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Tony McKay, Susan Boucher, Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,





Firstly, let me acknowledge how honoured I am to be invited to address your conference today. I wish to record, at the very outset, the deep and genuine respect, which I feel for the teaching profession.





From you they develop a curiosity for the wider world, a thirst for knowledge, a zeal for understanding. In your care they take their first faltering steps out of the family home into the community. In your hands, they embark on the journey from childhood to citizenship. You are an essential part of that warm embracing shadow of family, childhood friends and school from which they depart. In large part the success of your endeavours determines the character of our society years hence.





You nurture future PM’s, doctors, artists, mothers fathers even generals.





Yours is truly a vocation. As a soldier, I see some parallels in our each of our callings.





One does not devote a life-time of effort to either, if one is motivated by wealth or prestige. Each imposes enormous responsibilities on its members for the well being of others. And I suspect we often feel a little undervalued. Our failings are noted and magnified and our successes are sometimes more difficult to define.





I have cause to look back over my own professional career this very week. Two themes are foremost as I engage in such reflection. Firstly I have lived a very fortunate life. I would not have changed a thing. And I suspect that most of you feel the same about the lives of dedicated service that you have lived.





Secondly, as I marvel at my ascent to the pinnacle of my profession, I look back fondly at the love and attention I received in my formative years from my parents and from a host of devoted teachers.





Bearing that in my mind it should come as no surprise to you that I unequivocally endorse the sentiment, expressed by the eminent American historian Henry Adams, that “A teacher affects eternity; they can never tell where their influence stops.”





Although your profession derives its ethos and strength from enduring values, its relevance is contingent upon constant modernisation. The frontiers of human knowledge have never been more porous. Our knowledge of the universe we inhabit is expanding at a dizzying rate.





Teachers are vital mediators of this phenomenon. The content of a curriculum is very important. But the qualities of discrimination and discernment, which you impart to your students, are vital. Through acquisition of a thirst for knowledge and critical faculties, they will have the basis for life long learning. In an era when life long employment in a single career, much less a single job is an anachronism, a capacity for life long learning is the foremost quality you can instil in a pupil.





That this is so is attributable to that unfortunately overused term “Globalisation.” It is of course a contested concept. For some it is a term of denigration. To others it has become a vague panacea for all of the planet’s woes. As in most polarising and emotive debates, the truth lies somewhere between the extremes.





This much is certain. Since Marshall McLuhan coined his brilliant aphorism ‘The Global Village’, we have indeed become more interdependent, more closely linked to our fellow human beings than at any time in recorded history. Granted, periods of rapid growth in mercantile activity are not novel.





The history teachers among you will no doubt recall the famous work of Norman Angell titled ‘The Great Illusion’. Angell had analysed the expansion of commercial links among the European Powers in the first decade of the twentieth century and concluded that it marked a watershed in history. And so it did.





He was less convincing in concluding that the corollary of this was the end of warfare between the industrialised nations. Historian Barbara Tuchman, in ‘The Guns of August’, observed an unfortunate juxtaposition-Norman Angell’s book was the best selling non-fiction work in England in the summer of 1914.





More recently the American writer, Thomas Friedman, has analysed the recent wave of Globalisation in his seminal work ‘The Lexus and The Olive Tree’. He contends that the events of the past decade are distinguishable from any other period in history.





Both in their scale, and their cultural significance, the proliferation of linkages among nations is without precedence. It is a phenomenon that is inexorable. 





History has a cruel capacity for shattering the petty vanities of humans, as we seek to impose patterns and meaning upon it. But I suspect there is more than a grain of truth in Friedman’s thesis. I cannot imagine a future in which people of all cultures and nations are not increasingly connected by ties of travel commerce and migration.





Through this conference your profession has recognised that trend. To your credit you are responding to ensure that our kids are equipped to prosper in that future global system.





I congratulate you on your stated goal of “developing a range of approaches that assist the successful implementation of languages programs in schools.” In taking up this challenge you are performing a vital service to the nation.





As a nation that occupies a continent we labour under a disability. We do not share a land border with any other nation. Our isolation militates against the routine acquisition of multiple languages by our young people that is taken for granted throughout Europe.





Throughout much of our first century this was not a fatal disability. But, as the world enters a second millennium, and as Australia enters its second century, that state of affairs cannot continue.





Language skills and cultural sensitivity will be the new currency of this world order. Along with computer literacy they will provide the keys to participation in the global economy.





Again, we need to take the long- term view. While the Asian economic crisis of 1998 dashed the most optimistic predictions as to Australia’s future in the Asia-Pacific, it is inevitable that our interests in this region will expand.





Japan has long been our major trading partner. Our nearest neighbour is Indonesia, which is entering an especially challenging period in its evolution as a nation.





Our future prosperity and security will depend on our ability to understand these cultures and to build bridges to the citizens of these nations and all our immediate neighbours.





For that reason I am especially encouraged to learn that Japanese and Indonesian are among the four priority languages designated under the Commonwealth National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools Program (NALSAS). And I am delighted that the most rapid growth in language education in the past decade has been driven by increased take up of Indonesian and Japanese.





It is impossible to overstate the case for expanding our collective knowledge of the languages and customs of our neighbours. We in the ADF are acutely aware of this.





Let me recount a couple of anecdotes from my experience as the Commander of INTERFET to illustrate the point.





For a brief time in September 1999 our relationship with Indonesia was extremely precarious. There was little margin for error on either side. Yet, as I have said in public on numerous occasions, our mission to East Timor could not have succeeded without the collaboration of the senior Indonesian commanders in the country at the time of our deployment.





Fortunately, at all levels our officers and soldiers had developed personal and professional links over years of close contact and exchanges. We understood one another and had a mutual respect based on knowledge. Prejudice is the ultimate form of human ignorance. 





I firmly believe that all human beings basically want to do the decent thing and share common aspirations for peace and security. When barriers of ignorance and misunderstanding are demolished the impediments to co-operation disappear.





My Indonesian counterpart and I were able to avoid a bloodbath through co-operation and a strong base of knowledge of one another’s motivations. In that we were ably supported by subordinates with fluency in English and Bahasa. You will be interested to know that the ADF allocation of priorities to language training pretty closely resembles yours.





But the critical importance of language training and cultural literacy were brought home even more forcefully by my experience with our Coalition partners in East Timor. Twenty nations embracing no fewer than seven languages comprised INTERFET. The paradox was that we often were able to communicate more effectively with the threat than with our friends!





One key deficiency in our capabilities in East Timor was the lack of language skills across the spectrum. We needed more linguists to provide liaison with our Coalition partners. And just as importantly there were more misunderstandings based on cultural differences than any of us could have anticipated, or would have desired.





And I make that admission in the knowledge that the ADF actually does regional engagement very well. Frankly I suspect we have more language skill and a greater depth of cultural understanding of our region than the private sector. We were assiduously building links to our regional neighbours long before it became an imperative for business.





And the future will witness acceleration of that trend. Indeed the objectives of both the military and the commercial sector will coalesce as globalisation intensifies. Because we bear the privations and brutalities of war soldiers aspire to the maintenance of peace. So one of our key contributions to peace and national security is expanding our links to other regional states, and shaping our strategic environment through building confidence and understanding.


 


And in an increasingly interconnected world the impact of armed conflict is increasingly catastrophic. If globalisation has meant one thing it is this- No man or woman-to paraphrase John Donne- is any longer an island. 





The corporations of the most advanced nations are doing business on every continent. How can the interests of McDonalds or Microsoft be insulated against war if they are located in Belgrade or Baghdad? It is a perplexing question.





Unfortunately, as Norman Angell discovered, rumours of the end of war proved to be premature. Latterly, even Thomas Friedman’s compelling arguments have been undermined. Two countries with the Golden Arches of McDonalds have actually engaged in warfare.





If I might venture a more optimistic note it is this. Commercial links, alone, will never render war unthinkable. What will, however, are mutual understanding and respect and the banishing of prejudice. That is why your deliberations at this conference are so important.





You are trying to give our kids the tools to build bridges of knowledge, respect and empathy to our fellow citizens of our increasingly tiny planet. It is a truism-which is nonetheless true- that our kids are our future.





If that future is to be one of peace and prosperity our kids will need the capacity to engage in a dialogue with others of different cultures and creeds. And that applies both within Australia and abroad. Your role in guiding them on the path to that future is a vital and honourable one. I wish you every success in that endeavour and in the remaining days of your conference.





Your work is important. You shape more than the intellects of the young. You touch their souls.











 









































