
Key Idea 1: 
Why languages? 

Authors and facilitators 

Associate Professor Angela Scarino 

Dr Michelle Kohler 



 

 

2 | Key Idea 1: Why languages?  

 

Key Idea 1 

Aim  

To empower teachers of languages as advocates with strong understandings of, and capability to communicate, 
the rationales and value of language/s learning for contemporary times that can be presented to students, 
teachers and wider communities.  

 

Objectives   

Participants: 

 extend knowledge of the changing nature of the international and local contexts in relation to mobilities, 
linguistic and cultural diversity, and technological advances, 

 further understandings of diversity in all respects including linguistic, cultural, social and faith based 
diversities, 

 examine languages and cultures in contact and the capability to navigate multiplicity and variability in 
diverse communicative contexts,  

 consider the nature of language learning in the context of changes in education and schooling, 

 investigate policy at the school level and opportunities for advocacy, 

 reflect on own professional stance as a teacher of language/s. 

 

TfEL connections  

TfEL Domain 3 - Develop expert learners 

3.1 - teach students how to learn;  

3.2 - foster deep understanding and skilful action;  

3.3 - explore the construction of knowledge. 
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Program design and facilitation 

Associate Professor Angela Scarino and Dr Michelle Kohler 

Research Centre for Languages and Cultures, University of South Australia 

 

Co-facilitators 

Ms Kate Loechel 

Dr Kathy Purvis  

Research Centre for Languages and Cultures, University of South Australia 

 

Pre-session task 
Participants are requested to complete the following prior to Day 1 of the program: 

 

Reading 

Scarino, A., & Liddicoat, A. J. (2009). Teaching Languages and Cultures: a guide. Melbourne: Curriculum 
Corporation. Ch.1 Available at: www.tllg.unisa.edu.au 

 

Reflection 

How would you characterise your ‘stance’ as a language teacher?  

What aspects/areas/issues/gaps related to your practice would you like to address through this professional 
learning program? i.e. What are your personal learning goals? 

 

Find and bring 

Your school context statement e.g. on your school website  

Any statements about Languages in the school e.g. Curriculum handbooks/website information 
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Further reading 

ACARA 2011. Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Languages 
http://www.acara.edu.au/verve/_resources/Draft+Shape+of+the+Australian+Curriculum+-+Languages+-
+FINAL.pdf

Block, D. 2008. "Multilingual Identities and Language Practices in a Global City: Four London Case Studies." Journal 
of Language, Identity & Education 7:1(1-4). 

Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. 1999. Relationship of Knowledge and Practice: Teacher Learning in Communities. 
Review of Research in Education, 24, 249-306. 

Garcia, O. 2009. Bilingual Education in the 21st Century: A Global Perspective, Wiley-Blackwell, West Sussex: 
United Kingdom. 

Lo Bianco, J. & Aliani, R. 2013. Language Planning and Student Experiences: Intention, Rhetoric and 
Implementation, Multilingual Matters: Clevedon. 

McNamara, T. 2013. ‘Crossing boundaries: journeys into language’. Language and Intercultural Communication. 
13, 3, 343-356. 

Multicultural Education and Languages Committee (MELC), 2017. Reimagining learning as intercultural 
engagement, Adelaide. https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/g/files/net691/f/melc-statement-reimagining-
learning-as-intercultural-engagement.pdf 

Piccardo, E. & J. Aden, 2014. Plurilingualism and Empathy: Beyond Instrumental Language Learning. The 
Multilingual Turn in Languages Education: Opportunities and Challenges. J. Conteh and G. Meier. Bristol, 
Multilingual Matters: 234-257. 

Reid, A. 2018, Beyond Certainty: A Process for Thinking About Futures for Australian Education, paper 
Commissioned by the Australian Secondary Principals’ Association (ASPA), Adelaide. 



20 | Key Idea 1: Why languages? 

National Statement for Languages Education in Australian Schools 2005 pages 2-3 

‘Learning languages: 

 enriches our learners intellectually, educationally and culturally

 enables our learners to communicate across cultures

 contributes to social cohesiveness through better communication and understanding

 further develops the existing linguistic and cultural resources in our community

 contributes to our strategic, economic and international development

 enhances employment and career prospects for the individual.

Our learners are the future of our nation. Developing in them language skills and inter-cultural understanding is an 
investment in our national capability and a valuable resource. 

We live in times of rapid change. Information and communication technologies are accelerating the movement of 
people and ideas across the globe and expanding the range of communities in which people operate. Twenty-first 
century education needs to engage with, and be responsive to, this changing world. It needs to develop in learners 
the knowledge, understanding and attributes necessary for successful participation and engagement within and 
across local, regional and global communities, and in all spheres of activity. 

Language skills and cultural sensitivity will be the new currency of this world order. 

English is Australia’s national language. It is also growing as an international language of communication. But 
English alone is not enough for our learners. In our increasingly multi-lingual world, more people speak two 
languages than one, and contact with speakers of other languages is rapidly growing. 

Australia must build on its diverse linguistic and cultural environment which is a result of its Indigenous history, 
geography and migration. Australian Indigenous Languages, the languages of Australia’s original inhabitants, are 
the nation’s first languages. There are many active Australian Indigenous languages, dialects, creoles, pidgins and 
Aboriginal English dialects spoken in Australia. Their importance to Australian Indigenous people and to the 
broader community is acknowledged and valued. In addition, migration by people from across the globe has 
brought with it English and more than 150 additional languages. This is Australia’s linguistic and cultural 
landscape.  

It is a valuable base from which to develop the linguistic capabilities necessary for Australia to be successful in the 
international community of the 21st century. 

Education in a global community brings with it an increasing need to focus on developing inter-cultural 
understanding. This involves the integration of language, culture and learning. Inter-cultural language learning 
helps learners to know and understand the world around them, and to understand commonality and difference, 
global connections and patterns. Learners will view the world, not from a single perspective of their own first  
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language and culture, but from the multiple perspectives gained through the study of second and subsequent 
languages and cultures. For learners who study their background or heritage language, it provides a strengthened 
sense of identity. 

Inter-cultural language learning contributes to the overall education of learners, developing in them the 
capabilities to: 

 communicate, interact and negotiate within and across languages and cultures 

 understand their own and others’ languages, thus extending their range of literacy skills, including skills in 
English literacy 

 understand themselves and others, and to understand and use diverse ways of knowing, being and doing 

 further develop their cognitive skills through thinking critically and analytically, solving problems, and 
making connections in their learning. 

Such capabilities assist learners to live and work successfully as linguistically and culturally aware citizens of the 
world.’ 

 

http://www.curriculum.edu.au/verve/_resources/languageeducation_file.pdf  
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The Victorian Government’s Vision for Languages Education 2011 page 3 

‘The ability to speak two or more languages has never been more important for Victoria’s children and young 
people. Life and work in the twenty-first century is characterised by global mobility, interconnection and 
exchange. 

Whether they live in our capital, a regional centre or rural area, Victorian students will increasingly need to engage 
an communicate with people from a range of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. The Melbourne Declaration on 
Education Goals for Young Australians articulates the importance of equipping young Australians with the skills to 
communicate, not only within and across Australia’s linguistically and culturally diverse society but also in an 
increasingly interconnected global world. High-level language and intercultural skills will be critical if our students 
are to respond with confidence to the challenges and opportunities resulting from globalisation. 

The Victorian Government knows that languages education offers students many benefits. We know that the 
learning of languages enhances first language literacy, including the development of English literacy for students 
with English as their first language. Top performing education systems around the world offer extensive and 
compulsory language education programs and continue to achieve strong student outcomes, because languages 
learning contributes to the development of students’ cognitive, communication and problem-solving skills. 
Languages learning also offers students new ways of understanding their own identity and culture and the cultural 
perspective of others. 

Language education provides significant benefits for the Victorian community. It enables Victorian Aboriginal 
communities to revitalise and reclaim Language as a core element of their culture and it provides an avenue for 
our non-indigenous culturally and linguistically diverse communities to maintain their languages and cultures. 
Languages learning underpins social cohesion because it supports communication and respect across cultures. 

Creating a multilingual society through increased and improved languages education will also deliver benefits to 
the Victorian economy. One of the main requirements for doing business internationally is strong language 
capabilities. Victoria’s economic growth will increasingly depend on the ability of Victorian companies to do 
business in non-English-speaking markets. In particular, Victorian businesses will increasingly look toward Asia’s 
growth markets, and will require cultural and linguistic skills to succeed. In order to be competitive Victorian 
businesses must become multilingual. Through increased support for languages education, the Government is 
creating a future workforce that will better meet the needs of businesses engaging and expanding globally.’ 
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The Australian Curriculum Languages Rationale 2014 

‘Through learning languages, students acquire: 

 communication skills in the language being learnt 

 an intercultural capability, and an understanding of the role of language and culture in communication 

 a capability for reflection on language use and language learning. 

Language learning provides the opportunity for students to engage with the linguistic and cultural diversity of the 
world and its peoples, to reflect on their understanding of experience in various aspects of social life, and on their 
own participation and ways of being in the world. 

Learning languages broadens students’ horizons in relation to the personal, social, cultural and employment 
opportunities that an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world presents. The interdependence of 
countries and communities means people in all spheres of life are required to negotiate experiences and 
meanings across languages and cultures. Despite its status as a world language, a capability in English only is no 
longer sufficient. A bilingual or plurilingual capability is the norm in most parts of the world. 

Learning languages: 

 extends the capability to communicate and extends literacy repertoires 

 strengthens understanding of the nature of language, of culture, and of the processes of communication 

 develops intercultural capability 

 develops understanding of and respect for diversity and difference, and an openness to different 
experiences and perspectives 

 develops understanding of how culture shapes worldviews and extends learners’ understanding of 
themselves, their own heritage, values, culture and identity 

 strengthens intellectual, analytical and reflective capabilities, and enhances creative and critical thinking. 

Learning languages also contributes to strengthening the community’s social, economic and international 
development capabilities. Language capabilities represent linguistic and cultural resources through which the 
community can engage socially, culturally and economically, in domains which include business, trade, science, 
law, education, tourism, diplomacy, international relations, health and communications. 
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Learning Aboriginal languages and Torres Strait Islander languages meets the needs and rights of young people to 
learn their own languages and recognises their significance in the language ecology of Australia. For Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students, learning their own languages is crucial to overall learning and achievements, to 
developing a sense of identity and recognition and understanding of language, culture, Country and Place. For all 
students, learning Aboriginal languages and Torres Strait Islander languages provides a distinctive means of 
understanding the country in which they live, including the relationship between land, the environment and 
people. The ongoing and necessary reclamation and revitalisation of these languages also contribute to 
reconciliation.’ 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/languages/rationale/ 
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MELC Statement: Reimaging Learning as Intercultural Engagement 2017 pages 4-5 

The vision 

All young people learn to participate in the intercultural exchange of knowledge, ideas, meanings and values in a 
dynamic international world. 

They reflect on their knowledge, experiences and identities as a basis for understanding themselves and others. 

Goals for learners 

All children and young people develop the following intercultural capabilities and dispositions: 

Knowing and ways of knowing 

 Develop and apply disciplinary and interdisciplinary knowledge to work on complex problems in diverse
contexts.

 Recognise that knowledge is created and communicated through language within a cultural context and
that different people bring different insights, experiences and knowledges to the process.

Languaging/making sense of learning 

 Develop and use sophisticated language-and-literacy-learning repertoires for creating, interpreting,
analysing and exchanging meanings.

 Use these learning repertoires to connect with people in productive ways, becoming resourceful speakers
who can draw on multiple linguistic and cultural resources in order to exchange meanings.

Reflecting/comparing 

 Step back from and critically reflect on their own linguistic and cultural assumptions, perspectives,
experiences, reactions and responses in relation to those of others.

Engaging with difference 

 Engage with and understand ‘otherness’ with curiosity, openness to difference, and a willingness to make
sense of and reconcile multiple perspectives.

Acting ethically/mindfully 

 Engage with people in an ethical and mindful way, paying attention to reactions and responses and
learning to manage uncertainty.
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Understanding the first peoples of Australia 

 Understand and engage with the knowledges, languages and cultures of Aboriginal peoples and the
physical and spiritual connectedness of language and culture to their land, environment and sustainability.

Developing self-awareness as global citizens 

 Find ways to imagine and act upon the world as learner citizens and contribute to ‘the society we want to
be’.

 Reflect on their learning and actions, to develop their self-awareness and their place in diverse
communities.

Mutual/shared responsibility 

 Appreciate that the processes of communication, building relationships and learning all involve the mutual
interpretation and exchange of meanings, based on shared responsibility.

https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/g/files/net691/f/melc-statement-reimagining-learning-as-intercultural-
engagement.pdf 



The Salzburg Statement
for a Multilingual World

WE LIVE IN A WORLD IN WHICH:
• All 193 UN member states and most people are multilingual. 
• 7,097 languages are currently spoken across the world.
• 2,464 of these are endangered1. 
• 23 languages dominate, spoken by over one half of the world’s population2.
• 40% of people have no access to education in a language they understand3. 
• 617 million children and adolescents do not achieve minimum proficiency 

levels in reading4. 
• 244 million people are international migrants, of whom 20 million are 

refugees, a 41% increase since 20005. Migrants and refugees alone would 
constitute the 5th most populous country in the world6.

Our world is truly multilingual, yet many education and economic systems, 
citizenship processes and public administrations disadvantage millions of 
people due to their languages and language abilities. We must tackle this 
challenge if we are to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals7, adopted 
in 2015 by 193 countries to “end poverty, protect the planet and ensure 
prosperity for all.” A just education system built on strong and fair language 
policies is fundamental to inclusive progress.

PRINCIPLES 
• Multilingualism denotes both the explicit teaching of languages, and the 

informal patterns of communication that emerge in multilingual societies. 
• Plurilingualism is the knowledge of multiple languages by individuals. 
• Historical, geographic, and socio-economic circumstances lead to many 

different forms and uses of multilingualism. 
• Multilingual education, and support for social multilingualism by states 

and international organizations, promotes exchange of knowledge and 
intercultural understanding and strengthens international relations.

Targeted language policies can enhance social cohesion, improve educational 
outcomes and promote economic development. Additive language learning 
approaches allow children to build strong literacy skills in their mother 
tongues; help communities retain their languages of identity, knowledge 
and belief; and create opportunities to learn new languages of personal, 
recreational, cultural or economic benefit. Multilingual policies can sustain 
the unique and vital resource of language diversity and drive positive change 
in the world, economically, socially and politically.

We urge individuals, corporations, institutions and governments to adopt 
a multilingual mindset that celebrates and promotes language diversity as 
the global norm, tackles language discrimination, and develops language 
policies that advance multilingualism.

In today’s interconnected world, 
the ability to speak multiple 
languages and communicate 
across linguistic divides is a 
critical skill. Even partial know-
ledge of more than one language 
is beneficial. Proficiency in addi-
tional languages is a new kind of 
global literacy. Language learning 
needs to be expanded for all – 
young and old.

However, millions of people across 
the globe are denied the inherent 
right to maintain, enjoy and 
develop their languages of identity 
and community. This injustice 
needs to be corrected in language 
policies that support multilingual 
societies and individuals. 

We, the participants of Salzburg 
Global Seminar’s session on 
Springboard for Talent: Language 
Learning and Integration in a 
Globalized World (December 
12-17, 2017 salzburgglobal.org/
go/586), call for policies that 
value and uphold multilingualism 
and language rights.

The Salzburg Statement for a Multi-
lingual World will be supported by 
a comprehensive report and blogs 
on key topics published during 
2018.

SalzburgGlobal.org

The Salzburg Statement for a Multilingual World was jointly drafted in English by Salzburg Global Fellows. All translations 
have been provided through the goodwill and voluntary efforts of the Fellows and their colleagues. Read the original here: 
education.salzburgglobal.org/statements

http://education.salzburgglobal.org
http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-017-0085
https://en.unesco.org/news/40-don-t-access-education-language-they-understand
https://en.unesco.org/news/617-million-children-and-adolescents-not-getting-minimum-reading-and-math
https://www.iom.int/world-migration-report-2015
http://www.populationconnection.org/article/fifth-largest-country/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
http://www.salzburgglobal.org/go/586
http://www.salzburgglobal.org/go/586
http://www.SalzburgGlobal.org
http://education.salzburgglobal.org/statements
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Learning languages 'boosts brain' 

Learning a second language "boosts" brain-power, scientists believe.  

Researchers from University College London studied the brains of 105 people - 80 of whom were bilingual. 

They found learning other languages altered grey matter - the area of the brain which processes information - in 
the same way exercise builds muscles.  

People who learned a second language at a younger age were also more likely to have more advanced grey matter 
than those who learned later, the team said.  

Scientists already know the brain has the ability to change its structure as a result of stimulation - an effect known 
as plasticity - but this research demonstrates how learning languages develops it.  

The team took scans of 25 Britons who did not speak a second language, 25 people who had learned another 
European language before the age of five and 33 bilinguals who had learned a second language between 10 and 
15 years old.  

The scans revealed the density of the grey matter in the left inferior parietal cortex of the brain was greater in 
bilinguals than in those without a second language.  

The effect was particularly noticeable in the "early" bilinguals, the findings published in the journal Nature 
revealed.  

The findings were also replicated in a study of 22 native Italian speakers who had learned English as a second 
language between the ages of two and 34.  

Lead researcher Andrea Mechelli, of the Institute of Neurology at UCL, said the findings explained why younger 
people found it easier to learn second languages.  

Impact  

"It means that older learners won't be as fluent as people who learned earlier in life.  

"They won't be as good as early bilinguals who learned, for example, before the age of five or before the age of 
10."  

But Cilt, the national centre for languages, cast doubt on whether learning languages was easier at a younger age.  

A spokeswoman said: "There are conflicting views about the comparative impact of language learning in different 
age groups, based both on findings and anecdotal evidence."  

However, she said it was important to get young people learning languages in the UK.  

Only one in 10 UK workers can speak a foreign language, a recent survey revealed.  

But by 2010 all primary schools will have to provide language lessons for children.  

https://www.mltav.asn.au/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79&Itemid=100084  
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Student diversity 

ACARA statement on Student diversity from Australian Curriculum 2012 

ACARA is committed to the development of a high-quality curriculum for all Australian students that promotes 
excellence and equity in education. All students are entitled to rigorous, relevant and engaging learning programs 
drawn from a challenging curriculum that addresses their individual learning needs. The Australian Curriculum 
recognises that the needs of all students encompass cognitive, affective, physical, social, and aesthetic curriculum 
experiences. 

The Australian Curriculum – accessible for all young Australians 

The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008) provides the policy 
framework for the Australian Curriculum. It includes two goals: 

 Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence.

 All young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative individuals and active and
informed citizens.

The Australian Curriculum has been designed to address these goals with the objectives of the Australian 
Curriculum being the same for all students. These objectives are based on a set of propositions, outlined in the 
Shape of the Australian Curriculum v4.0, which guide the development of the Australian Curriculum as a 
curriculum for all learners. These propositions include: 

 The understanding that each student can learn and the needs of every student are important.

 A recognition of the entitlement of each student to knowledge, understanding and skills that provide a
foundation for successful and lifelong learning and participation in the Australian community.

 High expectations to be set for each student as teachers account for the current level of learning of
individual students and the different rates at which students develop.

 The acknowledgement that the needs and interests of students will vary, and that schools and teachers
will plan from the curriculum in ways that respond to those needs and interests.

 The three-dimensional design of the Australian Curriculum, comprising learning areas, general capabilities
and cross-curriculum priorities, provides teachers with flexibility to cater for the diverse needs of students
across Australia and personalise learning.

More detailed advice is being developed for schools and teachers on using the Australian Curriculum to meet 
diverse learning needs and will be available under Student diversity on the Australian Curriculum website. 
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Students with disability 

The Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and the Disability Standards for Education (2005) require education and 
training service providers to support the rights of students with disability to access the curriculum on the same 
basis as students without a disability. Students with disability are entitled to rigorous, relevant and engaging 
learning opportunities drawn from age equivalent Australian Curriculum content on the same basis as students 
without disability. For more information, go to the 'Students with disability' webpage. 

Gifted and talented students 

Students who are gifted and talented have a right to rigorous, relevant and engaging learning activities drawn 
from a challenging curriculum that addresses their individual learning needs. Teachers can use the Australian 
Curriculum flexibly to meet the individual learning needs of gifted and talented students. 

Teachers can enrich student learning by providing students with opportunities to work with learning area content 
in more depth or breadth; encompassing specific aspects of the general capabilities learning continua (for 
example, the higher order cognitive skills of the Critical and creative thinking capability); and/or focusing on cross-
curriculum priorities. Teachers can also accelerate student learning by drawing on content from later levels in the 
Australian Curriculum and/or from local state and territory teaching and learning materials. For more information, 
go to the 'Gifted and talented students' webpage. 

Teaching students with English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) 

As part of its commitment to supporting equity of access to the Australian Curriculum for all students, ACARA has 
developed the English as an Additional Language or Dialect: Teacher Resource. This resource is designed to 
support teachers across the learning areas as they develop teaching and learning programs using the Australian 
Curriculum with students for whom English is an additional language or dialect (EAL/D). Visit the Australian 
Curriculum website for more information. 

https://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/student-diversity 
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Reading and reflection: 

Scarino, A. & Liddicoat, A.J. 2009. Teaching and Learning Languages: A Guide. Curriculum Corporation: Melbourne, 
Ch.2  

 What do you understand by the key concepts of language, culture and learning? How well do your views
connect with the views in this chapter?

 How do you understand an intercultural orientation in language teaching and learning?

 To what extent do you feel you already adopt this approach? Is there anything you want to clarify or
develop further?

Leung, C. & Scarino, A. 2016. ‘Reconceptualizing the Nature of Goals and Outcomes in Language/s Education’. 
The Modern Language Journal, 100 (Supplement 2016). 

 Leung and Scarino call for a reconceptualizing of the goals of language learning – Is this necessary?
Why/why not?

 Are there particular goals that resonate with you? Which one/s and why?

Between session tasks 

 consider your school documentation related to Languages, annotate any worthwhile aspects and identify
areas for improvement/change

 prepare a rationale statement for Languages in your school

 design a process for profiling your learners. Explain its design and how you would present it to students,
what you would do with the information, and how you would update it

 prepare a presentation for parents and/or students promoting language/s learning

 evaluate your program orientation/goals against a refreshed rationale for Languages

 negotiate your own between session task with a Languages in Schools Project Officer.




