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1. Introduction
Disruption has long been part of the human experience. Arguably, 
however, since the start of the global pandemic in 2020, the type, pace 
and intensity of disruptive forces impacting our lives have multiplied 
exponentially. As  language and culture educators and scholars, one thing 
we can confidently say is that the past few years have clearly demonstrated 
our collective capacity to evolve through, and also enact, disruption. The 
enforced refashioning of our pedagogical practices in response to emergency 
online teaching, for instance, required us to reflect on many of our taken-
for-granted pedagogical principles, as well as on the agentic, emotional and 
physical labour involved in responding to unforeseen educational challenges 
(Deng & Barros, 2023; Jin et al., 2021; Warner & Diao, 2022).

Held in November 2021, at the tail end of the global pandemic travel 
restrictions, the 6th Languages and Cultures Network for Australian 
Universities (LCNAU) Biennial Colloquium invited submissions that 
not only defined but also exemplified and illuminated the concepts of 
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disrupting, decentring, and diversifying languages and cultures within 
the context of Australian higher education. We conceived of these three 
notions as harbingers of emerging pathways with the potential to challenge 
traditional paradigms, foster inclusive perspectives and pave the way for 
more pluralistic research and teaching practices in our fields. Contributors 
were asked to capture the complexities and possibilities underpinning 
these phenomena, surfacing concerns regarding endangered educational 
values and, at the same time, illuminating the potential for purposeful 
reconfigurations of our disciplines, research and teaching practices. Many 
of these contributions shone a light on exciting interstices, where decentring 
and diversifying theoretical lenses, research and pedagogical practices are 
making important trans- and interdisciplinary impacts.

This volume comprises a carefully curated selection of these contributions 
that harness evolving strategies to deal with and enact disruption, decentring 
and diversification, and, in so doing, pave the way for renewed engagement 
with languages and cultures in Australia. Indeed, each of the contributions 
to this volume exemplifies these three key concepts and theorises languages 
and cultures teaching in the contemporary tertiary sector in Australia. 
Before delving into these contributions, we turn our attention to five 
critical questions that will help frame readers’ engagement with each of the 
chapters. These questions helped us to conceptualise the interplay between 
disrupting, diversifying and decentring:

1.	 What does it mean to disrupt/decentre/diversify languages and cultures 
research and pedagogy?

2.	 What does it take to disrupt/decentre/diversify languages and cultures 
research and pedagogy?

3.	 Who are the agents of disruption/decentring/diversifying?
4.	 How permeable, impenetrable or subject to disruption extra muros are 

university language programs?
5.	 What do the contributions (and our observations) reveal about the 

elasticity of university language programs and universities in general 
as sites for disruption?

In this introductory chapter, we sketch possible answers to these questions. 
While acknowledging that these concepts/actions represent unfolding 
processes that may also intersect with one another, we nevertheless delineate 
key features that are foregrounded in each of the contributing chapters. 
We then provide an overview of each chapter, the selection of which was 
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guided by our concern to bear testimony to the resilience and creativity of 
our colleagues, and not to document short-term solutions to emergency 
scenarios, nor put forth claims for ‘lasting changes’ that would themselves 
fossilise into unquestioned assumptions. Instead, this volume presents 
instances of disruption, decentring and diversification that take traction 
from, and are responses to, a variety of factors that impacted researchers and 
educators in their context at the time. We conclude by critically reflecting 
on future waves of disruption, decentring and diversification in our field.

2. A tripartite thematic framework

2.1. Disruption

The word disruption conjures a wide range of meanings and (polarising) 
reactions. Disruption can be conceptualised as driven by external forces, 
changes that are beyond individuals’ control, changes that we try to make 
sense of and catch up with. Against this backdrop, disruptions can be 
considered so seismic that they immediately cause confusion and, possibly, 
resistance (Samier, 2013). While disruptions are typically unplanned and 
may appear chaotic and externally determined at the onset, disruptions 
affect those who experience them in principled ways as a function of 
their nature, scope and severity as well as context, resources and level of 
preparedness, and agency available at the time of onset and through the 
aftermath. Against this backdrop, disruptions are not typically considered 
a change within a paradigm but, rather, a paradigmatic shift. Some might 
argue that we, as practitioners, do not necessarily have the power to ‘disrupt’ 
or trigger disruptions, but that our individual and collective actions can 
align with and contribute to advancing paradigmatic-level disruptions. 
Others might argue that all we can do is ‘ride the waves’ of disruption. 
These individual responses can then become collective ways of ‘harnessing’ 
and leveraging disruptions.

As such, disruptions can also be conceived of as internally driven, 
deliberate, possibly local-level innovations (solution-driven strategies). 
These disruptions can further be conceptualised within the specific context 
from which they emerge, whether it be institutional-level, discipline-level, 
classroom-level, etc. Sometimes grassroots-level, practice-driven innovation 
can have further disruptive effects. We may thus find disruptions driven 
‘from outside’ versus those generated from ‘within’, responding to centrifugal 



DISRUPTING, DECENTRING AND DIVERSIFYING LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

4

or centripetal forces. Indeed, while disruptions are typically conceived of as 
unexpected, when they emerge from ‘within’ to challenge the existing status 
quo and normative oppressive systems, they may become purposeful.

What we know is that disruptions and innovations become normalised 
over time. Perhaps what has changed is the pace at which these disruptions 
emerge and are then described as the ‘new normal’. In this sense, various 
waves of disruption have become synonymous with emerging technology-
enabled/enhanced teaching and learning. In this context, there is greater 
agency given to individuals—learners and teachers—who may or may not 
choose to use the affordances of the technology to transform their teaching, 
and who might, in fact, welcome the shockwaves such disruptions trigger.

2.2. Decentring

Decentring, the second prong of the tripartite theme, urges us to consider 
the (im)possibilities of moving away from the ‘centre’—used metaphorically 
to represent the historically privileged canon and norms around which our 
discipline, teaching and research practices have traditionally gravitated. Part 
of this work entails recognising the pervasive power dynamics underpinning 
the process of coming to terms with how we have (un)consciously benefitted 
from such norms and complicitly supported their perpetuation.

Decentring efforts in our field include exploring the onto-epistemological 
ruptures that have put into question knowledge and ways of being (Bojsen 
et al., 2023). Other efforts have called for a deconstruction—and, in some 
cases, the dismantling—of the established hierarchies of linguistic and 
cultural capital, towards promoting a more egalitarian and democratic 
learning space. As collectives, language teacher associations have also been 
called to take on the role of agents of change to support and advance 
decentring efforts in our field (see Banegas et al., 2022, in the case of English 
language teaching). When thinking about classroom power dynamics, one 
may also think of de-emphasising conventional teacher-centric models, 
thereby foregrounding student experience and empowering students to take 
ownership of their learning journeys (Johnson, 2022).

Thus, decentring can serve as a catalyst for disruption, challenging 
entrenched hierarchies and norms, while disruption can prompt a 
re‑evaluation and realignment of our focal points, thereby facilitating the 
process of decentring. Together, these dynamics have the potential to foster 
a cycle of reflection and action, driving us towards more equitable and 
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inclusive practices. Closely associated with (and possibly a corollary of ) 
moving away from the ‘centre’ is the notion of ‘diversifying’ content and 
perspectives.

2.3. Diversifying

The third prong of our thematic framework advocates for an educational 
landscape that not only respects but also celebrates the rich tapestry of 
backgrounds, perspectives and experiences students bring to the learning 
environment. By championing diversity in all its forms (cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, race, giftedness, gender, learning needs etc.), 
‘diversifying’ actions aim to foster inclusivity and representation, promote 
a more equitable and holistic educational experience, and ensure that every 
student’s voice is heard and valued (Anya & Randolph, 2019). Through 
this lens, diversification of language education may also entail broadening 
the spectrum of named languages taught and learnt within tertiary 
institutions, encompassing Indigenous languages, sign languages and 
other less commonly taught languages. This diversification challenges the 
traditional primacy of imperial languages, contributing to a more inclusive 
representation of Australia’s linguistic and cultural tapestry. Diversification 
can thus be a response to wider patterns of diversity, not only within the 
classroom but also outside it. This stands in stark contrast to disruption, 
in which the response is often forced, and teachers may or may not be the 
main catalyst agents of change.

In diversification, there is a conscious choice to respond to a set of conditions, 
and that response is of a particular kind: it expands the range of perspectives. 
While calls to diversify the curriculum have often been conflated with 
decolonising efforts (see Grue, 2021), we argue that these are clearly 
distinct processes. In choosing to focus on the concept of diversification, 
we recognise it as a concrete and actionable pathway that aligns with the 
overarching goals of decolonisation and lays the groundwork for profound 
systemic changes. In so doing, we acknowledge that decolonisation is a 
broader, more complex project that seeks to address and rectify deep-seated 
legacies of colonialism (De Fina et al., 2023). Ultimately, the decolonising 
project not only entails a radical revisioning of curricula, pedagogies and 
institutional frameworks, but also:
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[giving] land and resources back to the people from whom they 
were taken and, in an imperial context, [ensuring] that power and 
reparations are given to those in the metropole who are there as a 
direct result of colonisation.

(Grue, 2021, p. 165)

All three concepts operate in concert within the larger ecosystem of language 
education, their interplay serving as the foundation for dismantling colonial 
legacies and promoting social justice, an imperative pursuit in our field 
(see,  inter alia, Bouamer & Bourdeau, 2022; Criser & Malakaj, 2020; 
Herlihy-Mera, 2022; Hird, 2023; Ortaçtepe Hart, 2023; Padilla & Vana, 
2024; Reagan & Osborn, 2020; Wassell & Glynn, 2022).

3. Three interlinked concepts at play
Figure 1.1 provides a visual representation that attempts to capture the nature 
of each of the concepts. The dynamic interplay among them is shown in 
Figure 1.2. Each concept is symbolised by a unique shape, distinguished by 
its distinct edges, which serve to metaphorically represent the nature of the 
actions/processes these concepts may trigger. The ‘disrupting’ piece features 
sharp, jagged edges that serve as a compelling visual metaphor, capturing 
the concept’s profound and unforeseen impact, and symbolising the forceful 
shattering of the conventional as it cleaves through the familiar to forge 
paths towards entirely new paradigms. The abrupt angles and pointed 
lines vividly convey the idea of disruption as a catalyst for groundbreaking 
change, effectively breaking down existing barriers and paving the way for 
innovative approaches and perspectives.

The ‘decentring’ piece has edges that radiate outward like the rays of the sun, 
symbolising a pivotal shift from a singular, centralised focus to a landscape 
marked by numerous centres of interest and influence. This radiant 
design encapsulates the move away from Eurocentric, monocultural, or 
monolingual paradigms towards a more pluri/multipolar comprehension of 
knowledge. By employing sun-like rays as a metaphor, the diagram attempts 
to illustrate the dispersion of intellectual and cultural authority, shedding 
light on diverse perspectives and voices.
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The ‘diversifying’ piece is characterised by outward-reaching arrows, each 
symbolising the expansion of perspectives and the embrace of a rich tapestry 
of voices and experiences. The arrows, pointing in multiple directions, 
encapsulate the essence of diversification as an active, ongoing process of 
reaching beyond traditional boundaries to foster an inclusive and vibrant 
educational landscape.

In Figure 1.2, these three visual representations interact, their edges 
overlapping and interweaving, portraying the dynamic and synergistic 
relationship between them. This visual interplay underscores their collective 
potential to re-imagine and reshape the languages and cultures teaching 
and research landscape. This design aims to highlight the notion that 
disrupting, decentring and diversifying are not isolated actions but are 
deeply interrelated forces that, together, hold the power to innovate and 
enhance the way we teach, learn and research languages and cultures.

The LCNAU 2021 Colloquium tripartite thematic framework emerged in 
response to the profound and ongoing reverberations of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Acknowledging the aftermath of this external disruption, we 
see the complex and fluid interrelationships among the three dimensions 
emerging throughout the volume’s chapters. As intimated earlier, disruption 
can be a driving force, and so some chapters situate their research in the 
COVID-19 emergency online teaching circumstances that required 
frontline teachers and researchers to reflect and quickly react and respond 
to the disruption. When it comes to decentring knowledge and integrating 
Indigenous languages and cultures into a community language learning 
context, the ways in which decentring is navigated and implemented expect 
collective and reciprocal efforts involving key stakeholders (for example, 
educators, students, community members, administrative support team, 
university leadership and policymakers). Diversifying the curriculum and 
pedagogy becomes a facilitative and powerful process for (continued) 
educational innovation. Educators’ active responsiveness to consolidating 
multilayered and complex disruptions has ensured the potential of 
diversifying knowledge contributions to embrace and foster the cultural 
identities of students to support multilingualism and multiculturalism in 
Australian tertiary classroom practices. The impact of such practices will be 
longitudinal and beneficial to reshaping societal understandings of diversity, 
equity and justice—the core values of humanity.
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Figure 1.1. Visual representation of disrupting, decentring and 
diversifying forces
Source: Authors.

Figure 1.2. Visualising the interplay of disrupting, decentring and 
diversifying forces
Source: Authors.
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It is also important to note that, since all three notions are dynamic 
processes, they need to be executed and managed, but not necessarily by 
the same people, creating opportunities for resistance and collaboration and 
requiring specific resources. For the pedagogical practices resulting from 
these processes to be successful and positively impact more stakeholders, 
they should be sustainable.

These three dimensions—disrupting, decentring and diversifying—have 
enabled us to exercise critical reflexivity of the research–teaching nexus and 
to reconsider and revamp our professional identities as language teachers, 
teacher educators, language researchers, and multilingual and multicultural 
advocates in our respective courses, programs, institutions and communities. 
Valuing and appreciating ‘differences’ to enrich diversity in languages, 
cultures and knowledge are just the beginning. The conceptualisation of 
diversifying, disrupting and decentring reflects the varied possibilities and 
potentials to convey and foster the ongoing exploration and development 
of languages and cultures in different learning contexts, different learning 
environments and for different learning needs. We encourage readers to 
keep the three dimensions in mind as they browse the contributions of this 
volume. We invite you to join us in reflecting on how each dimension or 
the combination of dimensions is positioned and interpreted in specific 
contexts of languages and cultures education and research.

4. Overview of the volume
The volume comprises 10 chapters. In Chapter 2, Robyn Ober, a First 
Nations educator and researcher, discusses the ways of being, doing and 
knowing among Indigenous Australian teacher education students as they 
navigate and make meaning of new professional and academic orientations 
during their tertiary studies. Using three research-informed metaphors—
slipping and sliding, kapati (‘cup of tea’) and the guitar—Ober presents 
a  strong sense of intersection between language, culture, identity and 
learning interpreted by Aboriginal English speakers who draw on their own 
social, cultural and linguistic repertoires to construct and make meaning of 
new knowledge from their own perspective. The pedagogical implications 
of this study make a significant contribution to the critical discourse on 
‘decentring’ and ‘diversifying’ within the Australian tertiary education sector, 
particularly emphasising the necessity for Indigenous students to engage 
with curriculum content in ways that are both meaningful and accessible. 
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By advocating for equitable and just learning opportunities, this research 
underscores the imperative to recognise and value the unique abilities of 
Aboriginal students in approaching, comprehending and interacting with 
new knowledge through their Indigenous knowledge systems. Incorporating 
their distinct modes of thinking, acting and understanding not only enriches 
the academic knowledge-building process but also strengthens collective 
engagement in knowledge production within academic settings.

In Chapter 3, Mary-Anne Gale and Rob Amery report on substantial 
advances made in teaching Aboriginal languages in South Australia in 
the adult education sector over the last two decades or so, and comment 
on future plans and prospects. Their chapter discusses why Aboriginal 
languages continue to fall through the cracks of government bureaucracy 
and institutional policies and, in so doing, presents a series of proposals 
on how each of these cracks could possibly be closed (or at least reduced), 
thus ensuring a positive future for adult learners and teachers of Aboriginal 
languages in the state. This chapter tackles the decentring of power and 
control concerning the recognition and teaching of Aboriginal languages, 
a process that involves re-evaluating who has the authority to acknowledge 
Aboriginal languages officially and determining the extent of their inclusion 
within educational institutions.

Recognising a range of affordances brought by the disruptive power of digital 
communications technology, Levi Durbidge’s chapter offers alternative 
forms of pedagogy to support the decentralisation of certain idealisations 
in language learning and communication. By probing into a selected 
dialogue from a Japanese elementary school textbook, Durbidge argues that 
textbook communicative practices typically draw on idealisation, which 
stands in contrast to current understandings of the heterogenous, dynamic, 
negotiated and complex nature of language, as well as the pedagogical 
purposes of language learning for socialisation (Steffensen & Kramsch, 
2017). Leveraging the affordances of Instagram, Durbidge offers two 
examples emerging from his own disrupting attempts to engage students 
in the complex realities of contextually situated and structured semiotic 
practices of Japanese-speaking communities. These include having students 
observe hashtag use in Japanese language Instagram posts and create their 
own tags. His innovative approach, grounded in research on the practical 
application of digital technology and pedagogical strategies, demonstrates 
how learners benefit from engaging with the richness of language in real-
world communications. This method provides learners with the opportunity 
to reflect on concepts of communication, comparing the idealised versions 
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presented in textbooks with the more nuanced and sometimes challenging 
realities of language use encountered during interactions with Japanese-
speaking communities.

In Chapter 5, Birgit Lang and Claire Maree delve into the concepts of 
diversifying and decentring by highlighting the critical need for a paradigmatic 
shift in tertiary language education that emphasises gender justice. They 
argue that this shift becomes evident through the active embrace and 
affirmation of a broad spectrum of sexual orientation, gender identity and 
expression, and sex characteristics, referred to as SOGIESC. Their chapter 
focuses on German and Japanese language education and critically examines 
and discusses the impact that language teaching institutional frameworks in 
Australia have on curriculum development. The authors focus on pronouns 
as a key aspect of gender justice that is often challenging to convey effectively 
in foreign language classrooms. They propose practical alternatives to 
demonstrate how this practice can be co‑constructed by both students and 
teachers. By advocating for a shift away from cis-heteronormative biases in 
language teaching, they emphasise the importance of integrating linguistic, 
cultural and sociopolitical perspectives on gender expressions and diversity 
into curriculum development.

Matt Absalom and Roberta Trapè’s chapter explores how travel restrictions 
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic led to the development of a 
virtual exchange program for Italian language learners. This initiative was 
designed to enhance global intercultural citizenship, diversifying students’ 
learning experiences by providing them with broader cultural and linguistic 
exposure. They forged telecollaboration links to support language learners’ 
connections with the world during the challenging period when it was not 
possible to experience in-country exchange. Their virtual exchange program 
included four iterative rounds. In 2021, they attempted to activate learners’ 
curiosity about their international peers through the discussion of topics of 
interest that simulated their intercultural reflection. In 2022, active global 
citizenship was highlighted. Here students were asked to engage in pre-virtual 
activities in class before interacting with their overseas partners, allowing 
them to brainstorm activities centred around global citizenship with peers in 
face-to-face lessons as well as online via the university learning management 
system (LMS). Both models of virtual exchange provided students with 
a rich experience evidenced by students’ positive comments on mediating 
their intercultural relationship through language use that extended along 
a continuum of formality. In addition to pedagogical diversification, the 
authors engage with the concept of decentring, positioning it as a shift 
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of the shared collaborative space from physical to online that offers a 
lens on disruption at cognitive, attitudinal and behavioural levels within 
the individual, which may result from experiencing and reflecting upon 
this virtual exchange. The chapter highlights the potential of technology 
to support virtual exchanges that can be integrated into language subjects 
for all students, alleviating the financial burden of traditional in-country 
experiences.

In Chapter 7, Grace Qi, Yuping Wang and Nian-Shing Chen focus on 
the disruptive power of technology, exploring and implementing a design 
pattern to support frontline language practitioners in developing tailored 
curriculum and activities for adult learners. Their design pattern comprises 
four components: context, problem, solution and diversification. To present 
an overarching view of the design stages across the four components, they 
consider factors such as people, things, place, information, ubiquitous 
technologies, space and time. They suggest that language educators 
implement the design pattern in a specific context and learning activity. 
Their study demonstrates how language practitioners can collaborate with 
instructional designers and educational technologists to design innovative 
robot-assisted language learning that supports the desire of adult learners for 
personalised learning.

The Italian podcasting project presented by Riccardo Amorati, Elisabetta 
Ferrari and John Hajek in Chapter 8, through its decentring or recentring 
of the language classroom, challenges the traditional power structures in 
which language teaching is embedded. In so doing, it opens a space for 
students to perform orally that is more motivating and less stressful than 
in‑class oral instruction. Working within the project-based paradigm, 
students are guided towards the production of a podcast in Italian on a 
topic of their choice—an outcome that has multiple meaningful afterlives. 
First, the project represents a personal achievement for learners who report 
that the artefact is meaningful to them. Second, the podcasts, as student-
generated content, function as discussion starters for the final weeks of the 
semester. Third, they are broadcast on SBS Italian for a wider audience of 
Italian speakers. In this way, the project disrupts conventional ideas of L2 
speakers as defined by marginality, ‘authentifies’ students as Italian speakers 
and is consistent with calls to diversify content to include more non-L2 
speaker productions (see McGregor et al., 2021). The result for students is 
increased intrinsic motivation and an accompanying reduction in reported 
levels of anxiety associated with speaking.
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Elisabetta Ferrari and Mitch Buzza’s chapter reports on the pedagogical 
opportunities arising from virtual reality (VR) environment projects in two 
undergraduate Italian language courses at the University of Melbourne. 
While initially conceptualised as a response to the disruption of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and constraints of online teaching, the projects 
continue to serve multimodal content delivery as an experiential active 
learning opportunity. The non-immersive, interactive desktop VR in a 3D 
environment in the first project, aimed at post-beginner students, combines 
exports from Google Earth, Google Streetview and 5P interactive video 
with links to other authentic and educational resources and a voiceover. 
The second project, targeting more advanced students in the post-pandemic 
context, was inspired by the success of the first and resulted in two fully 
immersive VR 3D videos accessible either through Oculus Quest headsets or 
computers/tablets. In this project, VR learning not only promoted students’ 
experiential learning but also supported the agency of language teachers as 
researchers in the techniques of VR learning, enabling learners to engage 
in innovative creation in line with the notion of ‘disrupting’ as developed 
in this volume. The experience gained from planning, developing and 
implementing the two projects, in conjunction with project-based group 
work, demonstrates teachers’ agency in harnessing external disruption. 
Through the development of learner-centred activities, and with the help 
of VR technology (available at low cost and compatible with the university 
LMS), they were able to develop innovative learner-centred teaching 
resources—itself a form of disruption.

In Chapter 10, Ducasse critically engages with the theme of decentring to 
consider a radical revision of written assessment practices in the context of 
a tertiary Spanish language course. Rather than students being tested on 
recall of materials taught by their classroom teacher, a new protocol for a 
process of guided drafting encourages students to use online tools as potential 
sources of epistemological authority. Direct teacher correction is dropped 
in favour  of encouragement of student agency, including individualised 
consultation of tools such as dictionaries, concordances, grammar checkers 
and machine translation. The design and implementation of the protocol 
over two semesters of a Spanish course are described and evaluated, leading 
to an argument in favour of a disruption to the previous exclusion of 
these tools from accepted writing practices.

Circling back to our initial questions, we can thus conclude that disruption 
can be unexpected, unwelcome and limiting when coming from an external 
agent, but can also be purposeful, empowering and creative when triggered 



DISRUPTING, DECENTRING AND DIVERSIFYING LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

14

or carried out by internal agents. Decentring and diversifying pedagogical 
practice can be both a response; a reclamation of agency in the context of 
external disruption; and, possibly/eventually, a trigger for further disruption 
of practices and power structures in tertiary languages education. It takes 
agents who are both focused on the ultimate goal of their research and 
teaching practice and open to innovation and paradigmatic shift, whether 
in their response to external disruption or in their pursuit of disruption 
from within.

On the one hand, university language programs (that is, complex dynamic 
multi-agent systems embedded into even more complex systems) can 
be quite rigid and slow to take up innovation and are often reactive 
to disruption. On the other hand, the changes within paradigms and 
paradigmatic shifts are led by the individual and collective agency of 
invested practitioners. Ultimately, the success of engaging with disrupting, 
decentring and diversifying practices is determined by how much they meet 
the changing needs of the stakeholders and how much agency is allowed by 
the environment in which they function.

5. What disruptive futures await?
At the time of writing, our discipline faces a new wave of disruptive 
forces, some of which have the potential to shake the very foundations of 
our practice. We embrace these looming waves of disruption driving the 
transformation of education across sectors with hope. Generative artificial 
intelligence (Gen AI), for example, is already reshaping the landscape of 
communication, enhancing our ability to comprehend and navigate the 
intricate nuances of human languages. Yet, as our contributors’ research 
illuminates, our work transcends the capabilities of Gen AI. In envisioning 
our present and future amid the rise of Gen AI and the metaverse, it is 
crucial that human agency remains central in promoting multilingualism 
and multiculturalism alongside technological advancements. This principle 
is fundamental to understanding our humanity and the significance of our 
collective human experience.

It is also crucial to recognise that learning is not an automatic process 
devoid of human intervention. Agency, described by Ahearn (2001, p. 112) 
as ‘the socioculturally mediated capacity to act’, underscores the significance 
of individual learners’ actions, decisions and their engagement with the 
opportunities presented by their learning environment (White,  2018). 
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As we delve deeper into the possibilities presented by AI-enabled learning 
environments and contexts for language and cultural studies in higher 
education, it is only a matter of time before we fully understand their 
potential. This exploration ought to emphasise the dynamic interplay 
between individual learners and their surroundings, as well as the impact 
of emerging digital technologies, thereby shedding light on how these 
interactions are likely to shape the educational experience.

Against this backdrop, we are also painfully aware of the importance of 
embracing disruptive technological innovations for our own disciplinary 
survival. Higher education institutions in the Anglosphere have been 
quick to exploit the advent of AI as a convenient pretext to slash language 
programs, citing budgetary constraints and a perceived lack of relevance 
against the powers of AI-powered, real-time, automatic translators (Harrison 
& McLelland, 2023; Miller & Neigert, 2024; Muradás-Taylor, 2023). Such 
narratives spread and become ever more pervasive, particularly among the 
parents of prospective (language) learners.

While part of the answer seems to involve synergistically leveraging these 
new technologies to enhance language learning, it is equally important to 
continue emphasising the human factor that underpins communication 
and cross-cultural understanding to foster empathy and critical perspective 
taking. Such critical perspectives can help engage with the range of social 
justice issues underlying these and other emerging technologies, among 
which voice-cloning and accent-altering technologies (Payne et al., 2024) 
perpetuate ‘colonialingual’ patterns in our field (Meighan, 2023).

As we reflect on the human factor, specifically, what makes us human, 
we cannot forget that this, too, has been weaponised, turning us against 
each other and dehumanising entire communities to justify unthinkable 
atrocities. Indeed, we cannot conclude the introduction to this volume 
without acknowledging the heart-wrenching events that are unfolding in 
real time. As languages and cultures scholars and educators committed to 
disrupting, decentring and diversifying our disciplines and profession, we 
cannot turn our gaze away from unspeakable violence and human suffering. 
In our pursuit of a more equitable and just educational paradigm, we 
recognise that our work is intrinsically linked to broader societal challenges.

We also understand that finding answers to all these matters lies beyond 
the present volume. We hope this volume demonstrates that language and 
culture teaching and its concerns are not primitive responses to linguistic 



DISRUPTING, DECENTRING AND DIVERSIFYING LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

16

diversity and, as such, cannot be superseded by the advent of technological 
tools. In  this volume, we see evidence of the criticality of practice, of 
paradigm shifts. As we contemplate how these waves of disruption unfold, 
we find hope in the cyclical nature that characterises these processes. 
We thus look forward to learning about the new kinds of disruption that 
the ‘normalisation’ of previous waves might trigger. While reflection on 
these matters makes us painfully aware of the perennially vulnerable state 
of being in our discipline, it also reminds us of the resilience and constant 
innovation that lies in readying ourselves and our learners to deal with 
change and transformation.
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