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Abstract
In the development of current perspectives on language learning, there is an increasing recognition of the limits
of communicative language teaching as it is practiced in particular contexts and with this an emphasis on the
‘bilingual turn’ and the development of multilinguality. This emphasis represents a shift from a monolingual
view of language learning to one which recognises the relationships among the language(s) that learners bring
to their learning and the language being learnt. Drawing on examples from classroom based research and with
recent work on development of a national curriculum for language learning in Australia, I discuss some of the
characteristic features of learning within a multilingual and multicultural perspective and I discuss implications for teaching practice.
INTRODUCTION

globalisation the movement of people and
ideas has increased in a way that is unprecedented. Educational systems particularly in
English-dominant Western countries have
tended to respond with ambiguity about multilingualism and moves towards standardisation (for example in developing common curriculum and assessment frameworks to guide
education, including languages education).

In the context of a dynamic, social, cultural
economic and political world, there are
marked changes in the ways in which different languages are used and relate to each
other in local, national, regional and international contexts. In languages education these
changes emerge in two related areas that require some reconsideration. These are:

Stroud and Heugh (2011) explain, however, that the multilingualism of the nature
and scale that we are experiencing in our contemporary world changes the very nature of
multilingualism, of language and of language
learning. They state:

 multilingualism in diverse contexts;
the construct of ‘communicative competence’
and communicative language teaching as it is
currently practiced.
Both of these developments point to the
need for an expanded view of languages education with important implications for curriculum design, teaching, learning, assessment,
evaluation and teacher professional learning.

Classroom and curricula need to be able to
engage with and build on the diversity in
semiotic modes that learners bring into the
classroom… The shifting nature of learner
personae and subjectivities point to the need
for new understandings of the teaching/
learning process… particularly its individuation to accommodate different types of
learning biographies emanating from the
heterogeneity of learning environments and
biographies, social trajectories, and related
interactional experiences of speakers/
learners. (Stroud & Heugh, 2011, 424)

Reconsidering multilingualism in diverse
contexts
Diverse and dynamic contexts of multilingualism
Multilingualism in countries such as Australia has been used to describe the phenomenon of people from diverse languages and
cultures coming together and living “in harmony”. Our countries and histories are different but both are described as being
‘multilingual’. The same word, however,
represents very different sociocultural and
linguistic ecologies. Multilingualism in our
countries is part of the context, the landscape
of education, and languages education plays a
distinctive role in that context. With intense

In any particular educational community it
becomes necessary to take into account the
macro features of the ecology of languages in
use in that particular context. This means, for
example, that English language learning in
Indonesia cannot be the same as learning English language in Singapore, Hong Kong or
Australia.
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gaging in the analysis of L1/L2 users’ multiple language repertoires and viewing bilingualism as potentiality”

There is no doubt that English is the global
language of international business, communication technologies, popular culture, and
(higher) education. Equally, it is clear that
what is needed in our multilingual and multicultural global context is people who can communicate successfully across languages and
cultures and across diverse forms of media.
What is needed is an intercultural capability
that enables people (1) to communicate successfully across languages and cultures (East
and West) and (2) to do so with mutual or reciprocal sensitivity, understanding and respect. In fact, it is impossible, I would argue,
to achieve the first, without the second.

multilinguality, multimodality – code and
mode switching
“the use of different linguistic systems – the
choice of specific languages, switching between languages, mixing and temporary borrowing of elements from languages that are
not part of the speaker’s normal linguistic
repertoire, imitating other speakers’ accents
or styles, as well as switching among speech,
writing and signing” (Wei 2011, 370)
translanguaging (Garcia 2009)
refers to the multiple discursive practices, that
is, seeing languaging as an activity/an action
– bilinguals use of all their linguistic resources simultaneously to make meaning dynamically, in context.

In language learning (SLA) specifically, it
means addressing the monolingual bias.
2.2 Manifestations of multiligualism
The reconsideration of multilingualism particularly in relation to languages education is
manifested in many ways. Some of these include:

identity theory
Negotiating identity positions in a changing
social world through the power of narrative
(Norton 2000)

the concept of “multilingualism” that foregrounds diversity included are not only varieties such as national languages but also regional languages, minority languages, migrant
languages, sign languages, and, in the broadest sense dialects (Franceschini, 2011)

3.0 Reconsidering ‘communicative language
teaching’
3.1 The critique
Although communication remains a central goal in language learning, there is a reconsideration of the construct of ‘communicative’
competence and of communicative language
teaching.

the notion of acquiring and developing several languages in the learner’s repertoire at a
time
‘In contrast to more traditional approaches
that look at one language at a time … we
propose a holistic approach that takes into
account all of the languages in the learner’s
repertoire (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011, 339)

Leung (2005) notes that when the notion of
‘communicative competence’ was first introduced (by Hymes 1972) it represented a major
paradigm shift; this shift meant that it became
necessary to consider not only grammatical
rules but also the social rules of use. This expansion to include ‘the social’ brought with it
a need to consider the context of communication – both the context of situation and the
context of culture. Leung notes that what was
initially a research concern, over time has become a pedagogic doctrine. In fact, communication (or communicative competence) at different times and in different contexts has come
to be seen as a theoretical construct, a goal,
and an approach to pedagogy. In some contexts, it has come to be seen primarily as
‘transactional’ communication in the target

This includes phenomena such as codeswitching, translanguaging and codemeshing, as characteristic of multilingual practices.
‘multicompetence’
“multicompetence refers to the coexistence
of more than one language in the same
mind” (Cook 2005, 1).
the bilingual turn (Ortega, 2010)
“Keep visible focus on multilinguality, en13
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language, separated from social, historical
and cultural contexts. In some contexts, it
has also come to be seen as separate from
the grammar that underpins language use.

Scarino (2010) highlights that the fact that acts
of both using a specific language and learning
a language involve ‘moving between’ linguistic and cultural systems. She proposes:

A further critique has come from Byrnes
(2006) who highlights the fact that communication as a goal varies considerably depending on who the learners are.

an orientation to teaching languages (that)
seeks the transformation of students’ identities in the act of learning. This is achieved
through a constant referencing of the language being learned with their own language(s) and culture(s). In so doing students
decentre from their own linguistic and cultural world to consider their own situatedness from the perspective of another. They
learn to move between their linguistic and
cultural world and that of the users of the
target language.

The profession is being challenged… to
find principled ways of linking foreign,
heritage (in ACARA terms: ‘background
learner’) and native language instruction,
to suggest ways of engaging all language
users in continued language development
toward high functional multilingualism in
diverse hybrid spaces.

This notion of ‘moving between’ systems
and worlds highlights communication across
languages and cultures as a bi – or multilingual, rather than a monolingual, phenomenon.
The decentring focuses on reflecting on diverse perspectives as well as the learners’
identities.

She highlights that the goal of learning
languages is ‘functional multilingualism’,
recognising that learners not only need to be
able to use the languages that they are learning, but that they also need to be able function ‘in-between’ languages and cultures
with monolingual native-speakers but also,
and most importantly, with multilingual
users of the specific language.

Reframing language use and language learning
These critiques of and invitations to reframe language learning give rise to the particular features of language use and language
learning might be used in language teaching
and learning. These are the features that I
have proposed in the development curricula
for Languages in the new Australian curriculum (see the Shape of the Australian Curriculum:
Languages http://www.acara.edu.au/verve/
_resources/Draft+Shape+of+the+Australian+
Curriculum+-+Languages+-+FINAL.pdf ) that
include:

Kramsch (2009, 2011) has provided a critique of communicative language teaching
through her sustained development of intercultural language teaching and learning. She
(2006) states:
Today it is not sufficient for learners to
know how to communicate meanings;
they have to understand the practice of
meaning-making.
In other words, Kramsch highlights
learning a language within an intercultural
orientation as a dual process of communication to exchange meanings and to analyse
and understand how the process of meaning
-making actually works. She emphasises
here that Language learning is not only
about learning to exchange words, but also
to appreciate that words carry particular
meanings and resonances that are connected
to prior experiences and memory – all of
which are cultural. This dual process gives
greater salience in contemporary language
learning to understanding the process of
interpretation.

 language as personal, expressive, used by
people in highly diverse contexts
(Shohamy 2001);
 language as connected to social, cultural,
historical contexts;
 language use and language learning as
multilingual acts, for there are always at
least two languages in play for all learners;
 language used to both exchange meanings
and to understand the practice of meaningmaking; in communicating and in learning, learners focus on description, analysis
and interpretation of phenomena that are
14
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communicates with another one.

shared, as well as active engagement in
interpreting self (intraculturality) and others (interculturally), reciprocally, in diverse contexts of social exchange;

In teaching and learning this reciprocal
nature of interaction between learners and
teachers assists in the creation of meaning towards successful communication. This reciprocity in meaning-making is a fundamental
premise for learning how to be part of the
communicating world; it provides the integrating element in learning how people acquire the skills to communicate and interact
with one another in any given environment of
culture and language use.

 language as mediating learning and knowing – learning how to mean (Halliday
1993);
 language use as reciprocal and entailing
reflection to connect it meaningfully to the
learners and their lives.
In communication with one another there
is always a reciprocal relationship at work
when ‘my-self’ interacts with ‘your-self’, when
one-individual interacts with otherindividuals, and when one group/community

5.0 Some examples

In summary, the understanding of language learning is captured in the table that follows:
Table 1: Reframing language, culture and learning
View of language
Language as word;

light
structural, grammatical
itself,
system; code
making

language as a social



elaborate social practice to high-

practice involving

not just the act or the practice

diverse contexts of

but people and their meaning

use


participants in a

reciprocal process of interpreta-

tion
practice

View of culture
culture as facts;
diverse
artefacts;
information
ally interpret

View of learning
acquisition of new
learning
knowledge





of the language and the person,
and the self

culture as social



elaborate to highlight not just

practice; ways of
doing things and

practices but culture as the lens
through which people mutu-

thinking/seeing the
world in diverse
cultures

and communicate meaning

participation in use



of knowledge/knowing
how to use as well
as knowing about
language
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elaborate to highlight how
as making sense or coming to
understand involves becoming
aware of how learners interpret
knowledge through their
language and culture
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really good. But that got them to think about
themselves and what they valued.

Example 1: ESL in the South Australian
classroom

….. some of the sentences, some of the things
they were saying in language, I was like wow,
I haven’t taught them this. And they were
making up their own sentences and really because they obviously had something they
wanted to say. So that was really good, cos’ I
found their language just went up a notch,
which was fantastic.’

Teacher explanation of student learning
‘So it was just really interesting to see that, ….
to see them move away from this idea, that
you know, good old western society has gone
in and we’ve improved the conditions of Chinese women and to see that, that was actually
much more than that. So that was great cos’
then they realised it was so much more and
there were things that, they then also started
to reflect on Western society and how things
weren’t so great in living here either.… that
was nice to see that they sort of really took on
a more global and rather than, took a less
judging perspective …and I think they took a
lot more ownership of these issues that were
being raised. So that was really good to see.
…
One of the struggles that I think I really had
for myself in it, was when it came to, assessment because I had, structured the task which
I worried a little bit had guided them in some
way to the responding. But I sort of started off
with getting them to think about what values
they held in a woman by writing or presenting
a speech about a woman that they admired. It
was really good to see quite a few of them
write about their mum or sister, rather than
some big celebrity or something. So that was
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Example 2: An Australian ESL-syllabus in Malaysia
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