australia. 

The minimum core set of indicators has been recommended by the Council of Ministers 
of Immigration and Cultural Affairs (COMIMA) for use in all national, State and 
Territory statistical and administrative collections that require information on cultural and 
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language diversity. COMIMA also recommended that the full standard set be used when a 
wider range of information is required.  

The existence of standards for the collection, processing and dissemination of cultural and 
language data, and their endorsement by COMIMA, builds a strong argument for 
considering the ABS indicators when developing a framework for the reporting of 
nationally comparable outcomes of schooling. The adoption of one or more of these 
indicators would ensure comparability with data collected by the ABS and other national, 
State and Territory data collected in accordance with the ABS guidelines. 

Detailed descriptions of the ABS indicators and a discussion of their advantages and 
disadvantages are provided in Appendix A. The main point to note is that no indicator is 
stands out as the one best indicator. However some indicators are more appropriate than 
others for the reporting of schooling outcomes, in particular, the indicators relating to 
country of birth, language and Indigenous status. 

When selecting indicators for the reporting of nationally comparable outcomes of 
schooling, it is also necessary to consider comparability with existing educational data 
collections. Current approaches being used in educational research and by educational 
authorities are discussed below, with particular emphasis on their comparability with the 
ABS standards for cultural and linguistic diversity.  

3.2 Educational Research 

The type and detail of information collected on language background, culture and 
ethnicity varies across a range of major Australian and international educational studies 
(see Appendix B for examples).  

Country of birth of the student and also of the father and mother are commonly collected. 
In some studies this information is recorded as a dichotomous variable (eg. 
Australia/other country), while in other studies actual country names are recorded.  

Information on language is also commonly collected. The wording of language indicators 
varies across studies but questions usually refer to main language spoken at home. Again 
the level of detail recorded varies from dichotomous response options (eg. English/other) 
to a listing of specific languages.  

In the case of several important studies, for example TIMSS, LSAY and PISA, the 
wording of questions is not consistent with the ABS (1999a) Standards for Statistics on 
Cultural and Language Diversity. 

 

3.3 Educational Authorities 

3.3.1 AUSTRALIAN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND BOARDS OF STUDIES 

In Australian school systems, data on country of birth, language background and 
Indigenous status are often collected. However, the methods for collecting and classifying 
these data differ between systems, States and Territories. 
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The type and detail of information collected by Boards of Studies also varies. 

Data are collected by school systems and Boards of Studies for a variety of purposes: 
enrolment; school Census; state-wide assessment; Year 12 certification; and other regular 
data collections. 

An examination of the standard enrolment forms used in government schools shows that 
most collect: 

• Country of birth of student, parents/caregivers; 
• Main language spoken at home; and  
• Indigenous background. 
However, States and Territories use different question wording on their enrolment forms, 
differ in the level of detail of data that is collected, and have different policies for updates. 
Standard enrolment forms may or may not be used by Catholic schools. There are no 
standard enrolment forms for Independent schools.  

Data collected by school systems for other purposes (eg. Census data, state-wide 
assessment at Years 3, 5 and 7, and Year 12 certification) also varies.  

A detailed description of the data collected by Australian school systems and Boards of 
Studies is reported in Appendix C. 
 
3.3.2 VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA 

The National Centre for Vocational Education and Training (NCVER) undertakes the 
national collection of data on behalf of the Australian National Training Authority 
(ANTA). Data are collected on: 

• Country of birth of student; 
• Main language spoken at home; and 
• Indigenous background. 
The question used to measure Indigenous status is consistent with ABS standards, but the 
questions used to collect the other data differ from ABS standards. Details are provided in 
Appendix E. 
 
3.3.4 INTERNATIONAL APPROACHES 

As in Australia, a range of indicators of language background, culture and ethnicity are 
collected by overseas school systems. For example, the New Zealand Ministry of 
Education collects indicators of ethnicity and language background, following the 
standards specified by Statistics New Zealand. In the United States a range of data are 
collected, including racial/ethnic categories. Appendix F describes approaches adopted in 
New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States.  
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4 TOWARDS A COMMON DEFINITION 

In this section we raise a number of issues associated with the selection of a common 
definition of language background, culture and ethnicity. In recent years, MCEETYA and 
the ABS have adopted quite different definitional approaches. In 1997, MCEETYA 
endorsed a broad, overarching definition of language background other than English. In 
contrast the ABS (1999a) has developed ten narrower operational definitions, each 
referring to a different aspect of language background, culture and ethnicity. We begin 
this section by contrasting the two approaches, and argue that both have a place in the 
reporting of schooling outcomes. We then present two general definitions. In Section 5, 
we provide five narrower operational definitions related to aspects of these broad 
definitions. 

4.1 General definitions versus operational definitions 

MCEETYA adopted a single broad inclusive definition of language background other 
than English in 1997. Its purpose is to distinguish between two groups of people: those 
who do and those who do not have a language background other than English.  Such 
definitions can be useful as a basis for finer conceptual distinctions. However, broad 
definitions also have a number of limitations. For example: 

• The use of a broad definition (without also specifying a series of more detailed sub-
definitions) can mask the complexity of language background, culture and ethnicity 
and its effects on schooling outcomes 

• The existing MCEETYA definition of language background other than English was 
endorsed before the publication of the ABS standards. The continued use of this 
definition, without reference to the new ABS standards, ignores the move by the ABS, 
COMIMA and other organisations away from classifying people into two broad 
groups. The use of measures based upon definitions that categorise people into one of 
two groups ignores diversity within groups. This may be problematic when reporting 
schooling outcomes. Since there is great diversity within the LBOTE group, a broad 
measure can provide only limited guidance to policy makers. 

• Due to the broadness of the 1997 MCEETYA definition, and a lack of accompanying 
standard operationalisation procedures, it has been subject to a range of 
interpretations. This has led to a lack of consistency within Australia in the manner in 
which students are classified. 

As indicated above, the ABS (1999a) has signalled the need to move away from broad 
classifications such as LBOTE when describing cultural and language diversity. In its 
standards, the ABS does not provide one broad definition. Rather, it provides ten 
operational definitions relating to specific, narrow aspects of language background, 
culture and ethnicity. These ten definitions, when taken together, provide a more detailed 
and in-depth description of cultural and language diversity, and provide greater guidance 
for data collection and reporting. 

It is not necessary to choose between a broad definition and several operational 
definitions. The preferred approach that capitalises on the advantages of each, is to adopt 
both a broad overarching definition and an associated set of related sub-definitions 
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(operational definitions). The 1997 MCEETYA definition can be used to signal in a very 
simple manner the broad parameters of language background, culture and ethnicity. For 
implementation purposes, an associated series of operational definitions can provide 
unambiguous guidelines for the measurement of the specific aspects of language 
background, culture and ethnicity which are pertinent to the reporting of schooling 
outcomes.  

4.2  General Definitions 

Two broad definitions relating to language background, culture and ethnicity, and 
applicable to educational contexts are provided below. They are intended as broad, 
general and inclusive descriptions of language background, cultural and ethic groups, 
setting the context for reporting in this area. Narrower operational definitions are provided 
in Section 5 where we discuss the specific aspects of language background, culture and 
ethnicity which are most appropriate for the reporting of schooling outcomes. The 
operational definitions are intended to provide guidance on how to measure and report on 
aspects of language background, culture and ethnicity relevant to schooling outcomes. 

The first broad definition is: 

Language background other than English (LBOTE): These persons 
were either born in a non-English speaking country, or in Australia with 
one or both parents born in a non-English speaking country, or are 
Indigenous students for whom English is a second or other language 
(MCEETYA 1997:78). 

The advantages of adopting this definition are: 

• The definition was endorsed by MCEETYA in 1997. 

• The definition is closely related to the core set of indicators of cultural and language 
diversity recommended by the ABS and endorsed by COMIMA. 

• Country of birth and language background (central to the LBOTE definition) are good 
general indicators of ethnicity (see Appendix A for details). Operational definitions 
for each of these aspects of LBOTE are available in the ABS standards and are 
reproduced in the following section. 

 
A separate definition for Indigenous students is necessary (see Section 2.4.2 for 
details). Thus, our second broad definition relates to Indigenous status. 

Indigenous status: An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is a person of 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent who identifies as an 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and is accepted as such by the 
community in which he or she lives (ABS 1999a:35). 

It is important to emphasise that Indigenous students may also be classified as having a 
language background other than English.  

The advantages of adopting this definition are: 
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• It is drawn from the ABS (1999a) Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language 
Diversity. 

• Ministers at the 11th Meeting of MCEETYA in March 2000 have already endorsed 
this definition for the purpose of nationally comparable reporting of outcomes within 
the context of the National Goals for Schooling in the 21st Century.  

 

A third definition, referring to proficiency in English, time spent learning in English 
and/or English as a second language (ESL) learners, may also be useful for purposes such 
the identification of students who should be exempted from achievement tests 
administered in English. ESL learners are a subset of LBOTE students who may 
experience particular disadvantage in the Australian education context where curriculums 
are generally in English. While the definition, measurement and reporting of such 
students are important, it is outside the scope of this report. 
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5 DATA COLLECTION OPTIONS 

The range of data relating to LBOTE and Indigenous status that is collected in the 
Australian States and Territories is similar, in many instances, in intent. However 
approaches to collecting these data vary. The adoption of a common approach to data 
collection is essential for nationally comparable reporting. The following example relating 
to the collection of data on Indigenous status underlines this point. A comparison of data 
on Indigenous students from the National Schools Statistics Collection (NSSC) and the 
1996 population census revealed that while there is a close correlation between the two 
data sets for primary school aged children, the correlation between the data sets is lower 
for secondary school aged students. The discrepancy suggests either an under-
enumeration of older Indigenous students in the NSSC or an over-enumeration in ABS 
census data. Discrepancies varied between States and Territories, as did the practices for 
gathering Indigenous status data (Barnes et al. 1997).  

In this section, issues relating to the selection of indicators, operational definitions, 
question wording and the collection and classification of data are addressed. 

5.1 Indicators  

To identify (and subsequently report on) LBOTE and Indigenous students requires the use 
of a standard set of questions. The ABS (1999a) standards on cultural and language 
diversity include ten indicators which, when taken together, provide a comprehensive 
description of language background, culture and ethnicity. However, it would be 
impractical to adopt all of these measures for the national reporting of educational 
outcomes. Some of the ABS indicators are not central to operationalisation of the LBOTE 
and Indigenous status definitions specified in the previous section. Of the remaining 
indicators, some are more appropriate than others for identifying instances of advantage 
and disadvantage in educational contexts (see Section 3.1 and Appendix A for details). 
Consequently, while the recommended definition of LBOTE students is broad and 
inclusive, the LBOTE indicators recommended below are designed to identify aspects of 
LBOTE status potentially related to educational advantage or disadvantage.     

To measure LBOTE, four indicators are recommended. A fifth indicator is required to 
measure Indigenous status. The five indicators are: 

• country of birth of student;  
• country of birth of father;  
• country of birth of mother;  
• main language other than English spoken at home; and 
• Indigenous status. 
 
These indicators are recommended for nationally comparable reporting of educational 
outcomes for the following reasons. 

General 

• Standards have been established: The indicators relating to country of birth of the 
student, the main language other than English spoken at home, and Indigenous status 
comprise three of the four items included in ABS’s Minimum Core Set of Cultural 
and Language Indicators. These indicators were recommended by the Council of 
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Ministers of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (COMIMA) as measures of 
cultural and language diversity for statistical and administrative collections across the 
States and Territories (ABS 1999a:7). The questions relating to country of birth of 
father and country of birth of mother are non-core items included in the larger ABS 
Standard Set of Cultural and Language Indicators. 

• Continuity: Information on country of birth, language background and Indigenous 
status is currently included on all government (and some Catholic and Independent) 
school enrolment forms (see Appendix C for details). The adoption of a standard 
approach would not alter the type of data currently collected by schools (although it 
would lead to a standardisation of question wording). 

Country of birth of student/father/mother  

• The definition of LBOTE students recommended in this report includes persons ‘born 
in a non-English speaking country’ and persons ‘with one or both parents born in a 
non-English speaking country’. Consequently, indicators of countries of birth of 
students, fathers and mothers are crucial for the operationalisation of the LBOTE 
definition. 

• Country of birth of student is a general indicator of ethnic status for students born 
overseas. Data on parents’ birthplace allows for the identification of ethnic minority 
students who are born in Australia (see Appendix A for further details). 

Main language other than English spoken at home  

• The definition of LBOTE students recommended in this report includes reference to 
‘non-English speaking’ countries of birth and to Indigenous students for whom 
‘English is a second or other language’. 

• Unlike the country of birth indicators, a language indicator will allow for the 
identification of Indigenous LBOTE students.  

• Language use is also a more precise indicator than country of birth of the difficulties 
associated with the ability to speak and comprehend the English language faced by 
some migrant students and some children of migrants. 

• The ABS (1999a) Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language Diversity include 
four language indicators. The advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
indicators are discussed at length in Appendix A. We recommend the use of the ‘main 
language other than English spoken at home’ as the preferred language indicator for 
the purposes of nationally comparable reporting of educational outcomes for the 
following reasons:  

• This is the only language indicator included in the ABS Minimum Core Set of 
Cultural and Language Indicators, and in the population Census.  

• The ‘first language spoken’ indicator is not a direct measure of current language 
use.   
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• The ‘main language spoken at home’ indicator underestimates current community 
language usage amongst longer standing migrant groups who now mainly use 
English in the home. 

• The ‘languages spoken at home’ indicator may overestimate the number of 
LBOTE students by capturing languages which are spoken infrequently and/or 
with limited proficiency. (To a lesser degree, this disadvantage also applies to the 
recommended ‘main language other than English’ indicator.)  

Indigenous status  
• Indigenous students have been repeatedly identified as a group that is disadvantaged 

in the educational context. Consequently, it is important to have a standard method of 
identifying these students in order to monitor their progress for the purposes of 
national reporting.  

Other potential indicators: 

• The ABS variable ‘proficiency in spoken English’ is not comprehensive enough for 
use in educational contexts where proficiency in listening, speaking, reading and 
writing in English is required. A number of other problems related to the use of this 
indicator for the national reporting of schooling are outlined in Appendix A. It is not 
within the brief of this project to examine how the issue of English language 
proficiency ought to be handled nationally, although this is a critical issue that needs 
attention. 

• Data relating to the ABS variable ‘Year of arrival in Australia’ are currently collected 
by a number of school systems. This information, like proficiency in English, is 
potentially useful when attempting to understand how and why language background, 
culture and ethnicity are related to educational outcomes.  Consequently, systems may 
wish to (continue to) collect year of arrival data. By itself, however, year of arrival is 
not a measure of LBOTE as defined in this report, and it excludes a consideration of 
those Indigenous students born within Australia who have a language background 
other than English. 

• The remaining two indicators from the ABS Standard Set of Cultural and Language 
Indicators (Ancestry, Religious Affiliation) can be problematic and are rarely used in 
the assessment and reporting of educational outcomes by language background, 
culture and ethnicity (see Section 3 for details). They are not seen as essential for 
national reporting although some educational jurisdictions may find them useful for 
other purposes. 

If resource constraints preclude the collection of data on the five recommended indicators, 
the country of birth of father indicator may be omitted. The ABS recommends the 
retention of the country of birth of mother variable in preference to the country of birth of 
father variable, because ‘people are more likely to know their mother’s country of birth 
with a greater degree of certainty than their father’s country of birth’ (ABS 1999a:44). 
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5.2 Operational Definitions 

In Section 4 we provided two broad definitions: LBOTE and Indigenous status. In this 
section, we have identified five indicators of these broad definitions. Operational 
definitions for each of the indicators are specified below. These operational definitions 
are drawn from the ABS (1999a) Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language Diversity. 

Country of Birth of Person identifies the country in which a person was born. The variable 
is primarily used to determine whether or not someone is a migrant to Australia, the 
country from which they originated, and the community group to which they are likely to 
be attached. … Country of Birth of Person is defined as the country the respondent 
identifies as being the one in which they were born (ABS 1999a:20). 

Country of Birth of Father identifies the country in which a person’s father was born … 
[It] is defined as the country the respondent identifies as being the one in which the 
person’s father was born (ABS 1999a:45). 

Country of Birth of Mother identifies the country in which a person’s mother was born … 
[It] is defined as the country the respondent identifies as being the one in which the 
person’s mother was born (ABS 1999a:49). 

Main Language Other Than English Spoken at Home is the main language, other than 
English, spoken by a person in his or her home, on a regular basis, to communicate with 
other residents of the home and regular visitors to the home. If more than one language is 
spoken, the respondent is asked to report the language other than English which the 
person speaks at home most often (ABS 1999a:26). 

An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
descent who identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and is accepted as such 
by the community in which he or she lives. That is, there are three components to the 
definition: descent, self-identification and community acceptance… In practice 
respondents are asked if they are of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin. This 
question is considered to measure descent and for some, but not all, cultural identity (ABS 
1999a:35). 

5.3 Question Wording 

Standard question wording is required for the measurement of LBOTE and Indigenous 
status. It is recommended that the questions specified in the Standards for Statistics on 
Cultural and Language Diversity (ABS 1999a) for country of birth (of person, father and 
mother), main language other than English spoken in the home, and Indigenous status be 
adopted2. These questions are:  

 

 

 

                                                        
2 The ABS standards for identifying Indigenous status for the purposes of nationally comparable 
reporting of outcomes within the context of the national Goals for Schooling in the 21st Century 
have already been endorsed by Ministers at the 11th Meeting of MCEETYA in March 2000. 
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Language background other than English: 

In which country [were you] [was the student] [was (name)] born? 
 
In which country was [your] [the person’s] [(name’s)] father born? 
 
In which country was [your] [the person’s] [(name’s)] mother born?  
 
Does the student speak a language other than English at home? 
(If more than one language, indicate the one that is spoken most often.) 

 

 

Indigenous Status: 

Is the student of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin? 
(For persons of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin,  
mark both ‘Yes’ boxes.) 
No ...................................................................■  
Yes, Aboriginal...............................................■   
Yes, Torres Strait Islander .............................■  

 
 

The response options provided for the Indigenous status question are standard. However, 
there are a number of ways of presenting response options for the questions relating to 
country of birth and main language other than English spoken at home. The type of 
response options provided will have implications for the level of detail of the elicited 
responses and the costs associated with processing these responses. Three methods of 
presenting response options for country of birth and language questions are suggested by 
the ABS. 

The first method, illustrated in the box below, is to provide a set of tick boxes and an 
additional ‘other – please specify’ option for writing in a country/language not specified 
in the tick box list. This method is designed to elicit names of countries/languages. The 
ABS’s recommended lists of countries/languages account for approximately 85 per cent 
of all country of birth of person responses, over 80 per cent of country of birth of 
father/mother responses, and approximately 90 per cent of main language responses 
recorded in the 1996 Census (ABS 1999a). It should be noted that the recommended lists 
for person (student), father and mother differ and this may cause confusion for some 
respondents. If this method is adopted for eliciting LBOTE data, the countries listed in the 
response options for students’ and parents’ country of birth should be adapted so as to be 
identical, and the composition of the country/language lists should be developed in 
consultation with the ABS so as to capture the main countries/languages for the 
appropriate age ranges of students and their parents. 

 

 

 Response options for country of birth Response options for language question 
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questions 
Response options for obtaining detailed data about the 
person (student), using full tick box list3: 
Australia ..............................................................■  
England ................................................................■  
New Zealand .......................................................■  
Italy.......................................................................■  
Viet Nam..............................................................■  
Scotland................................................................■  
Greece...................................................................■  
Germany ..............................................................■  
Philippines...........................................................■  
Netherlands .........................................................■  
Other—please specify:  

 
Response options for obtaining detailed data about the 
person/father/mother, using two response options: 
Australia ..............................................................■  
Other—please specify:  

 
Response options for obtaining minimum data about 
the person/father/mother: 
Australia ..............................................................■  
Other country ......................................................■  
 

Response options for obtaining detailed data about the 
person (student), using full tick box list: 
No, English only................................................. ■  
Yes, Italian........................................................... ■  
Yes, Greek ........................................................... ■  
Yes, Cantonese ................................................... ■  
Yes, Mandarin .................................................... ■  
Yes, Arabic .......................................................... ■  
Yes, Vietnamese ................................................. ■  
Yes, German........................................................ ■  
Yes, Spanish........................................................ ■  
Yes, Tagolog (Filipino) ...................................... ■  
Yes, Other—please specify:  

 
Response options for obtaining detailed data about the 
person/father/mother, using two response options: 
English................................................................. ■  
Other—please specify:  

 
Response options for obtaining minimum data about 
the person/father/mother: 
English................................................................. ■  
Other language................................................... ■  
 

 

The second method, which is also designed to elicit detailed LBOTE data, is to provide 
two response options: a tick box for ‘Australia’ plus an ‘other – please specify’ write-in 
category in the case of the country of birth questions; and a tick box for ‘English’ plus an 
‘other – please specify’ write-in category for the language question. This method would 
take up less space on enrolment or student survey forms, but would incur greater coding 
costs, as all non-Australian country of birth and all non-English language responses would 
require coding. 

The third method also entails the use of two response options: tick boxes labelled 
‘Australia’ and ‘Other country’ for the country of birth questions; and tick boxes labelled 
‘English’ and ‘Other language’ for the language question. This method would take up 
minimal space on enrolment or student survey forms and would not incur coding costs. 
However, it is not recommended due to the level of detail it would elicit. Reporting based 
upon data collected using this method would always be limited to a comparison of 
students who were born in Australia with those born overseas, of students whose 
mothers/fathers were born in Australia with those parents were born overseas, and of 
students who mainly speak English at home with other students. It is not possible to 
disaggregate data collected via this method in order to compare the outcomes of specific 
country of birth or language groups. 

                                                        
3 Slightly different lists are provided for questions relating to fathers and mothers. The categories specified 
for fathers are: Australia; England; Italy; New Zealand; Scotland; Greece; Netherlands; Germany; Viet 
Nam; Lebanon; Other-please specify (ABS 1999a:45). The categories specified for mothers are: Australia; 
England; Italy; New Zealand; Scotland; Greece; Viet Nam; Netherlands; Lebanon; Philippines; Other-
please specify (ABS 1999a:50). 
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In summary, it is recommended that response options designed to elicit specific country 
or language names be adopted. This will permit greater flexibility in reporting; in 
particular, specific subgroups can be compared. There are two methods of eliciting 
detailed data. Each has both advantages and disadvantages. Both methods are easy for 
parents and/or students to answer. The provision of a carefully selected set of tick boxes 
plus an ‘other-please specify’ write-in category will require more space on enrolment or 
student survey forms but will minimise coding costs. Conversely, the use of one tick box 
(Australia/English) plus an ‘other – please specify’ write-in category requires minimal 
space on enrolment or student survey forms but will incur significant coding costs. 
 

5.4 Data Collection  

The data on LBOTE and Indigenous status must be collected from either parents or 
students, depending upon the age of the student. It is not possible to obtain all of the 
required information from other sources. For example, teachers may not know the country 
of birth of students/parents, the languages spoken at home by students, nor students’ 
Indigenous status.  

Data on students of primary school age could be obtained from parents at the time of 
enrolment. It is essential that the questions included on all enrolment forms have standard 
wording, such as that suggested earlier in this report. 

In the case of Year 7 and later year students, information could also be obtained directly 
from the student at the time of state-wide testing. A short survey form accompanying the 
state-wide test booklet could include standard questions on LBOTE and Indigenous 
status. Again, it is essential that the questions included on these forms have standard 
wording.  

Alternatively, data collection could be by sample surveys. However, care must be taken in 
the design of the sample so as to ensure adequate numbers of Indigenous students and 
particular LBOTE subgroups. For example, the number of Indigenous students included 
in a sample may be too small to provide reliable estimates of educational participation or 
to enable further analysis. Consequently, it may be necessary to over-sample Indigenous 
students. This occurred in the National School Literacy Survey and is planned for the 
Australian component of the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) project which is currently being undertaken by ACER.  

5.5 Classification of Data 

The ABS has established standard procedures for the coding of country of birth, language 
and Indigenous status data. 

The recommended method of coding detailed country of birth data is specified in the 
Standard Australian Classification of Countries (SACC) (ABS 1998). The SACC is an 
hierarchical classification: at the most detailed level 244 countries are listed; at the next 
level 27 minor groups (of neighbouring countries with similar social, cultural, economic 
and political characteristics) are specified; and at the most general level, nine major 
groups (of geographically proximate minor groups) are provided. In order to maintain 
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flexibility for reporting options, it is recommended that country of birth data be coded at 
the most detailed level of the SACC. A coding index is available from the ABS. 

The Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS 1997) provides 
guidelines for the coding, aggregation and reporting of detailed language data. The 
classification consists of three levels. The most detailed level is comprised of 193 base 
units (languages). The next level is comprised of 48 narrow groups of languages that are 
similar in terms of genetic affinity and geographic proximity. The most general level is 
comprised of 9 broad groups that consist of geographically proximate narrow groups. In 
order to maximise reporting options, it is recommended that language data be coded at the 
most detailed level of the ASCL. A coding index is available from the ABS. 

The recommended standard question for collecting data on Indigenous status provides a 
set of pre-coded response options and allows the respondent to mark more than one 
response. Procedures for coding multiple responses are specified in the Standards for 
Statistics on Cultural and Language Diversity (ABS 1999a:37). 
 

5.6 Storage and Transferral of Data 

Where possible, LBOTE and Indigenous status data should be stored electronically for 
ease of transmission to a central body for national reporting purposes. In those cases 
where data are not held electronically, alternative arrangements would be necessary so as 
to ensure the consistent provision of information in a standard format. 
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6 REPORTING OPTIONS 

6.1 General Comments 

There is national agreement to develop key performance measures as the basis for 
national reporting in: 
• Literacy; 
• Numeracy; 
• Student participation, retention and completion; 
• Vocational education in schools; 
• Science; and  
• Information technology. 
When reporting on these educational outcomes for cultural and language groups, a 
number of options are available. The option that would present the most detailed 
information on language background, culture and ethnicity is to report the educational 
outcomes of specific country of birth and language groups, and by Indigenous status. The 
option that would present the least detailed information is to report the educational 
outcomes by a dichotomous measure of LBOTE and a dichotomous measure of 
Indigenous status.  

A detailed approach to reporting is advocated for the following reasons: 

• With the introduction of the Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language 
Diversity, the ABS signalled the need to move away from the use of dichotomous 
LBOTE/NESB indicators which group people from diverse country/language 
backgrounds into one category. 

• Research examining the relationship between ethnicity and education has 
demonstrated that LBOTE students are not a homogenous group. Some cultural and 
language groups perform better than average, while the performance of other 
subgroups is much worse (see Section 2.4 for details). If a dichotomous measure 
which groups all LBOTE students into one category is used for reporting purposes, 
instances of advantage or disadvantage of particular subgroups will be masked. 
Reporting based upon disaggregated LBOTE indicators will be more meaningful. 

• The use of multiple measures rather than a composite index will also provide a greater 
understanding of the characteristics of the groups who are most advantaged or 
disadvantaged in the Australian educational context. Furthermore, multivariate 
analysis based upon these multiple measures will allow an assessment of the relative 
effects of, for example, country of birth and language on schooling outcomes. 

These issues are considered in more detail below. 

6.2 Country of Birth 

As already indicated, for reporting purposes disaggregated variables are preferable to 
dichotomous variables. Migrants and their children do not form a homogeneous group; 
some migrant students are more likely to experience factors conducive to high educational 
outcomes, while some are more likely to experience negative factors. This is reflected in 
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the differential schooling outcomes of these groups. For example, some perform better on 
literacy and numeracy tests than students with Australian born parents, while others 
perform worse than students with Australian born parents (Marks and McMillan 2000). 
Consequently, a dichotomous variable will have limited utility for national reporting 
purposes. Disaggregated measures will provide more meaningful results by permitting the 
identification and monitoring of groups experiencing the most disadvantage.  

If country of birth data have been collected and coded at the most detailed level specified 
by the Standard Australian Classification of Countries (SACC) (ABS 1998), reporting 
options are extremely flexible. The ABS has established standards for the reporting of 
country of birth data, and these can provide guidelines for the number and composition of 
country of birth categories used for the national reporting of educational outcomes. For 
example, reporting (when using detailed country of birth data) can be at the SACC major 
group, minor group or country level, or particular countries can be presented separately 
while the remaining countries remain aggregated (at the minor or major group level). The 
specific groupings should be decided after appropriate analysis of data on the educational 
outcomes of migrant students. 

While reporting student outcomes by several country of birth categories is strongly 
advocated, the collection and coding of detailed country of birth data does not preclude 
reporting at the dichotomous level. This is relatively simple in the case of the ‘born in 
Australia born/born overseas’ dichotomy, but is more problematic if an ‘English speaking 
country/non-English speaking country’ dichotomy is required. While the ABS does report 
statistics using the latter dichotomy, it has not published standards for the classification of 
countries as English speaking/non-English speaking due to the problems associated with 
the allocation of some countries. 

6.3 Main Language Other Than English Spoken at Home 

As with the case of the country of birth indicators, reporting can be based upon two 
LBOTE categories or a more disaggregated measure can be used. Disaggregated measures 
are preferred. Students who speak a main language other than English at home do not 
form a homogeneous group and this is reflected in the differential schooling outcomes of 
these groups. Because of this, a dichotomous variable will have limited utility for national 
reporting purposes. Disaggregated measures will provide more meaningful results by 
permitting the identification and monitoring of language groups experiencing the most 
disadvantage.  

The collection and classification of specific language names permits flexibility in 
reporting options and allows the comparison of educational outcomes of particular 
language groups. Data can be presented at the broad group level, narrow group level, or 
the language level as specified in the Australian Standard Classification of Languages 
(ASCL) (ABS 1997). Significant languages or narrow groups can be presented separately, 
while the remaining data can be presented at the more aggregated (narrow group or broad 
group) levels. Reporting categories should be agreed upon following the detailed analysis 
of appropriate educational data.  
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6.4 Indigenous Status 

In its Standards for Statistics on Cultural and Language Diversity, the ABS provides 
standard output categories for use when reporting on Indigenous status. If any of the 
categories (‘Aboriginal’, ‘Torres Strait Islander’ or ‘Both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander’) have too few people to be released separately, the data should aggregated to 
form an ‘Indigenous’ category for reporting purposes. The ABS standards specify 
procedures for aggregating categories. If even the aggregated group is still too small 
(which may lead to a large measurement error in the reported results and/or the possibility 
of being able to identify the individuals that make up the group) then no reporting should 
be undertaken. This also applies when reporting on other language background, cultural 
and ethnic groups.  

6.5 ESL Students, Achievement Testing and Exemptions 

When developing procedures for the reporting of nationally comparable outcomes of 
schooling, it is important to have consistent guidelines specifying who is eligible to be 
tested (in the case of state-wide assessments), and who should be included in national 
reports. Some students may be excluded from both testing and reporting. Others may be 
included in testing, but their results excluded from national reports. Exclusions may be for 
a range of reasons such as disability. Here we address exclusions specific to LBOTE 
students.  

LBOTE students are not a homogenous group, as has been stressed throughout this report. 
In the context of achievement testing and reporting, it is important to recognise that for a 
subgroup of these students, namely ESL learners, assessment outcomes may reflect 
English language proficiency and literacy, and consequently lead to an underestimate of a 
student’s actual achievement level (La Celle-Peterson and Rivera 1994).  

In Australia, guidelines concerning exemptions from assessments and reporting need to be 
standardised so as to ensure national comparability. At present the guidelines for state-
wide assessment exemptions are based on the number of years learning English or the 
number of years in Australia, and vary from less than 12 months to less than 2 years. In 
Queensland exemptions also make reference to English proficiency scales. Research as to 
what is the appropriate ‘minimum language’ for testing at any particular year level needs 
to be undertaken. This is a significant issue which requires attention, but is beyond the 
scope of this report. 

For the purposes of inclusiveness, national reports should make reference to the number 
of exempted students. This will ensure that ESL learners do not become ‘invisible’.  

6.6 Reporting Examples 

Below are some examples of the types of tables which could be used for reporting 
nationally comparable outcomes of schooling. The examples are based upon data from the 
1998 Year 9 cohort of the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY).   

Table 1 reports the percentage of students who would be classified as LBOTE or 
Indigenous, using each of the five recommended indicators. A comparison of the 
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percentages demonstrates that the five indicators are not interchangeable. For example, 20 
per cent of the 1998 Year 9 cohort had a father who was born in a non-English speaking 
country, but only 7 percent were themselves born in a non-English speaking country. 
Reports using each of these indicators separately will provide information on some of the 
dimensions of language background, culture and ethnicity leading to educational 
advantage or disadvantage. An assessment of the effects of these separate dimensions 
would not be possible with the use of a composite index. 
 

Table 1: Percentage of students classified as LBOTE or Indigenous, using five 
different indicators, Year 9 students, 1998.  

 Per cent 
Country of birth of student is a non-English speaking country 6.9 
Country of birth of father is a non-English speaking country 20.0 
Country of birth of mother is a non-English speaking country 17.5 
Speaks a language other than English at home 10.4 
Indigenous person 3.0 

 

The next two tables illustrate two different options for reporting on the educational 
outcomes of cultural and language groups, by taking the example of the numeracy 
achievement of students according to the country of birth of their mother. Numeracy test 
scores could range from 0 to 20. In Table 2, the country of birth of mother indicator is 
represented by three categories. The results suggest that LBOTE students have similar 
numeracy levels to those whose mothers were born in Australia or in other English 
speaking countries. In Table 3, the same data are used but this time the country of birth of 
mother is disaggregated into nine categories. In contrast to the previous table, the results 
suggest that some LBOTE groups perform worse than students whose mothers were born 
in English speaking countries, while other LBOTE groups perform better on numeracy 
tests. These results highlight the value of collecting detailed data, and using disaggregated 
measures for reporting purposes. By using disaggregated measures to report on LBOTE 
students, it is possible to acknowledge that they are a heterogenous group with variable 
levels of educational participation and achievement.  

With the availability of suitable data, similar tables could be produced for reporting on 
literacy, Year 12 completion, and so forth. These data could be further broken down in 
order to make, for example, State and Territory comparisons. With the availability of 
suitable data, exemptions from state-wide testing should also be included in the 
appropriate tables. 

The data can also be presented graphically for the purposes of reporting nationally 
comparable outcomes of schooling. Graphical output examples have previously been 
prepared for NEPM Taskforce (Marks and McMillan 2000). 



The Measurement of Language Background, Culture and Ethnicity 
 

 

26 

 
 

 

 
Table 2: Mean numeracy test scores by country of birth of mother (3 category 

indicator), Year 9 Students, 1998.  

Country of birth of mother Mean test score 
Australia 12.4 
Other English speaking country 12.5 
Non-English speaking country 12.1 

 

Table 3: Mean numeracy test scores by country of birth of mother (9 category 
indicator), Year 9 students, 1998.  

Country of birth of mother Mean test score 
Australia 12.4 
Other English speaking country 12.5 
Southern Europe 11.3 
Other Europe 12.9 
Asia 13.2 
Middle East and North Africa 10.5 
Other Africa 13.0 
Central and South America 11.1 
Pacific 10.2 
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7 SUMMARY OF CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In this section, an overview of the links between the broad definitions, operational 
definitions/indicators, and reporting options discussed in this report are provided.  

Two broad definitions of language background, ethnicity and culture were proposed in 
Section 4 for the purpose of developing a common measure for the nationally comparable 
reporting of outcomes within the context of National Goals for Schooling in the 21st 
Century. They were language background other than English (LBOTE) and Indigenous 
status.  

In order to measure each of these broad definitions, five indicators, each with its own 
operational definition, were identified in Section 5. They are country of birth of student, 
country of birth of father, country of birth of mother, main language other than English 
spoken at home and Indigenous status.  

Each of these indicators can be reported in varying amounts of detail. Taking country of 
birth of student as an example, reporting could range from individual countries of birth to 
a simple dichotomy contrasting those born in Australia with those born elsewhere. 
Options for reporting each of the five indicators were discussed in Section 6, and we 
argued in favour of a middle range approach. That is, the grouping of individual countries 
into several country categories, and the grouping of individual languages into several 
language categories is the preferred approach. The collection of data on individual 
countries of birth and languages ensures a high degree of flexibility in the manner in 
which countries/languages can be grouped for reporting purposes. Furthermore, the 
collection of detailed data does not preclude reporting at a very general level (eg. 
Australian-born versus other, or English speaking background versus other).  

Figure 1 presents a summary of the links between the broad definitions, operational 
definitions/indicators, and possible categories for reporting. 
 


