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Introduction: Resilience, 
renewal and revival: Language 

teaching in the 2020s
John Kinder, Nicola Fraschini  

and Marinella Caruso

Australia has never needed a revival of language teaching and learning more 
than now. As the world shrinks, horizons expand and our fragile globe 
becomes more and more a village, Australians are not getting better at learning 
the languages of neighbours near and far. Attitudes to language diversity 
and language learning have not improved either, and multilingualism is still 
not regarded as a normal human characteristic.

This trend characterises both secondary and tertiary education. At the 
secondary level, the percentage of students taking a foreign language subject 
in Year 12 in Australian schools has been below 11 per cent since 2011. 
In 2020 and 2021 it dropped below 10 per cent (Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], n.d.), an extremely low 
figure by international standards. However, the field is not in a free-fall 
situation, as the ‘health’ of languages varies greatly across states and from 
language to language. For example, Prince (2022) shows that in Western 
Australia, Indonesian saw a sharp decline between 2000 and 2009 but was 
stable from 2009 to 2021, although with considerably low numbers. In the 
same state, in 2023 the Department of Education introduced three new 
languages in the school curriculum—Korean, Hindi and Tamil. In Victoria, 
Chinese has been doing exceptionally well (Lo Bianco, 2021), and in New 
South Wales, Korean has been in constant overall growth since 2016, 
notwithstanding the decline of heritage learners (Choi, 2022).
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At the tertiary level, the language education sector has been shaken by 
numerous events, at both the local and national levels. Structural changes 
to degree courses introduced by some universities over the past decade, such 
as, for example, at the University of Western Australia in 2012, contributed 
to a growth in language enrolments in those universities (Brown & Caruso, 
2016). More recently, in 2021 and 2021, structural changes in the same 
and other institutions adversely targeted courses in foreign languages and 
cultures. These changes often meant the closure of entire programs (Lees 
et al., 2020), the reduction of staff numbers, and limits to the possibility 
to conduct language and culture-related research despite proven benefits 
(Fraschini & Tao, 2023). At the national level, the recent Higher Education 
Support Amendment (Job-Ready Graduates and Supporting Regional 
and Remote Students) Bill (2020), while on the surface supporting 
domestic students eager to approach languages, actually makes ‘language 
programs less attractive for universities to run because of the caps placed on 
Commonwealth-funded places, which means that universities risk running 
language programs at a loss once the Commonwealth funding gap has been 
reached’ (Fraschini et al., this volume).

These brief remarks may confirm a widespread belief that the situation 
is critical. However, in the Eleventh Triebel Lecture delivered at the sixth 
LCNAU (Languages and Cultures Network for Australian Universities) 
Biennial Colloquium in 2021, at the invitation of the Australian Academy 
of the Humanities, John Hajek (2021)1 asked how accurate this widespread 
sense of crisis that many teachers and researchers are feeling for language 
education is. Perhaps disseminated by the press, where the word ‘crisis’ has 
been identified as a prevalent theme (Mason & Hajek, 2020), and perhaps 
also reproduced within the disciplinary discourse of the tertiary language 
education sector (Brown et al., 2019), the feeling of a language crisis may 
not find full justification in the facts. In Hajek’s lecture, where he gives 
a detailed analysis of the language offerings at Australian universities, he 
shows that in the period 2011–2021, the number of languages offered at 
Australian universities increased from 45 to 46. For the same period, the 
number of states offering seven widely taught languages (Chinese, Japanese, 
French, Italian, German, Indonesian and Spanish) did not change, and while 
it is true that some languages were no longer taught at some universities, 
others were now taught more widely (French and Spanish). None of these 
seven languages has been completely lost, with Indonesian returning to 

1	  For details of the Triebel Lectures, go to humanities.org.au/our-community/triebel-lectures/.

http://humanities.org.au/our-community/triebel-lectures/
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the University of Newcastle in 2023 and Korean studies becoming a major 
at the University of Melbourne in 2024. Also counteracting the ‘crisis’ 
argument is an overall increase in Indigenous language programs across 
the country. In other terms, Hajek (quoting West-Sooby, 2020) suggested 
that the metaphor of ‘waxing and waning’ is possibly better suited to 
describing the university language education sector, which is characterised 
more by ups and downs than by a chronic state of decline, and by an overall 
‘dynamic stability’, even as it faces many challenges.

This does not mean that we should be complacent about the current 
situation, and the policy level is undoubtedly one at which work can be 
done. Over the past 25 years, policy makers have indeed paid attention 
to languages, but this attention has been neither consistent over time nor 
always effective. The National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian 
Schools (NALSAS) strategy and the National Asian Languages and Studies 
in Schools Program (NALSSP) represented two efforts carried out at the 
national level in the area of Asian languages to foster language learning 
in the secondary sector. These two initiatives, implemented respectively in 
1998–2002 and 2009–2012, demonstrated the commitment of significant 
funding towards languages but also showed the Australian challenges 
in sustaining an effective long-term national program. The more recent 
New Colombo Plan (NCP), with a per-student cost three times higher 
than NALSSP, has been successful in increasing the number of university 
students studying in Asia and the Indo-Pacific (Prince, 2022). Nevertheless, 
the NCP, although a very welcome program for the tertiary sector, does not 
address the issue at the grassroots level, that is, secondary language learning.

Nevertheless, Mason and Hajek (2020) correctly remind us that the policy 
level is only one among others, and that we must also look at the level of 
social and public discourse. They point out that what is currently missing 
in Australian public discourse is the consciousness of language as a social 
resource and a citizen’s right. Others have also provided suggestions on 
how the situation can be improved. Ingleson (2015) called for a radical 
change in how Australia addresses the learning and teaching of languages, 
pointing out that an Australian Institute for Languages could help support 
a nationally coordinated approach. Lo Bianco (2021) suggested four 
educational initiatives to address the issue at the most basic level: 1) make 
languages compulsory, 2) integrate language and content in schools, 
3)  invest in teacher development and 4) increase the multiculturalisation 
of the curriculum. Lo Bianco’s suggestions were aimed at tackling the issue 
at the grassroots level, following the principle that early second language 
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learning could positively impact language education at universities and, 
ultimately, lead to the growth of Australia’s intercultural strength as a 
nation. More recently, in the editorial to the Melbourne Asia Review issue 
dedicated to Asian languages in Australian universities, Ohashi (2023) has 
argued that what students are looking for, and hence what university courses 
should offer, is a more intimate and deeper connection with people from 
other cultures.

Notwithstanding challenges, opportunities and more or less real threats, the 
field of language teaching is resilient and resourceful. At both secondary 
and tertiary levels, language teachers are highly qualified, internationally 
connected and successful at developing motivated and competent language 
learners. The list of recipients of the national Patji-Dawes Language 
Teaching Award (CoEDL, 2022) showcases the remarkable efforts being 
made nationwide by educators in Indigenous and other languages. 
Such prize-winning teachers are providing passionate and high-quality 
language education in primary, secondary and university classrooms across 
the country.

Nowhere is the strength of the language teaching community more on 
show than in the LCNAU.2 Established by a team of university language 
specialists led by professors Colin Nettelbeck, John Hajek and Joseph Lo 
Bianco of the University of Melbourne, the network became active after a 
national colloquium staged in February 2009 under the highly symbolic title 
‘Beyond the Crisis’. As the peak academic body for the field, LCNAU not 
only promotes academic exchanges, but is active in carrying out awareness 
campaigns, such as the 2022–2023 National Languages Campaign,3 aimed 
at current and prospective language learners in order to increase the overall 
level of social awareness so greatly needed if we are to effect a drastic change 
in the way Australia approaches language learning.

The fifth Biennial Colloquium of LCNAU was held in November 2019 at 
the University of Western Australia. Convened by Nicola Fraschini and John 
Kinder, the colloquium took as its theme ‘Exchanges: People, Knowledge, 
Cultures’. Over a hundred language specialists from around Australia and 
our region met for three days to share their experiences and problems, and to 
deliver insights into language teaching and learning. In light of the positive 
experience of the colloquium, we decided to bring together a collection 

2	  www.lcnau.org.
3	  www.acicis.edu.au/lcnau-national-languages/.

http://www.lcnau.org
http://www.acicis.edu.au/lcnau-national-languages/
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of reflections on language teaching and learning in Australian universities. 
We wanted to take the pulse of the discipline as we entered the third decade 
of the twenty-first century. Our objective was to focus on the language 
teacher, since, in the current climate, we believe that our colleagues need 
to know how much excellent, world-class work is happening, what help is 
available, and what are the best practices to follow and to be inspired by. 
We aimed to compile a volume that would sample a range of issues in the 
field. The volume would not attempt to be ‘representative’ in any strict sense 
but rather to show, through case studies, what solutions language teachers 
across the country are constructing for the challenges we face. We could not 
hope to represent all of the languages taught in Australian universities, but 
we did want to cover the three areas of Indigenous, European and Asian 
languages.

The title of this collection, Enabling Learning: Language Teaching for 
Australian Universities, indicates that each contribution illustrates efforts 
by tertiary language educators to facilitate the learning of languages at 
the university level. The educators’ endeavours recounted in this volume 
address a range of specific aspects of language teaching and learning at the 
tertiary level. The chapters offer an overview of learners from beginner to 
advanced level, different learning environments from traditional to online 
and hybrid, and different languages from Indigenous to European to East 
Asian. The chapters can be read in any order to gain an overall appreciation 
of the richness of the solutions that Australian educators consider as they 
try to overcome both long-term and emerging issues in the field of tertiary 
language instruction. Nevertheless, as editors, we have organised the volume 
into three parts, hoping that each part will contribute to a profound and 
fruitful reflection on a specific macro-topic.

The first part aims to foreground the relevance of providing better 
accessibility to language learning in the university context. The contributions 
included in this part reflect on the importance, in this regard, of policies 
and support at the curricular, institutional, state and national levels.

The second part includes contributions that show how innovative educational 
solutions can be informed by an examination of the specific characteristics 
of the learning environment. In particular, these contributions offer a 
window into the possibilities and limitations of traditional, blended and 
hybrid learning settings in supporting student experience and attainment.
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The chapters in the third part assert the importance of intercultural 
competence, sustained interaction and first-hand experience in holistically 
boosting learners’ communicative abilities and cultural understanding. 
This last part is particularly relevant since it reinforces the concept that 
language learning is much more than learning a language, an insight so 
often disregarded by university administrators and policy makers. Language 
learning is an act that includes the acquisition of all the cultural and social 
aspects with which every language is imbued.

Indeed, the individual chapters in the volume all contribute in different 
ways to demonstrating this point. The four chapters of Part 1—‘Policies 
and Access’—analyse case studies of successful interventions aimed at 
increasing student access and participation, from such different perspectives 
as motivation, scaffolding the ab initio experience, macro policy and 
community connection.

Chapter 1 deals with the learning experience of beginner university students. 
In this contribution, Giuseppe D’Orazzi examines the motivational 
dynamics of French, German, Italian and Spanish learners, concluding 
that understanding diachronic changes in learners’ motivation can support 
language educators who wish to build a learning environment that better 
suits student needs and provides long-term support.

Beginner learners are also the cohort discussed in Chapter 2 by Josh 
Brown, Manuel Delicado Cantero and Solène Inceoglu. Their contribution 
demonstrates the need to pay particular attention to the learner in the very 
first phases of their learning journey. They show how the production of 
ten instructional videos, which focused on developing elementary language 
learning skills, supported first-year students in setting realistic expectations 
about learning outcomes, developing learning management strategies and 
understanding teacher-centred vs. student-centred learning.

Chapter 3 deals with the importance of ensuring harmonious collaboration 
between stakeholders at many different levels if one is to sustain a successful 
university language program. In this contribution, Nicola Fraschini, 
Jo  Elfving-Hwang and Yu Tao discuss the environmental background to 
the exponential growth in the number of Korean language learners in 
Western Australia. Their analysis reveals that many pieces of the puzzle, 
from community to national and international support, and from learner 
motivational profile to institutional vision, all need to be in the right place 
at the right time to promote growth in tertiary language student numbers.
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Cathy Bow, in Chapter 4, illustrates past and current challenges in supporting 
the revitalisation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ languages, 
designating access to quality training as one of the main difficulties. Bow 
calls for greater recognition of Indigenous languages in the Australian 
university curriculum in order to establish more training opportunities for 
linguists and language teachers. In this regard, she presents the activities of 
the recently established Australian Indigenous Language Institute, which, 
through the collaboration of a number of tertiary institutions, establishes 
and provides access to university courses in Indigenous languages and thus 
serves to increase the professionalisation of Indigenous language workers.

Under the heading ‘Language Pedagogy’, Part 2 ranges across flipped, 
hybrid and face-to-face teaching approaches. Marinella Caruso and 
Federica Verdina, in Chapter 5, describe the implementation and reception 
of the flipped learning approach to Italian language teaching. Their study 
highlights the many advantages that such an approach has for both teacher 
and student; however, their analysis also shows that the flipped learning 
approach must be supported by the student’s understanding and acceptance 
of its underlying pedagogical rationale regarding independent learning and 
self-regulation skills.

Another online–offline hybrid form is discussed in Chapter 6, where 
Nicola Fraschini and Adriana Gonzales illustrate how international cross-
institutional collaborations can expand opportunities for both learner 
and teacher through offering instruction in languages that would not be 
otherwise available. Their case study also details the administrative, practical 
and pedagogical challenges to setting up such collaborations and concludes 
by reflecting on lessons learned from optimising teaching and fostering 
learning in a cross-institutional online environment.

In Chapter 7, Mary Grace Quigley brings us back to more traditional 
offline environments, discussing the importance of student live interaction 
in promoting language learning. Focusing on intermediate learners of 
German, Quigley demonstrates the potential of teaching social language 
learning strategies to build learner engagement outside of the classroom 
and actively support the creation of learners’ out-of-class communities 
of practice.

Part 3—‘Intercultural Teaching’—illustrates the richness of the language 
learning experience for the learner, viewed as an individual and a member of 
the learning community. In the opening chapter, Maho Fukuno illustrates 
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a critical aspect of the pedagogy of translation and interpretation, reflecting 
on the importance of the explicit teaching of translation and interpretation 
ethics in creating a safer environment for students of this discipline, 
supporting them in engaging with ethical heteroglossia, and acquiring 
values and ideas crucial for the contemporary global citizen.

In Chapter 9, Xiaoping Gao and Leimin Shi conduct a sociocultural theory-
based analysis of online teacher–student and student–student interaction 
over a 13-week Chinese language course. They show that scaffolding 
strategies and translanguaging support online interaction, while moderate 
use of the learner L1 contributes to L2 development.

Finally, in Chapter 10, Anna Ivanova describes how the Australian Defence 
Force School of Languages (DFSL) organises Strategic Engagement (SE) 
courses that require learners to sustain in-country interactions in a foreign 
language with a foreign government, defence and industry organisations, 
and individuals. The courses enable learners to reach an advanced level 
of cultural knowledge and act as facilitators of strategic relationships and 
communications in non-routine military settings.

As editors, we are honoured to present this collection. The ten chapters 
are wide-ranging, even heterogeneous in subject, methodology and style. 
However, we offer them to our language teacher colleagues to highlight 
their efforts and their successes, and especially to celebrate the diverse and 
extensive contributions that Australian university educators have made 
to enabling student access to languages and enhancing their learning 
achievements.
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