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Foreword: Keeping the faith 
in languages and cultures

Jean Fornasiero

Making the case for language learning in the Australian education system 
has become an integral part of the language teacher’s role, and one which its 
practitioners exercise with enthusiasm and talent. And, at present, it needs to 
be so. Although many disciplines within the humanities and social sciences 
are currently threatened by educational trends favouring the scientific 
and vocational sectors, languages have long been on the front line when 
it comes to closures and budgetary rigours. The core identity of language 
study as a discipline can even be called into question in ways in which 
the raison d’être of, say, a history or English teacher has not. The status of 
those disciplines deemed to be at the core of the learning experience has not 
been eroded so completely over the last century as it has for language study. 
Today’s core disciplines may bear little resemblance to what they once were, 
in terms of content or methodology, but their status continues to ensure 
their perennity. In contrast, we would argue that teachers of languages and 
cultures routinely face existential challenges of a different order from those 
confronting many of their colleagues in other disciplines. In the 2020s, this 
has been the lot of increasing numbers of language teachers in the tertiary 
sector, as funding issues have become more pressing, bringing with them 
everything from staffing cuts to the complete closure of entire language 
schools. It was not always so.

The classical languages provided the original model for language study in 
Australian universities and with them came the status of core discipline. 
When Greek and Latin lost ground to modern languages, this development 
paved the way for the discipline’s eventual change of status. The curricula 
that were developed along classical lines for the study of French or German 
did occupy a space within the core curriculum for a certain time and, while 
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their compulsory status for university entrance or within degree structures 
was still in place, languages enjoyed strong enrolments. Since the late 
twentieth century, the field has shifted immensely: modern languages have 
become effectively multiple, and the field pluridisciplinary, as the discipline 
in Australia has moved towards its current designation as ‘languages 
and cultures’.

However, as trends in tertiary language education opened up a wider range 
of languages available for study, the discipline of language study did not on 
the whole open out to new and larger contingents of students. Only in the 
larger universities, and particularly in those where language study was made 
available to students not simply enrolled in arts faculties but throughout 
the entire university, did enrolment numbers begin to match those not seen 
since the days of compulsory language study. Elsewhere, language study 
often came to suffer from competition within its own audience. While the 
field was undeniably richer from a greater spread of European and Asian 
languages, and with the appearance of Indigenous language courses in a 
small number of institutions, student choices had not necessarily expanded. 
On the one hand, the specific languages proposed to Australian learners 
were regularly affected by the political climate or the economic interests 
of the nation. On the other, and more unsettling still, is the situation 
that prevails in the early twenty-first century: any language taught within 
a specific educational institution can be discontinued at the whim of its 
administration, and will not necessarily be replaced by any other. No longer 
considered a core element of the tertiary curriculum, despite the proven 
cognitive, social and professional benefits they bestow upon their students, 
languages have been increasingly driven to the curricular margins.

And yet, languages survive and, in some institutions, they prosper. But in all 
cases, their teachers share essential characteristics. As long-term inhabitants 
of an uncertain space, language teachers have become accustomed not 
only to waging their battle for the resources required to develop linguistic 
proficiency, intercultural competence and an abiding love of learning in 
their students, but also to exploiting their own reserves of creativity to 
produce new modes of classroom practice. Such energetic and resourceful 
practitioners can be found at all levels of the Australian education system: to 
identify them would be a vast project. Hence this volume seeks, as a more 
modest objective, to explore a selection of the ideas and the techniques 
developed by tertiary language teachers in their constant search for best 
practice. The editors have chosen well; the chapters included in their varied 
but well-constructed set of essays offer, in a number of different language 
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settings, a telling sample of the efforts deployed by their fellow academics 
to identify the means of motivating their students both within and beyond 
the classroom. Taken individually, and as a whole, these essays all contribute 
to presenting a compelling reason why universities should continue to value 
their language teachers as they strive to make themselves ever more globally 
relevant and globally competent. Without the intercultural competence 
and linguistic proficiency that only languages and cultures can offer their 
graduates and future employees, universities are failing to equip themselves 
adequately for their difficult and highly competitive mission, let alone 
provide society with functional global citizens.

It is fitting that a volume of this nature should be the first to appear in the 
collection produced by the Languages and Cultures Network for Australian 
Universities (LCNAU). Under the title of LCNAU Studies in Languages 
and Culture, the series was conceived as a means for disseminating more 
widely the research undertaken by the members of the network, but also 
for acquainting a larger public with the breadth and depth of that research. 
Often misunderstood, undervalued and even misappropriated through the 
clumsy mechanisms that evaluate research performance, research conducted 
by language scholars covers a multitude of fields. It can include pedagogical 
matters related to language education, cultural, linguistic and societal 
questions concerning one or more languages or regional areas, fine-grained 
textual analysis, translation and interpretation, and language policy: the list 
of potential areas of study is far from exhausted. Languages and cultures is 
a field where interdisciplinarity is practised as a matter of course. Generally 
speaking, research in languages and cultures is the work of scholars whose 
linguistic proficiency and immersion in another culture allows them ready 
access to resources in a language or languages other than their own, and 
the capacity to analyse and interpret these resources as well as to exchange 
findings directly with scholars working in those same languages and to 
understand the context in which they work. To operate in this way is to be 
truly part of the global community of scholars. Nor should it be forgotten 
that languages and cultures provide the educational underpinning for our 
own multicultural and multilingual society, as together we seek to strengthen 
the human ties that bind us, rather than succumb to the bitter divisions that 
threaten our world.

Suspicion of languages and cultures is part of the resurgent isolationship 
mentality that is a global phenomenon. Encouraging the continued respect 
for languages and cultures within our society should not be the preserve of 
language teachers alone, despite their talent for and strong commitment to 
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the task. Nor is it an issue to be carried exclusively by universities, as they 
confront ever-increasing financial stringencies. However, educational 
leadership would certainly help to make a new and compelling case for 
languages. Convincing universities to keep their faith in the discipline 
might even prepare the terrain for a national language policy, one that not 
only promotes the teaching and learning of languages and cultures, but 
recognises them as a force for the greater social and intellectual good.
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