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Abstract 

It is an established fact that there has been significant language shift in the second and third 

generations of Italians in Australia. Tracking this shift and using it as a context for analysing 

language maintenance (LM) among the current descendants of post-war migrants forms the 

main objective of this research.  

This thesis seeks to develop an understanding of the range of language experiences among the 

broad Italian community in Sydney and also to map the effect of these experiences on the 

dispositions that they bring to the language maintenance project within extended families.  

The research that forms the basis of this thesis was designed to shed light on modern-day 

situational realities among the communities of Italian language speakers in Sydney. The 

research investigated in depth what a particular group of Italo-Australians think of the 

affordances and hindrances for the maintenance of their home or heritage language. It was 

considered important to explore the ways in which attitudes inherited from previous 

generations or from the wider society have affected language maintenance among the children, 

grandchildren and great-grandchildren of those Italian migrants who came to Australia in the 

1950s and 1960s. It was also considered essential to understand the ways in which these later 

generations negotiate their identity (-ies) within contemporary multicultural Australia.  

The methodology employed for this study was case study with an ethnographic approach. This 

in-depth approach enabled an understanding of what Italian language maintenance means to 

the participants in the study and to their extended families. The conceptual framework of this 

research looks at the ways in which language maintenance is perceived by the Italian 

community through the lenses of identity, communities of practice and intergenerational 

practices. Multiple data sources included reference group discussions, survey and interviews 

to tertiary students, interviews with family members and family observations. The aim was to 

uncover silent opinions and overlooked individual searches for identity and positioning(s). 

Through this framework, this research successfully gained insights into the attitudes and 

dispositions of different generations of Italo-Australians towards their own language practices 

in the vibrant Italian speaking community on Sydney.
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Chapter One – Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 
The present study is situated across the fields of immigration and social studies. The aim of 

this research is to explore a potential language revival in the third and later generations of Italo-

Australians in Sydney. The study proposes to do so by tracking the language shift of the second 

and third generations of Italo-Australians, in order to compare their attitudes and dispositions 

towards their heritage language maintenance.  

Therefore, the intent is to track the social and motivational foundations of the shift that occurred 

in the past, this is done to provide a preliminary context for examining Italian language 

maintenance (LM) in the most recent generations. To establish how the maintenance of cultural 

links is performed, the study investigates the LM efforts undertaken by families and community 

groups. It is consequently seen appropriate to examine gendering, i.e. the role that mothers have 

on LM transmission and identity construction. 

Interestingly, a couple of decades ago, Italian language learning reached the acme of popularity, 

both for learners of Australian and Italian backgrounds. In fact, in 2002 Rubino wrote that “the 

increased prestige of Italian language and culture can become an incentive for language 

learning in so far as it encourages direct contact with Italy” (Rubino 2002, p. 11).  

In addition, in an article appeared on the newspaper Il Globo, Angelucci and Egan (2019) have 

highlighted that “According to a report conducted by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

314,716 Australians study la bella lingua [the beautiful language] at school”. The report 

reveals that one in 17 school-age Australians studies Italian, however, only 32 per cent students 

are counted in secondary school, and 2 per cent at university. Nevertheless, according to a 

report of the Italian Embassy in Canberra, in 2016 Italian ranked first in the world for the 

number of students of Italian and Italian is the most studied foreign language after Chinese in 

Australia. 

For the purpose of this study, the centre of attention will be placed on discovering whether 

learning Italian today on the heritage learner’s part (see Section 1.4) is just a trend due to its 

prestige as an “elite” language and to the culture that it encompasses, or if it is done to preserve 

it as a community language. To this extent, it is significant to determine why younger 

generations of Italian background want to learn the language at this point in time, their 
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motivation, how they construct/negotiate their identities, and the role that trips to Italy play for 

young Italo-Australians: is this where positions and identities are negotiated and/or challenged? 

In view of this, the study explores how profoundly significant the potential reclaiming of an 

Italian identity (Rubino 2002) is, how recent generations of Italo-Australians position 

themselves, what the implications of belonging to a mixed identity/culture are, and finally how 

identity is performed through language. 

The emotional attachment to the family language is evident in Annamaria Dell’Oso’s story. 

The complexity of being a trilingual person permeates her life. She narrates of being a second 

generation Italian growing up in Melbourne in the 1960s. Her first language was the 

Abbruzzese dialect and together with that she also learned Standard Italian at home. Then, 

going to school and being exposed to English only, proved to be a shock to her, given the 

impossibility of communicating and being understood. Although the first years at school were 

hard, she then topped the Higher School Certificate (HSC) list in English and constituted a case 

of “Wog does well” stories. As an adult she felt the need to reconnect with the two cultures and 

she found herself in the odd scenario of having to re-learn her native language to which she 

was emotionally attached. This situation may be reflected in the contemporary one with migrant 

descendants searching for their identity and possibly reclaiming the language of their ancestors.  

The study looks at current language practices and intergenerational interactions through 

dialogue, language adjustments, and the ways in which communication is performed in the 

family domain. It also looks at other domains of interaction, such as those of friendship and 

social networks. In addition, the project examines resources and initiatives undertaken to retain 

and perpetuate Italian as a community language, such as Italian television channels, cinema, 

young people associations, and cultural forums. Particular attention is given to the aspects of 

globalisation, such as travel, trade, technology, and electronic media that may facilitate 

language maintenance. In the third generation, the domain of information and technology, with 

its array of means of communication provided by social media’ distinctive channels of 

communication, is explored. The investigation thus attempts to uncover what present-day 

available resources – both of an educational and a social/recreational nature – can offer to the 

Italian Heritage Language (HL) learner (see Section 1.4). In fact, determining the situational 

reality of affordances or hindrances towards contemporary Italian language maintenance, and 

aiming at identifying gaps and new openings for the learning and transmission of the language, 

are important aspects in the search to determine how to achieve a language shift reversal that 
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is sustainable and looks well into the future. The central point of the investigation, therefore, is 

to pin down the changing nature and purpose of LM in the Italian community in Sydney, with 

particular regard to the third and fourth and later generations. 

The decision to tap into the third and later generations in particular clearly stems from the need 

to determine the extent and impact of the current likelihood of Italian language revival and also 

from the necessity to ascertain how young people’s identities are negotiated within modern-

day urban Sydney. In fact, investing time in the younger generations is critical, since it is in the 

teenage years that identity is constructed and negotiated. After all, today creates tomorrow and 

it is now – given the unexpected possibility of language reclaim and the contemporary new 

affordances – that we have to take action. 

As will be explained in detail in the methodology section, this research will use various means 

of inquiry suitable to gaining an in-depth understanding of the way Italian LM is perceived 

nowadays by the Italo-Australian community of Sydney. It is conducted by adopting a critical 

position in regard to pre-set ideas, often too rigid and schematised to produce any 

transformation in a multifaceted community, such as the Italo-Australian one. In view of this, 

it is essential to investigate the language shift that occurred in the second generation of Italian 

migrants by examining the linguistic complexity of the Italian migrant community. This is 

detailed in the literature review (see Section 2.3). 

1.2 Generations of migrants in Australia 

The 2011 Australian Census reported below defines the different generations of Italian 

migrants in Australia. According to the Census first generation migrants are defined as:  

… people living in Australia who were born overseas (ABS 2011a). This is a diverse 

group of people including Australian citizens, permanent residents and long-term 

temporary residents. In the 2016 Census, 33.3% of the population was born overseas. 

Second generation Australians are Australian-born people living in Australia, with at least one 

overseas-born parent. The 2016 Census distinguishes between  

people with only one parent born overseas and people with both parents born overseas. In 2016, 

1.488,092 of people had only the father born overseas (6.45%) of the population. 1.094, 591 of 

people had only the mother born overseas. (ABS 2016).  
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According to the census ‘third-plus’ generation Australians are Australian-born people whose 

parents were both born in Australia (ABS 2016). One or more of their grandparents may have 

been born overseas or they may have several generations of ancestors born in Australia. This 

group also includes most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. In the 2016 Census, 

there were 11.070.538 million third-plus generation Australians (43.3% of the population). 

1.3 Background to the study 

The corpus of research around issues of LM and shift is extensive both in Australia and 

overseas, given numerous countries’ multicultural make-up. The problematic of language loss 

in migrant communities has been studied worldwide since last century, as a consequence of the 

global rise of the English language, and even greater attention has been given to the 

phenomenon in recent times of multiculturalism. Research has generated awareness of the deep 

implications of such loss for individuals and communities. 

Regrettably, there has been a great percentage of language loss – or at least non- acquisition of 

the family language – in the second and subsequent generations of Italians in Australia; census 

statistics report a vast shift in the past and scholarly research has analysed these data to explore 

some of its causes. This will be discussed in the literature review (Sections 2.4 and 2.5). 

A reversal in the trend of language shift has however been identified within the third generation 

of Italians in the last decade or so (Di Biase et al. 1994; Rubino 2002), and it is for this reason 

that the phenomenon needs further and urgent study. Indeed, despite Australia’s long tradition 

of research in the field of LM and shift, little is known about the unforeseen mechanisms of a 

possible language “reclaim” by the third generation of Italian migrants’ descendants.  

Consequently, the literature review in Chapter Two examines the most apparent causes of the 

language shift that occurred intergenerationally in the past, and how scholarly research 

accounted for such loss. It is important to this end to understand the different experiences of 

LM and language loss between the first, the second and the third generations of Italo-

Australians. This scrutiny will be carried out during fieldwork by observing language practices 

and interactions in the family and in other domains. Such interactions will also shed light on 

the role that regional varieties have played – and probably still play – in these communities. 

The following sections present the background to Italian migration to Australia and the 

difficulty of this settlement. In fact, in order to explore the factors that contributed to language 
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shift and language loss in the past, it is important to examine the role that background tensions 

derived from a difficult settlement and from the complex linguistic context have played in the 

community. 

1.4 The importance of language maintenance  
As Tannenbaum (2003) points out, language maintenance is a multifaceted construct and 

should be examined in terms of the actual use of language in various domains.  

The research explores the implications that language loss has on the older generation and the 

existence and much discussed position of the regional varieties of Italian (dialects), brought to 

Australia by the first generation of migrants. As it will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

Two (Section 2.3), the Italian language in the Australian context is a complex combination of 

languages/mixtures. Rubino (2014) points out that “In the Italian context, [ ] dialects are not 

variations of the same language but separate varieties which have all evolved from spoken 

Latin” (p.27). Dialects are an important issue in this thesis because they constitute, for the first 

generation of Italo-Australians their first and often only language, therefore, the language they 

transmitted to their children. Extensive research has been conducted on language maintenance 

and shift particularly in countries of mass migration such the United States, Canada and 

Australia. The problematic of language loss in migrant communities has been studied 

worldwide since last century as a consequence of the global rise of the English language and 

even greater attention has been given to the phenomenon in recent times of multiculturalism 

and globalization to maintain linguistic diversity. As Clyne (2003 p. 20) reminds us “[Language 

shift] can mean a gradual process, a ‘shifting’ [ ]. However, it can also mean that a language 

previously employed by an individual or group is no longer used at all by them”. According to 

Pauwels (2016), “If LS is defined as the process in which a language is gradually replaced by 

another language, often labelled L2, dominant language or majority language, in all spheres of 

usage, then LM is best described as the continued use or retention of an L1, a minority or 

heritage language in one or more spheres of language use” (p.20). Pauwels (2016) regards 

language shift as both a process and an outcome. A process because the process from one 

language to the other happens gradually. An outcome when “the language in question is no 

longer used by members of the community in any sphere of usage” (p.19). 
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Other determinants of language maintenance include the search for one’s identity, motivation 

and desire “to belong” to learn the heritage language. Last but not least is the now increased 

possibility of travel to Italy to visit the country and relatives. In fact, according to Pauwels 

(2005) “Individual and family visits to the ‘home’ country made easier due to cheaper travel 

have a very positive effect on community language CL use. For young children and adolescents 

such visits not only provide a real immersion into the CL but also an opportunity to acquire 

peer group registers and to use the CL with their peers.” (p. 126). 

Pauwels (2005, p. 124) also highlights that “The family remains for most immigrants and their 

offspring the main domain for community language (CL) use”. In fact, amongst the factors 

conducive to language maintenance is the role played by grandparents and older relatives in 

the family. Childcare to grandchildren is often provided by grandparents and when the latter’s 

English is limited, this results in exposing the children to community languages (CL) (Pauwels 

2005). Of a similar opinion is Finocchiaro (2004) who maintains that communication with the 

extended family is extremely important for language maintenance, especially in situations 

when the grandparents look after their grandchildren which is something that recurs often in 

the Italian community.  

Research has generated awareness of the deep implications of language loss for individuals and 

communities. To understand what language loss means to families and community, research 

has highlighted the social and psychological impact of heritage language loss on individuals, 

families and society. For example, a study conducted by Kouritzin (1999, cited in Duff 2008a), 

identified cross-case themes, gleaned from life history interviews. These themes included the 

breakdown of – and thus aversion to – extended family relationships, resulting from L1 (HL) 

loss, the reluctance to invite friends home, and the personal dissonance of not even 

understanding oneself speaking in the now forgotten L1 in home videos at a younger age. In 

the said study, participants reported feeling anger, frustration, shame and disappointment at 

such outcomes, and as a result experienced a negative self- image and negative views of their 

ethnic cultures, leading to a feeling of identifying with neither their HL nor the dominant 

English culture. 

This impact of language loss is well applicable to the situation of Italian LM in Sydney, since 

“language is perceived by Italians in Australia as an important factor in the definition of 

community and as a central issue in the retention of cultural identity” (Genovesi 1990, cited in 
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Castles et al. 1992). These authors found that LM is especially important in liaising with elders, 

where conversation is often only possible in the mother tongue. 

The maintenance of the Italian language is important both for the older generations whose 

knowledge of English is sometime only a passive one and thus creates difficulties in 

communicating with the younger generations, and for the younger generations, who will be 

losing in opportunities. Rando and Leoni, 1992 (cited in Castles et al. 1992, p. 176) report that 

a clearly negative aspect of a lack of maintenance is the recently studied phenomenon of 

language reversal in the elderly, aging population. As people age, their skills in a second 

language (L2) deteriorate and there is a tendency for them to revert back to their native 

language, especially people who suffer from dementia, whose deteriorating memory function 

has them reverting to their primary language. This means that if younger generations do not 

persevere in their efforts towards upkeep of the language, communication with the elderly will 

be an actual predicament in the future, both at an individual and at a collective level. Perhaps 

the most important intergenerational practice, which also acts as a motivator for language 

maintenance, is communication with grandparents. For example, Chiro (1998) conducted an 

investigation of the activation and evaluation of Italian language and culture with tertiary 

students of Italian ancestry in Adelaide and found that “grandparents are the group of 

interlocutors with whom participants tend to maintain a high level of Italian language use” (p. 

179).  

LM is thus deemed fundamental to fostering relationships between people of the same 

background, to connecting with friends and relatives in the land of origin, to defining one’s 

own identity, and to promoting opportunities for exchange. It is clear, then, that a lack of 

maintenance has profound consequences both for the individual and for the community. 

In an article appeared on the Sydney Morning Herald, Ting (2014) reports on Lo Bianco’s view 

on determinants of language maintenance. He highlights that the reasons why some groups [of 

migrants] maintain their language depends on a constellation of factors, including when, why 

and how people migrated, the social and political environment of the new country, and 

intermarriage between language groups. The scope of these issues will be presented in then 

following section and taken up in detail in Chapter Two. 
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1.4.1 Defining the terms – Heritage and Community Language 
The term Heritage Language has been defined in various ways. In her definition of heritage 

language Polinsky (2008) to a language that was acquired first by an individual but has not 

completely been developed because additional languages achieved dominance. Valdes (2001) 

reports a definition for the related term “heritage learner” and what it means for foreign 

language educators, namely a “language student who is raised in a home where a non- English 

language is spoken, who speaks or at least understands the language, and who is to some degree 

bilingual in that language and in English” (p. 38).  

The focus of the research that forms the basis of this thesis is on the maintenance and 

development of Italian among later generation Italian background families. In this context the 

term Heritage speaker will be used in accordance with the definitions of Kondo-Brown (2003) 

and Polinsky and Kagan (2007). Kondo-Brown (2003) points out that defining oneself as an 

HL learner often depends on identity orientation rather than linguistic competency; Polinsky 

and Kagan (2007) also define HL speakers as individuals who have been exposed to a particular 

language in childhood but did not subsequently acquire it fully because another language 

usurped the original language. So, in this thesis the term Heritage language learner or Heritage 

Language Speaker will be applied to those later generation Italian background individuals who 

retain close identification with Italian language, dialect and culture but whose competence in 

the language or dialect has become diluted in comparison with their competence in English. 

Clyne’s (1991) use of the terms ‘Community language’ focuses on the aspect of the status of 

the language as a living language in the Australian Community. The terms are applied broadly 

at a government and policy level; to include schools and organisations throughout Australia. 

The terms Heritage Language Community Languages are used here with slightly different 

emphases in mind. 

1.5 Research aims 

The research aims are: 

• To shed fresh light on new perspectives that could make Italian LM easier and more 

widely available to the new generations, therefore benefiting the Italian community. 

• To expand understanding of cultural and motivational factors that may promote 

language acquisition. 
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• To determine the action and inaction that leads from attitudes towards contemporary 

Italian language maintenance. Attitudes are seen in line with Baker’s (1988) 

conceptualisation as complex constructs, having origins in collective behaviour. There 

may be both positive and negative feelings attached to situational issues, including 

language. 

 

1.6 Research questions 

In consideration of the issues discussed throughout the previous sections, the inquiry to address 

the problematic of Italian LM is developed through the following questions: 

1. To what extent are LM and language shift important issues for present day Australians 

of Italian background in today’s Australia’s urban settings? 

2. What are the hindrances and affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian 

background families? 

3. How important is the maintenance of dialect to Italian background families? 

4. What role does a sense of Italianness play for later generations’ identity construction?  

 
This chapter has introduced the definitions of the different generations of Italian migrants in 

Australia and has introduced the problematic of language loss in migrant communities together 

with the importance of LM. The research aims and the research questions have been presented 

in this chapter. The next chapter will review some of the literature relative to the issues of 

Italian LM and LS in Australia, examining aspects such as the Italian migration to Australia, 

the linguistic complexity of the Italian language in Australia, the role of family in language 

maintenance and a potential language revival in the third generation.  
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Chapter Two – Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 
The literature review analyses the historical context of migration as a background to the 

problematic of Italian language shift and its consequences. This is followed by a critical 

examination of how scholarly research has accounted for the loss of language in the second 

generation. As explained in more detail in Section 2.3, the Italo-Australian community in 

Sydney is multifaceted in that, being a community of long-standing, it comprises four 

generations. Among these generations there may be different attitudes to LM as well as 

different experiences of the mix of dialect, standard Italian and the dominance of English. The 

review thus progresses towards investigating the ethnolinguistic vitality of the Italian language 

in Australia and revising the Italo-Australian language ecology. The review will raise questions 

related to a sense of belonging, identity construction or negotiation, and motivation and 

consider theoretical frameworks for each of these. The literature review will also explore other 

migrant communities’ LM and related issues. Finally, an examination of the NSW education 

sector’s focus on the maintenance of the Italian language will also be surveyed. 

2.2 The Italian migration to Australia 
The migration of Italians to Australia is well documented. Italian migrants began to arrive to 

Australia in the 1800s. However, it was only after World War II that “Australia embarked on 

a mass immigration program which was to change not only the country’s demographic and 

economic structures, but also its ethnic composition and national identity […] “By the 1950s 

Italians became the largest immigrant group of non-English background” (Castles et al. 1992, 

p. 35). In 1951, an Assisted Migration Agreement was signed by Australia and Italy. In the 

period 1951-60 there was an average of 17000 migrants from Italy per year (Castles et al. 1992). 

The Italian-born population of Australia increased to 290 000 in 1971. By 1973, 305 000 

Italians had migrated to Australia (Cresciani, 2003).  

The background situation of Italian LM can be initially framed in the socio-political reality of 

one of the biggest exoduses of the XX century, following the end of the two World Wars. 

Italians migrated to find better employment prospects and, generally, a better lifestyle. After 

these massive movements, the number of Italians migrating to Australia dwindled to a trickle. 

The industrial boom of the 1980s in Italy meant local employment, unions, better wages and 
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stability, therefore no more need for relocation. However, while it is undeniable that the 

migration of Italians to Australia has slowed considerably and that the country will probably 

not witness the kind of migration that occurred in the post-Second World War years, past 

migration has left Australia with four generations of Italo-Australians, whose first or HL still 

represents one of the largest minority languages of Australia. Besides, migration has continued, 

although on a much smaller scale and with a different migrational pattern. A new migration 

from Italy, even in smaller scale is taking place. This will be discussed in Section 2.7. 

2.2.1 Factors of language shift and language maintenance 
The tensions surrounding Italian LM in the past were due to different causes. In the first place, 

the assimilationist policy in Australia created a situation of resentment and was resisted by first 

generation Italians, who, as reported by Smolicz 1983 (cited in Chiro 1998, p. 41) always 

insisted on children speaking Italian or a dialect at home. In spite of this, as Vasta (1995) 

argues, the assimilationist strategies often had destructive effects in Italian-Australian families. 

Whereas parents resisted dominant Anglo child-rearing practices by demanding that their 

children speak their mother tongue at home, and by continuing many of their native cultural 

traditions, their children often interpreted their actions as authoritarian behaviour. This is why, 

during adolescence, many of the second generation rejected their parents’ language and culture. 

Besides, the second generation did assimilate for fear of retaliations at school and negative 

reactions in public (Vasta 1994, p. 22). It is likely that, for this very reason, in a country-wide 

game of “pass the message”, most of the second generation “integrated” and adopted the 

language of the host country. This provoked a substantial language shift and occurrences of 

cultural ambivalence, which in turn generated situations of multiple identities. In the second 

place, the lack of stability, due to the presence of different varieties of the Italian language 

spoken in Australia, since Standard Italian was not in most cases the first language of migrants 

(Cavallaro 2006; Clyne 1991; Rubino 2002) also led to language shift. In fact, as Rubino (2014 

p. 27) reminds us, when Italy was unified in 1861, only a small percentage of the population 

was able to use Standard Italian. As stressed by Bettoni and Gibbons (1988) one of the major 

factors of language shift, in the case of Italian, is that attitudes towards the regional varieties 

are mostly negative. Moreover, another cause that contributed to a decline of LM over the past, 

has been a monolingual mindset (Clyne, 2005). These factors are to be added to the decreased 

number of new arrivals from Italy since the 1990s (Rubino, 2014).  
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A vast number of books and articles have explored the lives of the first two generations of 

Italian migrants and provided a broad picture of the difficulties experienced by this population 

before, during and long after the “settlement stage” should have been concluded. Some 

background tensions came to light through the narratives of early migrants and the experiences 

of their children. At a time when multicultural policies did not exist, Italians – as one of the 

first groups of ethnic minority settlers and therefore quite a novelty – found a general mindset 

that was strongly oriented towards a policy of assimilation, where English was to be learned 

and spoken at all costs and Italian dropped and best forgotten. In those days of intolerance, 

social ignorance and narrow mentality, migrants found themselves in a state of ghettoisation 

and/or self-ghettoisation. Therefore, Australia’s past policies of assimilation were – at least in 

part – sadly accountable for the language shift of the second generation. The excerpts from the 

book Growing up Italian in Australia (Travaglia 1993) below are indicative of the situation 

encountered by the second generation:  

My parents were amongst those who faced a country which was not convinced, despite 

all of Calwell’s propaganda, that it either needed or wanted migrants. (p. 6) 

Does it make a difference if you’ve been here one generation or ten? It does, if for no 

other reason that the innate sense of “belonging” that occurs when your past fades into a 

sameness… in many ways it got worse in the 1970s when the teachers discovered 

multiculturalism and [one felt] this pressure to perform as an “ethnic”. (p. 7) 

“L’ignoranza fa rima con l’intolleranza” (ignorance rhymes with intolerance), Mum used 

to say. We had witnessed this Italian proverb first hand and continued to do so most of 

our life in Australia. (p. 137) 

Concurrently, another factor that contributed to a loss – or at least to a significant decline – of 

Italian LM over the past, had been the exponential growth of Global English, which caused a 

dramatic language shift as a side effect. English having achieved the status of language par 

excellence, and being considered the language of power and (ironically) of unification, it is 

easy to understand why second generation Italians did not see reasons to maintain their HL. In 

addition, the co-existence of different languages – of different status – in the repertoire of the 

Italian migrants was also a cause of language shift, since Italian descendants considered 
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regional varieties not the norm and were quite adverse to learning and transmitting these 

(Bettoni & Gibbons, 1988). 

This section has examined factors conducive to language shift. There have of course also been 

factors favourable to language maintenance which have avoided an even greater language shift. 

Aspects conducive to language maintenance are the more frequent “visits home” (Baldassar, 

2001), where later generations of Italo-Australians holiday in the country of origin of their 

ancestors in search of their identity. The increased use of technology is also a factor conducive 

to language maintenance because it not only provides alternative ways to learn a language but 

also allows networking with people in Italy. A domain that is conducive to language 

maintenance is the family domain. In fact, as introduced in Chapter One (Section 1.4) Pauwels 

(2005, p. 124) highlights that “The family remains for most immigrants and their offspring the 

main domain for community language (CL) use”. In line with this, Clyne and Kipp (1997) 

maintain that language maintenance is heavily dependent on home language use.  

Moreover, changed attitudes towards language maintenance are important to a possible 

language revival.  

The following section will discuss the linguistic complexity of the Italian language in Australia 

and how such complexity acted as a barrier to LM.  

2.3 Linguistic complexity of the Italian language in Australia  

As discussed in Section 2.2, apart from the hostile environment that met most migrants more 

than half a century ago, intrinsic problems linked to Italian language transmission made LM 

quite difficult. In fact, LM in a migrational situation is never a straightforward matter, but when 

the language of departure is not homogeneous, the situation is, of course, more complicated. 

The complexity of the Italian linguistic context in Australia is the result of different migrations 

occurred over a fairly long period of time, which in turn brought many regional language 

varieties and sub-varieties (dialects), Standard Italian and English in contact. The story of 

Anna Maria Dell’ Oso presented in Chapter One highlights a typical complex mix of forces 

that the labels ‘dialect’, ‘standard Italian’ ‘identity’ and ‘English’ do little to illuminate.  

The Italians who arrived during the mass migration years came from different Italian regions. 

For example, while before the 1939-1945 War the majority of Italian migrants came from the 
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North of Italy, after the war they were predominantly from the South, particularly from Sicily 

and Calabria (Cavallaro 2003, p. 69). The twenty regions that constitute Italy are all sources of 

a different dialect and – within regions – different dialectal sub-varieties. The dialects from the 

North and South of Italy are utterly different. In fact, Rubino (2014, p. 27) argues that “in the 

Italian pre-migrational context, dialects are not variations of the same language, but separate 

varieties which have all evolved from spoken Latin […] to the extent of being mutually 

unintelligible”. This, at its best, creates a rich situation of linguistic diversity in the mother 

country; in addition, when these languages are taken from the mother country and begin to 

intermix and mingle with the language of the land of migration, the situation becomes even 

more intricate. This meant that, among the post-Second World War Italian migrants to 

Australia, not only there were a plethora of dialects spoken as first language, but also that as 

many parents spoke only dialects in the home, they passed these on intergenerationally, along 

with language mixtures. According to Rando and Leoni (1992) “The base language for 

Australian Italian is Popular Italian, a variety of Italian in common usage amongst Italian 

immigrants during the 1950s. Popular Italian can be briefly described as a social variety of 

Italian used by the lesser educated, mainly dialectophones, who guided by the model of 

Standard Italian, try to achieve a common linguistic denominator which might enable 

communication beyond the limits imposed upon them by their dialects” (p.179).  

In addition, the authors point out that because it was frequently necessary to find new words 

and expressions to describe unfamiliar situations and experiences, Popular Italian was 

“enriched” by “Australitalian”, a lexicon born from the contact between Popular Italian and 

English, resulting from lexical, semantic, phonic or syntactic transfers. Thus, the variety of 

Italian spoken in Australia changed noticeably compared with that spoken in the place of origin 

and code-switching was, and still is, quite frequent, and the speaking of language mixtures 

quite common.  

Given this heterogeneity in composition, different issues for Italian LM have arisen in the past 

and are still significantly under-studied. One of the most examined areas of scholarly research 

(Clyne, Bettoni, Rubino, Cavallaro, amongst others) was the varieties of Italian spoken in 

different domains. Moreover, recent research conducted in Australia indicates that language 

use is not constant in the various domains of interaction, as it happens in other diglossic 

situations, and therefore this lack of stability may have led to language shift (Cavallaro 2006; 

Rubino 2002). This section examined some of the factors of language shift due to the 
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complexity of the Italian language in Australia and how this has provoked language shift in the 

past.  

2.4 The intergenerational shift: census analysis 

As discussed in Section 2.2, the history of Italian migration to Australia has been extensively 

researched and documented in past years. Apart from various censuses and data on community 

profiles, numerous studies have contributed to the research on the Italian community in 

Australia since its earliest presence, and these have continued to do so until the present, even 

though the large influx of Italian immigration appears to have ceased. 

Since the 1920s and until quite recently, Italian has been the most commonly spoken language 

other than English in Australia (Cardona, Noble & Di Biase 2008, p. 28). Unfortunately, in the 

span of only two decades, the number of speakers greatly decreased (the 1986 Census counted 

415,765 speakers). A comparison table of the top 15 languages spoken at home shows a further 

contraction for Italian of 15.7% in the decade 1996-2006 (Cardona, Noble & De Biase 2008, 

p. 9). In addition, an estimate of LM in a combined study of Language Spoken at 

Home/Ancestry, roughly calculates a national maintenance of 37.2% (Cardona, Noble & De 

Biase 2008, p. 9), a number that is low in comparison not only to the maintenance percentages 

of newer language communities, which is understandable, but also in comparison to the LM of 

older migrant groups, such as Greeks. These contractions may be due of course to demographic 

factors and to the scant number of fresh arrivals. 

Most of the statistical data analysed in scholarly investigations utilises figures from the 1996 

Census. As such, apart from being rather obsolete, it is also constrained to the specific home 

domain and was mainly conducted using quantitative methods; hence it neither accounts for 

the use of language in other domains, nor for the contemporary potential language reclaim and 

for factors facilitating LM. In fact, there is general agreement in the literature (Cavallaro 2005; 

Clyne 2003; Clyne & Kipp 1997) that the question posited by the 1996 Census of “language 

spoken at home” is restrictive in that it may well be that the respondents spoke languages other 

than English in communicating with their extended families and/or friends. Besides, the 

decision of claiming or disclaiming Italian as a spoken language is overall a matter of individual 

choice that may well depend on temporal factors. Consequently, even the fluctuating numbers 

from different censuses should be considered merely as an indication. 
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Di Biase et al. (1994, p. 183) went so far as to recommend statistics based on “language 

retention” rather than language change across generations. It appears that this suggestion has 

been followed up in the design of the 2006 Census. More recently, Rubino (2010) has reiterated 

the need to reconsider the Census question of language spoken at home, “as so much of 

language usage occurs outside the home, especially in the case of younger generations, whose 

globalised and transnational experiences [constitute a completely new domain]” (p.17.14).  

As the table below reports, the numbers of Italian speakers in Australia have diminished in the 

last four decades (1976 to 2016). 

Table 2.1 Italian language speakers in Australia in various Australian censuses  

1976 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 
444,672 415,765 418,804 375,752 353,605 316,890 299,834 271,597 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001, 2006, 2011c, 2016); Clyne (1991); Clyne & 
Kipp (1997) 
 
The 2006 Census registered 44,517 Italian-born people living in metropolitan Sydney, while 

71,639 declared that they spoke Italian at home. Of a Sydney population of 4.1 million, 173,332 

people declared to have Italian ancestry, with second-generation Italians (one or both parents 

born overseas) numbering 131,477, and third-generation Italians (both parents born in 

Australia) numbering 41,855 (Cresciani 2008, p. 78). In the 2011 Census (ABS 2011a) – based 

on ancestry – 916,100 persons identified themselves as having Italian descent, either alone or 

in combination with another ancestry (4.6%). Data from this Census situated Italian as the fifth 

most identified ancestry in Australia behind “Australian”, “English”, “Irish” and “Scottish”, 

and placed Italian as the third most utilised language at home, constituting 1.6% of Australia’s 

spoken languages with 299,834 speakers.  

2.5 How scholarly research accounted for the loss 

The following review of scholarly research, far from being exhaustive, is an attempt to discover 

how the problematic of Italian LM has been approached so far, and it is also meant as an 

overview of scholars’ directions and recommendations for future LM. However, as mentioned 

in Chapter One, the majority of research on Italian LM in Australia is at least ten years old and 

often not specific to the issue of Italian LM in urban Sydney. 

Clyne and Kipp (1996) found a substantial intergenerational shift among Italian- Australians, 

even in families where both parents were Italian-born, pointing out that even “second 



 17 

generation Italian-Australians from endogamous families1 show a shift three times as high as 

their parents” (Clyne & Kipp 1996, chapter 4). For this there are two reasons: firstly, dialects 

were considered a poor substitute for Italian by the Italo-Australian community at large; and 

secondly, intermarriage often signified marriage between people of two regional sub-

ethnicities, and probably also implied grandparents living at home who spoke yet another 

dialect. 

The decline was conspicuous, according to O’ Brien (cited in Di Biase et al. 1994, p. 28), “even 

among the Italian-born, given the trend in the younger age brackets to speak English-only at 

home”. Significantly, an analogous study conducted in the USA by Saltarelli (Di Biase et al. 

1994, p. 183) found a mirrored situation for Italian which, when compared to other heritage 

languages of long standing, is “the one that suffers the greatest reduction in third generation 

speakers”. 

Clyne’s (2003) work on the dynamics of language shift and his diachronic analysis of data is 

without doubt a major contribution to the field. Clyne, using data from the 1996 Australian 

Census, analysed the socio-demographic factors involved in the language shift in the Italian 

first generation (overseas born) and the rate of shift in the second generation, which was much 

higher than for the parents’ generation. For Italians, the rates of shift were respectively 14.7% 

and 57.9%. It is worth noting, however, that both rates still fall in an intermediate category if 

compared to the LM of other minorities of long standing, such as Dutch, German and French, 

especially if one subtracts the percentage of the first generation’s shift from that of the second. 

Clyne (2003, p. 32) quantitative analysis considered the resulting data “a good predictor of 

future use and maintenance”. It could be argued, however, that a quantitative prediction 

rendered in terms of socio-demographic factors does not consider the motivational factors 

behind the use of the language and thus cannot be a reliable indicator of perceived future 

maintenance needs and individual attitudes towards LM. In fact, attitudinal factors attributed 

to the causes of language shift should go hand in hand with factors such as age, gender, place 

of residence, English proficiency and so on, all needing to be given different weighting for their 

 
1 It is important to note that Italians in Australia had one of the highest rates of intermarriage (Roy & 
Hamilton 2000). 
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influence on LM. Indeed, Clyne himself (2003, p. 56) rightly stresses the truth that “attitudes 

do not always translate into actual language maintenance”.  

Kipp, Clyne and Pauwels (1995, cited in Yagmur 2009, p. 1) argue that “the factors involved 

[in LM] are generally divided into two categories: those affecting a speech community and 

those affecting individuals within a speech community”. Group factors include size and 

distribution of an ethnic group, the policy of the host community towards minority languages, 

the position of the language within the cultural value system of the group, and proximity or 

distance of the minority language to or from the majority language while birthplace, age, period 

of residence, gender, education/qualifications, marriage patterns, prior knowledge of majority 

language, reason for migration, and language variety are considered to be individual factors.  

A common point of view is that of Bettoni and Clyne (Di Biase et al. 1994, p. 180), who 

consider factors promoting or hindering Italian LM difficult to measure because of the many 

variables involved, even though it appears that “family cohesion and connection with regional 

identities are the crucial factors in first language (L1) use”. There are in the literature 

contrasting suggestions of what may constitute core values for Italians. Smolicz (1999, p. 105) 

theorises core values as “the indispensable link between the group’s cultural and social systems, 

in absence of which both systems would suffer eventual disintegration” and asserts that “the 

Italian language undoubtedly constitutes a core value in Italian culture”. Conversely, Rubino 

(2002, p. 6) considers family, rather than language, to be a core value for Italians, suggesting 

that in spite of the presence of community characteristics conducive to LM, the shift has been 

high particularly in the home domain, the one considered critical for intergenerational LM. 

Another hindrance impinging on Italian LM is the non-acquisition or incomplete acquisition of 

parental language (Clyne 2003). This again can be due to a variety of factors, including low 

rate of literacy in the community language and thus the ability to transmit only a dialect rather 

than Standard Italian and the unfavourable situation and the stigma attached to the “condition” 

of being a migrant in the past. Thus, reversing language shift to reacquire one’s own/HL may 

be seen as an interplay of combined socio-dynamical factors. However, there is indeed a 

different kind of shift that, unlike the shift from Italian to English, is desirable in the Italian 

migrant community: the shift from different Italian dialects to Standard Italian. This is 

especially so as we are witnessing growing numbers of third generation Italo-Australians who 

are keen to learn Italian and revive the language.  
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Section 2.3 explored the existence of many Italian dialects. It is important to add that these are 

deeply associated with diverse regional conventions, traditions, cultural values and beliefs, all 

contributing to distinct regional identities.  

Therefore, as discussed in Chapter One, in order to explore how profoundly significant the 

reclaiming of an Italian identity is, how recent generations of Italo-Australians position 

themselves regarding their heritage, what the implications of belonging to a mixed 

identity/culture are, and finally how identity is performed through language, it is essential to 

focus on the importance of these cultural values and the sense of “belonging”. 

2.5.1 Intergenerational transmission of Italian dialects in Australia 
The generations of Italians in Australia as stated by the 2011 Census (ABS 2011a) have been 

described in Chapter One. As detailed in Section 2.4, the second generation of Italians in 

Australia underwent a significant language shift. Language shift refers to “the gradual 

displacement of one language by another in the lives of the community members” manifested 

as loss in the number of its speakers, their level of proficiency, and the range of functional use 

of the language (Hornberger 2010). 

Because of the shift to English, the second generation was not in a position to pass the language 

onto the next generation.  

In the past, however, Italian parents were doing all within their powers to ensure that their 

children would continue to speak Italian or their dialect at home (Vasta 1994, p. 22). 

Nevertheless, given the fact that migrants were mainly speaking dialects and given that these 

were mixed with Standard Italian and English, it is easy to understand why migrants 

encountered difficulties in transmitting “one” language to their descendants.  

As mentioned above, even intermarriage did often signify marriage between people of two 

regional sub-ethnicities and probably also grandparents living at home who spoke yet a 

different dialect; secondly, dialects were considered poor substitutes for Italian, often not 

mutually understandable by the Italo-Australian community at large. Limited education in the 

parental generation meant not only the enforced use of a dialect, but frequently a lack of 

grammar rules as well: something, for the second generation, to be ashamed of and thus not to 

be spoken outside the strictly necessary domains or in wider society. It is indeed a well-known 

fact in the Italian community that only Standard Italian has “status” as a language. In describing 
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the role that dialects have played in language shift, Baldassar and Pesman (2005, p. 177) 

explain that the diglossia of departure, which was accompanied by negative perceptions of the 

dialect, did not assist the maintenance of the language, but rather facilitated the shift away from 

Italian. The authors argue that “dialect”, the language of the first generation, is the weakest of 

the language forms and shows the greatest levels of decline. In addition, dialect is associated 

with a negative, old and traditional Italy. The standard form of the language is more strongly 

maintained, as it transcends both regional and generational differences, and has developed a 

more positive image aided by Australian multicultural policies and the international standing 

of Italy. This is in contrast with research on Second Language Acquisition (SLA) asserting that 

students who are learning an L2 which is from the same language family as their L1 have, in 

general, a much easier task than those who are not (FIS Frankfurt International School n.d.). 

Moreover, as highlighted by Rubino (2014), today a higher level of education among the 

younger generations also tends to promote positive attitudes towards dialect, and not just 

Standard Italian. 

The research presented in this chapter makes it possible to imagine how the scars accrued and 

the stigma of not being able to speak or write Standard Italian held people back from passing 

on or learning a language that was considered “not proper”. It is also easy to understand why 

migrants encountered difficulties in transmitting “one” language to their descendants.  

 For the second generation, “dialect is often the first language, taught to them in infancy while 

English is their main language (regardless of regional background), thus making Standard 

Italian not the second but the third language” (Baldassar & Pesman 2005, p. 174). It is for this 

reason – the authors argue – that “many younger Italo-Australians do not feel confident about 

their Italian language abilities, and tend to resort to English when spoken to in Italian, with a 

common pattern being that of the migrant generation speaking Italian and the Australian-born 

responding in English in response to established patterns of use and time efficiency”. 

Communication between first and later generations is thus a compromise of languages. 

According to Rubino (2014) “the language repertoire of second-generation Sicilians generally 

consists of English as their dominant language and a knowledge of their parents’ dialect and 

Italian at very different levels. For many of them, their parents’ dialect is their first language in 

a chronological sense and a lot of them continue to speak it also in adulthood, in particular with 

older relatives” (pp. 53-54). 
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Rubino (2002, p. 2), however, argues that “the dialectophone nature of Italian migrants has 

somehow been overstated and their knowledge of Italian underestimated”. For this she gives 

two reasons: first, that migrants are generally upwardly mobile people, therefore sensitive to 

the prestige of Italian, and second that migration promotes a sense of italianisation bringing 

people from different regions into contact. 

Cavallaro (2006, p. 35) maintains that “trilingual people are slowly disappearing and the fact 

that dialects are not maintained is not too difficult to explain [since] even in Italy the use of the 

dialect is now more and more a function of social groupings and age”. This is appreciated 

through visits to Italy, which are nowadays the norm and not any longer the exception. Italo-

Australians of the first generation – for whom dialects already had a negative connotation – 

have come to realise even more deeply that dialects are confined to the domains of family and 

friends and often to entertainment (movies, songs, theatre), but that they are of no use if their 

children or grandchildren move between different regions for travel, study or work. 

Part of the conceptual framework of this study uses the construct of intergenerational language 

practices. These are used as a lens to collect and interpret data on contemporary language 

learning and transmission. Socio-linguistic domains of language practice are also part of this 

conceptual framework and are employed to uncover current places and spaces where the Italian 

language can be heard, learned and practised. This section has examined how scholars have 

investigated and drawn attention to some of the causes of language shift and it seems that 

accounts of the past figure as a dark background against which the shift was deemed almost 

impossible to contain. It is thereby important to discuss the language ecology of the Italo-

Australian community in contemporary times and how a renewed ethnolinguistic vitality could 

be better supported and by whom. This will be discussed in sections 2.10 and 2.11. Sections 

2.1 to 2.5 of the literature review have given a panoramic of the Italian language shift that 

occurred in Australia in the past. Possible factors of contemporary language maintenance will 

be discussed in the conceptual framework (3.2). The next sections will in fact look at the future 

of the Italian language by examining possible determinants of its maintenance in this Country.  

2.5.2 The research gap: what is happening in the third generation of Italo-Australians? 
As discussed in previous sections, scholarly research on the profile of the Italian community is 

rather old and more studies of various areas are needed to obtain an insight into the 

contemporary Italian community, not only in terms of LM but also in terms of participation in 
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social life. This is especially important to understand the positioning of the new generations by 

educational leaders and policy makers. 

Given the many factors that precluded Italian LM in the past and today’s reality with its wealth 

of new affordances, it is critical to examine how LM sustainability could be achieved. The most 

important concern is to study the environment in which Italian is spoken in contemporary urban 

Sydney, the actual state of dialects and/or Standard Italian spoken in diverse domains, which 

urgently demands a renewed analysis of current language ecology. 

Rubino (2002, p. 2) recognises a cultural and linguistic possible revival that may modify the 

language patterns of the past decades, suggesting that more attention needs to be paid to 

domains other than family that are important for LM, such as the domains of friendship and 

transactions. 

The school domain is also, according to Rubino (2002), an area that is under-researched. School 

has been repeatedly identified as the site promoting and accelerating language shift. Even 

though the teaching of LANGUAGES has increased in the past three decades, the impact of 

schools on LM overall appears to be quite limited. It is essential then to investigate whether 

programs are or are not working effectively (students of different language abilities being 

taught together, untrained teachers). 

In the tertiary education sector it is important to gauge the level of enrolments and the reasons 

why students undertake the study of Italian. Are we preparing future teachers of Italian for the 

community? 

Thus, the linguistic ecology of the Italo-Australian community and the potential for language 

acquisition both need exploring under a motivational and evolutionary perspective. It is 

opportune then to see how the third generation deals with LM. 

2.5.3 Who are the third generation Italians? 
For the purpose of this study, third generation Italo-Australians can be defined as the 

grandchildren of the Italian migrants who came to Australia in the 1950s and 1960s. More than 

a decade ago, Migliorino (2000, p. 421) conducted a small-scale study to investigate Italian 

identity construction among young third-generation Italians and exposed the fact that “there is 
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both a discernible and accessible Italo-Australian culture that young third-generation children 

can opt into and are doing so in large numbers”. 

In her work on past and new trends of Italian in Australia, part of the proceedings of an 

Innovations in Italian Teaching workshop at Griffith University, Rubino (2002, p. 8) calls for 

“further research to explore the links between language and the identity that new generations 

are forging for themselves”. This conclusion comes mainly from the author’s recognition of a 

strong affirmation of ethnic identity by third-generation adolescents. 

O’Connor (1994, cited in Rando & Turcotte 2007, p. 219) reported that “second generation 

people do not know exactly where they stand and feel like being caught between two worlds”. 

The situation is different for the third generation. The third generation of Italo-Australians does 

not have to fight to find a compromise between two identities: the one “imposed” by their 

parents, stereotyped and frozen in the time of their departure, and the one imposed by the host 

country. 

The third generation does not have to make difficult choices or live the conflicts of the second 

generation. They are integrated in Australian society, but they can still receive the benefits of 

their Italian descent. 

2.5.4 The new migration 
Perhaps not surprisingly, given the current European economic crisis, Italian migration to 

Australia has recently resumed. The financial conditions and the high rate of unemployment in 

Italy are forcing young people to move once more. According to Mascitelli and Armillei (2006) 

the Italian migration to Australia received a renewed boost with the 2004 Working Holiday 

arrangement. The authors point out that the new migrants come to Australia for a new life 

experience, to study or to work. In an article on ABC News, Marchese (2014) relates how 

economic devastation in Europe is prompting [a] new wave of Italian migration to Australia, 

in numbers not seen for half a century. More than 20,000 Italians arrived in Australia in 2012-

13 on temporary visas (not visitor visas), exceeding the number of Italians that arrived in 1950-

51 during the previous migration boom following World War Two (Marchese 2014). The 

research group Australia Solo Andata (Australia One Way) – which is made up of Italians in 

Australia – has been tracking the trend using figures from the Department of Immigration and 

Border Protection and it appears that between 2011 and 2013, there was a 116 per cent increase 
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in the number of Italian citizens in Australia on a temporary visa. Data show that working 

holiday visas are the most popular visa issued to Italian citizens between the ages of 18 and 30 

(Marchese 2014). Interestingly, most of these young people aim to remain in Australia after 

the end of the temporary working visa, either by way of studying or finding sponsored 

employment. 

Undoubtedly, this new exodus brings to Australia a different type of migrant: not anymore the 

dialect-speaking person, lacking a school education witnessed in large numbers in the previous 

wave of immigration, but more urbane people who are often graduates with high levels of 

“Standard” Italian. Interestingly, as Rubino (2009, pp. 203-205) points out, “when the new 

migrants’ language comes into contact with the first and second generations’ Italian language 

spoken in Australia there are two possibilities: the first one is that it could act as a linguistic 

and cultural catalyst in revitalising the language. Another possibility is that, since the existing 

diglossic reality of the Italo-Australian community, it could have the reverse effect”. For what 

concerns ethnolinguistic vitality as a result of the recent resumed migration, Rubino (2009, pp. 

203-205) conducted a small scale research on the impact that changed circumstances – both 

socio-economic and socio-cultural – may have on bilingual outcomes, highlighting the effect 

that linguistic interaction of different migrant vintages may have on LM, both within and 

between vintages. In the study, self- reported linguistic practices and LM strategies are 

analysed on the basis of semi-structured interview data of a sample of twelve “new Italian 

migration” women, finding that these appear to have better opportunities to be “true” 

bilinguals, due to their transnational profile and the distancing from the linguistic mixed 

practices of earlier migrants. 

It will be significant to observe what happens when the different varieties of Italian (“Standard” 

Italian of current migrants and dialects/mix of long-standing migrants) meet. Questions such 

as what is the likelihood of dialects to be confined to specific domains of interaction or slowly 

disappear as the old population age need to be addressed in answer to research question three. 

Remarkably, Rubino (2007, p. 87) argues that “trilingual speakers tend to mark clearer 

boundaries between the languages than bilinguals, possibly as a result of their high meta-

linguistic awareness”. It is then fitting to explore the diversity of Italian learners from a 

heritage-related perspective. 
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The above literature review has examined the most evident factors of the past shift. To search 

for a LM that is sustainable, it is now worth exploring the new purposes of language 

maintenance, the contemporary means of revitalisation, the young generations’ motivation, and 

their search for identity.  

2.5.5 New purposes and affordances of Italian language maintenance 
Evaluating the changing nature and purpose of language maintenance (LM) in the Italian 

community in Sydney is a fundamental step towards addressing the gap between earlier 

research and contemporary stances. 

Today, more than half a century since the last Italian mass-migration, retaining the HL has 

additional purposes. One of these can be found in transnational economic links. Significantly, 

a study on trade between the two countries by Battiston and Mascitelli (2007) confirmed that 

exports to Australia doubled in the decade from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, and that 

New South Wales (NSW) is the Australian state with the strongest trade links with Italy. The 

study reports that “no attempt seems to have been made by scholars to assess the extent to 

which… language and cultural skills exist and have been used to boost […] trade”. It is 

important, then, that the language is also maintained in view of new career opportunities. In 

addition, it would be worthwhile to show continuity between study and work for younger 

generations. 

Amongst other new purposes and contemporary affordances of LM, now that travel time has 

been reduced as compared to the long voyages of the past, trips to Italy have become quite 

common, as well as having visiting relatives from Italy and increasing Italian tourism to 

Australia. This mobility constitutes an additional and important affordance for LM because of 

a fresh language intake and of renewed cultural input. 

Further contemporary affordances for the younger generations are provided by the last decade 

or so of technological development and increased media availability. For instance, technology 

– through the use of the Internet and networking facilities – provides exceptional ways for 

learning the language in an interactive mode, offering opportunities for peer discussions, 

socialisation with other language learners, contacts with relatives overseas (for example, 

through email, Skype, Facebook and other networks), thus cutting boundaries and borders. 

Currently the Internet provides numerous resources for Italian learners and teachers, external 
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links to Italian websites for cultural topics, making it a much exciting, creative and flexible 

learning environment. Television and other media also play a significant role in language 

maintenance. Apart for delivering a range of contents in the target language to families and to 

the individual HL learner, media have a remarkable function in teaching the language. The fact 

that contents can be delivered in a dynamic way makes them meaningful and widens the 

horizons of an otherwise motionless lesson. 

The proceedings of the Innovations in Italian Teaching workshop conducted in 2002 at Griffith 

University showcased the teaching of language and culture through the use of a telegiornale 

(Italian news service) broadcast by SBS Television in a tertiary Italian language class. The 

author of a paper presented at the workshop, Absalom (2002, p. 95), makes use of the 

telegiornale with his third year university students. He argues that integrating up-to-date 

representations of Italian language and culture into units of study provides learning experiences 

that go beyond the superficiality of the transmission model and make learning meaningful. The 

telegiornale is also seen as a linguistic instrument, with its neologisms, reformulations and 

regional variations (p. 96). The pedagogical value of the telegiornale thus derives from its 

spoken-read text, with gestural, iconic and non- verbal sound cues.  

It is clear then that today’s Italian language learning – both as an L2 and as an HL – stands 

many more chances of success than past models of teaching & learning. For the HL learner this 

has added importance, both because of the LM factor and of their quest for identity 

construction/negotiation. It stands to reason then that given the changed needs for LM, 

prospects for the continuing use of the language greatly differ from those the early migrants 

enjoyed, whose interest in keeping Italian alive had different reasons, for example following 

the old traditions, being able to follow Sunday mass in Italian, or shopping where only Italian 

was understood. 

This section has highlighted the new affordances presented by technological developments, 

media and travel that are available especially to the new generations. The possibility of 

language revival will be discussed in the next section. 
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2.5.6 Language revival? 
As highlighted in Chapter One a reversal in the trend of language shift has been identified 

within the third generation of Italians in the last decade or so (Di Biase et al. 1994; Rubino 

2002).  

Reversing language shift to reacquire one’s own/HL may be seen as a combination of socio-

dynamical factors. As previously discussed, studies on Italian LM have detected a potential 

reversal in the trend of language shift in Australia.  

The debate on third generation language revival is somewhat controversial in the literature 

(second generation shifts, third one revives). On the one hand, Hansen (1962, cited in Clyne 

2003) considers this an established pattern; on the other hand, Clyne himself regards the 

position of third generation revival as “doubtful in case of changed circumstances, such as 

conflict” (Clyne 2003, p. 50). As a result, there seems to be a suggestion that revival is a 

temporary fact, linked to positive attitudes and conditions. LM and the claim to speak a HL 

are, after all, matters of individual choice, so that even when circumstances are “right”, that is, 

even in the presence of educational structures and fair socio-political conditions, people are 

not always willing to learn a language or to claim it as their own. Furthermore, Cavallaro (2005, 

p. 571) argues that since the L1 is normally relegated to the home domain and lost in two or 

three generations, it is a case of new generations of immigrant backgrounds to “re-learn” their 

HL as L2. Of the same opinion is Walker (2003) who, examining the state of Italian LM and/or 

shift in the rural community of Stanthorpe (Queensland), notes that despite a range of factors 

favouring LM, the Standard Italian taught in the educational domain differs from the non-

standard dialects in use in homes, and the absence of interaction between the two domains leads 

to the conclusion that Italian language education is essentially foreign language learning, and 

not contributing to LM in this community. This, however, may not always be the case. Indeed, 

the substantial number of Italians coming nowadays to Australia and to Sydney in particular, 

speak a standard variety and their children are enrolled in local schools that should offer Italian 

language in the curriculum. 

It is particularly pressing in this regard to investigate the use of the Italian language in other 

domains and the motivational causes of Heritage Language Learning (HLL) at a micro-level, 

particularly as we are appreciating a reversal in the trend of language shift (Di Biase et al. 1994; 

Rubino 2002). Therefore, it is now important to shift the focus to the language ecology of the 
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Italo-Australian community in contemporary times, and direct investigations of how a renewed 

ethnolinguistic vitality could be better supported by third and subsequent generations.  

The rather hybrid context of the Italian community in Australia identified in this literature 

review has been one of the issues of past LM and certainly one that has impeded language 

transmission. 

One of the first scholars to research the problematic of language loss in the Italo- Australian 

community was Bettoni (1989). In her thorough investigation of the reasons why “Italians in 

Australia [were] losing their mother tongue much more rapidly than their specific demographic 

situation within the wider context of Australia’s language ecology”, Bettoni argued that the gap 

between the coveted Standard Italian and the despised eroding mixture actually used within the 

Italo-Australian community is too great to be bridged without help, therefore calling for 

intervention to break the pattern. 

Thus, the ethnolinguistic vitality, the language ecology of the Italo-Australian community and 

the potential for language acquisition need exploring from a psychological and evolutionary 

perspective. 

2.5.7 Contemporary language ecology of Italo-Australians  
It is also important to discuss at this point the concept of language ecology as applied to migrant 

communities, because the ethnolinguistic vitality of a group is deeply related to its language 

ecology. 

Wendel (2005, cited in Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson 2006) describes language ecology as 

“the ecological approach to language [that] considers the complex web of relationships that 

exist between the environment, languages, and their speakers”. Language ecology may be 

therefore explained as the study of interactions between a language and its milieu. In fact, as 

Haugen (1972) emphasises: 

The true environment of a language is the society that uses it as one of its codes. Language 

exists only in the minds of its users, and it only functions in relating these users to one 

another and to nature, i.e. their social and natural environment. Part of its ecology is 

therefore psychological: its interaction with other languages in the minds of bi- and 

multilingual speakers. Another part of its ecology is sociological: its interaction with the 
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society in which it functions as a medium of communication. Hence, the ecology of a 

language is determined primarily by the people who learn it, use it, and transmit it to 

others. (p. 325) 

It is clear, then, that personal attitudes and social interactions play a major role in language 

acquisition and maintenance.  

2.5.8 Ethnolinguistic group vitality 

Ethnolinguistic vitality (EV) in the present research constitutes a lens to understand 

contemporary Italian LM in Sydney and springs from the need to discover how agency is a 

crucial factor to its upkeep. Given the peculiarity of the Italian language(s) of migrants and 

their descendants and the dynamics of language evolution/transformation in migrant settings, 

the action/inaction of the individual, community and government is a fundamental factor to the 

language upkeep. A renewed ethnolinguistic vitality of the Italian language in Australia may 

result from the new migration to the country which includes visitors, international students and 

young people on working visas, and by the increased use of technology. This will be discussed 

in later chapters. 

The construct of ethnolinguistic group vitality was introduced in 1977 by Giles, Bourhis & 

Taylor (Allard & Landry 1994, p. 117), who defined it as “that which makes a group likely to 

behave as a distinctive and active collective entity in intergroup situations”. Considering 

ethnolinguistic group vitality as a group identity issue, Giles and Johnson (1987) extended their 

work proposing an “ethnolinguistic identity theory” and related it to LM. The authors argued 

that LM is an intergroup phenomenon “fostered side by side or in conflict with another group 

language, by variables such as cognitive processes related to social categorisation, identity, 

attitude formation and second language acquisition” (p. 69). It is important at this stage to 

reiterate that – as introduced in Section 2.5. However, Yagmur (2009) argues that “in most 

cases, these factors are interrelated both on the individual and on the group level” (p. 2) The 

factors involved in language maintenance mentioned in Section 2.5 are easily recognisable in 

the Italian migrant communities and are deeply interrelated to the notion of objective/subjective 

vitality described later in this section. 

Yagmur (2009) stressed the fact that “language maintenance is influenced by the 

ethnolinguistic vitality of a linguistic minority group [and that] high vitality groups are likely 
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to maintain their language and distinctive cultural traits in multicultural settings” (p. 220). 

Ehala (2010) broadened this view by arguing that “ethnolinguistic vitality involves continuing 

intergenerational transmission of group’s language and cultural practices, sustainable 

demography and active social institutions, social cohesion and emotional attachment to its 

collective identity” (p. 1). 

Three EV models proposed by Ehala (2009; 2010; n.d.) are particularly fitting to investigate 

contemporary attitudes and beliefs of Italian migrants and their descendants, in order to 

understand the factors affecting Italian LM in Sydney, subjective perceptions of language 

vitality and language sustainability for the next generations. 

The first model is the “emotional” model. Tajfel’s (1978, cited in Ehala 2009, p. 38) social 

identity theory speculated that “the part of an individual’s self-concept derives from his 

knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 

emotional significance attached to that membership”. Taking as a starting point Tajfel’s theory, 

Ehala (2009) developed an “emotional” model, according to which there exists a group’s will 

to act collectively, deriving from its members’ emotional attachment to this particular group 

membership (p. 38). Ehala (n.d.) offered an enlarged perspective of the group as a social 

construction whose strength depends on social psychological and discursive factors relating to 

how its position in this world is imagined, how the emotional attachment to the group is 

constructed and to what extent such a vision is shared amongst the members (pp. 2-3). 

In addition, considering the group as an entity that “does not exist in a vacuum, but in a specific 

ecological setting”, Ehala (2008) also developed an “ecological” model of EV sustainability. 

This model explains that language, culture and other symbolic structures change when 

individual behaviour changes. The factors influencing sustainability are grouped in the model 

into three categories: 1) external ecological factors beyond the control of the group such as the 

presence of dominant outgroups, availability of resources, etc.; 2) internal ecological factors 

that the group is able to create and modify according to its needs such as social institutions and 

other support systems, the structure and density of social networks, group demographic 

characteristics, etc.; 3) symbolic factors of a discursive nature that are used to maintain the 

group as a collective actor, i.e. to maintain its vitality (p. 4). 
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The third model of interest for the current project is another model proposed by Ehala (n.d.), 

on the basis of Bourhis, Giles and Rosenthal’s theory (1981, cited in Ehala n.d., p. 2) that 

differentiates between objective EV and subjective EV. The first is given by the numerical 

strength of migrants’ communities, whilst the second, as the term indicates, is more individual 

and denotes the sense of agency needed to maintain group integrity. According to Ehala’s 

model, “the group’s ability to act as a collective entity depends, directly on its subjective 

vitality, objective vitality affects this ability only as much as it affects subjective vitality” 

(Ehala 2010, p. 370). This suggests that “the sustainability of a small language does not depend 

entirely on the size of the community or on external conditions beyond the control of the 

community and language revitalisation activists; sustainability also depends on the disposition 

and attitudes of the speech community” (Ehala 2008, p. 204). This is because since “language 

is bound up with social identity, subjective perceptions of language vitality influence whether 

people promote, maintain, or lose their distinctive language or culture” (Yagmur 2011, p. 118). 

The model of the determinants of addictive and subtractive bilingualism proposed by Landry 

and Allard (1994) cited above was also used by Landry and Bourhis (1997) in their work on 

Linguistic Landscape and Ethnolinguistic Vitality to reinstate the importance that an individual 

network of linguistic contacts (INLC) has on Ethnolinguistic Vitality. These contacts may 

occur in a wide variety of contexts, including family, friends, school, use of media, and also 

contacts with the linguistic landscape. 

To explore the state and use of the Italian language in Sydney it is also important to draw on 

Extra & Yagmur’s (2008) dimensions of home language use. In their project “Mapping 

immigrant minority languages in multicultural cities”, the authors utilised four subjective 

dimensions of language vitality: language proficiency (the extent to which the language is 

understood), language choice (the extent to which the language is spoken at home with the 

mother), language dominance (the extent to which the language is spoken best) and language 

preference (the extent to which it is preferably spoken). These dimensions add 

operationalisation to the extralinguistic determinants of EV proposed by Giles, Bourhis & 

Taylor (1977), which were clustered in objective factors, such as status factors, demographic 

factors and institutional support factors. The subjective factors of the EV perceptions of a group 

used by Yagmur (2011) and Extra & Yagmur’s (2008) are critical in this project in order to 

explore whether identity and motivation can be a key to Italian LM. In the following sections, 
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two most important catalysts for LM will be explored: the role of belonging in identity 

formation and motivation in L2 acquisition.  

2.5.9 Language and Identity: the role of belonging in identity formation 

The literature review of this thesis has detailed some of the difficulties encountered by the 

migrants who arrived to Australia after World War Two. In those times of monoculturalism 

and assimilation (Vasta, 1995) migrants struggled to integrate and insisted on preserving their 

Italian/regional identity. The first generation of Italian migrants had a view of themselves 

which was predominantly regional (Pascoe 1992). They shared a collective identity (Ehala 

2017) that was linked to Italy more generally and to their region of origin, more specifically. 

They also shared a sense of identity related to the category they were part of, i.e. farmers, 

builders etc (Pascoe 1992). By the early 60s, the word comunità started to indicate all people 

of Italian origin living in Australia. This denoted that the various Italian migrants had more 

things in common with each other than with other Australians (Pascoe 1992). Interestingly, a 

study by Chiro (2004) found that forty or more years since leaving Italy, first generation 

immigrants in Adelaide continued to identify closely with Italian cultural values and 

representations of Italy. Participants acknowledged the increasing language shift across 

generations. The greatest importance was placed on family unity, Italian clubs and associations, 

Italian food and friendship. Participants clearly identified with their Italian heritage and cultural 

values and did not share the sense of living “between two worlds” experienced by their second-

generation counterparts. Immigrants were encouraged to learn English, although the majority 

had little more than elementary education in their own language. Italian women were 

particularly disadvantaged and their contacts were confined to Italian speaking shopkeepers 

and tradesmen. This led to estrangement from their own children who often refused to speak 

Italian in a blatant, pathetic attempt to cast away their Italianness and to disguise themselves 

as Australian, to avoid being discriminated against at school. 

To understand the role that the sense of belonging to different ethnicities and cultures plays on 

the third generation Italo-Australian today, it is interesting to compare it with the second 

generation. What ‘identifying’ really meant, then, for Italo-Australians of the second 

generation?  

Vasta (1995) describes the difficult situation encountered by the second generation, both in 

terms of language learning and search for identity:  
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Many of the second-generation Italo-Australians grew up with the experience of “cultural 

ambivalence”, which, during the uncertainties of adolescence, can provide the basis for 

severe conflicts between parents and children. As a result, many entered in a situation of 

“multiple identity”, for they were feeling alternatively Italian, Australians or Italo-

Australians, virtually caught in between cultures. (p. 155) 

However, it would appear that, as adults, many of the second generation are comfortably 

operating with a bicultural ethnic identity. A study conducted in Western Australia by Sala, 

Dandy and Rapley (2010) explored the effects on LM of two different groups, Italians who had 

migrated to Australia as children and Italians who had migrated as adults. Both members 

demonstrated access to and, at times, identification with, both identities. The discourse in both 

groups invoked a positioning of other or being “different” within the broader Australian 

context. This is in line with Ehala’s argument (2009, p. 45) that “people use their partial 

identities situationally and relationally, i.e. they foreground the identity that best serves their 

immediate needs in that particular situation and the one which is shared with others in this 

context. This phenomenon is called identity adaptiveness. Consequently, the corresponding 

identities have different salience within the totality of one’s multiple identity”. 

The search for a lost identity is a new phenomenon occurring sporadically in the second 

generation and more often in the third generation. There is a burgeoning literature by writers 

including Dell’Oso (1998), Marchetta (1992) and Boccabella (2011) – who are themselves 

descendants of migrants – holidaying in the country of their parents/grandparents, contacting 

local relatives who often do not speak English, and searching for their roots. At times, these 

travellers are somewhat hesitant and disbelieving of how, after years spent to shed their 

Italianness and everything that could make them look as Italians, the old country attracts them 

as something mystical, impossible to resist. The incidence of return visits made by the 

Australian-born generations is, according to Baldassar (1998, p. 6), clear proof that the 

migration process extends beyond settlement and is characterised by transnational interaction. 

According to the author, for later generations visits to Italy are crucial to the formation of the 

Italo-Australian’s identity. They are amongst the other things about “getting to know relatives, 

and maintaining kinship ties” (Baldassar 2001, p. 257). When young Italo-Australians visit 

Italy they become closer to the culture, they eat Italian food and become interested in the 

language and culture (Baldassar 2001). It will be interesting to discover how the third 

generation considers themselves in terms of their identity. 
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Trips back to the mother country may have had sentimental importance for the first generation 

and for the second to explore and possibly reconnect, even though it appears that visits to the 

homeland are even more important to the third generation in search of the other half of their 

identity. For example, one third generation author, Boccabella (2011), writes of her pains of 

growing up Italian in Australia, trying to hide her physical Italian looks, not to eat Italian food 

when in the company of her Anglo friends or to speak the language, only to completely revert 

in her attitude as a young adult visiting Italy. In her candidness and frankness, she narrates the 

deep experience of reclaiming her Italian identity during a trip to her family’s country. What 

happened to Boccabella is occurring to lots of other people. The language and culture, together 

with the improved travel conditions, greatly draw a generation of young adults towards a 

conscious search for an unknown, forgotten or previously despised identity. Identity reclaim is 

an important theme to be explored if the third generation is moving towards a potential 

language revival.  

What does “identifying” mean for Italo-Australians today? Cavallaro (2005, p. 564) argues that 

ethnic-group members can identify more closely with those who share their language than with 

those who share other major aspects of their cultural background. Rubino (2002) also discusses 

the possible development of a new identity among young Italians, indubitably due to the 

increasing contact between Italy and Australia and the rise in prestige and popularity of Italian 

language and culture in Australian society as a whole, calling for more research on the links 

between language and identity in the new generations and into the actual teaching and learning 

of Italian. 

At the Second Conference on the Impact of Italians in South Australia, Quaglia (2004) 

presented findings of research on young Australians of Italian background. These young people 

discussed their personal perceptions of identity and what it means to be Italo- Australian and 

the need for Italian clubs to adapt to the different needs and interests of younger generations. 

This is consistent with Lesley Milroy (2001, cited in Ehala 2010, p. 372), who made clear how 

close-knit social networks facilitate LM and how, when they weaken, shift is likely to follow. 

As noted in Section 2.5, it appears that language, along with family cohesion, play the most 

critical roles in Italian group integrity. So, what are the roles played by society and culture? 

And what is the significance of culture in relation to language? These themes are particularly 

relevant if we are to evaluate the deep impact that LM has on families and society. 
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2.5.10 Society, culture and communities of practice as catalysts of language maintenance 
It is important, then, that we start thinking in terms of community, because the search for 

identity and the willingness to maintain a language are unlikely to occur merely at an individual 

level, without social involvement and interaction. Besides, it is the community as a whole that 

takes political action to promote the upkeep of the language. 

Different streams of work have found similar themes emerging in regard to human 

development and the role played by society. In terms of language learning and transmission, 

this role is significant. Leather (2002, p. 57), in his ecological approach to language acquisition 

in a multilingual society, argues that both acquisition and transmission involve social and 

cultural interaction. Learning is mediated by tools that are created and transformed during the 

progression of an activity and carry with them residues of a culture, which is thereby 

transmitted. Language, then, is a tool that the acquirer constructs and reconstructs together with 

something of the environmental culture. 

Lemke (2002, pp. 73-74), discussing individual developmental trajectories and viewing 

identities as modes of response to the diversity of one’s community, cites the saying “it takes 

a village to raise a child”. Indeed, the author argues, normal individual development, in the 

ecosocial model, is the process of “becoming the village”, learning to interact across the 

inevitable and substantial differences that constitute the diversity of our village, that is, learning 

to interact with differences along all social dimensions. This view has profound implications 

for the role played by communities as keepers of culture, for the preservation of HLs. 

According to Wenger (1991, p. xii), knowledge does not exist by itself in the form of 

information, but is part of the practice of specific sociocultural communities, called 

“communities of practice”. Learning then is a matter of gaining a form of membership in these 

communities; this is achieved by a process of increasing participation, which is called 

“legitimate peripheral participation”. Learning is thus tantamount to becoming a certain kind 

of person. Faced with the institutional conditions of its existence, the community constitutes 

and reconstitutes itself as a living response to these conditions (p. 74). A community provides 

material for the construction of identities: it defines relations among members by providing 

ways of participating. It articulates their relations with other communities, for instance by 

absorbing meaninglessness into constructive cultural frameworks such as individual freedom 

or resistance or by separating and yet weaving together private identity and work identity. 
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Perhaps most importantly, it provides “existential coherence”, that is, it strives to construct and 

maintain a local coherence of membership that makes participation essentially non-

problematic. A consequence of this double function of communities is that the practice and the 

community cannot be separated (p. 81). In terms of this project, communities of practice are 

brought into play to explore the current linguistic and cultural practices of Italo-Australians in 

different domains of interaction. 

As discussed in this section, the importance ascribed to culture and society in regards to 

language development and maintenance of linguistic and cultural ties is fundamental both to 

the collective and the individual wellbeing of LM. 

2.5.11 Motivation in L2 acquisition: identification and desire 

Section 2.13 focused on the important roles that culture, society and communities of practice 

play in language transmission. What can the individual do and what are the tools at his/her 

disposal, then, to learn and maintain the HL? 

An enticing model of self where actual, assumed and desired self-perceptions influence 

learners’ views of themselves is provided by Finkbeiner (Van Lier 2008). It explains that every 

one of us has different but overlapping identities in different contexts, each forming different 

sets of beliefs, histories and aspirations, even in the constant and continuous perception of the 

global self. Although the self is nurtured through interactions with the world, Van Lier (2008) 

recognises a temporal component in the “views” of self, as a critical moment to link identity 

construction to maintaining processes of present, past and future self. 

In circumstances of hostility or indifference the healthy process of identity construction can be 

compromised. Here Van Lier makes a specific reference to the learner’s or immigrant’s 

learning impairment that can either result in positive action and assertion or in withdrawal in 

the native culture. Van Lier introduces the notion of developing a “voice” in the new culture 

the learner engages and can identify with, if circumstances are authentic and there are 

relationships of possibilities between the self and the environment. 

Kramsch (2006) provides insights in a so far unexplored domain of SLA. This is the domain in 

which identity is constructed by desire, a domain that is all about the individual in his/her search 

of constructing and deconstructing his self, which is a crucial aspect of bicultural identity and 

a very important factor in exploring the language reclaim of the third generation of Italo-
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Australians. Positioning language learning in a highly subjective sphere, Kramsch guides us to 

discover something that lies at the very core of motivation in SLA, the desire to identify oneself 

in the world of the Other, to explore its construction of meaning and therefore to perceive what 

the Other experiences. Taking as a starting point symbolism as reality embedded in the 

objective world, Kramsch considers the referential and mythical dimension of language. 

Language makes use of performative and ritualistic practices to bring about social realities, but 

also empowers the individual by giving him the possibility of exploring his subjectiveness and 

the alternative realities to identify with. The mythical dimension of language, as opposed to the 

referential one, constitutes a most subjective expression of beliefs and idealised realities, 

subjective stances and socialised ways of thinking. Myth, as a form of a-temporal speech, is 

the performative and ritualistic power of language, able to bring about social realities and to 

uncover emotions and personal beliefs. Drawing on theories of social-symbolical action, 

Kramsch sheds new light not only on the mechanisms of language learning, but also on those 

of language reclaim of the new generations, where the individual takes action because of desire 

and becomes responsible for his/her own learning. The emergence of a more empowered self 

constitutes a valuable pedagogical instrument of making meaning and connecting, so very 

central to student-centred learning practices and to the current curriculum. 

This view of activity involving motive, purpose and engagement in a variety of contexts and 

interactional activities is central to my research because it constitutes a useful theoretical 

framework to investigate the potential language reclaim of the third generation of Italo- 

Australians. 

This section has examined the new generations’ search for identity. Interaction, identity 

differences between individuals, and learners’ perceptions of themselves within society and 

natural communities have been differently approached and investigated in these theoretically 

and methodologically diverse studies. Several themes have emerged. One is that identity is the 

product of interaction between the (developing) individual and the environment and that 

identity construction is indeed stratified in societal belonging and shared meaning. 

The question now arises how SLA and bilingualism are seen by families and by the Italian 

community today. The following section will explore the vital roles that family and society 

have on LM. 
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2.5.12 The role of family: gendering in language maintenance 
It is critical, for the purpose of this research, to look closely at attitudes and beliefs in relation 

to LM and to investigate the roles that family and society play in terms of language transmission 

and identity formation. Garcia (2003) explored the importance of language maintenance (LM) 

in the US, specifically how the preservation of languages directly connects people to their 

heritage. She analysed research published between 1998 and 2002 on LM strategies, efforts 

and outcomes at various levels. An important point is the author’s use of Fishman’s concept of 

intergenerational language transfer in her analysis of the use of ethnic language at home by 

mothers to their children, which strongly highlights the view that the home domain is critical 

to LM efforts. 

Winter and Pauwels (2005) embrace issues of gender specific activism and LM agency. The 

authors acknowledge that the transmission of community languages from the second to the 

third generation has been found to be largely the responsibility of mothers rather than fathers. 

Although this article was concerned with German, Greek and Vietnamese communities in 

Melbourne, the phenomenon of gendering of LM can and needs to be studied in the Italian 

community. One interesting point brought out in this study is that some communities, for 

example the German, have a very high percentage of women speaking their community 

language in the family/friends domain because they have more confidence in their language 

skills than the men. There is a virtual absence of German spoken by men in friendship contexts, 

in contrast with no differences in language use of men and women in either context.  

As discussed in this section, the importance ascribed to family in regards to language 

development and maintenance of linguistic and cultural ties is fundamental both to the 

collective and the individual wellbeing of language maintenance. This is particularly important 

in order to explore the current linguistic and cultural practices of Italo- Australians in the family 

domain. 

2.5.13 The educational sector concern for Italian language maintenance in Australia 

According to the Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation (CESE), there has been a 

decline in language participation in secondary schools since the 1960 (CESE 2018a). In fact, 

“In NSW, students must study 100 hours of one language in one continuous 12 month period 

in Stage 4 or Stage 5. This mostly takes place in Years 7 and/or 8” (CESE 2018a, p. 4).  
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A study conducted on languages in NSW by Cruickshank and Wright (2016) reveals that 

community languages have been marginalised in day schools. In addition, the study found that 

the provision and uptake of languages in upper secondary schools depends on the 

socioeconomic status and that such uptake is a factor of scaling for tertiary entry.  

As far as the field of education is concerned, measures have been taken in the past for the 

upkeep of the Italian language. Today Italian is one of the languages taught under the new 

NSW curriculum, albeit only as an L2 and not as an HL, as it is the case with Chinese. It is true 

that there is a massive diffusion of Italian as L2 in the primary school. However, Italian is only 

optional for early Stage 1 to Stage 3 students. It is quite unclear how the educational leaders 

assume that a language can be seriously learnt in two hours a week; it is tantamount to saying 

that two hours of mathematics should suffice. Besides, the fact that language learning is 

optional after primary school (and with a small number of hours as well) offers only one 

possibility: continuing to study it privately, which this is an option open only to those who can 

afford it. For example, Sydney is now home to the first fully Italian Bilingual School (IBS), an 

independent school catering for children from Prep classes through to Year 6. The content of 

the curriculum reflects both the Australian and Italian cultures, thus giving students a bilingual 

and bicultural education. The one-person, one-language approach is based on the one-parent, 

one- language method of SLA according to which each person speaks a different language to 

the child and the child responds in that language. The aim is to provide balanced exposure to 

the two languages as experienced by the child. Eventually this also acts as a trigger for the child 

to respond, therefore “activating” the language. This has been recognised as one of the most 

effective methods of cultivating bilingualism in children, primarily because there is less 

confusion arising from the interference of other languages in a defined environment. With this 

teaching method, the child does not rely solely on their dominant language, and they receive a 

balanced exposure to both languages (IBS 2010). 

One of the most important projects in the past to maintain Italian as part of a global program 

of minority languages maintenance, was through the institution of Community Languages 

Schools across Australia. “Previously known as Ethnic Language schools, Community 

Language Schools have long been part of the mosaic of LOTE education provision in 

Australia” (Cardona et al. 2008, p. 17). 
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As Di Biase et al. (1994, p. 2) assert, “a critical characteristic of Italian that makes it quite 

different from other languages in education has been the large role played by community- based 

organisations interested in education who channelled human and financial resources into 

expanding the provision of Italian programs, particularly in the primary school”. In this regard, 

Cardona et al. (2008, p. 29) describe the Italian Association of Assistance (Co.As.It.) as 

“…almost unique among ethnic community organisations in its aim[s] of having Italian taught 

at public schools from the early Eighties… [and] offer of Out of School Hours Italian classes, 

which are delivered in more than 30 locations throughout NSW for children aged 5 to 16”. 

Nevertheless, the position of Community Language Schools in NSW has been under a shadow 

in the past and the schools termed as “unrecognised professional providers”, because of the 

lack of teachers with DET (Department of Education and Training) qualifications (Cardona et 

al. 2008, p. 59). Today, however, things are changing and community language teachers do 

participate in training and are gradually acquiring the teaching skills recognised by DET. Yet, 

we should not assume that the advantages of such an offer are seen as the right way to foster 

Italian language maintenance (LM) by all, even if it is significant that the institution of these 

schools was requested by the community itself. This is something that needs clarification. For 

example, it is worth inquiring whether the schools meet the expectations of the community, 

and whether the level of Italian taught is of a good standard. 

The situation at the tertiary level should also be kept under scrutiny, particularly as more and 

more cuts are undermining the possibility of full delivery of Italian courses at universities. 

It is apparent from the discussion above that efforts to maintain the language are either too 

weak or not effective, and that there is a need to advocate for more bilingualism and improved, 

better targeted classes. 

Moloney (2012) reports that the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA) is currently consulting on a new blueprint (Draft Shape of the Australian 

Curriculum: Languages) that could change the way children learn to communicate in a foreign 

language. This document proposes that pupils from kindergarten to Year 6 receive between 

300 and 400 hours of foreign language education. 
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Moloney recognises the value of an intercultural approach brought about by recent initiatives 

in professional development for language teachers and the provision of new resources, which 

is making a significant impact on student learning and motivation. 

2.5.14 Opportunities for primary and secondary school students to learn Italian 
To the end of this study, it is important to know if the opportunities offered by the educational 

sector constitute an affordance for Italian LM. The number of students of Italian background 

is important for this project to see if there is a renewed interest in the HL which may lead to 

language revival.  

According to NESA (NSW Education Standard Authority) “Learners of Italian include students 

learning Italian as a second or additional language, students with prior learning and/or 

experience who may have either undertaken a significant school-based learning program in 

Australia or had exposure to Italian language and culture and may engage in some active but 

predominantly receptive use of Italian (including dialects and variants of Italian) and students 

with a background in the language who have had their primary socialization as well as initial 

literacy development and primary schooling in Italian” (NESA 2018, p. 5). In Senior Years 

Italian is offered as Italian Beginners, Italian Continuers and Italian Extension. Currently there 

is no heritage program offered (NESA 2018). As mentioned above, there is currently no 

provision of Italian language learning catering for the heritage learner. 

The CESE (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation) bulletin “Language diversity in 

NSW government schools in 2018” reports an enrolment of 4,987 of students of Italian 

background, with 2,939 students enrolled in primary schools and 1,998 in the secondary sector 

(CESE 2018b, p. 8;). The number of students of Italian background is important for this study 

to see if there is a renewed interest in the HL which may lead to language revival.  

2.5.15 The educational offerings in other Australian states and abroad 
Consideration also needs to be given in relation to what other countries with a multilingual 

make-up and other Australian states’ educational systems do to maintain minority languages 

because, unlike NSW, some states and countries do support HLs. 

For what concerns other communities’ LM and related issues of identity construction, research 

has been conducted in most host countries. For example, a significant study (Benyon et al 2003) 

conducted on Punjabi and Chinese in Canada has explored the values ascribed to linguistic 
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identities by families, communities and employers. Two patterns of language retention have 

emerged at the family level: one of absolute favour towards maintaining the HL and one of 

denial, or at least of laxity. The Chinese interviewees reported high value placed by families 

on English for education and employment, and thus a diminished use of the HL, whilst the 

Punjabi were more oriented towards HL maintenance, helped in this by the cohesive factor of 

religion. 

From the range of studies regarding the educational offer in other Australian states and abroad, 

some interesting themes have emerged. Extra and Yagmur’s (2002) paper is particularly worthy 

of note. It outlines EU policies and plans for the maintenance of minority languages and also 

offers an overview of the teaching of LANGUAGES in the State of Victoria in Australia. In an 

extensive search conducted in six European countries for the Multilingual Cities Project, 

aiming to analyse the status of Immigrant Minority (IM) languages at home and at school, the 

authors observe that “language is for many groups, a core value of identity” and a marker of 

“group boundary” (p. 17). The discourses on ethnic identity have nevertheless always found 

reticence and lack of support from nationalistic movements, in Europe, as well as in the US 

and in Australia. This is even more peculiar in Europe, where there is not a single majority 

language, but many. Today, Europe is oriented towards transnationalism, but a framework of 

inclusiveness for IM languages has yet to be thought of and developed by many states. 

One exception to this situation is the effort undertaken by the German state of North Rhine-

Westphalia (Extra & Yagmur 2002) in favour of Mother Tongue Education (MTE), even 

though the state of affairs, current at the time the investigation was carried out, is now 

susceptible to political change. North Rhine-Westphalia has taken seriously to the development 

of multiculturalism: IM and Regional Minority (RM) children alike are offered MTE education 

as electives for grades 1 to 10 and as an elective course for secondary school children, all taught 

by qualified and trained teachers and with quality controlled, approved learning materials. The 

motivations behind North Rhine-Westphalia’s multicultural education range from the 

importance of preserving linguistic and cultural heritages, to having more linguistic capabilities 

and to be able to learn better German. From a cultural perspective, children learn to value 

cultural diversity and to understand others’ behaviours. 

In Australia, a country that in the past – from the 1950s through to the 1970s (Vasta 1995) – 

has been accused of monoculturalism, intolerance and assimilationist practices, the state of 
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Victoria has seen “the role of education in the implementation of a multicultural policy …to 

ensure that racism and prejudice do not develop to hinder individual’s participation” (cf. p. 51). 

Thus, considering linguistic and cultural maintenance at the basis of a long lasting integration 

process, the Victorian government has implemented comprehensive LANGUAGES programs 

to cater not only for IM children, but also for all students in the state who want to learn another 

language. LANGUAGES programs were introduced to Australia after the multicultural policies 

brought about by the Galbally Report (1978), as a means for LM and bilingual education. Under 

the Victorian current policy, LANGUAGES programs in more than forty languages are offered 

– depending on demand at government schools, at the Victorian School of Languages (VSL) 

or at after-hours ethnic schools.  

The remarkable efforts of the two above mentioned states share many common points, even 

though the language programs offered in North Rhine-Westphalia are not of a compulsory kind, 

as those offered in Victoria. 

In Duff’s (2008b) analysis, Canadian political, social and educational initiatives have 

emphasised the value of having speakers learn and retain their HLs for a variety of reasons: to 

validate multiculturalism, to recognise people’s multiple cultural and linguistic identities, to 

help minority children gain strong L1 language and literacy skills that will in turn support their 

L2 schooling and to provide public relations and policies to help encourage immigrants to settle 

in the country, knowing that their cultures and languages are valued. 

Similarly to Australia, a policy of official multiculturalism, sometimes criticised as a superficial 

showcasing of ethnic foods and festivals, has prevailed in Canada since the early 1970s. 

Canadian scholars in the sociology of education critique the clichéd discourses of 

multiculturalism, and rather favour discourses surrounding diversity and critical cultural 

studies. Canadian provincial governments have legislated and funded opportunities for people 

to learn HLs, that is, languages other than English and French and typically associated with 

immigrant populations, thus providing for community enrichment. In Quebec the Programme 

d’Enseignement de Langues d’Origines (PELO) has historically involved the teaching of 

Italian, Portuguese, Greek and Spanish to children for half an hour a day during regular school 

hours. The same happens in other provinces and on a larger scale in Ontario. Since the 1970s 

research has shown that bilingual programs do not disadvantage students linguistically or 

academically. Rather, parents have demonstrated a high level of satisfaction with these 
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programs and students have shown increased self-esteem, cultural identity and intra-family 

communication, mirroring the results reported over the years for French immersion programs 

as well. Moreover, the authors claim that in recent years there has been an increased recognition 

that use of HLs by parents at home with their children, for example in literacy activities, 

supports them academically even if the academic work is conducted in English, pointing to the 

fact that information and skills do transfer from L1 (HL) to L2 and L3. Indeed, scholars have 

suggested that such positive transfer of knowledge not only does not create antagonism, but 

cooperative systems in the child’s linguistic and cognitive development. 

Research on Canadian university students’ HL learning experiences used combined 

quantitative and qualitative methods (questionnaire and in-depth interviews) and included 

Japanese, Italian, Ukrainian and Portuguese, as well as a few other languages. Italians ranked 

highest in identifying with their homeland, followed by Portuguese and Jewish respondents, a 

fact attributed to their more recent immigration. Ukrainians, given the impossibility to maintain 

ties with their motherland in the late 1980s, ranked low. Thus, students’ investment in the 

languages depended in large measure on their perceptions of past, present and future socio-

political context, on the status of the language locally and internationally and on the 

opportunities the language might afford them in the future. 

A theme that has emerged from the search on the educational offerings in other Australian 

states and abroad is that in Europe language is also considered a core value of identity (Extra 

& Yagmur 2002), which Smolicz in Australia (1999, p. 105) – when asserting that “the Italian 

language undoubtedly constitutes a core value in Italian culture” – theorised as “the 

indispensable link between the group’s cultural and social systems, in absence of which both 

systems would suffer eventual disintegration”. 

The ways in which foreign countries and other Australian states’ educational systems maintain 

languages alive have been examined. In terms of the aims of this thesis, the themes that have 

emerged are significant not only to explore issues of cultural identity and students’ investment 

in language, but ultimately, LM sustainability through the provision of language classes 

appropriate to the needs of Italian HL learners. 
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2.6 Summary of chapter 
Scholarly research has explored what language loss means to families and community in a 

range of studies on different ethnic minorities. Language has been found to be a vital element 

for the survival of the Italian community in Sydney and also for the maintenance of a diverse, 

more individual and recognisable identity. We need the next generations to preserve and sustain 

the language revival that is happening now, and for them to deal with an increasingly connected 

world. 

Yet we know very little about the potential reclaiming of language that is happening today in 

the Italo-Australian community. One starting point for the necessary analysis is to research the 

actual status of the language and examine ways that could make this language reversal 

sustainable and permanent. 

The following chapter will cover the methodological approach chosen to examine cultural 

behaviours and beliefs, aiming to discover, describe and uncover silent opinions and 

overlooked individual searches for identity and positioning(s). 
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Chapter Three – Research Design and Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 
Chapter Two reviewed the literature and the gaps in research on Italian language maintenance. 

It explored the roles of family and society on language maintenance, language transmission 

and identity formation. It also investigated ethnolinguistic vitality and the nexus between 

Italian cultural behaviours, language and identity. It discussed how motivation may – in a direct 

relationship with identification and desire – contribute to invert the shift from Italian to English 

that occurred in the second generation of Italo-Australians and rejuvenate Italian LM. The 

chapter also focused on new affordances that may contribute to the LM of the third and 

subsequent generations of Italians in Australia and on the current educational offer.  

As indicated in Chapter One, this research aims to address the problematic of contemporary 

Italian LM. As a consequence of the shift, there are at present issues related to the second 

generation’s non-language acquisition, and therefore their inability to transmit the language to 

their children. There are also issues related to the importance that maintaining the language has 

for people across different generations, and issues pertaining to the continuing presence of 

dialects in the community. These issues, and also the way Italo-Australians feel today about 

their Italian identity will be explored, together with the offer from educational and recreational 

structures and other factors acting as affordances or barriers to Italian LM. The problematic 

will be addressed through the following questions: 

1. To what extent are LM and language shift important issues for present day Australians 

of Italian background in today’s Australia’s urban settings? 

2. What are the hindrances and affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian 

background families? 

3. How important is the maintenance of dialect to Italian background families? 

4. What role does a sense of Italianness play for later generations’ identity construction? 

 
To answer these questions a qualitative approach using a variety of methods for data collection 

and analysis will be adopted.  
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This chapter will set out the research design, discuss the methodology chosen to carry out the 

study and the methods of data collection and analysis. The designated research methods provide 

the space to interpret unexpected things that emerge from data. 

Section 3.1 will re-iterate the research aims. Section 3.2 will delineate the research design, the 

conceptual framework and its elements. Section 3.3 will examine the reasons why a qualitative 

approach is best suited to the research. The next sub-sections provide the rationale for choosing 

the methodology. This is followed by a discussion regarding the role of the researcher in the 

study. Section 3.4 explores the research context. It also describes the participants’ roles and the 

criteria for sample selection. Section 3.5 will be dedicated to the methods of data analysis. 

Section six will discuss how the methods chosen contributed to answer the research questions. 

In section seven the ethical considerations will be discussed. A summary will conclude the 

chapter. 

Research aims 

The research aims have been treated in the literature review chapter; however, it is important 

to restate them before discussing the conceptual framework adopted in this research and its 

elements. The research aims are the following: 

• To shed fresh light on new perspectives on Italian LM that could make it easier and more 

widely available to the new generations, therefore benefiting the Italian community. 

• To uncover new patterns of language transmission. 

• To expand understanding of cultural/motivational factors that may promote language 

acquisition. 

• To understand the action and inaction formed by dispositions towards contemporary 

Italian LM  

• Findings are expected to shed light on the phenomenon of third generation language 

reclaim and to inform debate on language policy in education, with the possibility of 

improving the delivery of Italian courses at various levels. 
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3.2.1 Identity 

There are numerous definitions of the concept of identity in the literature, framed under both 

psychological and socio-linguistic dimensions. In the sociocultural perspective – which is most 

relevant to this research – identity is “not seen as a fixed, invariable attribute in the ‘mind’ of 

the individual learner. Rather, identity is theorised as a contingent process involving dialectical 

relations between learners and the various worlds and experiences they inhabit and which act 

on them. Identity is therefore constituted through and by language” (Ricento 2005, p. 895).  

For migrants’ descendants, identity is often constructed and negotiated time and again in 

different contexts and circumstances, and self-enriched and re-programmed. In this regard, 

Finkbeiner (2005a, cited in Van Lier 2008) proposes a model of self where every one of us has 

different but overlapping identities in different contexts, each forming different sets of beliefs, 

histories and aspirations that can motivate the learner.  

Norton Peirce (1995) views the role of language as “constitutive of and constituted by a 

language learner’s social identity” (p. 13). Further work by Norton (2016) highlights the 

language learner’s agency through investment. Investment, according to Norton, “brings to 

learn the target language if the learners anticipate acquiring a wider range of resources that will 

increase the value of their cultural capital and social power” (p. 476). Norton and Toohey 

(2011) argue that “the notion of investment recognizes that learners often have variable desires 

to engage in the range of social interactions and community practices in which they are 

situated” (p. 420). This is important to the aim of this study of expanding our understanding of 

the cultural/motivational factors that forge identity and that may potentially promote Italian 

language acquisition. 

The theories examined above not only challenge the view of identity as a static entity, but also 

empower individuals with choice, enabling possibilities of negotiating and re-negotiating one’s 

identity in various contexts of interaction. Moreover, these theories emphasise that SLA is 

deeply connected with one’s identity because language defines the self. The self is presented 

with the prospect of investing – through a real or imagined community – in language learning. 

For these reasons, identity – with its subsets of attitudes, desire and motivation – is an integral 

part of the conceptual framework of this thesis. In fact, researching attitudes to and desire to 

maintain the language is key to exploring the inclination of third generations of Italo-
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Australians in Sydney to reconnect to their Italian identity through investing in language re-

learning. As highlighted in the literature review, it appears that language, along with family 

cohesion, play the most critical roles in Italian group integrity. It was also noted that “ethnic-

group members can identify more closely with those who share their language than with those 

who share other major aspects of their cultural background” (Cavallaro 2005, p. 564).  

The new generations’ search for identity was examined in the literature review (Section 2.13). 

Themes of interaction, identity differences between individuals, learners’ perceptions of 

themselves within society, and motivation and desire have emerged. In terms of this project, 

the search for identity is an important factor to gain an understanding of language reclaim and 

forms the grounds for exploring how identities are performed through language choices. The 

construct of identity is here employed – in line with Ricento’s theory cited above – to 

investigate the dialectical relations between learners and the various worlds (and spaces) they 

occupy and which in turn act on them. Considering identity as such enables possibilities for 

exploring how Italo-Australians negotiate their identities through cultural and linguistic 

practices in day to day interactions at home and in other domains and spaces where language 

is spoken, and how they position themselves through their language choices. The construct of 

identity is applied in this thesis to explore Italo-Australians’ attitudes, desire and motivation 

towards language learning and their empathy with aspects of the culture. In addition, the role 

that visits to Italy, discussed in the literature review, has on identity formation is examined. 

These are salient aspects to investigate since it is because of empathy, attitude and desire, and 

also in order to be able to speak to their grandparents, that younger generations may be 

motivated to re-learn the language. 

As argued in Section 3.2, motivation, attitudes and desire are seen as sub-sets of identity, in 

that they may create the foundation for language learning. The following sub-sections provide 

a justification for this and show their interrelated functions. 

Attitudes 

As discussed in the previous sub-section, the concept of attitudes offers a major ground to 

explore different generations’ overt and covert outlook on both language learning and 

maintenance. The interest shown by the third generation of Italo-Australians, and the near lack 

of it by the second generation (Rubino 2002), appear in fact to be the result of different 

attitudes, likely related to temporal factors.  
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Studies on motivation in language learning have established a clear link between motivation, 

attitudes and desire as affective dimensions of L2 acquisition. Motivation, according to Gardner 

(1985, p. 60), involves an attitudinal component, which is of the utmost importance for 

language reclaim and LM. 

Attitudes play a strategic role in LM in migrant countries, where minority languages are 

deemed to disappear if not transmitted to the next generation. This is a reason for exploring in 

this study both family members’ attitudes towards LM and language practices, including 

strategies of transmission, and to uncover the factors that promote or hinder Italian language 

preservation for the next generations.  

Attitudes have a social underpinning. They are, in Baker’s (1988) view, complex constructs, 

having origins in collective behaviour. There may be both positive and negative feelings 

attached to situational issues, including language. This has been confirmed by the negative 

feelings of the second generation towards Italian LM discussed in the literature review (Chapter 

Two). Besides, attitudes have a crucial role in shaping one’s identity and have come into play 

to a great extent in the past when Italo-Australians decided not to learn the language, but also 

when they were occupying a social territory that was somewhere in between Italian and 

Australian values and ways of acting.  

Gardner (1985, p. 10) considers attitudes a component of motivation which “refers to the 

combination of effort plus desire to achieve the goal of learning plus favorable attitudes towards 

learning the language”. This establishes a clear link with the language learning process.  

The second element of identity in relation to language learning – desire – is discussed in the 

following sub-section. This element is extremely relevant to the present research, given the 

third generation’s inclination to re-learn the language that their parents failed to pass onto them, 

not only to reclaim the language, but their Italian identity as well.  

Desire 

Attitudes – when positive – may lead to desire and consequently motivation towards language 

reclaim. Kramsch (2006) suggests a new domain in SLA in which identity is constructed by 

desire, a domain that is all about the individual in his search for constructing and deconstructing 

his self. This heuristic view empowers the individual, by giving him the possibility of exploring 

his subjectiveness and the alternative realities to identify with. Drawing on theories of social-
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symbolical action, Kramsch (2006) sheds new light not only on the mechanisms of language 

learning, but also on those of language reclaim of the new generations (where the individual 

takes action because of desire and becomes responsible for his own learning). This view of 

activity involving motive, purpose and engagement in a variety of contexts and interactional 

activities is central to my research because it constitutes a useful framework for investigation. 

In fact, motivation through positive attitudes and desire to learn the language are all factors that 

may promote LM. 

The integrative orientation motive proposed by Gardner and Lambert (1985, cited in Hamers 

& Blanc 1989) also reflects the learner’s desire to resemble members of the L2 target language. 

This view has been endorsed by Dörnyei (2003), and conceptualised as a positive 

interpersonal/affective disposition toward the L2 group and the desire to interact with and even 

to become similar to valued members of that community. The disposition toward the L2 group 

and the desire to interact with the community are fundamental prerequisites to communities of 

practice participation which leads to immersion in language and culture. The third generation’s 

potential language reclaim discussed in the literature review, and their recognition of strong 

ethnic identity described by Rubino (2002) are key to understanding data of a possible language 

revival that may well be successful and sustainable because of the contemporary absence of 

the constraints of the past that led to language shift. The third generation of Italo-Australians 

in Sydney are beginning to show positive attitudes towards interacting with the community. 

They enrol in Italian language and culture classes likely because they want to re-learn the 

language that their parents failed to pass on during the assimilation period. Language reclaim 

deriving from positive attitudes towards the community language may thus lead to the 

continuation and preservation of Italian in Sydney.  

As discussed in the literature review (Chapter Two) and in the discussion of the conceptual 

framework above (Section 3.2), motivation is a key factor both to language learning and to LM. 

For example, Gardner and Lambert (1972, cited in Hamers & Blanc 1989, pp. 235-238) 

conducted seminal work on the motivation to learn an L2. In their earlier studies, Gardner and 

Lambert (1959, cited in Hamers & Blanc 1989) found that motivation is one of the factors most 

strongly associated with learners’ L2 achievement. These authors consider motivation in terms 

of the effort that the learner is prepared to make in order to attain competence in L2 and his 

desire to achieve this goal. The conclusions drawn in their research were that L2 acquisition is 

influenced by the learner’s attitudes towards the target group. Motivation, in fact, “provides 
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the primary impetus to initiate learning the second language and later the driving force to 

sustain the long and often tedious learning process” (Dörnyei 1998, p. 117). This assumption 

suggests that L2 learning and bicultural identity are closely related to the individual’s 

perception of the vitality of his own group. Influences from attitudes, motivation and 

perceptions of language vitality are clearly applicable to the third generation’s language 

reclaim, because people who are now reclaiming the language, due to their own desire to do 

so, are searching for their Italian identity and are actually re-learning (as an L2) a language that 

was already in their family or extended family. Desire, coming from positive attitudes towards 

language learning, is in fact the first step towards motivation and consequently a catalyst for 

language reclaim.  

Besides, in terms of this study, one important question relates to the ways in which later 

generations of Italo-Australians position themselves regarding their Italianness. Desire to 

belong to an ethnic community, for instance, is channel to identity positioning. This is clear in 

Gardner’s (1985) socio-educational model in which the role of integrative motivation – 

comprised of integrativeness (with a social group), attitudes toward the learning situation, and 

motivation – demonstrates that motivation is essentially a product of the environment and can, 

for this reason, be easily influenced by the latter. This conceptualisation is used in the current 

project as a lens to uncover how and why the current language environment can potentially 

influence motivation to learn the HL. 

3.2.2 Communities of practice 
According to Wenger (1991, p. xii), “knowledge does not exist by itself in the form of 

information, but it is part of the practice of specific sociocultural communities, called 

communities of practice. As such, migrants’ communities are the keepers of culture and the 

facilitators of shared meaning and values”. The search for identity and the willingness to 

maintain a language thereby are unlikely to occur merely at an individual level, without social 

involvement and interaction. Besides, it is the community as a whole that takes political action 

for the upkeep of the language. Since seeking to determine the action/inaction that leads from 

dispositions towards contemporary Italian LM is one of the aims of this research, it is important 

to think in terms of social participation, i.e. the community’s concern and agency. In addition, 

the construct of communities of practice suits the purpose of this thesis of exploring current 

linguistic and cultural practices in different social sites where interactions in the target language 

happen, i.e. family, friends, learning communities and virtual communities. Moreover, 
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communities of practice can be seen as learning sites. Norton and Toohey (2011, p. 419) discuss 

situated learning and in particular Lave and Wenger’s (1991, p. 57) construct of “legitimate 

peripheral participation”, according to which “communities are composed of participants who 

differentially engage, [as old-timers and new-timers] with the practices of their communities, 

and that this engagement or participation in practice is ‘learning’”. For the new-timer, this 

learning may also relate to LM and reclaim. 

For the above-mentioned reasons, most important to the aim of the present study is Wenger’s 

(2006) suggestion that a community of practice has an identity defined by a shared domain of 

interest. The construct of community of practice is in fact also employed in this research to 

determine the connection that social belonging has with one’s identity. Indeed, as Wenger 

(1991, p. 81) argues, “a community provides material for the construction of identities: it 

defines relations among members by providing ways of participating”.  

Communities of practice constitute a lens in the conceptual framework of my research because 

the Italian community in Sydney is a very diverse community where language and shared 

culture are core values. The diversity is a function of the different language varieties (dialects), 

which as reported in the literature review, are seen as often mutually unintelligible (Rubino 

2014). Communities of practice are thus called into question to discover the role they have on 

HLL as a social process and also because language learning is reflected in community survival.  

Communities of practice, intended as sites or spaces of language exchange, either in the familial 

domain or in other domains of interaction, form the basis for collecting, understanding and 

analysing data. These are also sites of language exchange where identities are performed, 

negotiated, accepted or contested. Since a community of practice is constituted by people who 

share attitudes, desire for LM and common linguistic and cultural practices, the current study 

analyses practices of naturally occurring conversations, intergenerational language practices 

that represent opportunities to transmit and preserve the language, and linguistic acts and 

language choices including dialectal interactions.  

The two sub-sets of communities of practices, part of the conceptual framework of the thesis, 

i.e. sociolinguistic domains and intergenerational language practices, are detailed below. 
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Sociolinguistic domains 

The concept of the sociolinguistic domain goes back to the American sociolinguist Joshua 

Fishman. Domains can be thought of as shared areas of language use and practice, for example, 

the family domain where the third generation practise the Italian language with their 

grandparents, or other domains where language interactions are exchanged, such as in 

friendship and virtual domains. In fact, speech communities are made up of domains that 

organise and define social life. Typical domains in a speech community include family, 

religion, education, employment and friendship (English Language and Linguistics Online 

n.d.). Past research (Di Biase et al. 1994; Kramsch 2006; Rubino 2002) has shown that it is 

particularly pressing today to investigate the use of the Italian language in domains other than 

the home, and the motivational roots of HLL at the level of day to day practices, particularly 

as we are appreciating a reversal in the trend of language shift.  

This research explores the socio-linguistic domains of family, education and friendship and 

also the domains of media and technology. These domains can be seen as spaces where 

language practices take place, constituting in this case communities of language practice. There 

may be sizeable communities of practice in various domains, or there may be just spaces where 

one can come across people who speak a little language. Such spaces may also consist of people 

studying the language at night, of sites where intergenerational language practices are in use, 

or of virtual communities of people communicating in the language or sharing cultural 

information, because language practice is closely linked to culture.  

Intergenerational language practices 

The concept of intergenerational language practices relates to people’s language choices, 

patterns of language use and observable language behaviours. Language practices are used in 

this study to explore how people use their linguistic repertoire. The linguistic repertoire refers 

to “the range of codes which members of a speech community have available for their linguistic 

interaction” (Kachru 2015, p. 25). The notion of linguistic repertoire is significant to the 

purpose of this study to find substantiation to the assumption that ‘linguistic alternates within 

the repertoire serve to symbolize the differing social identities members may assume’ 

(Gumperz 1971, p. 290). The concept of linguistic repertoire, as Gumperz (1971, p. xiv) 

explains, is also “necessary in describing code-switching in the verbal behaviour of a bilingual 

person or community”. Code-switching and language alternation are language practices still 
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often used in the Italian community, the former to renegotiate the base language (Rubino 2014, 

p. 79), the latter in interactions with dialect speaking people as a way to keep family members 

involved in a conversation, facilitate comprehension, and promote [Standard] Italian language 

learning (Rubino 2014, p. 232). 

To observe linguistic practices, the starting point is to separate speech practices into their sub-

components. For instance, Johnstone and Marcellino (2010, p. 7) – showcasing Hymes’ 

comprehensive work on the ethnography of communication – highlight that “within speech 

communities, ethnographers must look for ‘speech situations’, ‘speech events’, and ‘speech 

acts`. Examples are ‘a party (speech situation), a conversation during the party (speech event), 

a joke within the conversation (speech act)’. Speech acts are also the acts speakers perform 

when they make an utterance, for instance, greeting, thanking, apologising, complaining, 

congratulating, requesting (English Language and Linguistics Online n.d.). According to 

CARLA (2019), “we perform speech acts when we offer an apology, greeting, request, 

complaint, invitation, compliment, or refusal” (p.1). 

Such speech acts are of interest in this project because they are part of everyday interactions, 

and also because “they require not only knowledge of the language but also appropriate use of 

that language within a given culture” (CARLA – Centre for Advanced Research on Language 

Acquisition 2019.).  

The construct of intergenerational language practices is used in this research to uncover – 

through observation and interviews – current practices of Italian language use in different 

domains of interaction, both by members of the same generation and across different 

generations. Perhaps the most important intergenerational practice, which also acts as a 

motivator for LM, is communication with grandparents. For example, as highlighted in the 

literature review, Chiro (1998) conducted an investigation of the activation and evaluation of 

Italian language and culture with tertiary students of Italian ancestry in Adelaide and found that 

“grandparents are the group of interlocutors with whom participants tend to maintain a high 

level of Italian language use” (p. 179). This may be consistent with the axiomatic theory 

proposed by Rando and Leoni +1992, in Castles et al. 1992) of language reversal in the elderly, 

mentioned in Section 1.4. This stated that, “as people age, their skills in a second language 

deteriorate and there is a tendency for them to revert back to their native language” (p. 176), 
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therefore a need exist for the third generation to be able to understand and speak their 

grandparents’ language. 

Moreover, since the present investigation seeks to determine the importance ascribed to dialects 

today, it is significant to search for their use in intergenerational language and cultural practices 

to explore the likelihood of dialects’ permanence/dismissal by the next generations of Italo-

Australians in Sydney.  

In addition, the construct of intergenerational practices is used in the current study to explore 

how family members’ attitudes influence language practices and the strategies they use to 

transmit the language to the younger generation. This is done through in-depth interviews and 

observation. Indeed, to learn about people’s lives (or aspects of their lives) from their own 

perspective and from within the context of their own lived experience involves not only talking 

to them and asking questions, but also learning from them by observing them, participating in 

their lives, and asking questions that relate to the daily life experience as we have seen and 

experienced it (O’Reilly 2005, p. 84). 

3.3 Research approach 

3.3.1 Paradigmatic perspective 
This section discusses the paradigmatic perspective of the research. As indicated in Section 

3.1, the study uses a qualitative methodology. According to Creswell (1994, p. 74), qualitative 

researchers approach their studies with a certain paradigm or worldview, a basic set of beliefs 

or assumptions that guide their inquiries. These assumptions are related to the nature of reality 

(the ontology issue), the relationship of the researcher to that being researched (the 

epistemological issue), the role of values in a study (the axiological issue), and the process of 

research (the methodological issue). In terms of this project, and in line with Guba and Lincoln 

(1988, cited in Creswell 1994, p. 75), the ontological issue in this research refers to the reality 

of the contemporary third generation’s language reclaim as seen by the research participants; 

the epistemological issue relates to my role as a researcher to the subjects being researched, 

meaning that I will collaborate, lessening the distance between myself and the researched, and 

also spending time in the field with them; the axiological issue is situated in an open discussion 

of the values shaping the narrative and including my own interpretation in conjunction with the 

interpretation of participants; and finally, the methodological issue pertains to the ways with 

which such knowledge is obtained from observing, interviewing and interpreting people’s 
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attitudes, opinions and beliefs, continually revising questions from experiences in the field. 

Since the study proposes to analyse current stances on language attitudes of Italians, a 

qualitative methodology and a social epistemological perspective will be used. The theoretical 

viewpoint is underpinned by the interpretive research paradigm. Interpretivism, as proposed by 

Max Weber (Crotty 1998), is concerned with Verstehen (understanding). My role in this project 

will be interpreting the realities observed during fieldwork, that is, trying to make meaning of 

what I see and hear while observing families in their linguistic and cultural practices. 

Adherents of the interpretive paradigm ontological belief hold the view that there is no 

objective social reality but instead multiple realities (Bailey 2007, p. 53). This allocates a 

distinctive role to social science as a subjectivist reality, whose scope is “offering possibilities 

to discover how different people interpret the world in which they live” (Cohen & Manion 

1997, p. 10). 

The interpretive paradigm provides the tools to carry out research the scope of which is 

“understanding actions and meanings rather than causes and is related to microconcepts such 

as individual perspectives, personal constructs, negotiated meanings, definition of situations” 

(Cohen & Manion 1997, p. 39). Interpretive research is largely based on the search for 

meaningful relationships and the discovery of their consequences for action (Cohen & Manion 

1997, p. 10), as the foundations for interpreting social reality. This is particularly important for 

the present study’s aim of determining action and inaction leading from dispositions towards 

contemporary Italian LM. For example, it is important in this study to locate individual 

perspectives because “reality is constructed by individuals involved in the research situation” 

(Creswell 1994, p. 75). Individual perspectives will thus form the basis for uncovering factors 

leading to possibilities for language preservation. 

In epistemological terms, the interpretive paradigm creates a relationship between the 

researcher and what can be learned from the research (Bailey 2007, p. 51). This relationship 

and the role of the researcher within this project are detailed in Section 3.3.1. 

3.3.1.1 Case study with an ethnographic approach 

Creswell (2013) suggests five main traditions of inquiry and research design in qualitative 

research: narrative research, phenomenological research, grounded theory research, 
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ethnographic research and case study research. The following sub-sections describe the 

rationale for the methodology chosen for this study. 

The literature of case studies offers contrasting meanings for the terminology itself. There has 

been debate on what a case study actually is, whether a methodology or the case of a study 

itself. Merriam (2009) sheds light on the dispute, considering a case study as an in-depth 

description and the analysis of a bounded system (the case). Yin (2003, cited in Duff 2008a) 

also provides a definition of the case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. Case study boundaries are discussed in 

Section 3.3.1. 

Stake (1995) classifies the case study as an important type of ethnography which focuses on a 

program, event or activity involving individuals rather than a group. Indeed, as Denscombe 

(1998, p. 32) suggests, case studies focus on one instance (or a few instances) of a particular 

phenomenon with a view to providing an in-depth account of events, relationships, experiences 

or processes occurring in that particular instance. Cohen and Court (2003), however, 

differentiate between an ethnographic and a case study approach, where an ethnographic one 

is inward looking, aiming to uncover the tacit knowledge of the participants in a culture. The 

case study, on the other hand, is considered outward looking, aiming to delineate the nature of 

phenomena through detailed investigation of individual cases and their contexts.  

The case study approach gives possibilities to explore – through the eyes of participants – the 

contemporary Italian language community, the actual status of dialects and idiolects, and the 

meaning that Italian LM has for people of different vintages. Being immersed in the field will 

give me the possibility of observing different linguistic interactions. For example, I will be able 

to hear when parents use one language or another with their children depending on different 

circumstances, the strategies they use to transmit the language and the ways in which 

interactions with grandparents are performed, particularly when the latter use dialect.  

This study falls under the category of case study, in that it relies on multiple data collection 

sources which constitute a composite basis for a prospective substantiation of findings. This 

project is a case study because it focuses on one instance – in this case, the third generation’s 

language reclaim. It is also a case study because it emphasises the detailed workings of the 
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relationships and social processes, rather than restricting attention on the outcomes of these 

(Denscombe 1998, p. 31). Applying case study methodology will enable this project to identify 

boundaries and decide whether I am exploring or comparing. 

Case studies make use of natural settings, that is, the case that forms the basis of the 

investigation is normally something that already exists. As Yin (1984, cited in Denscombe 

1998, p. 31) stresses, the case is a “naturally occurring” phenomenon. In the research that forms 

the basis for this thesis, this means that the existing phenomenon of the third generation 

language reclaim can be studied in its real-life context. 

Other distinctive traits of case studies are provided by various authors. Stake (1995), for 

example, differentiates case studies according to whether they are intrinsic, instrumental or 

collective. The intrinsic case study is undertaken when the researcher is interested in a 

particular case itself and its purpose is not to understand some generic phenomenon or to build 

theory. The instrumental case study instead is undertaken to provide insight into an issue or to 

draw a generalisation. It is of secondary interest by facilitating our understanding of something 

else. The third instance is a multiple case study where a number of cases are investigated to 

investigate or illuminate a phenomenon. Besides, Stake (1995) advises that case study materials 

gained from single or collective cases can also be used to complement larger scale research, 

providing fine grained detail and thus help macro-political decision-making, fusing theory and 

practice.  

The current research falls into the multiple category because it explores a number of cases to 

illuminate the phenomenon of language reclaim. Interviews with third generation students of 

Italian at university or at another educational institution will bring greater awareness of the 

reasons why they feel the need to re-learn the language. In addition, interviews with families 

will reveal the reasons why parents want to transmit the Italian language to their children, and 

family observations will explore in-depth linguistic exchanges, behaviours and cultural 

practices.  

Given the fact that case studies tend to be “holistic rather than deal with isolated factors, 

emphasizing interrelated relationships and processes within social settings rather than to restrict 

attention to the outcomes from these” (Denscombe 1998, p. 31), the multiple case study 

approach adopted in this study reflects aspects of the different generational contexts of today’s 
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Italo-Australian community in Sydney. The interrelation of relationships and processes within 

the settings of communities of practice, and the multiplicity of factors that may promote Italian 

ethnolinguistic vitality form the basis of a multiple case study in this research that seeks to shed 

light on language reclaim. The holistic approach of the multiple case study, moreover, is taken 

in this research to study generational attitudes and positionings toward Italian LM. This is 

because “a multiple case study enables the researcher to explore differences within and between 

cases [and its] goal is to replicate findings across cases” (Yin 2003, cited in Baxter & Jack 

2008, p. 548). The case boundaries are demarcated in this project by the linguistic and cultural 

practices employed in communities of practice where members are bound together by 

language, share cultural values and have positive attitudes towards the language. 

In addition, since the Italian migrational context in Australia is a complex matter, as described 

in the literature review chapter, the case study approach is used in this study because it has the 

potential to deal with the subtleties and intricacies of complex social situations (Denscombe 

1998, p. 35). The case study approach provides possibilities to explore – through the eyes of 

participants – the contemporary Italian language community, the actual status of dialects and 

idiolects, and the meaning that Italian LM has for people of different vintages. 

What is experienced and lived in the context is, as Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2000) 

suggest, established by a cause and effect factor, and one of the case study strengths is that they 

observe effects in real contexts, recognising that context is a powerful determinant of both 

causes and effects. Besides, a multiple case study “allows the researcher to analyse within each 

setting and across settings” (Baxter & Jack 2008, p. 550). 

Perhaps one of the most important traits of case studies is that they focus on an in-depth 

exploration of a bounded system (activity, event, process or individuals) based on extensive 

data collection (Creswell 1998). This is because, without some notion of a boundary, it 

becomes impossible to state what the case is. If the case has no end-point, no outside, then it 

bleeds into other social phenomena and ceases to have any distinct identity (Denscombe 1998, 

p. 38). As noted above, the boundaries of this research limit it to Italian migrants and their 

descendants living in Sydney. These boundaries are also circumscribed to Italian linguistic and 

cultural practices and interactions in the family and in other domains and cultural practices, 

such as participation in Italian events. Communities of practice too are important markers of 

boundaries in this research context because in this case they bind people of the same language 
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and culture together, who use the language and share cultural values and who have positive 

attitudes towards the language. 

Representativeness and validity of case studies 

A limitation of case study research is that the fieldwork conducted in a particular setting could 

make findings only applicable to that specific setting, making it difficult to generalise results. 

However, as Stake (1995, p. 4) argues, “case study research is not sampling research” since it 

does not study a case to understand other cases in order to achieve a generalisation, but it rather 

proposes to understand a particular case in its completeness. The issue of generalisability can 

be overcome by increasing external validity and this by varying the research context. However, 

as Hymes (1996) points out, even if we capture many different dimensions, the resulting 

knowledge, seen as the “product” of interpretive inquiry, will never be telling the full story, 

which is nevertheless, in qualitative research, not a limitation, but rather a reality of all social 

research.  

Case studies can be generalisable and representative because, although each case is in some 

respects unique, it is also a single example of a broader class of things and the extent to which 

findings from the case study can be generalized to other examples […] depends on how far the 

case study example is similar to others of its type (Denscombe 1998, p. 36). 

Another issue in qualitative research is the issue of transferability. In the current study this is 

overcome by the fact that the research may be applied to other similar contexts, for instance to 

other Italian or ethnic groups in Australia or in other migrant contexts. 

In addition, case studies, as Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2000, p. 185) suggest, not having 

to seek frequency of occurrences can replace quantity with quality and intensity, separating 

“the significant few from the insignificant many instances of behaviour”.  

The case study approach also fosters the use of multiple sources of data, thus facilitating 

validation of data through triangulation (Denscombe 1998, p. 40). The multiple method 

approach is used in the present study. Comparing and contrasting data from interviews, focus 

groups and observations will constitute an opportunity to have a rich and significant amount of 

findings.  
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3.3.1.2 Ethnographic approach 
Diverse qualitative methodologies have been adopted in research around LM. In the past, 

researchers have at times used the ethnographic methodology in research on Italian LM. 

Case studies have been used to research LM in different ethnic contexts. A case study approach 

was used by Park and Sarkar (2007) to study Korean-Canadians parents’ attitudes towards 

heritage LM for their children and their efforts to help their children maintain the HL. Korean 

parents believe that their children’s high level of proficiency in the Korean language would 

help the children keep their cultural identity as Koreans, ensure them better future economic 

opportunities, and give them more chances to communicate with their grandparents efficiently. 

Guardado (2006) conducted a case study exploring the loss and maintenance of Spanish in 

Hispanic children in Vancouver from the perspective of parents. It focused on the experiences 

of Hispanic parents of children either developing bilingually (Spanish-English) or 

monolingually (English). Data collected in this study support the notion that L1 cultural identity 

is crucial to heritage LM in the context of a dominant L2. The data also show that the type of 

encouragement parents give to their children to speak the L1 can have a facilitating or a 

detrimental effect. This is important in the current study to have an understanding whether 

parents’ attitudes helped or hindered the development of their children’s Italian.  

Rubino (2009), as reported in Chapter Two, also conducted a small-scale study in a somewhat 

analogous context on ethno-linguistic vitality as a result of the recent resumed migration, 

arguing that changed circumstances may have had an impact on bilingual outcomes. Language 

loss in the Italian community was also investigated from an ethnographic perspective, by 

Bettoni and Rubino (1996, cited in Rubino 2014), Rubino (2002) and Cavallaro (1998, cited in 

Rubino 2002). 

The use of ethnography has been regarded as particularly suitable to research on language, 

which in Blommaert’s (2006, p. 9) words is “a socially loaded tool for humans, the finality of 

which is to enable humans to perform as social beings”. Blommaert depicts language acts as 

social acts, born into society and controlled by it, and therefore having a social situatedness 

which provides a fertile territory for investigation; as such, language acts are dynamic in nature 

and offer scope for acquiring and moulding knowledge. 
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Furthermore, if we consider the definition of society under the ideological framework of equity 

and power distribution, it symbolises a theory of inclusiveness for all and this is precisely the 

worldview of ethnography (Blommaert 2006). 

The present investigation will make use of Blommaert’s concept of language acts as dynamic 

acts that provide the possibility of acquiring and moulding knowledge, particularly in the 

observational process needed to explore how identities are performed through language 

choices. In fact, as discussed in Section 2.1, this study looks at current language practices and 

intergenerational interactions in the bounded environment of communities of practice through 

dialogue, language adjustments, and how communication is performed in family, friendship 

and virtual domains. Besides, the theory of inclusiveness for all is very much at the root of this 

study, which is situated across the fields of immigration and social studies. 

The rationale for choosing case study with an ethnographic approach in this project has a 

number of aspects. Firstly, as highlighted in the literature review, an in-depth examination of 

the factors that have hindered Italian LM in the past and of those that could reverse the trend 

of language shift is fundamental to locating a way of thoroughly examining the complexity of 

the issues relating to the maintenance and development of Italian in Australia, from both a 

temporal and a phenomenological perspective.  

Secondly, in order to investigate the implications and the significance of Italian LM for the 

next generations, it is essential to examine through the eyes of participants the contemporary 

Italian language community in the broadest understanding of that term, the actual status of 

dialects and idiolects, the meaning that Italian LM has for people of different vintages and the 

effects of language loss on families and within the wider society. 

Thirdly, since this investigation means to explore, through in-depth inquiry, how the most 

recent generations deal with identity formation/negotiation and sense of belonging, and what 

values are ascribed to belonging to a hyphenated culture and identity in present-day Australian 

society, this methodology seems best suited. This is because, as discussed in Chapter One, 

despite Australia’s long established tradition of research in the field of Italian LM and language 

shift, very little is known about the language “reclaim” of the third generation (see Chapter 

Two). 
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Furthermore, since ethnography encourages us to lay aside the prevailing understandings of 

phenomena (being a non-aprioristic approach) and “revisit our immediate experience of them, 

possibilities for new meanings [will] emerge” (Crotty 1998, p. 78). In fact, embarking on 

ethnographic research takes on a spirit of continually adjusting and re-adjusting to newly 

emerging issues, providing an opportunity to discover from conversations different 

problematics that need to be addressed (Blommaert 2006).  

Because the purpose of the research is one of discovery and description, of studying cultural 

behaviours and beliefs, feelings and expectations of Italians, it is clear that a case study with 

an ethnographic approach is a most appropriate means of inquiry for an in-depth scrutiny of 

people and situations. 

In addition, because this study addresses people’s behaviour, it needs an observational method 

of inquiry that can deal with complex, multifaceted realities. 

For these reasons, the ultimate justification behind the choice of multiple case studies with an 

ethnographic approach in this research lies in the necessity to provide a legitimate account of 

intergenerational issues around Italian LM and language loss. 

Even though the number of subjects observed in this project is small, the ethnographic approach 

applied to multiple cases studies is appropriate for an in-depth observation of the research 

participants whose language attitudes, beliefs and language acts were and will be observed on 

numerous occasions. Events, relationships, experiences or processes occurring in [these] 

particular instance[s] will be examined (Denscombe 1998, p. 32) to provide an in-depth account 

of the phenomenon of language reclaim. Spending time with the participants will thus 

contribute to the thickness of data.  

Having to partially describe attitudes of a group in terms of language choices and practices, the 

ethnographic approach that will be used in this research could be seen as what Boyle calls 

ethnohistorical, meaning that it “describes the cultural reality of the present as the historical 

result of events in the past” (Boyle 1994, p. 173). This because the social world is not an entity 

in and of itself but it is local, temporally and historically situated, fluid, context-specific, and 

shaped in conjunction with the researcher (Guba & Lincoln 1994, cited in Bailey 2007, p. 53). 

In the context of this research, the cultural and linguistic reality of the present is the result of 

the assimilationist practices of the past that led to second generation language shift.  
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Trends, observable facts and silent opinions will be uncovered by means of observations, 

interviews and reference groups where I will be immersed within the context. Being immersed 

in the context is a crucial part of the observational process, where a deeper immersion in others’ 

worlds is needed in order to grasp what they experience as meaningful and important. This is 

because, with immersion, the field researcher sees from the inside how people lead their lives, 

how they carry out their daily rounds of activities, what they find meaningful, and how they do 

so. In this way immersion gives the fieldworker access to the fluidity of others’ lives and 

enhances his sensitivity to interaction and process (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw 1995, p. 1). 

Besides, as Bailey (2007, p. 54) points out, adherents of an interpretive paradigm believe that 

they cannot totally leave behind their understanding of the world and having no pretence of 

objectivity, their axiological stance rejects value neutrality in the research process. This means 

that I, as the primary researcher and as a participant, will enter a process of natural and active 

discovery, as discussed in more detail in the following section.  

The insider role of the researcher 

The qualitative methods of inquiry predominant in the interpretive paradigm, such as 

interviews and observations, are applied in this study in correspondence with the assumption 

that, for the social construction of reality, research can be conducted only through interaction 

between and among investigator and respondents (Guba & Lincoln 1994, cited in Mertens 

1998, p. 14). This interactive approach is sometimes described as hermeneutical and dialectical 

in that efforts are made to obtain multiple perspectives that yield better interpretations of 

meanings (hermeneutics) that are compared and constructed through a dialectical interchange 

involving the juxtaposition of conflicting ideas, forcing reconsideration of previous positions 

(Guba & Lincoln 1989, cited in Mertens 1998, p. 14). 

In addition, as a natural model for social research, ethnography allows for an in-depth 

observation of the social world, through being a participant and thus developing and testing 

theory in a reflexive way, that is, by recognising that “we are part of the social world we study” 

(Hammersley & Atkinson 1995, p. 14). Besides, “ethnography [not only] privileges the direct 

observation of human behaviour within particular ‘cultures’ and settings and seeks to 

understand a social reality from the perspectives of those involved in the observed interaction, 

[but] it has also implications for the role of the researcher. Indeed, the researcher’s reflexivity 

(to reflect on his own positioning and subjectivity in the research) has to provide an explicit, 
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situated account of his own role in the project and its influences over the findings” (Starfield 

2010, p. 50).  

By adopting case study methodology with an ethnographic approach, this project will involve 

the participation of a selected sample of the Italian community in Sydney, bounded by their 

Italian background. The sample will include a reference group whose members are stakeholders 

in Italian educational institutions/networks and whose participation, given their expertise, is 

important to direct the research onto the right path. I believe that this kind of research needs a 

most cooperative component in order to generate in-depth descriptions of people and situational 

realities. Co-constructing knowledge together with the community through the reference group 

expertise, interviews and observation will allow comparisons across the different forms of 

inquiry, providing the possibility of viewing experiences and inter-dependencies from different 

angles and also helping to re-frame the research questions and aiding effective decision making. 

For example, reference group discussions will enable co-constructed knowledge of existing 

gaps in language planning and delivery of language programs and also relevant issues of LM 

in the community, while interviews and observations will allow for co-constructed meanings 

of individuals’ realities and identities. Going back to findings with some of the participants of 

the research will provide an iterative approach to this research. For example, discussing data 

that has emerged from interviews with tertiary students of Italian with participants of the 

reference groups will allow me to have important feedback on the findings that emerged from 

interviews. 

It will be particularly important to hear first-hand the voices of participants and to allow them 

to be heard in the written end-product, which will result in a coherent, fluent and readable 

account (Boyle 1994). This will meet the goals of an interpretive paradigm: involve empathetic 

understanding of participants’ day-to-day experiences and an increased awareness of the 

multiple meanings given to the routine and problematic events by those in the setting (Bailey 

2007, p. 53). 

Being in the field will give this research an emic perspective. The emic perspective is, 

according to Boyle (1994, p. 166) “the insider view, or the informant’s perspective of reality 

and is at the heart of ethnographic research”. LeCompte and Preissle (1993, cited in Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison 2000, p. 139) argue that “ethnographic approaches are concerned with 

subjectivity rather than objective knowledge” and may have an emic approach where the 
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concern is to catch the subjective meanings placed on situations by participants. In practical 

terms, this means that the methods adopted in this research, that is, direct observations of 

human behaviour and interviewing members of the culture about the meaning of that observed 

behaviour are central mechanisms to inform the researcher’s analysis (Thorne 2016, p. 31). 

The researcher’s location in this study 

The emic perspective outlined above will allow me to enter a process of natural, active 

researching, also locating myself within the study. This will be advantageous to reveal factors 

precluding or favouring LM, which constitute the essence of my questions. Within my research 

I will be able to situate my experiences as an Italian migrant myself (I am somewhere in 

between a first and second generation migrant, since I moved to Australia only a few years ago, 

but my mother has been residing here for a much longer time). In addition, my Italian cultural 

and linguistic background will help to establish a relationship with the participants and will be 

beneficial in terms of facilitating the observational process. This is because my own linguistic 

and cultural experiences can allow me to take on the roles of both outsider and insider in the 

research, and in this way enable me to make a connection with the participants’ experiences. 

Working in one of the largest Italian organisations in Sydney will also facilitate entrance to the 

settings. I have taught Italian at primary and preparatory level in various schools, both Catholic 

and independent/non-denominational, and I have been teaching at the Italian Bilingual School 

(IBS) in Sydney for the past nine years. I have taught Italian in After School (OOSH), in Adult 

classes and in CELI classes (European Certification of Proficiency in the Italian Language) at 

Co.As.It., the Italian Association of Assistance in Sydney and in the Italian Club, an initiative 

undertaken by Co.As.It. not only to maintain a high level of Italian, but also to encourage 

students to develop their language skills further. I have also taught Italian Language & Culture 

at University of Technology Sydney (UTS) and at the University of Sydney. Therefore, as a 

practitioner, my concerns are to find ways to improve Italian LM and to make the learning of 

the Italian language and culture more meaningful to the heritage learner. During the years I 

have worked in these settings, I have appreciated the growing number of children and adults 

from different backgrounds who want to learn Italian as an L2; for example, at the Italian 

Bilingual School 40% of children do not have Italian heritage. In addition, more and more 

children are coming from Italy as their parents find work or come to study in Australia. 
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By witnessing the everyday activities of the observed I will attempt to understand meaning-

making practices, the emic or insider perspectives discussed above. In this way ideas can be 

developed inductively from the observations, with theory being emergent, leading to 

development of theorisation and possible generalisation (also called “etic” or outsider 

perspectives) as the research progresses (Starfield, 2010). In fact, my linguistic and cultural 

experiences provide me with the opportunity to accommodate the roles of both outsider and 

insider, and in this way enable me to make a connection with the participants’ experiences. I 

will be careful, however, of producing an unbiased analysis in order to avoid the researcher’s 

paradox.  

3.4 Research design 

3.4.1 Context 
As discussed in the introduction (Chapter One) and in more detail in the literature review 

(Chapter Two), Italians in Australia have experienced a considerable loss of language in the 

second generation. This was due to hindering factors such as adverse attitudes in the host 

country towards minority languages, the ability of the first generation to speak only dialects 

and the lack of suitable educational learning sites. The advent of multiculturalism, more open-

mindedness, the appearance of community schools and the introduction in primary schools of 

Italian as a community language, probably prevented an even greater loss, even though these 

developments did little to reverse the shift. Today the situation of Italians/Italo-Australians in 

Sydney is particularly complex. Since the 1990s the proportion of second generation Italo-

Australians has outnumbered the Italy-born and today the community is well into the third 

generation (Rubino 2014, p. 7).  

In Sydney, Italian is mostly spoken in the inner-west suburbs that were the original settling 

places of migrants. According to Australian Social Trends (ABS 2014), migrants born in Italy 

tended to be concentrated in suburbs to the city’s inner west including Haberfield (15%), 

Wareemba (14%) and Five Dock (10%). As discussed in Section 2.7 there is today a new wave 

of migrants who have good Italian language skills and live in different Sydney suburbs. Their 

attitudes and language practices may contrast with those of the existing generations of past 

waves of migration who identify dialects as their first language.  

As discussed in Section 2.7 there is today a new wave of migrants who have good Italian 

language skills and live in different Sydney suburbs. Their attitudes and language practices 
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may contrast with those of the existing generations of past waves of migration who identify 

dialects as their first language.  

3.4.2 Research components 

Figure 3.2 below provides an overview of research participants.  

 
Figure 3.2: The iterative two-way process 

Figure 3.2 shows how the data from participants in each of the different contexts will converge 

into the research outcomes, which in turn will be shared with each of the sectors represented 

by the participants. Table 3.1 below provides an outline of participants’ roles and research 

instruments. 

Research

Italian Families

Reference Group 
Informants

Belonging/having a 
stake in a social or 
educational Italian 
institution/network

Tertiary Students/Adult 
Students of Italian 

Classes
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Table 3.1: Data collection 

Method Data sets Participants Duration 
Survey with 46 questions 
many of which were 
open-ended (the 
QuestionPro software was 
utilised)  

1 13 tertiary students of Italian 
background took part to the 
survey. There was a 59.09 % 
completion rate 

15 minutes 

Reference group with 
experts in Italian 
language education, and 
languages education more 
broadly, to establish a 
baseline for analysis and 
to present and get their 
feedback on initial 
findings from the survey 

2 Reference 
Group 
Meetings  

2 participants in each 
reference group – 4 
participants in total 

1.5 hrs per 
meeting 

In-depth interviews to 
tertiary students of Italian 
background 

1 8 in-depth interviews with 
tertiary students of Italian 
background 

1.30 hrs per 
interview 

In-depth interviews to 
family members  

3 3 or 4 in-depth interviews with 
family members (following 
the observations)  

1.30 hrs per 
meeting 

Observations Observations 
of 3 
gatherings 
per family 

3 Italian families -members 
‘gatherings (extended 
families, with different 
generations present) 

1.30 hrs per 
family 
gathering 

 
The components of the conceptual framework adopted in this study were used to collect, 

analyse and describe data. The first main component of the conceptual framework – 

communities of practice, with their sub-sets of socio-linguistic domains and intergenerational 

language practices – was employed to investigate, mainly through interviews and observations, 

their linguistic repertoire in various types of interaction. The core element was to scrutinise 

how Italian is spoken today by the Italo-Australian community in Sydney. For instance, 

conversations and language exchanges in the family and other domains were examined for 

language choice and language alternation. This was done to find substantiation for the 

assumption that “linguistic alternates within the repertoire serve to symbolize the differing 

social identities members may assume” (Gumperz 1971, p. 290). Non-verbal activities, such as 

gestures, body language and proximity (for example a child’s proximity to his grandfather) 

were also an important part of the observational process and analysis and provided added depth. 

The second main component of the conceptual framework – identity, with its sub-sets of 
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attitudes, desire and motivation – was therefore used to explore how these are conducive to 

language re-learning and reclaim, and ultimately to LM.  

The study sample consisted of a cross-section of the Italian community in Sydney. The criteria 

for sample selection were designed to reflect the community and be representative of the 

population of interest. The sample was kept small, finding justification in the ethnographic 

principle of providing data richness through observations and in-depth interviews.  

Participants were selected using a demographic and socio-linguistic criterion: being of Italian 

background/mixed background and having linguistic competence, either as Standard Italian or 

dialect/mixture. An additional criterion for the selection of the reference group participants, 

however, was that of belonging/having a stake in a social or educational Italian 

institution/network, having therefore contact with Italy or with generations of Italians in 

Australia. 

The characteristics of the sample reflected the aim of the study of obtaining in-depth data 

through the participation of different generations. This means that the sample selection 

reflected the community in various aspects of life in different domains of language use and 

practice. Characteristics of sample choice were the use of language in the family and at work, 

the use of dialects, links with Italy, the use of technology, all in line with the research questions.  

3.4.3 Sampling of participants 

Patton (1990, cited in Bailey 2007, p. 65) proposes a rich list of purposeful sampling strategies. 

Of these, I used three in my investigation. The sample was stratified, that is, I selected people 

from different subgroups, in the main, but this varied according to the data collection method. 

For example, surveys and interviews with tertiary students aimed to answer the research 

questions relating to the third generation’s experiences of language shift, their concerns, 

practices and positionings regarding their Italianness and also to gauge their beliefs on 

contemporary hindrances and affordances for LM, following a snowball strategy, meaning that 

cases were referred by participants, through a gatekeeper. 

Participants in the observations were selected utilising a criterion type of sampling, that is, they 

had to meet some criterion of interest, in this instance to be part of an extended family of Italian 

background speaking Italian or a dialect. This was useful to answer the research questions on 

how different generations experience language shift and language loss and explore differences 
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and similarities in the concerns and practices of Italian background families regarding LM and 

loss. 

The reference group sample was also chosen utilising a criterion type of sampling, in this case 

ranging from having a stake in the community of interest, for example, being part of an 

educational institution/network. The reference group sampling offered the possibility to 

delineate a broader picture of the current situation of Italian LM in Sydney and was also 

fundamental in suggesting further questions for the interviews and behaviours to scrutinise 

during the observation. 

The following sections delineate how entrance to the settings was gained, the participants’ 

profile, and the data sets for the separate data collection methods.  

Gaining entrance to the settings 

The research sample was arrived at through Italian community organisations, families, teachers 

and stakeholders in the educational sector, Italian social networks and UTS for what concerns 

tertiary students of Italian background. The reference group participants assisted with advice 

about potential participants for interviews and observation. 

At the educational level, I enlisted the co-operation of the Italian Language Consultant for the 

NSW Curriculum & Learning Innovation Centre and of the UTS Department of Italian Studies, 

as well as the Italian Bilingual School (IBS), Co.As.It. and other schools offering Italian. As 

indicated in the literature review, this was a necessary step to examine the opportunities offered 

to students to learn Italian. 

3.4.4 Profile of participants 
The study utilised a multiple case study with an ethnographic approach. An important tenet of 

a case study is applying multiple data collection methods focusing on a single phenomenon. In 

addition, it is fundamental in an ethnographic approach to explore different aspects of a 

community to gain a broad picture. For this reason, the participants constituting the sample 

were selected on the basis of their distinctive characteristics, i.e. having different profiles, 

coming from a variety of linguistic backgrounds, for example people who speak Standard 

Italian well and people who speak dialect/mixtures. The sample included not only different 

generations of people of Italian background: parents and grandparents, mothers, young people, 

people studying Italian at higher levels but also key people who support Italian language 
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learning/maintenance in Italian organisations, both in the educational and community sectors. 

A profile of the different informants is given in more detail in the following sub-sections. 

3.4.4.1 Profile of reference group informants 

As discussed above, the study also involved key members of Italian community organisations, 

both in the educational and social sectors. Two reference group meetings were conducted with 

two informants each for a total of four participants. Members of the reference groups all had 

an Italian background. In terms of their migration histories, all but one were second generation 

Italo-Australians. This meant that they had learnt an Italian dialect in their infancy, and then 

Standard Italian.  

The reference group’s feedback on the ongoing research was particularly important, not only 

because of their knowledge of the community – which provided greater insights and helped to 

gain knowledge on current policies and practices of Italian language teaching in Sydney – but 

also because of their input in the study, such as advising on new questions that were essential 

to cover all research grounds.  

3.4.4.2 Profile of students 
To answer the research question “How do recent generations of Italo-Australians position 

themselves regarding their Italianness?”, given the phenomenon of language reclaim of the 

third generation, it is important to verify the purpose, reasons and finalities of studying Italian. 

In addition, for a comparison between the interest shown by the third generation and the near 

lack of it of the second (Rubino 2002), it is opportune to question the recent experiences of the 

latter and the reasons that may have provoked the change in the former. 

The sample has been kept small to offer detailed descriptions of the characteristics of the groups 

being studied, so that meaningful comparisons can be made with other groups (Cohen, Manion 

& Morrison 2000, p. 139). Indeed, as Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2000, p. 139) argue, 

ethnographic approaches should balance the diversity, variability and individuality, e.g. by 

thick descriptions (Geertz 1973), with regularities, order and patterns within such diversity. 

Describing typical and atypical group subsets of informants may also contribute to this balance. 

Thirteen students participated to a survey with many open-ended questions and eight tertiary 

students of Italian background were interviewed. The reason for the focus on tertiary students 

of Italian, who are also of Italian background, had its basis in wanting to get to the very core 
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of the third generation’s motivation to maintain the language, and to adapt Italian LM to 

changing needs, and determine the necessary transformations. One thing in particular that I 

judge important was to capture the essence of this new de-facto situation of language reclaim: 

is it a response to a nostalgic identity re-appropriation, or an issue of LM considered in terms 

of a need for future generations? The third generation’s outlook on a wider world outside their 

homeland boundaries – and hence the importance of acquiring/maintaining an L2 (in this 

particular case Italian) – is one of the motivational factors behind the desire of maintaining the 

language. Younger generations see what the importance of knowing an L2 represents for their 

future not only in Australia but also in the larger frame of a multilingual world.  

I believe that it is important to gauge the younger generation’s pure energy and the reasons of 

those who want to learn, irrespective of the efforts undertaken by families and groups in the 

past. Therefore, the people selected were an atypical sub-set of current third generation Italo-

Australians enrolled in Italian language classes and university students seeking to pursue Italian 

language and/or Italian studies at a tertiary level. 

As indicated in the literature review (Chapter Two), since one objective of the research is the 

revisiting of factors underlying intergenerational LM and shift within the family, as well as in 

other domains, one of the areas of interest was the questioning through surveys and interviews 

of third generation individuals who today may have the possibility to make the change (cf. Van 

Lier 2008 in Chapter Two; Rubino 2002, p. 10). In fact, as discussed in the conceptual 

framework, desire and the search for identity may contribute to the third generation’s language 

revival. Hence, this research investigated particularly the phenomenon of language reclaim of 

the third generation and the societal changes that may have promoted it, and I believe it was 

worthwhile questioning students on their attitudes and beliefs on current language practices 

and their dispositions towards LM, rather than making assumptions.  

Students’ profiles are based on their relationship to the Italian language, that is, their reasons 

for electing to choose the study of Italian for maintenance reasons, to reconnect, to learn the 

language as part of their hyphenated identities and maybe at the same time to gain credits 

towards their degrees. Most survey participants are third generation Italo-Australians, and often 

have parents who were born in Italy. All interviewed are also third generation Italo-Australians. 

Most only have one Italian parent or a parent of Italian heritage. This adds perspective to the 
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research, in that it allows me to appraise the initial family language choice and the reasons 

leading to the willingness of transmitting the language to the next generation.  

3.4.4.3 Profile of families  

Since the objective of my research is re-visiting the factors in intergenerational LM and shift 

within the family, the sample comprised different family types in a wide age range. In regard 

to their migration histories, of the three families selected for observation and interviews, family 

A and family B husbands were born in Italy, their wives were born in Australia from migrated 

parents, and the children were born in Australia. In family B, however, the first migration was 

that of the grandparents who arrived in Australia with small children. Thus, in family A the 

parents belonged to the second generation, and in family B to the third generation. Family A is 

constituted by grandmother, grandfather, an aunt, mother, father and two teenage children. 

Family B is formed by grandmother, mother, father, and two small children. Family C is 

composed by grandmother, grandfather, mother, father, one teenage daughter and one younger 

child. The parents’ Italian language competence is at the native level for the fathers, and quite 

good for the mothers. The grandparents, and for family B also the great-grandmother, speak 

mostly dialect and some English. Family A lives in an area densely populated by Italians. The 

three families parents and children go regularly to Italy. This is important because such trips 

offer the children and their mothers more exposure to the language and acquaint them with the 

culture.  

3.5 Data collection methods 
Cavallaro (2006), in a small-scale pivotal sociolinguistic study portrayed the most reliable 

methods of inquiry and the techniques to elicit casual or spontaneous speech. This author 

reported on the four methods used: interviews, data collected by the participants themselves 

with the use of a tape recorder, participant observation and questionnaire administration. His 

conclusions were that “all means at one’s disposal are to be used, adapting each method to suit 

different domains … in a way that can not only produce the most complete picture possible, 

but also reliable naturalistic and usable data”. Accordingly, my main sources of data made use 

of participant observation, a survey which included many open ended questions, in-depth 

interviews and reference groups. In fact, the potential for ethnography lies in applying multiple 

data collection methods focusing on a single phenomenon. 
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Thus, for the purposes of the current research, in-depth interviews, qualitative surveys, 

recordings of speech in action and reference groups were used to gain insights into attitudes 

towards and beliefs about Italian LM for the fourth generation. In-depth interviews are, 

according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984, cited in Minichiello 1995, p. 68), “repeated face-to-

face encounters between the researcher and informants directed toward understanding 

informants’ perspectives on their lives, experiences or situations as expressed in their own 

words” which are considered a “more subtle tool [than conventional ones] to give access to a 

knowledge of meanings and interpretations that individuals give to their lives and events” 

(Minichiello 1995) and were utilised in this research to analyse feelings and dispositions of 

migrants and migrants’ descendants towards Italian LM.  

Field notes were used to support data, to be compared with the two main sources (participant 

observation and interviews), in order to validate results through triangulation. They included 

descriptions and interpretations of people, events and contexts. Particular care was taken to 

distinguish descriptions from interpretations. Personal thoughts deriving from observation and 

emerging considerations worthy of note were recorded in a journal. A separate journal was 

used to write tentative interpretations to be assessed against further data collection.  

This multiple method of data collection helped to confirm the insights obtained through one 

method or the other. Triangulation was used to ensure reliability (or internal validity). 

Comparability (or external validity) made use of detailed descriptions.  

The following sub-sections provide a description of participants and participant roles for the 

different data collection methods. 

3.5.1 Reference groups 

The reference group members selected for the first reference group interviews were two people 

of Italian background: a secondary school teacher of Italian and a member of the educational 

sector competent in language policies and practices. The two informants of the second 

reference group were an Italian-speaking school principal (formerly a teacher of Italian) and a 

key member of a major Italian organisation in Sydney. All informants have Italian background 

and live in Sydney. 

The reference group meetings served as a platform for introducing the research questions, 

discuss additional questions that need answering and lastly to present findings. 
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The reference group discussions aided the integration of more connective ideas, towards the 

discovery of common and uncommon themes. This discovery stemmed from viewing the 

opinions and connections of the participants as a group. The reference group, being constituted 

of individuals who have a stake in the community, added value to the research by way of the 

researcher being able to eliciting opinions, attitudes, beliefs and perceptions to gain insights 

and information about the research questions. Having some common interest and 

characteristics they possess relevant information to contribute to the process, providing greater 

insights into why certain opinions are held. Purposes were the identification of needs and 

concerns, strengths and gaps in policies, programs and practices. The reference group may in 

turn, as noted in Figure 3.1, benefit from the research outcome, contributing to and gaining 

from the iterative two-way process. 

I believe that involvement by the local Italian community was meaningful and effective, as it 

facilitated more participation, and also provided a stimulus for change. The reference group 

members included representatives from program deliverers, teachers and social group leaders. 

Reference group discussions were audio-taped with the consent of the participants, transcribed 

and analysed. Identifying and involving key informants was crucial to this study, because 

conducting an effective analysis of the sample population required the participation and support 

of those who have a stake in the community.  

Gathering facts from the reference group members significantly informed my research 

questions. Based on consultation with the reference groups, questions that are relevant to the 

research’s objectives were also revised. The data gathered by reference group discussions had 

several iterations, for example the information drawn from these interviews was analysed to 

provide a co-constructed account of the community.  

3.5.2 Survey  
Most of the existing survey platforms for online surveys only allow for quantitative questions 

or, at the most, for qualitative questions that can be answered using multiple choice, but since 

I needed students’ responses to be of a descriptive, more in-depth nature, I chose a survey 

platform that allows for responses of this type. 
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A survey questionnaire for tertiary students of Italian catering for heritage learners (constituting 

the third generation of Italo-Australians), was designed and piloted on participants who are 

members of the target population (Wagner, 2010).  

The survey questions were grouped in topics pertinent to the answering of the research 

questions. The survey included questions on education, questions on domains where Italian is 

spoken, questions on feelings about maintaining the language, questions on identity, dialects 

and use of social networks and technology including social media to learn the language or 

communicate with friends/relatives (for the full questionnaire see Appendix 3). 

A second piloting took place before the survey was administered and the feedback was analysed 

and revised. Piloting participants helped to anticipate possible problems offering valuable 

information. Participants were provided with information about the research and its scope and 

with consent forms. 

Surveys were not the main source of data, but rather a scaffolding frame on which to build 

knowledge of attitudes and beliefs of third generation Italians in Sydney, and thus contribute 

to the thickness of data achieved using multiple methods for data triangulation. Surveys 

provided insights into learners’ (both tertiary students and adult learners in Italian classes) 

attitudes and beliefs. They complemented interviews and observation providing information 

not readily available from other sources. The surveys administered to tertiary students of Italian 

and students of Italian classes (of Italian heritage) were enriched by interviews and led to the 

discovery of common trends, as well as a discussion of the reasons why they have elected to 

study Italian and their thoughts on the state of Italian LM today. 

3.5.3 Interviews  

Interviews with families (including interviews with mothers and grandparents) and interviews 

with young adults of Italian background were used to generate rich data on attitudes and beliefs 

of different sectors/age groups of Italians. 

Family members were interviewed together, although mothers were interviewed using a 

separate questionnaire. In fact, research has shown that when mothers, more than any other 

family member, speak in an L2 to their children, these children are usually fluent in L2 (Garcia 

2003; Winter & Pauwels 2005). These authors embrace the issues of gender specific activism 

and LM agency, acknowledging that the transmission of community languages from the second 
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to the third generation has been found to be largely the responsibility of mothers rather than 

fathers. “Mothers in particular are better at maintaining language … because they spend more 

time with their children and raise them in their language at home”, according to Lo Bianco 

(2014, cited in Ting 2014). 

In-depth audio-taped interviews were conducted with students and families allowing 

participants to describe life events and experiences that form the contexts for their language 

practices. 

However, as Mertens (1998, p. 15) points out, the methodological implications of having 

multiple realities is that the detail of research questions pertaining to interviews cannot be 

definitively established before the study begins; rather, this will evolve and change as the study 

progresses. This means that in this study interview questions to subsequent participants had to 

be adjusted, based on each previous interview. Being responsive to informants, checking data 

with the participants and obtaining their advice was part of this research iterative approach and 

is fundamental to gaining insights from the community. 

Interviews were kept flexible to allow for probing and explanations. In fact, it is through the 

probing of half-said phrases and utterances that this type of methodology renews itself and 

becomes even more useful to the research (Blommaert 2006). Blommaert demonstrates that 

silences in an interview are as important (if not more important) than the speech itself and that 

our ability as researchers is to interpret what the interviewee tries to make us understand. 

The interviews produced rich texts for interpretation, allowing for more co-construction of 

meaning.  

3.5.4 Observations 

The focal points of the observations were to explore intergenerational language and cultural 

practices and to investigate the ways in which third generation Italo-Australians negotiate their 

identities.  

Observation was conducted in research participants’ homes, and at social functions and 

included descriptions of the activity been done. Family gatherings and young people’s 

interactions in social groups were observed and recorded. Moreover, my participation in 
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functions, culture-connected customs and social events also enabled me to highlight available 

opportunities for LM. 

The multimodal aspect of observation was extremely important both in the phases of data 

collection and analysis. The verbal protocols observing dialect, language alternation, code-

switching, reaction to the use of English or dialect, and the non-verbal activities were audio-

recorded and recorded in fieldnotes. The observations generated thick descriptions. Speech 

acts, routines, activities, events and meanings participants attributed to the latter were observed. 

Fieldnotes included reflections, problems and tensions. They were made in situ and expanded 

soon after the observation. 

The different contexts all gave an insight into participants’ language choices in different 

domains and the meaning their interactions give to [such choices] (Starfield 2010).  

Triangulating observations with interviews enhanced my understanding of participants’ 

realities as I built my thick descriptions (Starfield 2010). Thick description, in fact, captures 

the thoughts and feelings of participants and the often complex web of relationships among 

them (Ponterotto 2006). The observational process made use of field notes, which included 

descriptions and interpretations of people and events. Particular care was given to distinguish 

descriptions from interpretations. For example, personal thoughts derived from observation and 

emerging considerations that are worth of note were recorded in a journal. A separate journal 

was used to write tentative interpretations and was then assessed against further data collection.  

The rationale behind interviews and in-depth observation of grandparents lay in the fact that if 

grandchildren have a good relationship with them, it was likely that the latter want to maintain 

the family language. Because this research was conducted using case study with an 

ethnographic approach, making use of naturally occurring settings, the participants were 

observed/interviewed either in their homes or social network sites. 

Observations were at the core of this research. They were paramount to reveal everyday 

interactions, language acts and practices that could not have been explored by interviews alone. 

3.6 Data analysis 

Data from the different methods of collection (survey, interviews and observations) were 

analysed qualitatively, apart from the survey data that were analysed – because of its own partly 
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statistical nature – both qualitatively and quantitatively. Given the small scale of this research, 

the qualitative data from survey, interviews and observation were manually transcribed and 

analysed. 

Data collection was integrated with a preliminary data analysis while in the field to help my 

participation and observation of relevant matters to be further investigated.  

Three different semi-structured questionnaires were used as a guideline for the interviews. 

Questionnaire A was used for students, Questionnaire B for the reference group interviews, 

and Questionnaire C for interviews with mothers. Interviews were tape-recorded and fieldnotes 

were written in a diary. For the observational data the same procedures were used. The survey 

data were retrieved online and printed for the qualitative analysis. The quantitative analysis of 

the survey was performed through the survey software (QuestionPro). 

A unique identifier was assigned to each interview, survey and observation form. Raw notes 

were firstly examined for meaning; tape recordings and forms from interviews and 

observations, and survey data were transcribed and coded in separate diaries. For the family 

observations, each of the three families was allocated an identifying code that includes the 

capital letter F (for family), also underscored and followed by a letter indicating the family (A, 

B and C) and by another number preceded by the underscore sign indicating the sequence of 

the observation process. For example, the first observation of family A is reported as F_A_1. 

Data analysis was influenced by the case study with ethnographic approach taken in this 

research. This afforded the creation of grounded theory and content analysis which, through a 

systematic series of analyses, including coding and categorisation, permitted theory to emerge 

and explain the phenomenon being studied (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, p. 539), in this 

case that of the third generation’s language reclaim. 

The analysis was informed by the theoretical interpretive paradigm. As Cohen, Manion, and 

Morrison (2011, p. 554) argue, “in qualitative data the analysis is almost inevitably interpretive, 

[resulting from] a reflexive, reactive interaction between the researcher and the 

decontextualized data that are already interpretations of a social encounter”. Data interpretation 

was a significant part of this research, since it enabled frequent possibilities to uncover the 

more veiled meanings of the data, thus getting greater insight into respondents’ attitudes, 

beliefs and language practices. 
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Following the approach of Hammersley and Atkinson (1983, p.18), the ethnographic data 

collected from the multiple case study were “not used at face-value, but treated as a field of 

inferences in which hypothetical patterns [were] identified with an experimentalist mentality 

and their validity tested out”. This meant, in relation to the intention of my research of 

providing data triangulation, that patterns emerging from one method of inquiry were examined 

in all their facets and cross-checked with data from other methods of inquiry, in order to 

validate findings on current language and cultural practices, attitudes and beliefs.  

The breakdown of fieldwork notes and data from surveys, interviews and observations was 

underpinned by an initial microscopic examination that, according to Strauss and Corbin (1998, 

p. 58), included not only data interpretation, but also the important aspect of the interplay 

occurring between data and the researcher in both gathering and analysing data. This type of 

examination of single words, phrases and sentences leads to an awareness of how much is 

packed into small bits of data and that these data need to be unpacked, or as Strauss and Corbin 

(1998, p. 65) metaphorically suggest, they need to be “mined”, since the nuggets do not become 

disintegrated by themselves. The microscopic examination was made on potentially interesting 

analytic materials at the beginning of the analysis to discover categories and to uncover the 

relationships among concepts, when new categories emerged and, most importantly, when data 

were revisited for further analysis (Strauss & Corbin 1998, pp. 70-71). This procedure helped 

avoiding taking one single stance toward the data, which are not being forced, [but rather] 

allowed to speak taking into account the interviewees’ interpretations (Strauss & Corbin 1998, 

p. 65). 

In the subsequent full analysis responses from the survey, interviews and observational 

fieldnotes were firstly examined through open coding. Open coding was done using a word 

abbreviation that captured the essence of a concept, for instance the code “IPr” stood for 

“identity pride”. Open coding was used to generate categories and define their properties, that 

is, the characteristics of a category; and also to define their dimensions, that is, the location of 

a property (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, p. 561). This led to conceptualising and creating 

a first categorisation of the data. After categories were identified, further scrutiny of their 

properties and dimensions followed. Strauss and Corbin (1998, pp. 116-117) in fact suggest 

this scrutiny to increase our knowledge of a concept. 
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A second analysis was performed through axial coding. This meant re-grouping the codes 

resulting from the process of open coding in categories that had similar meaning and re-

organising such codes around an axis, or main category, around which several codes revolve 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, p. 562). 

Finally, through selective analysis, core categories were identified and other categories 

systematically related (Strauss & Corbin 1990, cited in Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, p. 

562). This had the aim of refining categories and present findings as a set of interrelated 

concepts, not just a listing of themes (Strauss & Corbin 1998, pp. 143-145). 

The analysis was thus conducted utilising: 

• Keyword analysis (to create categories of meaning) 

• Taxonomic analysis (for a more in-depth analysis of meanings) 

• Thematic analysis (to discover recurrent patterns or cultural themes) (Jackson & Verberg 

2007, pp. 35-39) 

Contextual non-verbal activities, such as gestures and proximity, and paraverbal features of 

talk such as emphasis, tone of voice and pauses were also analysed for meaning. 

The resultant themes from the different data collection methods encompassed similarities and 

differences in attitudinal behaviours, views and beliefs of the different respondent groups. Such 

integrated analysis helped in the discovery of trends that may be used to develop hypotheses 

for future research. In analysing the data domains, patterns, events, places and feelings were 

identified and the phenomena of interest described in great detail, highlighting the diverse 

experiences and the complexity of factors that may facilitate or hinder Italian LM. During the 

observational process language practices between family members were analysed. 

Intergenerational interactions between grandparents and grandchildren were also examined 

through the use of dialogue, language adjustments, etc. For the observations, discourse analysis 

was performed in addition to the keyword and taxonomic ones. Data from the observation of 

families’ language practices were analysed according to the framework of discourse analysis 

which is – as explained by Paltridge (2012, p.1) – “an approach to the analysis of language that 

looks at patterns of language across texts as well as the social and cultural contexts in which 

the texts occur”. Participants’ language choices were analysed according to Auer’s code-

switching approach. As Auer (1991) argues language alternation may refer to units such as 
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individual words, referred to as “transfer”, or to larger units, referred to as “code-switching” 

(p. 410). Instances of transfers and code-switching during the observations were analysed for 

meaning.  

The way in which communication is performed in the family, for example the different roles 

played by the parents (the one parent-one language approach in some cases) also constituted a 

key point in the observational and analytical process. 

The findings – thematically and conceptually interrelated – are reported in Chapters Four, Five, 

Six and Seven. 

3.7 How the research methods made it possible to answer the questions 
As discussed in the literature review (Chapter Two) and in this chapter’s conceptual 

framework, and according to SLA, identity can be seen as constructed by the desire to identify 

oneself in the world of the other (Kramsch 2006). Because one of the aims of this research is 

to better understand a possible search for a new identity in the third generation, it was important 

to determine how the diverse resiliencies in maintaining dialects, mixtures and Standard Italian 

have shaped the consciousness of the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the original 

migrants (cf. Boccabella 2011 in Chapter Two). By listening to the stories told by older 

generations and by asking them about the younger generations’ attempts to maintain the family 

language, important information was gathered about intergenerational communication and LM. 

Event based, experiential factors were analysed against temporal factors to uncover what 

happened over generations to Italians in different circumstances, i.e. during the years of 

assimilation, and in the more multicultural recent and current times. 

Questions to probe motivation and interest in Italian LM and culture uncovered the actual use 

of language in the family, at school and at work, the extent of the use of dialects today, links 

with Italy (family links, university studies, social networks, travel, etc.), use of the language 

for transactions and usage of Italian media.  

Younger generations were asked questions about their efforts to maintain the language, their 

perceptions of language programs offered by schools and other educational institutions, 

accessibility to resources (written materials, media), use of technology (internet, social 

networks), travel to Italy to visit or to study, and their views on issues of dialect versus Standard 

language.  
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Questions relating to more general issues, for example attendance at Italian classes, general 

issues of LM for families and how LM could be better supported were addressed through the 

qualitative survey and the interviews with the reference group. 

The analysis of data gathered through interviews, reference groups, observation and field notes 

brought to light the attitudes and feelings of Italo-Australians towards LM, which answered the 

research questions on the importance of LM and language loss and of how important is the 

maintenance of dialects to Italian background families. Interviews with parents, grandparents 

and young people provided a ground for discussing issues related to LM in the last two 

generations, therefore determining responses on factors promoting or hindering Italian LM and 

how the same could be better supported. The reference group supplied an arena for discussion 

of current issues and provided answers to questions on the educational sector, general issues of 

Italian LM for families and the effects of language loss.  

3.8 Ethical considerations 
Research activities were approved and consent given by the UTS Ethics Committee. In 

obtaining ethics approval, attention was given to the institutional guidelines and procedures for 

dealing with human subjects. 

The necessary precautions were taken when in the field to protect the rights of the researched: 

informed consent was obtained; the subjects’ identities and data confidentiality were protected. 

The interviewees, informants and the people observed were informed of the purpose of the 

research and guaranteed the right of opting out. Their right of having their questions answered 

at any time was also protected. 

Info-sheets of the research scope were distributed and consent forms were signed. Informants 

were made aware of their rights of declining to answer a question if they did not want to and 

also that they were free to withdraw their participation from the research project at any time 

they wished without giving a reason. I collected the data by the specified methods and these 

were safely stored. 

Other ethical questions, for example the use of results were addressed. Informants all agreed 

that the research data gathered from the project may be published in a form that does not 

identify them in any way. 
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3.9 Summary of chapter 
This chapter presented the theoretical framework, the methodology and the research design 

used for this investigation. It discussed in detail how a case study with an ethnographic 

approach was best suited to this research and how diverse methods of inquiry accommodated 

distinctive participants’ opinions and beliefs on the issue of Italian LM in Sydney, Australia. 

The multiple data sources were employed for an in-depth investigation and analysis, meant to 

give voice to the individual and provide understandings on the role that new affordances may 

have in shaping hyphenated identities. The next chapter discusses the analysis of the findings 

emerging from the multiple methods of data gathering. 
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Chapter Four – Findings 

4.1 Introduction 
As indicated in the methodology and data analysis chapter (Chapter Three), a variety of 

methods were used in order to gain a thick description of both the dispositions of the 

participants and of the contexts in which they live and work. As discussed in that chapter, the 

ethnographic approach adopted in this multiple case study afforded the possibility of providing 

thick descriptions by enhancing understanding of participants’ realities (Starfield, 2010). 

Participants’ realities – in the present study – refer to the possibilities of Italian language 

exchange through the sites where the language is spoken, to participants’ language choices, to 

motivation, to identity positionings and to the willingness to maintain the language. 

To address the research questions “In what ways are language loss and language shift 

experienced differently by the later generations within the Italian background community?” 

and “How do later generations of Italo-Australians position themselves regarding their 

Italianness?”, it was deemed necessary to explore the action and inaction that leads from 

dispositions towards contemporary Italian LM in Sydney. Thick meanings emerged from the 

analysis of dispositions of Italian migrants and their descendants. These meanings derived from 

thick descriptions (Geertz 1973), which evolved from the analysis of cultural and motivational 

factors that may promote language acquisition and maintenance. 

Chapters Four, Five and Six illustrate the findings derived from the analysis of data collected 

through the multiple methods described in Chapter Three. The themes that surfaced from the 

analysis are presented in different chapters in accordance with the data collection method. 

Chapter Four presents findings derived from the interviews with the members of the reference 

group. Chapter Five presents the findings that emerged from the survey and interviews with 

tertiary students. Chapter Six presents the findings from the interviews with family members 

and mothers, as well as data gained through in-depth observation of three Sydney families of 

Italian background. A summary relating findings to the research questions concludes the 

chapter. 

Working through the raw data 

As indicated in Chapter Three, different sets of interviews were conducted with students, 

family members and reference group participants. 
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Three different semi-structured questionnaires were used as a guideline for the interviews. 

Questionnaire A was designed and used for students, Questionnaire B (or focus group guide) 

for the reference group interviews, and Questionnaire C for interviews with mothers. Interviews 

were tape-recorded and fieldnotes were written in a diary. For the observational data the same 

procedures were used. The survey data were retrieved online and printed for qualitative 

analysis. The quantitative analysis of the survey was performed through the survey software 

(QuestionPro). 

An unique identifier was allocated to students’ interviews and survey forms. For the eight 

student interviews a code was assigned to each interview to identify participants’ quotes. The 

code included the capital letter S (for student) underscored and followed by a number from 1 

to 8.  

The qualitative data collected through survey, interviews and observations were manually 

transcribed and analysed descriptively using the qualitative methods described in Chapter 

Three. For the survey only, both qualitative and quantitative analyses were performed. The data 

analysed and presented in this and the following chapters are: two reference groups meetings 

transcripts, survey administered to thirteen tertiary students, eight in-depth interviews with 

tertiary students, in-depth interviews of six family members and three mothers, and data 

collected from the observation of three families.  

Interviews were conducted searching for meaningfulness, i.e. trying to make participants see 

how important some of their experiences were and how deeply they were affected by these. 

This because as Schutz (Seidman 2013, pp. 18-19) argued, meaningfulness does not in reality 

reside in the lived experience itself, but that it is this “act of attention” which brings experiences 

that would otherwise be simply lived through into “our intentional gaze” and opens the pathway 

to meaningfulness. It is by using this perspective and asking participants to reconstruct their 

experience and then reflect on its meaning that I have based my interviews. In this way they 

could engage in that “act of attention” and then consider the meaning of their lived experiences 

and particularly how that particular experience fits into the larger context of their lives. 

The reference group findings presented in this chapter are organised into two main sections. 

The first section provides information related to the profile of the reference group members 

and also revolves around the topics of migrants’ generations, Italian LM, contemporary 
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affordances and hindrances of Italian LM and dialect use. The second section discusses the 

importance of Italian LM for Italians of third and fourth generation living in Sydney, domains 

of language use and intergenerational language transmission. This section also refers to the 

reference group’s perceptions of the educational sector’s role in promoting Italian LM and of 

the concept of identity and language reclaim. Section 4.2 presents the reasons why a reference 

group was chosen to inform the research. 

4.2 Rationale for including a reference group  

As discussed in Section 4.1 and in Chapter Three in more detail, a reference group was formed 

and members were invited to share their knowledge, expertise and personal beliefs to inform 

the research. Reference group interviews were one of the four methods of data collection 

utilised in the study. Using an array of data collection methods was instrumental to enabling 

triangulation of the data for the multiple case study.  

The reference group was central to this research, since it lead to an enhanced understanding of 

the current situation of Italian LM in urban Sydney. Every single informant not only brought 

personal experiences to the research, but at the same time they helped to frame the study, 

differently from students and family members, with their uniqueness lying in the competence 

to theorise what happens to LM in Sydney. As indicated above, there were three reasons for 

having a reference group in the study. Firstly, it helped us gain knowledge of current policies 

and practices of Italian language teaching in Sydney. Secondly, it aided in making the point of 

affordances and hindrances of current Italian LM. Thanks to their knowledge and expertise in 

the field, the informants; were able to provide information regarding community dispositions 

toward LM and dialects, access to Italian language courses, availability of recreational 

activities, and community targeted media. Thirdly, the reference group was central to drawing 

on other sources of data collection, such as those from the survey and the first interviews with 

tertiary students, which fed into the main findings. This had the objective to gain suggestions 

for additional questions to ask in subsequent interviews, and specific behaviours to scrutinise 

during family observations. Finally, the value of the reference group lay in it being local, that 

is providing information that relates directly to the Italian background community in Sydney. 

The value also lay in their impressions of the day to day situation of the teaching and learning 

of Italian and in the day to day workings of Italian community of practice. The reference group 

added more value to this empirical study. This value derives from informants first-hand 

knowledge of the community and from their opinions on whether language reclaim may indeed 
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be happening. Although, participants’ responses are at times their subjective perceptions. The 

reference group members’ expertise in areas such as education, curriculum development, 

assistance to Italian families and to new migrants was important as it shed light on the overall 

status of Italian LM in Sydney and provided a snapshot of current hindrances and affordances 

for Italian LM. Being strongly linked to the Italian community, the reference group informants’ 

familiarity with past and present issues related to Italian LM, their knowledge of the current 

state of Italian dialects and their awareness of the difficulties faced by families who want to 

transmit the language to their children, added perspective and was essential to help answering 

the research questions.  

The reference group responses on the state of dialects helped to answer this study research 

question number four by providing insights on the current state of dialects in the Italian 

community. Informants were especially important for the discussion of the current state of 

dialects, which helped to theorise what happens in the Italian community. All this could not be 

found in the literature but was the result of the dialogue between the researcher and the 

reference group participants, all members of Sydney’s Italian community themselves. The 

group had a thourogh knowledge of the Italian community and thus could offer first-hand 

information. Their language experiences added value because it was important to hear the 

voices first hand regarding the past, the use of dialects and their experiences of learning 

standard Italian as grown-ups. The reference group also helped gaining knowledge of current 

policies and practices of Italian language teaching in Sydney from experts in the NSW 

educational sector. Participants only met once however, they were asked to pilot the survey 

questionnaire and offered insightful comments on questions to be changed or added.  

Reference group profile  

The criteria for the selection of the reference group informants were either to belong to or to 

have a stake in a social or educational Italian institution or network. This was a prerequisite 

necessary to address questions related to the maintenance of the Italian language in Sydney. 

Each of the four informants selected brought to the research not only their personal experiences, 

but also their experiences as key members of the Italian community, in sectors ranging from 

education to welfare. All informants have an Italian regional background and live in Sydney. 

The first informant (RG_1) was born in Sydney to parents who had migrated from Southern 

Italy is a key member of a major Italian organisation in Sydney. The second informant (RG_2) 
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is an Italian-born school principal from central Italy. The third participant (RG_3) is a member 

of the educational sector competent in language policies and practices, born in Sydney, whose 

parents originated from the North of Italy. The fourth participant (RG_4) is a high school 

teacher of Italian, born in Sydney to Southern Italian parents.  

The reference group interviews were conducted on two different occasions. RG_3 and RG_4 

participated in the first reference group, and RG_1 and RG_2 in the second reference group.  

Interviews were audio-recorded and notes were taken to substantiate the recordings. A guide 

was specifically created for the reference group interviews and named “reference group guide”. 

It contained guideline questions on Italian LM and transmission, role of the educational sector 

in promoting Italian LM, availability of recreational sites for LM for the latest generations and 

also for new migrants, and questions on identity and language reclaiming, all being related to 

the research questions. The guide was indicative only and it was mainly used as a canvas on 

which to build from survey responses and from initial student interviews. The reference group 

informants were asked to contribute ideas and suggestions about potential areas of inquiry 

currently not included in the guide, and did so on numerous occasions. Therefore, responses 

are not in the numerical order of the designed questionnaire, even if a certain questionnaire-

like structure is given here to report findings.  

Several important findings emerged from the analysis of the reference group interviews, 

making the plan to include reference groups quite a successful undertaking. Although the 

research focuses on family contexts, the reference group members’ expertise in areas such as 

education, curriculum development, assistance to migrants was important as it shed light on 

the overall status of Italian LM in Sydney and provided a snapshot of current hindrances and 

affordances for Italian LM. Being strongly linked to the Italian community, these members’ 

first-hand knowledge of past and present issues related to Italian LM, their familiarity with the 

current state of Italian dialects and their awareness of the difficulties faced by families who 

want to transmit the language to their children, added perspective and was essential to help 

answering the research questions.  

While the overall findings from the reference groups confirm that an Italian language revival 

is indeed happening in Sydney, further questioning revealed that more could and should be 

done – starting at the individual level – to maintain the Italian language for the next generations. 
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In fact, more in-depth, probing questions revealed that – in all informants’ views – the present 

state of affairs is not conducive to an appropriate language education in NSW, particularly as 

it concerns the public school sector, where the hours dedicated to language learning are few or 

non-existent, and therefore families who want their children to maintain the language have to 

rely on the private sector. 

Findings from the reference groups are reported according to the main themes that emerged in 

the following sections.  

4.3 Migrants’ generations 
All informants pointed out that there is currently much confusion regarding the classification 

of migrants’ descendants deriving from different times of arrival, as Italian migration to 

Australia began “soon after Italy became a unified country in 1861 [and] in 1933 Italians 

[already] represented 3 per cent of the overseas-born population in Australia” (Rubino 2014, 

pp. 4-5). 

As described in Chapter One, the current classification adopted by the government separates 

migrants into a first generation (people born overseas), a second generation and a third-plus 

generation. Third-plus generation Australians are Australian-born people whose parents were 

both born in Australia. One or more of their grandparents may have been born overseas or they 

may have several generations of ancestors born in Australia (ABS 2011a). The Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2011b) on a different webpage defines a migrant as a person who 

was born overseas and has obtained permanent Australian resident status prior to or after their 

arrival. In line with this, two of the reference group participants believe that there is at present 

much confusion over the generations in regards to the age of migration, which is quite arbitrary. 

For example, it is not clear to one informant at what age a person ceases to be a migrant’s child 

and becomes a migrant himself. For instance – argued one of the informants – “what would a 

person be if he came here at the age of ten?”  

Moreover, for the Italian migration to Australia, it being a migration of long standing with a 

protracted history of hyphenated identities, this classification appears somehow obsolete and 

constricted. Responses from the reference group informants based on their personal 

experiences revealed contrasting opinions on the matter: one informant – having her mother 

born here and her father born in Italy – not really knowing whose parent’s side to consider. For 
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another informant, it was instead easy to classify herself as second generation, since she was 

born in Australia to Italian parents. However, both these informants agreed that today (with 

more generations present and with new migrants adding to the current generations of Italians 

in Australia), one can only speak of himself/herself as “having Italian heritage”. Furthermore, 

from the informants’ responses it was clear that all members of the group believed that the 

young do not think of themselves as first, second or third generation, but as being “part Italian”. 

One informant’s rather unconventional view on the classification of generations was to regard 

a migrant as someone who was born overseas, and a first generation migrant as his or her 

children born in Australia. It is clear that in the context of the present study, which, as discussed 

in the literature review, looks at language practices and affordances for Italian LM, the 

relevance of categorisation of generations is rather important and has a significant impact on 

the framing of this research.  

4.4 Italian language maintenance  
Questions on language learning were employed as a means to discover the group’s perception 

of any evidence of language maintenance (LM) and of efforts by families and third generation 

Italians to transmit the language. The reference group’s input – given their expertise on the 

subject – on the state of Italian in Sydney offered significant information on the efforts 

undertaken by people and by the community in order to retain the language, and on affordances 

and hindrances of LM. The information given by the reference group did add knowledge and 

understanding of factors favouring or precluding LM. Informants’ responses to the question on 

actual evidence of Italian LM in Sydney seemed to indicate that language is still strong in 

families where there is either a connection with Italy or more recent migration. According to 

one of the reference group participants (RG_3), this happens especially in the families who 

migrated in the 1960s and 1970s; less so in those who migrated in the 1950s, where the native 

language has been watered down because of lack of opportunities of communication. Italian 

has, in addition, experienced more decline caused by the second generation’s language shift. 

LM is, however, according to the informants, linked to some logistic factors. First of all, this 

pertains to access to the language, in the sense of parents having the ability to transmit the 

language by having fluency in the language themselves. If LM has to be brought in via classes 

or private tutors, there is then the cost associated with it. It is clear that, given the second 

generation’s language loss, not many parents are able to transmit the language, thereby 

language learning for the third generation needs to be achieved through the educational system. 
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Section 4.5 discusses findings from the reference group in relation to today’s affordances and 

hindrances of Italian LM. 

4.5 Contemporary affordances and hindrances of Italian language maintenance 

Opinions on affordances and hindrances of current Italian language maintenance (LM) were 

solicited to uncover the range of actual possibilities for the latter. One of the most surprising 

findings of the research deriving from the informants’ familiarity with the community, is that 

parents who missed out for fear of retaliation, or parents who did not have the opportunity to 

learn the language when they were young, now do want their children to learn it. This in itself 

is seen as a contemporary affordance. The analysis of the interviews revealed that all members 

of the group were of the view that being Italian in Australia is “cool” now, unlike in the 1960s, 

1970s and even the 1980s in the opinion of three participants. By contrast, some participants 

reported that there is in the new generations a strong patriotism, nearly a “mad fever” around 

Italian culture that has evolved from food, soccer and cars and that does not have any link 

whatsoever with the language, apart from a few borrowed words. 

Connection to places in Sydney where Italian is spoken is also regarded by all participants as 

an affordance, in that it may make heritage students’ learning experiences greater, more 

authentic and more meaningful, as compared to classroom learning. This is, however, 

becoming increasingly difficult, in fact all participants identified the lack of people to whom 

to speak the language – especially in some areas of Sydney – as another deterrent factor.  

When asked about the role played by the educational sector to promote Italian LM, two of the 

reference group informants reported the presence of some structural support by the Italian 

government and the NSW Department of Education which allows for access to language 

education. Even though this support it is not based on policy, there is, in two participants’ 

opinion, some access that would not have been there before that may constitute an affordance 

and that contributes to LM to a certain extent. This is consistent with the offerings reported in 

the literature review (Section 2.16). All participants reported that the teaching of language in 

primary schools is at the discretion of the principal, and this constitutes a serious hindrance to 

language learning. Another hindrance identified by these participants is that - as reported in 

Section 4.10 - there is limited funding for the provision of Community languages K-6.  



 96 

An affordance located by one of the reference group participants is offered by the now quite 

common experience of travelling to Italy. According to informant RG_4, travel provides an 

authentic experience for Italo-Australians.  

When going to Italy, said this participant, the language is not seen any more as “the 

language of my family” or “the language learnt at school” or even “the language I am 

forced to learn”. Language becomes real, and there are many occasions for practice. It 

is a very significant experience for the new generations. 

The impact of mobility identified by two participants (RG_1 and RG_2) may constitute a 

further affordance: even if the new, current migration to NSW is often only temporary, it brings 

in a new wave of interest in the local migrants’ descendants. Sadly however – in two of the 

participants’ view – the third generation does not seem to connect to the new arrivals because 

of the enormous gap in language knowledge. Conversely - one of the informants declared- new 

arrivals are astonished by the connection third generation Italo-Australian have with Italy, even 

if there is no common language base and young generations of migrant descent speak a little 

Italian and perhaps some dialect.  

An additional surprising finding derives from one participant’s recognition that parents (the 

ones who rejected the language) are now starting to get intrigued by the language and try to 

“fit in” language-wise. This may be related to the third generation’s current language reclaim 

(see literature review in Section 2.9) and may – under the right circumstances of “continuing 

intergenerational transmission of group’s language and cultural practices, sustainable 

demography and active social institutions, social cohesion and emotional attachment to 

collective identity” (Ehala n.d., p. 1) – lead to the re-acquisition of the HL and to a renewed 

ethnolinguistic vitality (Giles, cited in Allard & Landry 1994, p. 117). 

Concerning factors that may preclude language preservation, a primary hindrance identified by 

one of the group participants is the fact that, as the generational gap grows as time goes by and 

the act of migration gets more distant, it waters down LM and the link gets weaker. One 

informant’s thought is that culture has taken the place of language for some families in Sydney 

and even in some geographical locations, even though there is still a sense of connection. The 

geographical factor – intended as the area people live in – and the fact that new generations 
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move away from their parents to live in another area, are believed by this informant to be 

hindering factors for Italian LM. 

It is clear from the analysis of data of the reference group interviews, that the few and 

increasingly diminishing opportunities offered by the educational sector and the scant prospects 

of language practice outside the family domain, vastly offset the few affordances offered by 

travel and by the fact that people are trying to reclaim their Italian identity and language, which 

is wholly left to the individual. 

4.6 Dialect use 
As highlighted in Section 4.2, the reference group informants come from different Italian 

regions, therefore they speak different regional varieties (or dialects). Most important, 

however, is the fact that – working in fields related to Italian language maintenance and 

teaching – they have a profound knowledge of the past and current state of Italian dialects in 

Sydney. Informants’ outlooks on regional varieties were highly positive. All informants have 

parents who speak a regional variety either from the North or South of Italy. Dialect is for one 

reference group’s informant “my first language and I am very fond of it”. This informant 

(RG_1) reports of always being scared when at school – in the years when dialects were 

considered “lesser” forms of language than Standard Italian – that the dialect would emerge 

when he was talking and so he was very careful. It was not “proper” when he was young to 

speak in dialect, but now he is very proud and takes the opportunity to speak in dialect 

whenever he can. This participant holds a major role in promoting the Italian language. For 

him his dialect. has the standing of a language. His belief is that dialects should be absolutely 

maintained. He studied Italian at school and university. It was slightly confusing when he was 

introduced to Standard Italian, but he now treats Standard Italian and his dialect as two separate 

languages, one as the home language and the other as another language. He does not translate 

dialect into Standard Italian in his mind anymore. When he started studying Italian grammar at 

university, he thought of English grammar and, already having the knowledge of one language 

grammar, it was not too difficult to learn another.  

A common trend emerging from the analysis of data was that the informants’ parents start a 

conversation in Italian and then revert to dialect. One informant (RG_3) has two dialects 

spoken in her family: the parents speak a dialect from the North of Italy and the husband a 

dialect from the South. For this informant, having different dialects in the family means that 
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she is forever trying to guess the word she ought to use. For example, if she has to say “let’s 

go”, she has to consider whom she is talking to. She is dealing with four languages: English, 

Italian, and the two dialects and dealing well with them, only having to stop and consider the 

dialect to be used in interaction with her relatives from different regional backgrounds. What 

she describes is a situation that seems to be common, because – as discussed in the literature 

review – many second generation Italo-Australians married people from a different Italian 

regional background. This brings perspective to the research, and it is significant because it 

indicates a common pattern of relations between Italians from different regional backgrounds 

that needs further investigation. The analysis of data shows the complexity revolving around 

dialects. They are in fact varieties that coexist with other dialects and are not always mutually 

intelligible. However, this informant is very keen on dialect transmission.  

Another informant (RG_4) described the trouble she had when trying to buy an apron in Italy, 

because the only word she had for it was the dialectal fadale and an apron is a grembiule in 

Italian, although it has a number of other names in different regions (for example, mantesino 

in Naples and parannanza in Rome). This pattern is quite common amongst the research 

participants, given that each region in Italy has a different dialect and even within the same 

region there can be a variety of dialects. This data underlines the fact that Italian dialects are 

often thought to be mutually unintelligible, even though this appears to be more at the lexical 

level, rather than at the semantic one. 

Significantly, all informants agreed that dialects are very much back in fashion in Italy, where 

nearly everyone speaks dialect, often during formal occasions as well. Informants reported 

anecdotal evidence of formal dialect classes in Sicily. A point was made that other countries 

look positively on dialects, too: one informant (RG_3) reported that it appears that Argentina 

competed with St. John University in New York and won funding for Sicilian dialect classes 

through a non-profit organization called Arba Sicula (Sicilian Dawn) which encourages the 

knowledge of Sicilian language and culture. This shows that dialects are still given importance 

and status in other countries with a high percentage of Italian migrants. 

Informants agreed on the importance of dialect transmission: whatever Italian there is in the 

home, be it Standard Italian, or dialect, or even a mix of Italian or dialect with English, it was 

agreed by all informants that it should be passed on. In this regard, however, one informant 

asserted that this is not the common view and that people still see the stigma of dialects, have 
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memories of the days when dialect-speaking people were tainted, or hold the idea of confusing 

the child with more than one language. This theme was discussed in the literature review 

(Section 2.3). 

One informant reported that families who transmitted dialects seem to have somehow contained 

the shift. This means that even if Italian is not these families’ children’s first language, they are 

able to understand and speak some of the language, because they have somehow been exposed 

to dialect and to some Italian in the family or in the community. This informant gave two 

reasons for the fact that dialect has made language loss less severe. Firstly, dialect-speaking 

people can converse and, more often than not, be understood by Standard Italian speakers (the 

mutual unintelligibility of very strict dialects appears to be a less common trait compared to 

the past, somehow linked to the first generation’s low rates of literacy in Standard Italian). 

Secondly, people who have a knowledge of a similar language (for example an Italian dialect) 

can often learn the standard language more easily. This is consistent with research on SLA 

asserting that students who are learning an L2 which is from the same language family as their 

L1 have, in general, a much easier task than those for whom this is not the case (FIS Frankfurt 

International School n.d.); see Section 2.5. Moreover, a new field of research on Third 

Language Acquisition (TLA) recognises that crosslinguistic influence (or transfer) applies 

elements of previously learned language to learning the new language and that the third 

language learner has an increased metalinguistic awareness (De Angelis 2007).  

4.7 Importance of Italian language maintenance 
Today’s importance of Italian language maintenance (LM) to migrants and their descendants 

in Sydney was made the subject of investigation during reference group interviews in order to 

obtain informants’ opinions on prospective purposes of the third generation’s language reclaim.  

Evidence that HLL is important to Italo-Australians derives, in two of the participants’ views, 

from the fact that there is a new trend to engage in the culture. These informants highlighted 

the fact that the young like to travel to Italy, they go to the Italian Film Festival in Sydney 

(which is one of the longest running and where tickets are always sold out), and generally like 

to connect to things “Italian”. The other two participants reported that even though young Italo-

Australians do not speak the language so much, they have a number of cultural opportunities 

to identify themselves as Italians. These informants identified the third generation’s different 

attitude towards their Italian origins by the fact that young people are proud to show their 
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heritage today, in contrast to their parents who rejected it, albeit one of the informants reported 

that this is more on the cultural side rather than the linguistic one. Two informants located the 

search for heritage as one of the most salient reasons behind the third generation’s language 

reclaim. For example, related this participant, of the adult/young adult students enrolling in 

Italian language courses some want to reconnect, they know that the HL is part of who they 

are, not just the learning of another language.  

The analysis of data from the reference group interviews has also exposed the current double 

need in relation to Italian LM: in the first place, Italian is needed for the younger generations’ 

search for identity, and in the second place it is required to communicate with the elderly, both 

at home and in nursing homes/retirement villages. Carers for older Italians should, in the 

informants’ views, be given the opportunity to learn the language to better support the old 

generation. This is due to the fact that, as discussed in Chapter 1 (Section 1.4) migrants often 

return to their first language in their old age also because of frequent trips to Italy. 

However, two participants highlighted the fact that there is not only a need for LM in order to 

communicate with the old generation. Recent migration from Italy is another reason. New 

migrant families want their children to maintain the language.  

4.8 Domains of language use 
As discussed in Chapters Two and Three, one of the elements of the conceptual framework of 

this research is the exploration of Fishman’s sociolinguistic domains of Italian language use in 

Sydney. Sociolinguistic domains are seen as sites of language exchange, as part of communities 

of practice (Wenger 1998) where interactions in the target language happen, i.e. family, friends, 

learning communities and virtual communities. Communities of practice are also seen as sites 

of language exchange where identities are performed, negotiated, accepted or contested. 

The reference group participants were asked their opinions on Italo-Australians’ current 

domains of language use and maintenance. While family and friendship emerged from these 

interviews as the two most important domains for LM, other domains were also canvassed.  

Technology was mentioned by all participants and seen by all to be a significant factor. 

According to all informants, the domain of technology seems to have both advantages and 

disadvantages for Italian LM. Technology plays a role if there are connections with Italy. 

Virtual domains are considered a good way for people to connect with relatives and Italian 
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speaking friends, but they can also have some drawbacks. One informant reported that students 

who had made Italian friends on a school trip to Italy, were spoken to (Skype) or written to 

(through other Web technologies) exclusively in English when contacted from Australia, 

perhaps in an attempt to learn English. Social media, however, do help to create an interest in 

the language. 

Media are – for all the informants – a good means of learning the language, even though Italian 

radio is now broadcast at the wrong times of the day, making it quite impossible to listen to it. 

The interviews also canvassed the role of print media. A number of issues were touched upon 

by the group. In particular, the participants saw it as a negative that Sydney’s Italian newspaper 

La Fiamma had cut back its frequency of publication. This local paper used to contain an 

English section for young Italians, which is not offered any longer. Moreover, La Fiamma does 

not accept articles in English these days, so its audience has been cut back because of the 

language barrier, and also because the newspaper does not provide an online format, which is 

another problem for the young generations who rely heavily on online resources. Conversely, 

the overseas newspapers la Repubblica, Il Corriere della Sera and La Stampa offer useful 

online resources, which are needed because people cannot buy the printed versions in Australia. 

Other informants (RG_1 and RG_2) do not consider the ethnic newspaper La Fiamma relevant 

for the younger generations, and highlighted the fact that ethnic print helped the first 

generation, giving a sense of support and of community, but this was a generational fact. Radio 

also seems to connect older people.  

Concerning the recreational domain, all participants agreed that there is a lack of opportunities 

for young Italians to practise their language in social or recreational settings. Informants 

reported that the older generations had clubs (Marconi, regional clubs and associations). Clubs 

were a recreational interest for the first two generations, they are, however, not relevant to the 

young generations. One participant felt that nowadays clubs have been substituted by virtual 

sites and indicated that there is a Facebook group called Italiani a Sydney (Italians in Sydney). 

The existence of another Facebook group created by UTS students and named UTS Italian 

Society derived from the interview with a UTS student and was also related to the reference 

group informants by me. These groups could – in the reference group informants’ feedback – 

promote friendship and bilingualism; however, a point was made by two informants that it all 

depends on people’s interests.  
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Reference group informants also reported the presence of a few Italian soccer clubs, and of 

associations such as GIA (Giovani Italiani in Australia/Young Italians in Australia), which, 

however, has been closed recently. Informants also highlighted a few interesting social events 

for young Italians, such as drama classes and dances in the “Italian” suburb of Five Dock. More 

social events attended by young Italians foodwise are the Aperitivo nights organised by 

Co.As.It. These nights, however, are more for recent migrants who are in Sydney on work or 

study visas. Young Italo-Australians would feel embarrassed to have a conversation with recent 

migrants, given their basic language skills. Sometimes they attend these nights, but they only 

speak English. 

One participant (RG_4) asserted that the annual Italian Film Festival in Sydney is an event that 

draws in many young people, but RG_4 also indicated that it is difficult for Italian teachers to 

organise school excursions to see one of the movies, because unfortunately the movie agenda 

is only given two weeks in advance and it is not possible for schools to organise all the relevant 

excursion paperwork in such a short time. 

In summary, the opportunities offered at the socio-recreational level are few and far between 

and scarcely relevant to the young generations. 

4.9 Intergenerational language transmission 
The reference group informants’ experiences in maintaining Italian – or at least a dialect – were 

quite dissimilar. One informant (RG_4) was always spoken to in Italian as a child. Her 

grandmother was living with the family and the informant did not have any choice but to speak 

Italian. Her school did not offer Italian, and as a teenager she – as many others belonging to 

her generation – felt that it was not too cool to speak Italian. She then studied Italian at 

university. Here she was placed into an intermediate course because she could speak the 

language, even though she had no grammar knowledge. She was introduced to Italian past 

tenses she did not know existed. Today this informant teaches Italian in a Sydney secondary 

school.  

Another informant (RG_3) spoke dialect in Sydney as a girl, then her family moved back to 

Italy. When she returned to Australia after a few years, she went to a Saturday school, where 

she had the opportunity to learn Standard Italian. She then continued learning the language 

through distance education. This informant spoke in Italian to her first child, but only until he 
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went to school. Her son has never studied Italian at school, but is able to get around in Italy to 

do simple things, such as buying a SIM card.  

4.10 Educational sector role to promote Italian language maintenance 

According to all informants, Australia is the second country world-wide for enrolments in 

Italian language classes, either as young adults of Italian background for HL reasons, or as 

Australians who want to travel. From a professional point of view, the reference group 

informants agreed that, even though there are a few learning opportunities in Sydney, there is 

a general perception in the community that not enough time is dedicated to language learning 

in schools.  

One informant, looking back at the history of possibilities for Italian language learning in NSW, 

related that the first efforts undertaken in favour of Italian LM in Sydney began about forty 

years ago, when Saturday Schools of Community Languages were established for students of 

ethnic background. From the 1960s to the 1980s Italian Saturday Classes were run across 

Sydney and had large numbers of students. Sometimes Italian migrants’ children had 

competing attitudes towards the classes, these children constituting the second generation who 

rejected the HL in favour of English. Nevertheless, there was a somewhat substantial offer. 

Today, this informant reported that there is only one centre of the Saturday Schools of 

Community Languages left that offers classes for Italian continuers and extension, while 

previously there were many. Another informant’s opinion was that the after school classes that 

have been running since the 1990s today do not have many enrolments and he associated this 

with the perception that until recently teachers of Italian in Community Language Schools were 

not qualified. 

In the mainstream public school system, the number of students studying Italian today totals 

around 300,000. However, all participants agreed that today languages are optional in NSW 

primary schools. Even though there is an offer of a Community Languages Program K–6, 

schools may apply to participate in the program only if funding is available, the selected 

language is spoken by the school community and parental, community and staff support is 

present. These, participants explained, are the guidelines of the NSW Department of Education. 

Informants were invited to offer their opinions on whether they consider current policies of 

Italian language teaching successful in terms of LM. They all agreed that there has been a 
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decline in Italian language learners in schools in the past four or five years. This is due to many 

factors, such as the fact that many schools do not offer Italian anymore, especially in some 

areas of Sydney. Informants debated the fact that NSW does not have a compulsory language 

policy for the primary sector, as it is the case in Victoria which has a mandated language 

learning policy. Languages should be – according to the informants – a key learning area in all 

school sectors. NSW only has a small number of mandatory hours in the high school sector 

(100 hours to be completed in one language, over one continuous twelve month period between 

Years 7–10, but preferably in Years 7–8). Normally, in NSW students choose a language in 

Year 8 to Year 10 and have to do it. The current problems are that, when in Year 8, students 

either do not like the subject, or they have fallen so far behind in their learning that they cannot 

catch up and do not want to continue, but they cannot drop the subject.  

Despite the overall decline identified by the participants, beginner numbers in high schools are 

rising, with more than 550 taking the test. Conversely, the number of continuers is dropping in 

Year 9 and Year 10, and then raising again in Year 11 and Year 12. There are currently only 

300 students enrolled in Italian continuers.  

Only around 10% of students in NSW take a language for the Higher School Certificate (HSC) 

(CESE 2018a). In some schools the minimum number for the HSC is fifteen students and, if 

there are only twelve students, the course does not start. In other schools there is a smaller 

number needed to start a course (even only two students). According to the informants, if we 

added the number of students from schools where a course did not begin to the number of 

continuers enrolled, there will be between 200 and 300 students in the continuers only. The 

decline of Italian as a subject for the HSC, however, appears to be essentially due to the fact 

that the foundation has not been laid down effectively in primary school. As reported in Chapter 

Two (Section 2.16), The CESE (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation) bulletin 

“Language diversity in NSW government schools in 2018 reports an enrolment of 4,987 

students of Italian background, with 2,939 students enrolled in primary schools and 1,998 in 

the secondary sector (CESE 2018b, p. 8). 

Other reasons for the small number of enrolments were discussed by the group. The majority 

of responses indicated that students do not see the purpose of studying a language with the wide 

spread of Global English. They also want an official certificate. Besides, if students do not find 

a language attractive, they will not study it. The issue of not having a compulsory language 
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policy in NSW was reiterated. In NSW, due to the lack of such a policy, the inadequate 100 

hours of compulsory language learning do not have any sense, because they are mostly 

delivered exclusively in the span of one year (Year Seven). This means that if students do not 

indicate by Year Seven their priority choice for a language (which they have never studied at 

primary school, but only for 100 hours in Year Seven), they do not obtain the language as an 

elective in the years to come, therefore language learning is all over in just one year. Languages 

should be made compulsory in schools, otherwise teenagers do not see the point in studying 

them.  

The group identified the lack in NSW of a syllabus that differentiates between Italian HL 

speakers and L2 learners (see Section 2.16). This, according to one reference group informant, 

results in heritage speakers – who speak in a more natural way – getting penalised, even though 

they have greater language skills. The needs are not targeted and language acquisition is 

thereby not stimulating. A kind of European framework for language acquisition should be 

adopted, according to three informants (RG_2, RG_3 and RG_4), providing a more clear-cut 

outline of the abilities that someone has to have in an SLA context.  

All informants also commented that not only schools, but also after school hours classes do not 

start a language program when there is a small number of students. This is a real challenge for 

parents who want their children to learn the language today. As a broader structural policy 

issue, the fact that the choice (or no choice at all) of foreign language teaching in primary 

school is today the exclusive prerogative of school principals makes language learning a matter 

of personal opinion. Some principals appear to be extremely resistant when it comes to 

language teaching in schools. There is also the issue of lack of funding, because when funding 

was available at least language teachers were employed as relief teachers.  

In addition, it was perceived by RG_3 that the governmental push for Asian languages in the 

curriculum has meant that the teaching of European languages is becoming increasingly less 

widespread and needs more support. According to two informants, Italian was the second top 

language spoken at home, after English, between 1996 and 2006. This is consistent with the 

2006 Census statistics (ABS 2006). 

Two informants considered the government responsible for LM. The analysis of the data shows 

that the reference group informants believe that the NSW government should make a real 
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commitment to a language policy and the uptake of languages in schools, promoting the 

benefits of language learning and endorsing languages as a field of study. The government 

should sustain public schools and provide support for syllabus development, exams, etc., as it 

happens for various languages in Independent and Catholic schools. The reference group’s 

belief is that NSW should really try to urge Italian, Spanish and Greek learning in schools as 

HLs with their own HL syllabuses. Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese and Korean currently all 

have HL classes in schools. Italian taught as an HL would represent a major potential 

affordance and increase the presence of students of Italian heritage in schools. HLL is important 

to reconnect migrants’ descendants with their identity. As highlighted in Chapter One, Polinsky 

and Kagan (2007) define HL speakers as individuals who have been exposed to a particular 

language in childhood but did not subsequently acquire it fully because another language 

usurped the original language. This is particularly relevant to Italian migrants’ descendants 

who had to assimilate, in language and culture, according to the host country’s dictates and 

who are now reclaiming their Italian identity and language. 

A difference was made by the informants between HL teaching and background teaching, the 

latter being suitable for students who come to Australia to study in Year 7 or Year 8, after 

having studied their language in their countries for a few years (e.g. Chinese). Italians in 

Sydney on a 457 Sponsor Visa normally have primary school children with little learning 

background. NESA defines background speakers as students who have a cultural and linguistic 

background in the language and for the purpose of determining eligibility, considers speakers 

of dialects and variants of a language as speakers of the standard language (NESA 2015 – NSW 

Education Standards Authority). Heritage speakers are instead students who have had no 

formal education in a school where the language is the medium of instruction beyond the year 

in which the student turns 10 years of age (typically Year 4 or 5 of primary education). The 

targeted candidature for heritage speakers embraces students who “typically have been brought 

up in a home where the language is used, and they have a connection to that culture. These 

students have some degree of understanding and knowledge of the language. They have 

received all or most of their formal education in schools where English (or another language 

different from the language of the course) is the medium of instruction. Students may have 

undertaken some study of the language in a community, primary and/or secondary school in 

Australia. Students may have had formal education in a school where the language is the 

medium of instruction up to the age of 10.” 
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The group identified a number of other offerings as possible affordances for LM. Some more 

educational opportunities for LM are offered by WEA (Workers Educational Association), 

which runs Italian online classes. A few other distance education and correspondence education 

institutions have language courses. A further opportunity is the IB (International 

Baccalaureate) where it is compulsory to study a language and where numbers are also 

increasing. There are also (but only in non-government schools) the MYP (Middle Years 

Program), and its related versions PYP (Primary School Program) and DP (Diploma Program). 

Open High School is a New South Wales Department of Education (DoE) secondary distance 

education school offering courses in twelve languages to students in Years 9-12, and is located 

in the eastern Sydney suburb of Randwick. TAFE also has Italian classes. Monte Sant’Angelo 

school in Sydney runs a parental polyglot program, which is joined especially by Italian 

parents, the ones who missed the opportunity to learn the language before, or who simply want 

to help their children with the language. There are also a number of playgroups for Italians, 

where children speak in Italian and families connect with each other.  

One of the group informants (RG_3) highlighted that the Department of Education has been 

trialling a virtual school. The current situation therefore is that a certain educational offer exists, 

but it caters at the same time both for Italian LM and for language acquisition. Most of the 

opportunities for language learning are offered by private institutions and thereby are not 

available to all. In the public sector, in the informants’ views, classes should be run even with 

a small number of children to make language learning equitable for everyone. To redress the 

current situation one suggestion would be to make languages mandatory and target high 

demand universities to make second language a prerequisite of entry (as it used to be) and offer 

a bonus point.  

According to two informants (RG_3 and RG_4) more language teachers should be trained and 

employed. These informants reported that NSW had schools with many head teachers, but that 

there are not so many now in government schools. Some negatives are also seen in what is 

being done to encourage language teaching professional development. Informants regard this 

as a goal that is hard to achieve: schools have to support professional development for teachers 

that need accreditation maintenance, and this is not always the case. For language teachers, the 

maintenance of accreditation is even more difficult because every course and workshop has to 

be registered. Some professional development courses have to be language specific. The Italian 

government is not funding professional development for teachers anymore. The Endeavour 
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Language Program (ELTF), which provided “a range of intensive language and cultural 

experiences in overseas countries to enhance the language skills and cultural knowledge for 

Australian practicing, retraining and pre-service language teachers” has also been brought to 

an end.  

The theme of bilingual education was also explored in the two reference group meetings. In 

response to the question of how parents see the benefits of a bilingual education, informants 

agreed that it is a parent’s ideology whether to choose or not a bilingual education for their 

children. How many parents would commit to bilingualism was the subject of discussion on 

the offer from bilingual schools. There are currently independent bilingual schools in Sydney 

for Italian, French, Japanese and German. Most of these schools, however, only have a primary 

sector, leaving a gap in continuing education. Such schools need to be further developed. The 

German School in Sydney has a secondary school and so has the French bilingual school in 

Canberra. Santa Sabina school in Sydney only has bilingual preschool classes. The only school 

in Sydney that has all the classes up to secondary is the International Grammar School, but the 

second language learning in this school is only by partial immersion.  

In the main, it appears that Italian LM could and should be planned. All informants concurred 

in indicating the individual and subsequently the community and the government as the 

responsible agents for LM, stressing the fact that in the past it was the community (not only the 

Italian community, but others as well) that set in motion community schools of language 

(Saturday Schools). Communities also lobbied the government to introduce languages in 

primary schools.  

Then again, it was agreed in the reference group that the willingness to maintain the link 

between the previous generations and the heritage child usually comes from the family. The 

first link in LM for all informants is the mother, if she speaks in Italian to child (the one 

parent/one language approach). This is, however, a deliberate and conscious choice if parents 

are from different nationalities. 

The next responsible agent of LM – the community – should raise awareness and ask for 

support from the government. All new arrivals in large numbers (first generation) want to 

maintain their language. This happened with the first generation of Italians and it is happening 

now for the Arabic language. It used to be the same for the French and German languages until 
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recently, but not anymore. Italian, in the informants’ views, should be maintained because there 

is still a big community in Sydney, and this community is currently increasing. For two 

informants, the role played by the government is fundamental not only in providing policies of 

language learning in schools, but first and foremost to change the broader community’s 

thinking about bilingualism and language learning. People’s outlook on second language 

learning appears superficial, in that they consider it good to be able to speak another language; 

however, there is no real depth attached to actual language learning. Parental attitudes towards 

languages are often negative because they do not see languages as useful for a career path, and 

some families do not regard languages as mentally stimulating subjects. Parents stop at 

considering the cognitive benefits, disregarding other benefits of language learning, such as the 

ability to think in another language or, as revealed from tertiary students’ interviews (see 

Section 5.3.8) “to broaden one’s horizons”. 

4.11 Identity and language reclaim  
As discussed in Section 4.5, the most surprising finding deriving from informants’ thoughts is 

the current third generation concrete interest in their heritage. It appears that the third 

generation are interested in all things Italian and read the narratives of second generation 

Italians. More and more young people are reading the book Growing up Italian in Australia, 

cited in the literature review (Chapter One) and now on Facebook, under the name of Growing 

up Italians in Australia Memes, created by a third generation Italo-Australian and which has, 

according to the author, some light-hearted humour that most Italian Australians should be able 

to relate to. 

Informants concurred that having people around that speak the language – even in the form of 

dialect or language mixtures – does help the third generation’s identity search. Travel, 

according to all participants, is also a facilitating factor for identity search and negotiation and 

so is technology – to a certain extent. All informants also agreed that younger Italian 

generations do take part in socio-Italian cultural events. Family traditions are well maintained, 

celebrating Carnevale (a traditional masquerade) if there is an organised activity available, 

Christmas Eve, la Befana (Epiphany), spaghettate (spaghetti nights) with friends and relatives. 

Two participants declared that food and tomato days (when Italians bottle tomato sauce for 

winter) still help to draw people together. This links with the concept of identity highlighted in 

the Literature Review and it is in line with a study by a study Chiro (2004) mentioned in 

Chapter Two which found that forty or more years since leaving Italy, first generation 
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immigrants in Adelaide continued to identify closely with Italian cultural values and 

representations of Italy.  

Recent generations of Italian heritage like to consider themselves Italians, they think it is exotic. 

“However, if you have an Italian surname, you can’t get away from it, you are not part of the 

English dominance”, was one informant’s comment (RG_4). 

In the generation between the old and the young, having a hyphenated identity can be 

overlapping, conflicting or contradictory: one informant’s father, after forty years in Australia, 

still tries to hide his nationality, has given up his Italian citizenship and tries to become more 

and more Australian – even if he still has a strong Italian accent. The identity indexicality is 

highlighted in the section on differences in attitude between the first generation and later ones 

(see Section 7.1.1). Another unforeseen finding is that parents have acknowledged that the shift 

was wrong. They have an interest in new arrivals, it is a means of understanding that the 

language and the culture have evolved, a thing that people do not realise unless they travel.  

To conclude the interviews, the reference group informants were asked to contribute questions 

to ask when interviewing families, mothers and tertiary students. The informants proposed to 

inquire into whether the interviewees have a connection with Italy, how they maintain the 

language and whether they would like to maintain it, and which aspects of Italian culture they 

would like to preserve. 

Ideas of issues and behaviours to scrutinise during observation were also contributed, such as 

the relation between the old and the young generation, how they speak, how do they treat each 

other. Further contributions to the study design thus emerged as more insights were gained 

through the reference group’s comments and ideas. 

4.12 Summary of chapter 

This chapter has discussed the highlights of findings from the in-depth interviews with a 

reference group. This group was established as an initial method of data collection for the 

purpose of gathering participants’ thoughts on the present situation of Italian LM in Sydney. 

Being of Italian background themselves, and because they have a stake in the community or in 

the educational sector, the reference group informants have been able to assist in the researcher 

gaining knowledge of current policies and practices of Italian LM and teaching in Sydney, thus 

raising her awareness of relevant issues of LM in the community. For instance, the reference 
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group informants agreed that, even though there are a few learning opportunities for Italian 

language learning in Sydney, there is a general perception in the community that not enough 

time is dedicated to it in schools.  

The themes that emerged from the analysis of the data have not only supported the notion that 

the third generation of Italo-Australians are reclaiming their heritage and are today proud to 

show it unlike their parents who rejected it, they have also highlighted the second generation’s 

reversal in attitude toward LM. As discussed in Section 4.5, second generation parents who 

experienced the language shift, are now keen that their children learn the HL.  

The findings from the reference group also show that families who transmitted dialects seem 

to have somehow contained the shift; however, although the informants concurred on the 

importance of dialect transmission, they also agreed that Italian migrants and their descendants 

still see the stigma of dialects. 

As indicated in the introduction of this chapter, the reference group was most important to this 

research because it acted as a springboard leading to a deeper understanding of the actual 

situation of Italian LM in Sydney. In addition to sharing personal experiences, the participants’ 

competence in the field helped framing the research in terms of what is currently happening to 

LM in Sydney. 

The next chapter will discuss the highlights of the findings from the student survey and 

interviews.   
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Chapter Five –  

Findings from Survey and Interviews with Tertiary Students 

5.1 Introduction 
Chapter Five discusses the findings derived from both survey and interviews with tertiary 

students, mainly constituting the third generation of Italo-Australian migrants’ descendants. As 

indicated in Chapter Three, survey and interviews aimed to address the research questions 

relating to the students’ parents’ experiences of language shift, the third-generation concerns, 

practices and positionings regarding their Italianness; and also to gauge their beliefs on 

contemporary hindrances and affordances for LM. This was important in order to achieve a 

deeper understanding of the third generation’s motivation to maintain Italian, adapt Italian LM 

to the changing needs, and determine the necessary transformations that are needed, for 

example in terms of changes in the delivery of existent educational programs. 

The data collected through survey and interviews with tertiary students were analysed 

descriptively and by using the methods described in Chapter Three. This chapter comprises 

two main sections. The first section presents findings from the survey. These are organised in 

a series of interrelated themes derived from the topics of motivation, identity and dialect. The 

second section details the findings from the interviews which are also reported according to the 

themes that emerged. A summary concludes the chapter.  

5.2 Tertiary students survey 

Although, as indicated in Chapter Three of this thesis, the survey was not the main source of 

data, but rather a platform on which to build preliminary knowledge of attitudes and beliefs of 

third generation Italians in Sydney, the survey nevertheless contributed a great deal to the 

richness of data. Because students’ responses needed to be of a descriptive, more in-depth 

nature, a survey platform that allowed for responses of this type was chosen (QuestionPro) with 

many open questions to be used that encouraged students to write extended answers. The 

questionnaire was administered online. The survey was presented to two lecturers of Italian at 

UTS with the agreement to send the survey link only to students of Italian background. 

First analysis of the surveys returned showed that the statistics returned to me by the survey 

platform report that although 22 students started the survey, 13 completed it. The reason for 

the dropout rate was probably due to the time needed to complete the survey, even though the 
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quantitative analysis done by the survey platform reported that the time to complete was 15 

minutes, which seemed a reasonable time for a survey with many open-ended questions. The 

survey was in English to facilitate responses from students with only a basic proficiency in 

Italian, therefore this could not have been a reason for dropouts. The class each student was 

attending was not reported.  

As explained in Chapter Three, a survey questionnaire for tertiary students of Italian, catering 

for HL learners (constituting the third generation of Italo-Australians), was designed and 

piloted with participants who are members of the target population (Wagner 2010), in this case 

with a member of the reference group. A second piloting took place before the survey was 

administered. The feedback was analysed and the questionnaire revised accordingly. Piloting 

helped to anticipate possible problems and offered constructive information on the 

questionnaire format and the accuracy of the instruction. The reason why a member from the 

reference group was chosen for one of the piloting of the survey was to share knowledge, 

expertise and personal beliefs in order to inform the research. As a result of this feedback, some 

of the questions that were not clear in the student questionnaire were changed, for example 

some long questions were split into two separate questions and it was also suggested to allow 

for multiple choice answers to questions about students’ background so that they could select 

whether both or only one set of grandparents had an Italian background. 

Survey questions were grouped under topics that were considered to be consistent with the 

focus of the research questions. The topics included questions on background, education, 

domains of language interaction, attitudes and beliefs about maintaining the language, dialects, 

positionings, and use of social networks and technology (including social media) to learn the 

language or to communicate with friends and or relatives. Some recent research (Rubino 2002) 

has shown that it appears to be a kind of third generation language reclaim. The questions posed 

in the survey were envisaged to shed light on this phenomenon of third generation language 

reclaim and were used to help with addressing the research questions related to this generation, 

in particular: 

• What are the hindrances and affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian 

background families?  

and  

• What role does a sense of Italianness play for’ identity construction?  
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The students were divided in two groups, the ones who participated to an online survey and the 

ones who participated in the interviews. The analysis of data collected through the tertiary 

student survey and through questions about the students’ families, also aided in building a 

cross-generational picture of whether Italian (and dialect) maintenance is equally important to 

later generations of Italian background families, thus also partly addressing research questions 

regarding the importance of LM and loss for later generations of Italian families of Italian 

background and about the importance of dialect maintenance; and how language loss and shift 

are experienced differently by the later generations. The questionnaire thus helped to give clues 

about the range of issues that emerged by asking the research questions.  

Data were collected from surveys administered online to UTS tertiary students of Italian 

background who were studying Italian as part of their degree.  

Survey participants were provided with information about the research and its scope and with 

consent forms. 

Although twenty-two students started the survey, only thirteen completed it. The majority of 

questions were open ended questions. However, even though the survey sample was small, 

these students contributed to give an indication of the contemporary Italian linguistic landscape 

by providing information relating to the third generation LM issues and by clarifying 

differences between second and third generations in terms of LM. In fact, an exploration of 

their personal and familiar linguistic choices, and an increased awareness of domains where 

Italian is used by these students, offered an introductory snapshot of the current situation of 

Italian language use and maintenance in Sydney.  

5.2.1 Survey students’ linguistic background 

Data collected through the survey questionnaire section dedicated to students’ personal and 

familiar linguistic background assisted in my general understanding of the current situation of 

Italian LM in Sydney. 

Tertiary students of Italian background studying Italian at UTS were chosen for two reasons: 

firstly, because they are in an age where they can make their own decisions and thus chose to 

re-learn their HL and secondly because by studying the language they are showing interest in 

maintaining it. They have decided to study Italian at tertiary level and that does make them 

different to a group randomly selected. However, it is because of this that they are able to 
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provide useful insights into LM issues for young people. Table 5.1 below shows the profile 

information of participants. 

Table 5.1: Profile Information of Participants 

Sex 
(%) 

Age of 
participants 

(%) 

Grandparents 
born in Italy 

(%) 

Mother 
born in 

Italy 
(%) 

Father born 
in Italy 

(%) 

Family 
structure of 

students 
when 

growing up 
(%) 

Male: 14 
Female: 86 

18-20: 43 
21-30: 43 
30-40: 14 

On mother’s side: 
40 

On father’s side: 
40 

6.7 13.3 Nuclear 
family: 54 
Extended 
family: 46 

 
The survey section on students’ background revealed that all students were born in Australia 

and live in suburban Sydney. They all had an Italian background: this was a prerequisite for 

sample selection. Respondents ranged in age between 18 and 40, although only one respondent 

was in the age bracket between 30 and 40. Nine of the surveyed were female. Some of the 

survey participants only had one parent of Italian background, having being born from 

exogamous marriages. Three of the participants had parents who were born in Italy (mother: 

one; father: two), thereby these students belong to the second generation of Italo-Australians. 

The other ten students were third generation: six of the grandparents on the respondents’ 

mother’s side and six on the father’s side were born in Italy. Six students grew up in an extended 

family, living with their grandparents, uncles, etc.  

Eight of all parents (second and third generation) spoke Italian when they arrived in Australia: 

six of these spoke an Italian dialect. One student did not respond to this question. Table 5.2 

below clarifies the Italian linguistic background of students’ families. 

Table 5.2: Students’ families Italian linguistic background 

Parents/Grandparents 
speaking Italian 

(%) 

Parents/Grandparents 
speaking a dialect 
when arriving in 

Australia 
(%) 

Parents/Grandparents 
speaking a dialect 

now 
(%) 

Siblings speaking 
Italian 

(%) 

Yes: 38 
No: 62 

Yes: 50 
No: 50 

Yes: 67 
No: 33 

Yes:15 
No: 85 
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Analysis of the students’ answers to questions (7-10) on language spoken by their immediate 

families revealed that only five parents speak Italian at home (one mother only speaks minimal 

Italian). All students had siblings, ranging from one to two, most of whom did not speak Italian 

(question 15). This fact highlighted the students’ individual inclination to learn the language. 

Data from the survey tended to show that families that were not keen to transmit the language 

and assimilated had a destructive effect on LM. Conversely, today parents tend to encourage 

their children to study the language and to speak it at home or with their extended families 

(Q.17-21 and Q.24). The information provided by students accords with Vasta’s (1995) 

findings, as presented in Chapter Two. Vasta (1995) argues that the assimilationist strategies 

often had destructive effects on Italian-Australian families. Whereas parents resisted dominant 

Anglo child-rearing practices by demanding that their children speak their mother tongue at 

home, and by continuing many of their native cultural traditions, their children often interpreted 

their actions as authoritarian behaviour. This is why, during adolescence, many of the second 

generation rejected their parents’ language and culture. Cavallaro (2005, p. 571) argues that 

since the L1 is normally relegated to the home domain and lost in two or three generations, it 

is a case for new generations of immigrants’ backgrounds’ to “re-learn” their HL as an L2. In 

fact, as emerged from analysis of the data, many third generation Italians studying Italian at 

university had to re-learn the language (Q.22).  

Some students declared that they had to re-learn at university the language that they heard at 

home all the time when they were little. 

5.2.2 Dialects 
The questionnaire section dedicated to dialects (Q. 9-12) helped to address the research 

question about how important the maintenance of dialect is to Italian background families.  

As highlighted in the previous section, six of the survey participants’ parents spoke a dialect 

when they arrived in Australia. Dialect is still spoken now by nearly three quarters of the 

parents and grandparents of these students. There is still a stigma surrounding dialects. One 

response (SS_2) in particular is worth citing: “I have been warned against it, so I haven’t really 

dealt with my family’s dialect yet”. 

Other responses to the questions on dialects disclosed that nearly all students had difficulty 

understanding the dialects (Q. 32). Most students reported having difficulty in understanding 
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dialects. However, upon reflection, the way this question (Q.32) was posed was biased and it 

would have been fairer to ask if the student understood a dialect/any dialect.  

Dialects were seen either as completely different languages, very rough languages, languages 

with different speed and intonation or languages, “having completely different words and 

‘strangely formed’ verbs”. One student tried to compare Italian and dialect. He knows the 

pronunciation, but declares that he does not know how to write the dialect (see Table 5.3 

below). It appears that people who have had higher schooling write Standard Italian but they 

still speak dialect. 

Table 5.3: Similarities between Standard Italian and dialect  

English Italian Dialect (Calabrian) 
Come here Vieni qui Vene ka 
This one Questo qua Kisto ka 

 
 

5.2.3 Importance of learning the Heritage Language 
Questions (Q. 22, 23, Q. 29-30, Q. 33, 35, 36, 37) not only explored students’ attitudes and 

beliefs about the importance of HLL but also looked at students’ sites of language learning and 

whether they are continuing to study Italian, addressing the research question about the 

importance of LM and language loss for what concerns the later generations.  

The vast majority (eleven) of students’ responses to the question about the importance of HLL 

was affirmative. In addition, all students’ responses to the question asking whether they would 

like their children to learn Italian were positive. This, along with the third generation’s 

willingness to learn and use the language shows that, even if this project is based on a small 

number of students. The analysis of the interviews revealed that language reclaim is desired by 

this small cohort of students who participated in the survey. One student’s response is quite 

interesting: “Yes, so I can have someone to speak to” (SS_7), revealing that perhaps there are 

not many opportunities to communicate in Italian in the nuclear family since most parents and 

siblings do not speak it. 

The question “Did you learn Italian at school, through a Community/Saturday Languages 

Program?” (Q. 22) returned some remarkable responses. Even though community language 

schools have existed since the 1990s, only 8% (one student) attended classes in such programs. 
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As has been argued by the reference group informants (see Section 4.10), this may be 

associated with the community’s perception that until recently teachers of Italian in 

Community/Saturday Language Schools were not formally qualified. This was reported by the 

reference group informants in Chapter Four, Section 4.10. Table 5.4 below reports students’ 

sites of language learning. 

Table 5.4: Sites of Students’ Italian Learning 

Home  
(%) 

Community Languages Schools Program (incl. Saturday 
School of Community Languages)  

(%) 

School  
(%) 

University  
(%) 

8 8 38 46 
 
It is also interesting to note that only one student (8%) learnt the language at home. That is, 

acquired the language at home at a young age. This is likely due to the fact that the other 

students’ families could not transmit the Heritage Language (HL) because they were speaking 

in dialect or English and thus relied on the school system. Even more interesting is the fact that 

the majority of respondents learnt Italian at university, which testifies to students’ independent 

choice and willingness to maintain the HL. 

For the purpose of this study students self-reported levels of Italian are given. Students 

responses to the question “How would you describe your proficiency in Italian?” are shown 

in Table 5.5 below.  

Table 5.5: Students’ self-reported proficiency levels in Italian (N) 

Proficiency level Students 
(N) 

Poor 1 
Basic or mediocre 6 
Conversational 3 
Not very fluent 1 
Nearly fluent 1 
Advanced 1 
Continuing learning 10 

 
In addition, the majority of students do not feel that they are competent in the language – which 

seems to indicate that the home environment on its own, will not produce competent speakers 

of Italian. Support is therefore needed. As the table shows more than half of the students self-

report a basic or mediocre proficiency in Italian. This may be due to the fact that they started 

learning Italian as grown-ups, therefore not so long ago. The majority of students do not feel 
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that they are competent in the language which seems to indicate that the home environment, on 

its own, will not produce competent speakers of Italian and therefore support is needed. The 

table above also shows that a good number of students are continuing to learn the language. 

Students also responded to the question “Is your Italian learning at a standstill, or are you 

continuing to find ways to improve it? Why?” (Q.29). For three students their learning is at a 

standstill, in one case because the student’s Italian “has stayed constant as I have reached a 

higher level [so] I’m no longer actively learning as much” (SS_9). Another student stated that 

“there is only so much I can do in Australia – I have to get to Italy to make sure that I further 

develop” (SS_2). This could be due to lack of conversational opportunities in Sydney.  

Ten students declared that they are continuing to find ways to improve the language by 

attending university courses and other language courses (including online ones), by reading, or 

by travelling to Italy. This demonstrates motivation in learning the language and perhaps a 

desire to maintain it. Even though these students are attending Italian classes at university as 

part of their degrees, it should be noted that their Italian learning/improving is done because of 

their inclination and willingness to do so. This particular group of tertiary students have in fact 

declared that they want to reclaim the language for themselves and for their children (Q 31).  

5.2.4 Domains of language use 
A number of students reported that they do try to speak Italian at home, even if it only happens 

sometimes. Very often they mix the languages in mid-sentence when speaking with people 

who know them both. Only one student whose parents are Italian speaks the language at home 

all the time. It has been found that three students speak Italian with their grandparents. This is 

important because of the tendency of the elderly to communicate in their native language and 

aids in answering RQ 1 related to the extent to which LM and LS are important issues for 

present day Australians of Italian background by stressing the fact that Italian LM is important 

to communicate with the older generation. This is also in line with Finocchiaro (2004) who 

argues that young people today still use their grandparents’ language to communicate with the 

extended family.  

As mentioned in Chapter Two, according to Fishman, cited in Cooper and Greenfield (1969, 

p. 166), social domains identify the major spheres of activity in a culture, e.g. familial, 

religious, educational, and are defined by the co-occurrence of a cluster of congruent role 

relationships, topics and local communication. Domains of language use – in the sense of 
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Fishman’s sociolinguistic domains discussed in Section 3.2.2) – range from extended family 

and relatives (also the ones living overseas), to friends, work colleagues, functions, classes. 

Italian is also used in people’s free time to watch television or to read. The domains of media 

and technology have also emerged as very important “spaces” for the younger generations. The 

majority of students agreed that media are an important way to learn a language. Technology 

has somehow substituted recreational sites such as clubs where Italians used to meet in the past 

and communicate in the target language. The domain of technology it has been found to be 

very relevant for today’s language learning. Therefore, there are new domains of language 

learning/practicing that are more adapt to the changing needs or opportunities for the younger 

generations changing needs or opportunities for language learning. One student speaks Italian 

to help at work. Italian is also used when going on exchange programs and on social networks 

(see Section 5.2.3). 

Students were invited to respond whether their use of Italian enabled them to make more 

friends. The response was positive in more than three quarters of cases. The domain of 

technology, which is used to talk in the target language to friends and relatives, is seen by the 

majority of the participants as an important means of LM, this has somehow replaced 

attendance at clubs where people could speak with their Italian friends. Interestingly, 

communication in the home domain is restricted with communication with students extended 

families. This is likely because their parents were the ones who shifted to English. The domains 

of friendship and technology appear to be the ones that have replaced the communication that 

once happened in Italian clubs. The analysis shows that students are searching for opportunities 

of language exchange, and this was taken as an indication of their positive attitude towards 

Italian language maintenance. The domain of friendship remains very important for students’ 

conversation in Italian.  

5.2.5 Implications of globalisation and technology 
The question whether students communicate in Italian when using social media was posed to 

understand whether technology constitutes an affordance to Italian LM within the later 

generations, which relates to RQ No. 3:  

• What are the hindrances and affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian 

background families? 
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Over three quarters of students found that television is quite an effective form of media to 

improve their Italian learning.  

Seven students gave a positive response to the question “Have you found that using social 

media has helped your Italian?” Responses showed that communication/interaction using 

social media/tools is widely performed in Italian by the participants using Facebook, YouTube 

and satellite TV. Blogs and wikis, Flicker, Twitter and Skype are used less commonly. 

Only five students responded to the question asking which social media was most helpful. In 

their case, they found Facebook (four respondents) and instant messaging in Italian (two 

respondents) very advantageous. One respondent reported that his Italian class has a Facebook 

page where students share notes and information very often. Another student reported using 

“Busuu”, a mobile application that allows members to practise the language online with native 

speakers. The analysis of the data demonstrates that technology makes the learning of a 

language easier and more authentic and that therefore technology is an affordance for Italian 

LM. The analysis of the questionnaire revealed that Italian is also used by this cohort of tertiary 

students to make more friends. This highlights the fact that students have found more ways of 

connecting with other Italians through the domain of technology.  

5.2.6 Language and cultural values transmission  
The analysis of data resulting from the questionnaire section on language and cultural values 

transmission assisted in answering the research question about the ways in which language loss 

and language shift are experienced differently by later generations of Italian background.  

Questions in this section of the questionnaire investigated the strategies students’ parents and 

relatives have used in order to pass the Italian language and cultural values to the next 

generation. Some of the most important Italian cultural values are family, respect for the elderly 

and religious traditions.  

Students replied to the question “Do you think your family has helped or hindered the 

development of you Italian? Why? (Q.39) on the survey part dedicated to students’ beliefs and 

views”. Eight participants felt that their families helped. They were encouraged to learn the 

language even when parents’ language skills were limited: “They have encouraged me to 

embrace my culture and background” (SS_3). 
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One student responded that his/her father is not even Italian, but he always promoted language 

learning (SS_4). In another student’s case the grandparents, especially the grandmother, 

encouraged it, but the parents did not (SS_6). In one instance (SS_4) the student’s sister’s 

interest in the subject at school influenced her to also choose it. Four students felt “left out” 

since their families disapproved of their language learning, either opposing the students’ desire 

(for example, requesting that the student goes on exchange in an English speaking country), or 

discouraging him/her: “they ask me why I put myself through this hardship when I express 

difficulty in learning the language”, was this student’s comment (SS_8) or “My grandmother 

did not want Italian spoken in the house as she was Australian. This meant the language was 

lost to my family” (SS_7) was this student’s comment.  

The results of the analysis indicate that students whose families hindered the development of 

their Italian language felt bitterly disappointed about it, as the answers reported below reveal:  

They could have done so much more to keep the Italian language alive and pass it down 

the generations” (SS_6) or “Hindered because we spoke dialect. I have had to unlearn 

and relearn what I thought was right” (SS_10). 

This clearly demonstrates desire and motivation on these students’ part to learn and maintain 

the language.  

Then again, most students’ families attitudes toward learning the language are positive. They 

have promoted language learning when they were not able to transmit it directly or used 

strategies to try and make the students learn the language when able to do so. 

Specific strategies used by older relatives to make students learn Italian include one student’s 

grandmother speaking to him in Italian when she visits, refusing to speak in English; or 

allowing the student to do certain things only if asked in Italian. Families and relatives taught 

students prayers in Italian children songs such as “Giro giro tondo” and “Battiamo le manine”, 

dialectal songs and – in one case – educational ones such as a song for memorising the numbers. 

Only four students’ parents and grandparents told stories in Italian to the students, mostly fairy 

tales but also stories about growing up in Italy and their lives when they first arrived in 

Australia. Genovesi (1990, cited in Castles et al. 1992), found that LM is especially important 

in the liaison with elders, where conversation is often only possible in the mother tongue. This 
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aspect emerged in the findings when tertiary students reported that they found the studying of 

Italian especially important for communication with their elders.  

Chiro (1998) conducted an investigation on the activation and evaluation of Italian language 

and culture with tertiary students of Italian ancestry in Adelaide and found that “grandparents 

are the group of interlocutors with whom participants tend to maintain a high level of Italian 

language use” (p. 179). This was also found to be true for students of Italian background in 

Sydney. In the interviews, some of them commented that the people with whom they tend to 

speak Italian in the family are the grandparents. 

The results from this questionnaire showed that the family members most keen to pass the 

language on are women – mother, grandmother or older sister (in one case). This is consistent 

with arguments put by Garcia (2003) and Winter and Pauwels (2005) that the transmission of 

community languages from the second to the third generation has been found to be largely the 

responsibility of mothers rather than fathers (see Section 2.15).  

Only one student responded that the person most keen was the grandfather. Slightly only over 

a quarter of parents/grandparents told or read stories in Italian to the respondents in their 

younger age, ranging from fairy tales to stories about growing up in Italy and settling in 

Australia, to reading from a well-known Italian magazine. Conversely, most 

parents/grandparents sang Italian songs but, apart from three respondents, most of them do not 

remember these songs. Table 5.6 below shows data regarding language and cultural values 

transmission. 

Table 5.6: Language and cultural values transmission  

Parents/grandparents tell or 
read stories to the students 

in Italian 
(%) 

Parents/grandparents sang 
Italian songs to the students 

(%) 

Parents/grandparents pass on 
Italian cultural values and 

heritage to the students 
(%) 

Yes: 30.77 
No: 69.23 

Yes: 61.54 
No: 38.46 

Yes: 76.92 
No: 23.08 

 
The question whether parents/grandparents passed on Italian cultural values to the respondents 

returned a very high percentage of affirmative responses. Over three quarters of parents and 

grandparents transmitted these values onto their children/grandchildren. This resulted in the 

same percentage of students feeling attached to Italian values and traditions, which answered 

the next question posed. Cultural values are very important signposts to Italian identity. Five 
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parents/grandparents passed on Italian cultural values to students and four students feel 

attached to Italian because of them. 

5.2.7 Effectiveness of social networks 

The final section of the survey regarded social networks, in the sense of activities and 

participation in Italian community life. The questions in this section were aimed at 

understanding what are the hindrances and affordances within the later generations of Italian 

background families, in relation to RQ No. 3. Students were asked about their and their 

families’ participation in community, religious or specific regional events. Six students and 

their families do participate in community events, mostly Italian festivals and Church events.  

The last question in this section “Do you think that your use of Italian has enabled you to make 

more friends?” was asked as a way to test the use of Italian in the friendship domain. The 

response was positive in over three quarters of cases. Knowing Italian has allowed students to 

use Facebook and other simultaneous chats to practise their language skills. In fact, using the 

language with peers who share the same interests appears to be easier than using it with 

relatives.  

5.2.8 Identity 
As indicated in the conceptual framework of Chapter Two, identity was one of the lenses 

through which data are seen. Motivation, attitudes and desire are treated as sub-sets of identity 

because they provide a platform to learn the language that is part of one’s identity. In Wenger’s 

(1998) Communities of Practice theory, socio-linguistic domains of language use and 

intergenerational practices are seen as agents of the socio-dynamics of the maintenance of a 

language.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, in the sociocultural dimension identity is not seen as a fixed, 

invariable attribute in the “mind” of the individual learner. Rather, identity is theorised as a 

contingent process involving dialectical relations between learners and the various worlds and 

experiences they inhabit and which act on them. So identity is constituted through and by 

language (Ricento 2005).  

For migrants’ descendants, identity is often constructed and negotiated time and again in 

different circumstances, and the self-enriched and re-programmed. In this regard, Finkbeiner 

(2005a, cited in Van Lier 2008) proposes a model of self where every one of us has different 
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but overlapping identities in different contexts, each forming different sets of beliefs, histories 

and aspirations that can motivate the learner.  

Therefore, the questionnaire section on identity was seen as relating to the research question 

regarding how later generations of Italo-Australians position themselves regarding their 

Italianness. This questionnaire section was comprised the following questions. The first 

question of the section (Q.39) was: Do you think your family has helped or hindered the 

development of your Italian? Why? Since language is considered in the Italian community a 

marker of identity, this question had the aim of discovering whether or not learning the 

language impeded the respondents’ identity construction. Other questions asked were: Do you 

consider yourself to be Italian? (Q.40); Do you feel attached to Italian values and traditions? 

(Q.43); Does your family take part in Italian community/religious/specific regional events? 

(Q.44); Do you think that your use of Italian has enabled you to make more friends? (Q.46); 

and Could you describe a situation where you felt particularly Italian? (Q.41). Since language 

is considered in the Italian community a marker of identity, this question had the aim of 

discovering whether not learning the language impeded the respondents’ identity construction. 

The analysis of data made clear that this particular group of students have empathy with aspects 

of the culture that has been transmitted to them. The analysis also reveals that these students 

recognise that language is connected with their identity and defines who they are. In addition, 

the sense of pride in their Italianness revealed in the answers of this group of students also 

demonstrates their willingness to connect with the community, to be part of the culture and 

maintain the language.  

Most families promoted or encouraged language learning. However, four families did not, 

either because they spoke dialects, or because they thought that learning Italian was not 

important. Reasons given for families who had hindered the language development included 

one Australian grandmother who did not want Italian spoken at home so that, in the 

respondent’s declaration, “the language was lost to my family” (SS_8). 

Another reason given by one student (SS_9) was that the family had a negative attitude towards 

HLL, requesting the respondent to study, when on study-exchange, in a country where English 

is spoken and, within the same family, someone asking the respondent (when he/she expresses 

difficulty in learning the language), if it is worth putting himself/herself through all the 

hardship. The analysis of the data demonstrates that some families have hindered LM.  
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The second question in this section, “Do you consider yourself to be Italian?”, was targeted to 

determine attitudes and beliefs about having an Italian identity. Nine students do consider 

themselves to be Italian. For instance, the mother of S_6 always encouraged her to pursue the 

language. She always says she is half Italian. One respondent (SS_3) stated: “There are cultural 

traditions within the family that are very important to me and that I cherish every day”.  

The following probing question “Could you describe a situation when you felt particularly 

Italian?” returned responses ranging from discussing family values, attending family functions, 

Christmas celebrated in the Italian fashion, to participating in Italian festivals. Findings showed 

that identity is a dynamic rather than a set entity and is open to negotiations. The comments 

below show that students felt proud of their ethnicity in specific circumstances:  

At the train station when I was able to help some nonni [elderly people in this case] to 

get tickets and to get on the right train – they treat you as if you are their own – we 

[Italians] are like a big extended family. (SS_1) 

When people ask where you are from/what you are – you always hesitate and then 

respond with [I am] Italian. (SS_4) 

When people mistake my ethnicity and I proudly correct them. (SS_4) 

…when surrounded by Aussie friends who will say something Italian [food particularly] 

and I have to correct the pronunciation. (SS_10) 

I have been to stay with my Italian relatives. I walked around their 

hometown...everyone’s names and houses share my last name. (SS_9) 

It is clear from these excerpts that the third generation of Italo-Australians who participated in 

this survey are fond of having links with their Italian past, that these links reflect on their sense 

of their Italianness and the way they are motivated to keep the language and culture alive. 

The fourth question “Did your parents/grandparents pass on Italian cultural values and heritage 

to you?” returned ten affirmative responses, which were mirrored in the ten positive replies to 

the next question “Do you feel attached to Italian values and traditions?”. It is clear that even 

when parents were unable to transmit the language, they tried to implant these Italian values in 

their descendants. Even when parents were unable to transmit the language they made sure that 
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their children had exposure to Italian cultural traditions. The following section will examine 

interviews with tertiary students of Italian background. 

5.3 Student interviews 

In-depth interviews were conducted with eight tertiary students of Italian background studying 

Italian at UTS. Some of these students had participated in the survey before the interviews were 

conducted and readily agreed to be interviewed, because they felt they wanted to contribute 

more to the investigation. A questionnaire was written for student interviews. It was used only 

as a canvas and students could at any point just shift the focus of their interviews to something 

that was more relevant, for example to something more important to them such as their Italian 

upbringing or their cultural values. 

The background questions used to uncover information about the participants revealed that six 

of the eight students interviewed are third generation Italo-Australians. Most only have one 

parent of Italian heritage. This adds perspective to the research, in that it allows for an 

examination of the initial family language choice and the reasons leading to the willingness to 

transmit the language to the next generation. Parents’ positive attitudes towards the language, 

for example wanting the children to speak a second language appear to be decisive for early 

second language development. This group of students, who were the offspring of exogamous 

marriages, related that the parent of non-Italian background made a conscious choice in 

deciding on the language to be spoken in the family and provided emotional and practical 

support for the child’s language development. This accords with what we know from the 

literature. Lacking this, Italian LM would be left to the next generations’ volitional engagement 

to study the language, thus creating sequential bilinguals, that is, when the second language is 

acquired after the first and not at the same time (Baker 2011). However, this distinction 

between second and third generation does not always indicate differences in their attitudes or 

beliefs.  

5.3.1 Interviewed students’ profile 

Table 5.7 below provides information about the interviewed students’ background.  
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Table 5.7 Students’ background  

Student Sex Age Grand-
parents 

on 
mother’s 
side born 
in Italy 

Grand-
parents 

on 
father’s 

side born 
in Italy 

Father 
born in 

Italy 

Mother 
born in 

Italy 

Language 
spoken by 

parents 

Language 
spoken by 

grand-
parents 

S_1 M 21 Yes Yes   English/ 
Italian 

English/ 
Italian 

S_2 F 19 Yes    English/ 
Italian 

Italian 

S_3 F 22 Yes    English Dialect 
S_4 F 21    Yes English/ 

Italian/ 
Dialect 

English/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect 

S_5 M 23 Yes Yes   English/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect 

Italian/ 
Dialect 

S_6 F 21    Yes English/ 
Dialect 

Italian/ 
Dialect 

S_7 M 22    Yes English/ 
Dialect 

English/ 
Dialect 

S_8 M 18 Yes Yes   English/ 
Dialect 

Dialect/ 
English 

 
 

5.3.2 Home language use  

The analysis of the interviews revealed a rather varied portrait of home language use. In 

addition, students’ responses were quite significant to uncover how the phenomenon of the 

third generation’s language reclaim originated and the steps these young people are taking to 

re-learn the language in order to be able to transmit it to the next generation.  

For five of the interviewed who only have one Italian parent (being the third generation’s 

children from mixed marriages), home language use is often limited to converse with 

grandparents and relatives, because their parents refused to learn the language or elected not to 

speak Italian at home, so these students cannot communicate in Italian within the immediate 

family. The data shows that they represent a manifestation of what researchers have described 

as the current third generation’s language revival (Rubino 2002). The responses to the questions 

of this cohort of tertiary students of Italian indicated that they are all motivated to maintain the 

language and have demonstrated volitional engagement and a definite, unambiguous 

willingness to transmit the language to the next generation. All students who could not learn 
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the language at home are also disappointed about their families not being able to transmit to 

them the language that they consider an important part of their heritage. They indicated that it 

is for this very reason that they have undertaken to continue studying Italian at the tertiary level. 

Although these families have not transmitted the language themselves – thus hindering an early 

SLA – they have helped subsequent language acquisition by enrolling their children in schools 

where Italian was taught. Most parents have been supportive and encouraging of their children’ 

language learning. This supports the view that, although specific instances not being 

supportive, a great number of students had encouraging parents. All interviewees have in fact 

been sent to study Italian in primary and secondary school, but they all found that it was very 

basic learning compared to what it could have been if the language was taught in the family. 

This is also the reason – or part of the reason – why they have elected to continue studying 

Italian at university. One student’s (S_8) mother speaks more Italian than English at home but 

the non-Italian father is keen that his children speak the language and is interested in the 

preservation of the culture (he was the one who pushed him to do this interview). 

For two of the interviewees, however, Italian was taught at home from an early age. For one of 

these (S_1), whose mother was born in Italy, the general language spoken at home is Italian 

(the English-speaking father does not live in the same home), even though the interviewee’s 

sister only speaks English. This language arrangement was probably aided by the fact that the 

Italian-speaking grandfather is living in the same home. Italian was the respondent’s first 

learned language. He spoke Italian exclusively until kindergarten, then he learned English at 

school. Because of the early dominance of English, Italian was not forgotten, but put aside until 

high school. This respondent disclosed that his family really helped his language acquisition 

from an early age and onwards. The student maintained that knowing Italian gave him a better 

foundation when he started learning the language at school and an advantage over his peers. 

For another interviewee (S_6), home LM was a question of preference – since her father is not 

Italian – and therefore there was the problem of home language choice. However, S_6’s father 

was very encouraging and keen for her to learn the language and also learnt some himself. This 

highlights the fact that despite one of her relatives not speaking Italian, this has not hindered 

LM. 

Examples of personal and linguistic background, and the way these students came into contact 

with Italian (or dialect) are reported below to understand to which extent Italian is spoken in 

the family, with relatives and with friends, and also to identify the ways through which the 
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language was passed on, and the persons who did use such ways. For example, in S_8’s nuclear 

family they speak almost exclusively in English. One exception to this is that S_8’s parents 

speak in Italian when disciplining or reprimanding, which he finds is more forceful. His 

parents, however, always made sure that he was exposed to the language, for instance when an 

Italian came visiting they made him/her talk to him in Italian. S_8 speaks Italian with only one 

of his nonne (grandmothers), who does not speak English. His grandparents from the other side 

speak a certain degree of English. One of S_8’s nonne gave him many books in Italian when 

he was little and always cooks Italian food and teaches him Italian words. His parents sang 

nursery rhymes to him in Italian, such as “Fa la nanna”. The nonni (grandparents) feel more 

comfortable speaking and expressing their feelings in Italian. 

S_7’s grandparents moved to Australia in their twenties and still speak in Italian. S_7 speaks 

in Italian with his mother very rarely; however, she is very keen on passing the Italian language 

onto him. His mother used to speak in Italian to him when he was young, although he would 

answer in English. His parents pushed him to do Italian for his HSC but he did not do it. Now, 

instead, he is doing Italian as an elective at level 6 at university and achieving high marks. S_7 

can talk with his aunt in Italian because she does not speak English very well. He also used to 

speak in Italian with his nonna (grandmother), who has now passed away. He thinks that 

language learning is important and that one should not lose the language. S_7 knows a lot of 

people of Italian background who do not know the language, for instance his cousins have lost 

the language.  

S_6’s mother was two when she arrived in Australia. She speaks English at home because 

S_6’s father and brother do not speak Italian. S_6’s brother was sent by his mother to Italian 

classes, but he has never been interested. If the mother is on the phone with relatives she would 

speak in dialect. The mother sometimes also speaks in dialect when she does not want to be 

understood (in supermarkets, etc.). S_6’s mother is the family member most keen to pass the 

language on. S_6’s grandparents never learnt English, as they always worked with Italians. S_6 

used to visit her grandparents every day. When growing up, S_6 would speak English to her 

mother and Italian to grandparents. Her relatives would always have radio 801 on, an Italian 

radio station, as background during dinner and other moments of the day. S_6 communicates 

better with older relatives because she can speak the language. She reported that her older 

relatives can better express themselves even with their modi di dire (ways of saying, idiomatic 

expressions). She believes her Italian is badly articulated (“Io parlo ma non padroneggio”, “I 



 131 

talk, but I am not fluent”). This is the reason why S_6 practises Italian every day with her 

mother’s relatives who still live in Italy. In addition, she practises with her boyfriend who is a 

native Italian speaker. Because she is so passionate to learn the language she does not find it 

difficult. Findings that emerged from the analysis of the questionnaire show that families who 

maintained Italian at home were able to minimise the shift to English. The next section will 

discuss the importance of dialects in the Italian community today according to students’ 

descriptions of the use of dialects in their families. 

5.3.3 Dialect 
The analysis of the data show that dialect is spoken by most of the students’ families. In two 

of these families, however, it is “forbidden territory”. One interviewee (S_6) reported that, even 

though the family know the dialect, they try to “speak proper”, because the mother and 

grandfather are keen to transmit Standard Italian. Dialect – in the participant’s words – “would 

have led to lots of confusion”. 

Another participant (S_7) reports that his mother feels very embarrassed about her dialect, and 

negatively compares herself with her husband, who speaks Standard Italian. In the first and 

second generation, there appears to be a huge negativity around dialects. I do recognise these 

generations’ hatred of regional varieties and the stigma surrounding dialects in these 

populations, especially in the first generation who was taunted by dialect use as a symbol of 

lack of literacy. This was the common belief both in Italy in those days and on the host 

community’s part. As a migrant of more recent arrival myself, I have had not only a very 

different migrational experience in terms of a more favourable welcome, but also the 

knowledge that dialects are not frowned upon anymore in Italy, indeed it is rather the opposite. 

One student (S_6) believes that dialects are dying, for example in her family her mother’s 

relatives are passing Italian onto their children. Her mother was two when she arrived in 

Australia. Her grandparents were forty when they arrived. The mother speaks English at home 

because the father and brother do not speak Italian. But if the mum is on the phone to relatives 

she would speak in dialect. The mother sometimes speaks in dialect when she doesn’t want to 

be understood (in supermarkets, etc.).  

Even though dialects are still spoken in Sydney homes, most of the students interviewed agreed 

that they are dying out within the community or that it will be very difficult for them to survive 

because people prioritise Standard Italian. It is interesting to compare this attitude with earlier 
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accounts of Italians during the assimilation policy. This is consistent with Smolicz’s findings 

reported in Chapter Two that a collective effort was made by Italians in order to resist 

assimilation and maintain their identity. 

In fact, one interviewee (S_6) went so far as to say that Italian might disappear altogether 

because of dialects. She disclosed that her friends are not interested in maintaining the language 

for this very reason. Conversely, some people who only speak dialect do not see the value of 

Italian as opposed to dialects. When asked what likelihood dialects have of surviving in 

Australia, the common response of students was that dialects are dying in the community 

because people who learn the language today learn Standard Italian and dialect is not 

transmitted anymore. 

S_8 maintained that a lot of Italians he knows, such as friends and neighbours speak dialect. 

However S_6 thinks that dialects are dying. Her mother’s relatives are passing Italian to their 

children. S_6 mother is from Naples and speaks the Neapolitan dialect, not Standard Italian. 

S_6 reported that she had to resort to learn Italian outside because she doesn’t want to learn 

dialect, she wants to speak proper Italian. Her grandparents (both have passed away) were in 

Australia for forty years and always spoke Neapolitan. Findings emerged from the analysis of 

the data show that many students had to learn the language through the educational system and 

often they had to pay for a private tutor.  

5.3.4 Transmission of language and cultural values  

An interesting finding from the interviews is that mothers (and often grandmothers) have been 

the keenest family members interested in passing the language on. This accords with findings 

from other researchers such as Garcia (2003). 

For S_1, the mother encouraged the study of the language and fostered appreciation in the child 

of furthering his skill. For S_6 the mother was the most keen family member on passing on 

Italian. She used to speak in Italian when he was young. He would answer in English when 

talked to in Italian.  

Maintenance appears to have been helped mostly by families who did speak a dialect. Dialect 

speaking families have been able to pass the language on although in the form of dialect. In 

fact, as emerged from the analysis of the survey data, two of the students’ families who knew 

dialect made an effort to speak Standard Italian. Interviewees’ self-reported ways of improving 
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their language learning range from the use of Italian media (local newspaper, SBS Italian news, 

watching Italian television RAI, DVDs in Italian with subtitles) to Internet resources for 

learning. The use of technology as a virtual domain of language use is discussed in Section 

5.3.6.2. Technology and virtual domains of interaction are considered by these students as 

vehicles to help LM and practice.  

S_2 expressed concern that Italian could not be maintained because people are picking up a 

dialect and only a little Standard Italian and is also worried that new migrants from Italy do not 

want to speak Italian whereas old migrants want to practise Standard Italian. It appears from 

the data then that there are very few opportunities to converse in Italian. 

S_8 would try to speak as much as he can in Italian with his children, go to Italy and send them 

to an Italian school.  

As regards the transmission of cultural values, S_7’s grandfather tried to implant Italian values 

into this student’s mother, not so much into him. He thinks that sometimes people can be 

overwhelming, but he feels attached to the values of his family. Likewise, S_6 belongs to a 

very tight-knit family. Family is very important to her. They follow Italian traditions: Christmas 

with the Italian panettone, the Italian tacchino (turkey), Pasqua (Easter), etc. Her mother is 

very superstitious, she spreads salt behind her, etc. S_6 thinks that it is important to pass 

traditions onto the next generations. It is important to always remember the roots, where you 

come from. S_6 reported that she goes to church quite often with her family. Grandparents 

were attending clubs. Many students declared that they have gone to these clubs at some stage 

as young adults but they found that the clubs were not “fun” because they were attended by 

elderly Italians and they did not offer activities for young people. This is consistent with the 

reference group informants’ beliefs that clubs were a generational recreational interest for the 

first two generations, they are, however, not relevant to the young generations. This relates to 

the overall theme of language and cultural values transmission. 

Future Italian LM appears to have good prospects if the offer of better opportunities for 

language learning grows. In fact, all interviewees have stated that they will definitely transmit 

the language onto their children. The maintenance and passing of the language to their children 

was found to be of paramount importance in the views of the students. Students domains of 

language use - resulting from their reply to Q. 30 – are mainly the home domain but also the 
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domain of friendship, and those of education and work. The use of Italian in the friendship 

domain shows that there is a tendency between peers to speak the language – at least in this 

small cohort of students surveyed.  

5.3.5 Role of the educational sector in language maintenance 
Although all those interviewed have studied Italian both at primary and secondary school, the 

language they have managed to acquire is considered very basic by all. This is because the 

hours dedicated to language teaching are not enough to learn a language, ranging from one 

hour per week in primary school to two hours in high school (the latter often for a semester 

only, that is, the school offered Italian for a semester and French for the following one). This 

data is consisted with what has been reported in Section 2.16. One interviewee’s (S_6) 

reflection on her past and current studies of the language made her aspire for schools to take 

an approach to language teaching similar to that employed by the university where finally she 

is learning grammatical structures and about her heritage culture.  

Interviewees were asked to comment on whose responsibility it is to maintain the language. 

Responses were different, especially from those whose families had not been able to transmit 

the language who tended to indicate the government. However, most people indicated the 

family and then the government as agents for language maintenance (LM). Interviewees 

declared the government and society as responsible for encouraging LM in these times of 

multiculturalism, “because they have to realise that many people are not only Australians”. 

One interviewee (S_8) indicated also language teachers as responsible agents for LM. In this 

student’s opinion, teachers should be fostering heritage learning and liaise with the government 

for Italian HLL programs in schools.  

5.3.6 Domains of language use 

5.3.6.1 Friendship domain 

The analysis of the survey data showed that the students’ use of Italian enabled them to make 

more friends. Similarly, the results of the interviews demonstrated that the use of Italian in the 

friendship domain is quite common practice for all participants. This includes both local friends 

and friends in Italy. 

One student declared that when talking to his Italian friends sometimes he is forced to mix the 

languages in mid-sentences, because not all of his friends have strong Italian language skills. 
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But he finds some concepts easier to explain in Italian and this is another reason for the switch. 

He resorts to Italian when he is annoyed with something or someone and does not want to be 

understood. He speaks with his friends about Italy, travel, food, news and current affairs, 

especially about changes happening in Italy. This student believes that it is important to have 

the possibility of exploring what the current reality of Italy is, unlike the previous generations 

for whom Italy was a faraway memory frozen in time and space to the epoch of migration.  

S_6 reported that many of his friends of Italian background are losing the language: “There is 

no interest from their parents to keep Italian”, he said. This is consistent with some of the 

participants’ feelings, as expressed in the interviews and survey, for example students whose 

families hindered the development of their Italian language (see Section 5.2.1), and it is in line 

with the reference group informants’ beliefs (Section 4.2). The analysis of the data showed that 

participants have a positive disposition towards using Italian among their friends. 

5.3.6.2 Technology and social networks  
The analysis of participants’ answers shows that another domain of language use is technology. 

Technology is used by students in language learning through online language programs, such 

as Duolingo. Students make regular use of Google for searching Italian cultural aspects for 

study purposes, and WordPress for translating. They also visit Italian websites to search 

materials for assessments. There is, however, apart from study purposes, a great deal of use of 

the Internet, with participants posting everything in Italian on Facebook. One student found an 

app called “Tandem” and he met a lot of people to talk in Italian. He thinks that technology 

makes it easier to learn a language. Another participant (S_6) has also converted his Facebook 

page to Italian. Other Internet uses related to communicating in Italian are viewing Italian 

webpages and Italian online magazines. One participant’s relative sends her links to interesting 

websites from Italy. Skype is widely used to communicate with Italians (both relatives and 

friends) overseas.  

Participants reported listening to Italian programs, both on SBS Italian and on the Italian 

channel RAI available through Foxtel or through satellite TV, especially current affairs because 

– as a participant states – “It is important to have that knowledge”. S_8 has an app called “Tune 

in” and he has synchronised it to all Italian radios; he says it is fun, they do pranks, etc. He 

listens to Radio DJ and RDS (two major Italian radio stations). He watches Italian pranks on 

YouTube. He also watches ads in Italian. On Facebook, more than half the pages that he follows 
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are in Italian. With his family in Italy he uses WhatsApp. He follows a blog called “Life in 

Italy”. On social media he has learned a lot of Italian colloquial language. Another participant 

reads the local ethnic media La Fiamma in order to improve his language learning through 

sentence construction and to find new words. 

Technology and virtual domains of interaction have been found to be very helpful sites for 

language learning and practising. The widespread use of technology has also demonstrated that 

it reinforces the participants’ LM efforts. One participant (S_6) thinks that social media, and in 

particular synchronous chats, are the most effective way of learning a language. 

S_6 uses Facebook, WhatsApp and Skype. She used to go on “Shared talk” (scambio 

linguistico). It is a synchronous chat and she still talks to a lot of people. Her mum always sent 

her to schools that had Italian as a curricular subject in order for her to be able to communicate 

with her cousins in Italy. S_6 watches YouTube and she watches Peppa Pig and The Simpsons 

in Italian. S_6 thinks technology has improved her language learning. There are websites 

designed for linguistic exchange. According to this student, social media is the most effective 

way for synchronous chats. She reads a lot of the Italian newspaper la Repubblica.  

S_7 thinks today it is easier to learn a language with technology. He has got the RAI channel 

and watches Che tempo che fa. He thinks that computers provide motivation to learn a 

language. He uses WhatsApp, Facebook and music videos on YouTube to improve his Italian. 

Sometimes he reads Italian newspapers such as la Repubblica and Il fatto quotidiano. S_7 

believes that using social media has helped his Italian.  

The analysis of data shows that the use of ethnic newspapers contributes to the maintenance of 

the language in the Italian community. Findings also demonstrate that Italian is widely used in 

the technology domain. 

5.3.7 Motivation 
As mentioned in Chapter Two, the view that activity involving motive, purpose and 

engagement in a variety of contexts and interactional activities is central to this project as it 

constitutes a useful theoretical framework to investigate the language reclaim of the third 

generation of Italo-Australians. 
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Benefits such as the ability to communicate with the elderly, to travel, to participate in 

exchange programs, etc. are seen by all participants as a motivating factor to maintain the HL. 

The results of the analysis indicate that being able to speak and understand Italian is considered 

an advantage, a skill that opens doors also in terms of future career opportunities. For example, 

S_8 finds that as Italian is spoken not only in Italy but also in Switzerland, there are more 

possibilities for language exchange, study and work. He expressed optimism about teaching 

Italian or opening a restaurant. Sometimes when there is someone who does not speak English, 

he can help translating. Another motivating factor for S_8 is the fact that he can speak with his 

relatives. When Italy played Australia in 2006 he was a fan of Italy. At high school he went on 

an exchange to Italy and made friends with whom is still in contact. S_8 likes to replace English 

words with Italian words. His greatest motivation in speaking the language is being able to use 

it, to go over to Italy and speak it. At high school, he found that Lebanese students always 

spoke in Arabic among themselves, so he used to think “Why couldn’t I be like that?”. He has 

always had the desire to teach Italian. S_8 remembers that in high school students were not 

motivated to learn languages. He is the one who finds out about Italian cultural events and 

wants to go. The fact that he follows traditions helps him with keeping the Italian language and 

culture alive. He recently went to a procession in Haberfield, the area where he lives. He 

considers himself Italian. He loves the South and likes its superstitions. He thinks he is 

superstitious at times and bought himself un corno from Naples (a little horn against the evil 

eye). He feels attached to values and traditions, the idea of being in a community, the cooking. 

He thinks Italy is the best country of Europe.  

S_6 thinks that Italian is important for career opportunities in hospitality or as an interpreter, 

to go to Italy, for friendship. S_6 supposes that the motivation to learn the language is part of 

her background. She wants to keep her roots and she wants to speak the language perfectly and 

improve her accent. 

5.3.8 Identity 

As argued by Cavallaro (2005, p. 564) (see Chapter Two), ethnic-group members can identify 

more closely with those who share their language than with those who share other major aspects 

of their cultural background. As already mentioned in Chapter Two, Rubino (2002) talks about 

the possible development of a new identity among young Italians, certainly due to the 

increasing contact between Italy and Australia. She also highlights the rise in prestige and 

popularity of Italian language and culture in Australian society as a whole, promoting more 
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research on the relations between language and identity in the new generations and into the 

actual teaching and learning of Italian.  

The analysis of the interviews data reveals that this cohort of Italian background students of 

the third generation are fond of having links with their Italian past and this aspect reflecting on 

their Italianness and the way they are motivated to keep the language and culture alive. These 

findings elicited from the survey suggested that further interviews were necessary. Identity is 

– in nearly all students’ beliefs – performed through language. Language is considered – from 

data deriving from the questionnaire section on identity – “not just another skill”, but helps to 

define participants’ Italianness and has shaped their cultural identity, their consciousness to be 

part Italian: “…I really find… I sort of… force myself to speak Italian” (S_8). 

For one interviewee (S_6) Italian is a huge part of her identity. Only one interviewee declared 

that language is important, but not as much as her Italian heritage. Indeed, one recurrent feeling 

is “pride in having an Italian heritage”. Considering that not all the interviewees have yet 

achieved strong language skills, it is interesting to find that one interviewee feels that if he was 

proficient, he could express more in Italian than he does in English. Markers of identity range 

from embracing the culture and its traditions, associating with Italians and be part of a group 

that practise the Italian language. In fact, living in an area with a high density of Italians has 

been found to be a bonus for language practice. 

Language is important for cultural belonging, it is quite a strong component of identity. 

It actually shaped my identity, it makes you belong to a group, broadens your horizons 

and it is important for so many reasons, even for employment purposes. (S_8) 

Italian is not any longer a burden (as it was for my grandfather when he came to 

Australia), now it is something that interests other people, something to be proud of. I 

feel privileged to speak it. (S_7) 

From the themes that emerged from the analysis of the interviews it appears that language is 

needed for a more holistic identity. Having an Italian identity is not a burden for any of the 

interviewees. 

Travel to Italy is for one of the participants not just another destination, rather it is seen as a 

means to “…find your roots, learn about your past and connect with your heritage” (S_6). 
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Another reason why students believe it is important to go to Italy is to learn or improve the 

language. Travel to Italy does not stop with one trip either. Participants reported how, on a 

second or third trip, they were able to pick up the language, intonation and some language 

varieties. One student interviewed was so keen to describe how after each trip she feels “the 

hunger to go back”. 

S_8 feels happy when communicating in Italian, “a sense of satisfaction”. At home they always 

used “kitchen Italian”, using words such as “ciuccio” (dummy), etc. He made the decision at 

high school that he wanted to continue with Italian. He had many different Italian teachers and 

the lessons were always fun. Every year he used to celebrate Ferragosto at school. His class 

helped sell cannoli (little Italian cakes). He really enjoyed doing that for his culture. He is doing 

a diploma in languages. He has always been determined to be fluent even if thinks the grammar 

is difficult. When he went to Italy he felt really cool because he could speak the language. In 

some sentences he feels like he is a native speaker because he grew up with them. S_8 is very 

proud of being Italian. He loves going to Italian restaurants and being able to understand the 

menu. He is been told that he is creative (likely for being bilingual) and he thinks that when 

you learn another language you develop a new personality, a new way of thinking. This is in 

line with Ehala’s argument (2009, p. 45) that “people use their partial identities situationally 

and relationally, i.e. they foreground the identity that best serves their immediate needs in that 

particular situation and the one which is shared with others in this context. This phenomenon 

is called identity adaptiveness. Consequently, the corresponding identities have different 

salience within the totality of one’s multiple identity”. 

He learned a lot of English through Italian. He feels that in Australia they call Italians “wog” 

(which he doesn’t care about), and in Italy they call Australians “Americans”. He loves being 

Italian, he would not have it any other way. He feels bad for people of Anglo-Saxon background 

as “they do not have much culture”. His family always goes to the Ferragosto Festival in 

Sydney. When Umberto Tozzi (an Italian singer) came to Sydney his father went to the concert 

with his friends. Sometimes he goes to Italian clubs such as Marconi (especially when the FIFA 

World Cup was on). There were many Italian flags around and he felt very proud. At the Second 

Conference on the Impact of Italians in South Australia, Quaglia (2004) presented findings of 

research on young Australians of Italian background. These young people discussed their 

personal perceptions of identity and what it means to be Italo-Australian and the need for Italian 

clubs to adapt to the different needs and interests of younger generations.  
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Talking to native speakers is also considered by this participant a good way to learn and 

maintain the language. S_8’s cousins have neglected the language and culture. He thinks his 

Italian identity prevails over the Australian one. Rubino (2002) also discusses the possible 

development of a new identity among young Italians, indubitably due to the increasing contact 

between Italy and Australia and the rise in prestige and popularity of Italian language and 

culture in Australian society as a whole, calling for more research on the links between 

language and identity in the new generations and into the actual teaching and learning of Italian. 

S_7 sometimes goes to the Italian Forum with his family. His family helped his Italian. His 

mum cooks a lot of Italian food. S_7 feels Italian because he is a dual citizen. He went to Italy 

for seven months. He feels Italian and loves Italy. He follows the national soccer team (gli 

azzurri). He is very passionate. He loves most things about the culture but he would not live 

there.  

S_6 thinks that Italian has shaped the way she thinks. The results of the analysis indicate that, 

according to most of the participants, LM is important because it helps to define their 

Italianness. Amongst the students who participated in the interviews, there is a recurrent feeling 

of being proud to have Italian heritage. According to all reference group informants (as reported 

in Chapter Four), today’s second generation is different from the second generation of the past 

(what is generally referred as “the second generation” and who underwent the shift). The 

difference is apparent in terms of attitudes and beliefs. This may be due to the changed times 

and to the advent of multiculturalism.  

5.3.9 Summary of chapter 
As reported in Section 5.2.1, the first finding that emerged from the survey was that out of 

thirteen students’ parents, only two speak English and Italian, which denotes the second 

generation’s language shift to English and the lack of intergenerational transfer. Interviews 

showed that although most students’ families have not been able to transmit the language 

themselves, they have, however, been very supportive of their children’s HLL, even in the case 

of exogamous marriages, and have offered practical or emotional support. Parents have 

guaranteed exposure to language and helped subsequent language acquisition by sending their 

children to schools were Italian was taught or to Italian language courses. This may be due to 

the second generation’s change of attitude toward the HL maintenance. 



 141 

According to the student survey, the family members most keen to pass the language on were 

the grandparents: grandmothers in four cases and a grandfather in one case, followed by the 

mothers (three cases) and an older sister (one case). According to the student interviews, it is 

the mothers and grandmothers, i.e. women, who are responsible for language transmission, a 

view that is supported by research on gendering in language transmission and is also consistent 

with the literature on LM (see Garcia 2003 and Winter & Pauwels 2005 in Chapter Two). 

One of the questions in the survey section on language transmission (Section 5.2.6) was 

intended to determine how the language was transmitted to the next generation in their early 

years. For whatever reason, the fact that most parents and grandparents did not read or model 

literate behaviour to their children – that is for example, tell a story or singing songs, did have 

an impact on language transmission. This is because children missed on the language input at 

a very young age, an age that is critical for language acquisition. Stories and songs are in fact 

important because children learn sounds rhymes though constant repetitions. Some students 

had lyric and dialectal songs sung to them and can still remember them.  

The analysis of the survey results and the student interviews exposed their disappointment at 

not having learnt the HL at home. Remarkably, the first Italian language learnt by the majority 

of students was at university. The others learnt it either at primary school and continued 

studying it at High School (five), or at a community language school (one). Only one student 

learnt the language at home. This somehow demonstrates the lack of interest of the second 

generation to keep the language alive – probably due to the advance of Global English. Other 

causes of shift were the complexity of the Italian language in Australia, the assimilationist 

policy of the time and a monolingual mindset. The literature review has highlighted the fact 

that the second generation was not keen on passing the language on, because of the stigma of 

not speaking Standard Italian and/or because of the wish to assimilate. This finding may also 

mean that the Italian taught at primary or community school was (and essentially still is) very 

basic and therefore it would not count towards speaking a language fluently. However, nearly 

one half of the participants elected to study Italian at university, which could mean taking a 

stand against the parents’ disinclination to transmit the language, and possibly a search for an 

Italian identity. Many of the interviewees maintained that they missed out on learning the 

language because their parents did not transmit it to them. The analysis of data from the survey 

questions on motivation and identity showed a strong intrinsic motivation and self-fulfilment 

in learning the language. In relation to the theme of dialects, it emerged that they are spoken in 
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most of the students’ families, however they are “forbidden territory” in two of the students’ 

families.  

A most critical finding was that Italian language learning and transmission to the next 

generation is important to all students. Significantly, they are all very keen to pass the language 

onto their children, because they believe in it, and also because they felt “left out” themselves. 

This data shows the motivation of keeping the language alive. This is the core of the case study, 

the case itself: the third generation’s language revitalisation is demonstrated – in this specific 

group of tertiary students by their efforts to learn a language that would otherwise have been 

lost to them. Besides, it proves that Italian HLL is not a temporary fact due to a trend, but rather 

that a desire exists that no further loss of language is experienced by the present and future 

Italian community. Such desire is evident in the questionnaire answers that relate to the 

importance of LM and transmission, and can be seen in the positive response students gave to 

these matters (Section 5.2.3). This was indeed the focal point of my research questions and it 

is in line with Garcia (2003), who affirms that language itself provides a direct way to connect 

with one’s heritage. The third generation’s intention of maintaining the language for the next 

generation is quite obvious. Even in such a survey’s micro-context – which was extended by 

means of interviews, observations and reference group discussions – it still is a remarkable 

response. 

As a result, there exists a necessity on the educational sector’s part of providing opportunities 

for language learning. Political advocacy and state support would then ensure that the language 

is maintained.  

Most students reported having difficulty in understanding dialects. However, upon reflection, 

the way this question (Q.32) was posed was biased and it would have been more effective to 

ask if the student understood a dialect/any dialect. This finding enabled me to expand on the 

matter by extending the interview questions (the interview was conducted after the survey) to 

the importance of dialects today, in order to obtain more subtle responses to these questions.  

The questions on technology and globalisation shed light on the effectiveness of the media to 

improve Italian language learning. Technology does help the young Italian generation to 

reconnect. 
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The interview questions searching for answers to the research question on identity gave insight 

into the third generation’s willingness to learn the language because of their search for identity; 

as reported in Section 5.2.8 (identity), four students admitted to their disappointment that their 

families had hindered the learning/development of their Italian language. Regardless, most 

students consider themselves Italian. They “feel” Italian, particularly when they visit Italy and 

observe that they share surnames with locals. They are also proud to share Italian traits (to be 

able to speak with the right pronunciation and the feeling of attracting interest in their culture 

and traditions). This generation is able to negotiate their identities very well as opposed to their 

grandparents and parents who had very static and not flexible ones. 

Questions regarding the use of social venues/networks showed that only half of the families 

take part in Italian events; this could be because there are not many Italian clubs/function 

centres anymore, and particularly very few for young people. However, students responded 

that they participate in Italian festive days throughout the year, even if, in the main, social 

activities in the old Italian clubs do not seem relevant to the third generation. 

The fact that the majority of students thought that the use of Italian enabled them to make more 

friends is important for two reasons: firstly, because they can better relate to Italian people both 

here and in Italy; and secondly, because, given the recent, unprecedented and ongoing large 

intake of young Italians (temporary and possibly permanent workers, students and people on 

family visas), it is important that someone speaks their language and that – in the case of people 

staying permanently – no further loss of the language/literacy/culture is experienced and a 

balanced bilingualism is achieved. 

In the main, to relate findings to the research questions, responses related to the importance of 

LM and language loss demonstrate that these are quite important in present day Australia’s 

urban settings in the views of the third generation who has suffered from language shift. The 

research question related to identity positionings has also benefited from the positive responses 

given by third generation Italo-Australians regarding their feelings of Italianness. 

This chapter has highlighted the most salient findings from the survey and interviews to tertiary 

students of Italian background and has exposed the third generation’s fondness for having links 

with their Italian past, that these links reflect on their Italianness and their motivation to keep 
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the language and culture alive. The next chapter will discuss the findings derived from the 

analyses of family interviews and observations of families. 

  



 145 

Chapter Six – Findings from Family Interviews 

6.1 Interviews with family members 
The previous chapter has reported in detail the findings from the student survey and interviews. 

This chapter and the next describes the findings from family interviews and observations. 

Members from three Sydney’s families were interviewed before the observations as a means 

to find some of the answers to the research questions related to the first and second generation 

of Italo-Australians. As highlighted in Chapter Two, participants in the observations were 

chosen utilising a criterion type of sampling, meaning that they had to meet some criterion of 

interest, in this case to be part of an extended family of Italian background speaking Italian or 

a dialect. Families were selected on the basis of having Italian background and being comprised 

of three generations (grandparents, parents and children). A fully structured questionnaire was 

created to administer the survey. This was fully structured because the researcher was not there 

to ask questions. For the interviews there were two different questionnaires. One for mothers 

and one for family members. Both these questionnaires served as a guide for the interviews - 

that is, they were used only as a canvas to structure the interviews. This was because interviews 

were in the form of a dialogue between the participant and the researcher. 

Table 6.1 Profile of the family members interviewed 

Family A Family B Family C 
1. Grandmother (on 
mother’s side Italian-born 
from Sicily) 

1. Grandmother (on 
mother’s side Italian-born 
from Calabria) 

1. Grandfather (on mother’s 
side Italian-born from 
Puglia) 

2. Mother (Australian-born) 2. Mother (Australian born-
her father was from Croatia) 

2. Mother (Australian-born) 

3. Father (Italian-born from 
Lombardy) 

3. Father (Italian-born from 
Lombardy) 

3. Father (Italian-born from 
Puglia) 

 
The information reported in Table 6.1 is important to understand the change of attitude toward 

Italian LM in the second generation. Also, all fathers are Italian born and thus migrants. This 

contributes to the willingness to keep the Italian language alive. In family A the main language 

spoken is Italian. The mother, whose first language is English, tries to speak in Italian to her 

children most of the time even though there is a tendency for the children to reply to her in 

English. In family B the prevalent language is Italian. The mother (Australian born) acquired 

the Calabrese dialect when growing up however she tries to speak Italian to her children most 

of the time. Family B father’s parents come from two different regions in Italy and he regrets 
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not having acquired a dialect when growing up. The fact that family B’ family is still in Italy 

is an incentive for him to keep the language alive and to send his children to learn Italian at 

school. The prevalence of dialect in Family C is due to the fact that both grandparents on the 

mother’s side come from Puglia and that their daughter has married a man from the same 

region. Both granddaughters understand Italian although the youngest one is reluctant to speak 

it and prefers to express herself in English.  

Participants’ profile 

The grandparents 

The grandparents in this study are part of the diaspora that formed in Australia in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Their story is longer and more complex than those of more recent migrants. Having 

had to come to terms with Australian life in an era of assimilation policies, and having dialect 

as their first and only language, their accounts are special.  

Unlike migrants of more recent arrival, some of the grandparents can speak and understand 

Italian, but have never achieved language proficiency as will become evident from their stories. 

Depending on their age at the time of arrival, some learnt English and did not experience the 

trauma of being unable to converse outside the family, as is the case for two of the interviewed.  

Giovanna, Family A grandmother, is a 73-year-old woman who came with her family the Eolie 

Islands (Sicily) in 1953 at the age of eight. Clementina, Family B grandmother, migrated to 

Australia in 1959 at the age of five. She spent most of her young life in Canberra, then she 

moved to Sydney where she married twice, the first time with an eastern European man with 

whom she had two daughters, and then with her present Australian husband. Antonio, Family 

C grandfather, migrated from the south of Italy (Puglia) in 1969. He came to Australia first and 

then he called his future wife, as it used to be the custom in those days. He speaks Italian all 

the time now he is retired, and uses the little English he learnt only when it is absolutely 

necessary. 

The Parents 

The mothers 

The interviews with mothers were part of a set of interviews with three families, who also 

agreed to participate to the observation. All mothers interviewed have a southern Italian 
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background and are married to Italians. Endogamous marriages appear to be still quite common 

in the Italian community in Sydney. Of the mothers, one (Family C’s mother) has married an 

Italian of the same regional background of her parents. Family A mother is a second generation 

woman aged 42, employed and with university education. She was born in Australia from 

Sicilian parents. Her parents, however, speak English today, with occasional dialect. This 

respondent has two adolescent children, aged 13 and 11. Family B mother is also a second 

generation Italo-Australian of Calabrian descent, a stay-at-home mother with two small 

children. Family C mother is a second generation Italo-Australian with family origins in Puglia. 

She is a teacher, with two daughters aged eight and thirteen. The interviews revealed a number 

of interesting elements, which are reported by themes in the following sub-sections.  

The fathers 

Two of the fathers interviewed (Family B and C) were born in Italy and moved to Australia 

less than twenty years ago; the third (Family A) was also born in Italy, but migrated to Sydney 

years before. All men married second generation Italo-Australian women. Family A father, 

Pasquale, was born in Calabria but his family moved to a town near Milan when he was only 

six months old. He did not study English in Italy and once he arrived in Australia he learned 

English at Tafe for six months, mostly for work reasons. Family B father, Biagio, migrated 

from a little Italian town near Milan in 2005. He completed his education in Italy, in Australia, 

however, he attended English and professional courses. He learnt English at high school in 

Italy, so his grammar was already quite good when he came to Australia but – he declared – he 

was faced with comprehension and speaking problems. Family C father, Agostino, spoke very 

little English when he came to Australia, so he went to an English school.  

6.2 Main themes 

The findings resulted from the analysis of the interviews with family members are reported 

according to the themes that emerged in the sub-sections.  

6.2.1 Italian language use and maintenance 

Given that the families present differences it has been decided to organise the chapter 

thematically and where marked differences have occurred among families this has been 

discussed within the theme. As discussed in the Literature Review (Chapter Two), findings 

from the analysis of data show that the first generation tried to maintain their first language 

when they came to Australia, Italian but more often a dialect at home and with relatives and 
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English with friends. Family A grandmother, Giovanna, spoke in Italian to her children when 

they were little but stopped when they started school because the general belief at the time was 

that speaking two languages would confuse the children. Her interaction with the grandchildren 

is in English. She has tried to speak Italian with one of her granddaughters but she refuses to 

learn. Giovanna watches SBS in Italian as well as Italian movies and TV series that her husband 

buys in DVD format (for a detailed description in the participant’s words see Appendix 1).  

Clementina (Family B grandmother) speaks English at home with her husband, dialect with her 

mother and Italian with her daughters and grandchildren. The fact that she speaks Italian makes 

it easier to communicate with her relatives (see her story in Appendix 1). Clementina’s 

Australian husband wants to learn Standard Italian, so when she speaks in dialect to her mother, 

he asks what is the translation in Italian. Her grandchild speaks in English to her husband 

because he knows that he only speaks English but if he has to speak to his nonni (grandparents 

on paternal side) he speaks to them in Italian because he knows that they only speak Italian. 

Also to her great grandmother (nonna grande), Clementina’s grandson would try and speak 

Calabrian because he knows that she only understands the Calabrian dialect. Family B 

grandmother finds that listening to Italian songs has helped her when she wanted to learn 

Standard Italian.  

Family C grandfather, Antonio, has no problem speaking in Italian in shops, although he finds 

it difficult to express himself when he goes to see doctors, particularly specialists. He mainly 

speaks dialect with his wife, daughter and son-in-law (who is from the same regional 

background), but he tries to speak more in Standard Italian with his granddaughters. According 

to Antonio’s daughter, despite the fact that he comes from the Southern city of Molfetta, he has 

lost the accent (la cadenza), due to the fact that he has been living in Australia for so many 

years. Together with his wife he watches Italian television every night, because he says it is in 

her mother tongue (la madre lingua). His youngest granddaughter has learned to play cards 

with him and when they play an Italian game (scopa) she speaks to him in Italian (“Nonno, 

settebello” – a valuable card in the game). 

On two occasions during the interview, Antonio used Australitalian. As mentioned in Chapter 

Two (section 2.3), according to Rando and Leoni (1992) “The base language for Australian 

Italian is Popular Italian, a variety of Italian in common usage amongst Italian immigrants 

during the 1950s. Popular Italian can be briefly described as a social variety of Italian used by 
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the lesser educated, mainly dialectophones, who guided by the model of Standard Italian, try 

to achieve a common linguistic denominator which might enable communication beyond the 

limits imposed upon them by their dialects” (p.179). Australitalian is according to Leoni (1981, 

cited in Clyne 1991) defined as a kind of list of English transfers used by some Italian-

Australians.  

Antonio makes use of the borrowing strategy in his speech, that is, he uses the word “fattorie”, 

transferring the English “factories” to the Italian language (instead of using the correct Italian 

term fabbriche). On another occasion he uses the word “iarda” (see text in Appendix 1), which 

– not having an equivalent in Italian – is borrowed from the English “yard”. Antonio also uses 

the expression “non volevano piu manuali” (they did not want any more labourers) with the 

inaccurate word for the Italian “manovali”, which translates in English as “manuals”, 

demonstrating that after so many years in Australia, even speaking in Italian all the time, some 

of the language is lost to the first generation; manuali could however be a dialectal word for 

labourers. Even though Antonio and his wife spoke in Italian during the interview, their 

daughter remarked that they speak in dialect most of the time and that they all (parents and 

grandparents) speak Italian with the children because it is the proper language “Con le bambine 

poi parliamo un poco l’ Italiano, perche` e` perfetto”.  

Family A mother reported that she started to study Italian in High School (a quite uncommon 

fact for members of the second generation who experienced a great language loss since they 

assimilated for fear of repercussions from peers and also because they rejected their Italianness 

and preferred an Australian identity as described in Chapter Two). The fact that this respondent 

elected to study Italian in her teenage years is most likely due to the fact that when she was 

growing up, Australia was already a multicultural country. This mother declared that her Italian 

friends were fundamental in helping her to learn the language and that, having an ear for the 

language, it was easier for her to learn Italian in terms of reading, but harder in terms of writing. 

Her husband (a migrant from Italy) was, however, her mentor and teacher. The respondent 

stated that she had to continue learning Italian out of necessity because her husband’s English 

language skills were very basic. She also affirmed that she would like to improve her language 

skills for a better use in family connections. The very little Italian still spoken by her parents is 

mostly dialect. What really makes her speaking the language at home, in the respondent’s 

opinion, are her children, one of whom studies Italian at school and the other privately (the two 

children, when younger, were enrolled in Preparatory classes of the Italian Bilingual School).  
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Family B mother and her husband speak Italian at home. Her husband is committed to speak 

exclusively in Italian. When they were living with the interviewee’s parents before moving into 

their own house though, they had to speak English because the respondent’s mother’s second 

husband is Australian. This fact created a refusal in her little son to speak Italian with his other 

grandparents who live overseas and who only speak Italian. However, the boy continued to 

speak Italian with his great-grandmother, whom he calls “nonna grande” (big grandmother) 

and who has dementia, as if he understood that she can only speak in Italian. 

Family C mother’s attitude toward Italian LM is highly positive. Although she thinks that there 

are not many opportunities to learn Italian these days, she finds it very important to transmit 

the language. One of the reasons she gave for this is to better communicate with the elderly 

who, due to their limited education, still have problems. For example, she reported that she has 

to simplify everything with her mother even in Italian. This interviewee related that her parents 

do not watch the Australian news on television because they do not understand them and thus 

rely on the local paper La Fiamma to keep abreast of what is happening in Australia and the 

world. This respondent finds that it was easier before for her parents to communicate because 

many people spoke Italian. For example, the interviewee declared: 

If my mum went to the bank, someone spoke Italian. Now, since her English knowledge 

is limited and no one speaks the language in the bank, I pay her bills. Mum has no idea 

of how to use a credit card. If she wants to put money into her account, I write everything 

for her on a piece of paper, account number, etc…. She doesn’t know councils have 

merged, the other day for example she found a bill in the mail and she asked why do I 

have to pay for Canterbury if I live in Bankstown? 

Family A father (Pasquale) declared that he speaks Italian most of the time, however, reported 

code-switching to English because he likes to say certain words in that language, and because 

the children are still learning Italian. He also declared that he is not interested in improving his 

English, and that for this very reason exchanges in Italian at home are a very regular occurrence. 

In English, he is only interested in getting the message across, he does not care about form or 

grammar. Now that he is older he finds it more difficult to learn new words in English: 

It is difficult at a certain age. Non ho piu` l’elasticita` mentale di assorbire new terms’ 

[I do not have the mental ability to absorb new terms anymore]. I learn a term and I 
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forget another… I know I make mistakes when I talk and for me it is easier to read, even 

on TV I put subtitles, listening is no good. 

Family A father uses English only at work. He tends to speak Italian because it comes easier 

to him but at the same time he likes to say some words in English. Sometimes he gets 

embarrassed when he goes to the movies because he does not understand everything and when 

he hears people laughing he does not know what they are laughing about. Even at work people 

speak very fast. If it is an interesting conversation he stays out of it and then he asks someone 

for clarification. His friends were somewhat teasing when he was learning English, telling him 

to ask for “moo juice” when he asked them the word for milk.  

Family B father speaks Italian at home and with his friends, unless there is an English-speaking 

person in the group. He gets very conscious of the fact that there is someone who does not 

understand Italian. In the family they occasionally quarrel, because sometimes he wants to have 

a party and be free to speak all day in Italian, without need to worry about translating. He has 

plenty of Australian friends but at times, if there are ninety percent of Italian speaking people, 

and there is one who does not speak Italian, he has to speak in English the whole time. At home 

in Australia with his wife and children he tries to speak Italian but sometimes, by default, he 

speaks English. He declared that: 

… by default (I speak English) because you’ve spoken English all day long… also you 

come home, they approach you in English, it sounds a bit hard to switch to Italian. In the 

weekend it’s different because I haven’t spent all day speaking in English, it’s easier for 

me to stay on Italian. And normally during the week I don’t force Marco to speak to me 

in Italian. But on the weekends, for example this morning we were out, having a coffee 

together I said to Marco “Why don’t you speak to me in Italian?”…Once the level of 

language of the person who migrated here becomes good enough… when the second 

language becomes natural for that person, then you tend to speak the language of the 

country you live in if you don’t make a conscious effort. For example my cousin, the 

difference between me and him [is that] when we speak English he still has to think about 

the words sometimes, they don’t come naturally and that’s why he doesn’t like to speak 

in English, ‘cause it’s not natural.  



 152 

Biagio mixes the two languages when he is conscious of the fact that he should speak Italian 

to his children, swapping in mid-sentence:  

Cause I want to speak only in Italian to them… I would love to, but sometimes I don’t 

realise that I’m speaking in English…. when I realise that I switch to Italian, so that’s 

when I mix the two languages.  

Family C father, Agostino, spoke very little English when he came to Australia, so he went to 

an English school. He does not feel the need to improve his English, because he knows what 

he needs for his job. Usually, when dealing with terms that he does not know for his work, he 

asks his wife (who is Italo-Australian). When he arrived in Australia he started watching only 

Australian TV (news). Since then he has always listened to Today FM, while in the car. He 

thinks that social media are an effective way to improve a language (especially using the 

mobile). Sometimes he finds it difficult to remember words in Italian, so he tends to say “yes” 

instead of “sì”, or “it doesn’t matter” instead of “non fa niente”, etc., even when he is in Italy. 

Agostino tries not to think in Italian when speaking in English otherwise it is harder for him to 

express what he thinks. For this very reason he tends to speak very fast, because if he stops and 

thinks (in Italian) it takes him a long time. He likes the Australian radio because they speak 

fast. Agostino does not have the Italian TV, his family insists that he gets the RAI channel but 

he refuses. He is more interested in knowing what happens in Australia, which is why he 

watches Australian news. Agostino says that together with his wife they have tried to plan to 

speak Italian at home, especially at dinnertime, but somehow they have failed. It is not easy, 

especially because his wife is Italo-Australian and his daughters tend to speak English with her. 

His wife speaks English with them eighty percent of the time. This happens because children 

spend the majority of their time with the mother, he thinks. One of his Italian friends instead 

has established the rule that his children can only speak Italian at dinnertime. As emerged from 

the analysis of the interviews with family members, in all three families there are highly 

positive attitudes towards LM. Although not always succeeding in practice, members of the 

three families interviewed adopt different strategies for the upkeep of the Italian language.  

Dialect use 

A significant finding of this research is the way in which members of the three families regard 

the use of dialects. As revealed by first generation interview participants, since some migrants 

are still not comfortable with English they continue to speak their regional dialect with friends 
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and family. Dialect also appears to be a marker of identity for migrants. One participant 

(Giovanna) feels more comfortable if she speaks to people of her own Sicilian background. Her 

husband is Calabrian and at home they speak a bit of the two dialects. Another participant 

(Clementina) speaks English at home with her Australian husband but speaks dialect with her 

mother because she says that she cares for her. She also speaks dialect with her brother who 

lives in Canberra. Clementina also understands Sicilian and other dialects, although she finds 

dialects from Veneto hard because, she says, they speak fast. Family C grandfather (Antonio) 

speaks in dialect most of the time, as remarked by her daughter during his interview (see 

Appendix 1). The fact that Italian and not dialect was used during the interview was most likely 

due to my presence or to the fact that dialect is not considered a language to use outside the 

family. Family C grandfather understands dialects that are close to the ones of his regions 

(Puglia), for example Calabrian but not so much Sicilian. Although he was born and bred in 

the southern town of Molfetta, he says that he does not speak the dialect properly if compared 

to the old men who still live there. During the interview Antonio’s wife, Eva, says that most of 

their friends have only passed the dialect onto their children. The language spoken by Family 

B mother (Filomena) when she was growing up was Calabrian dialect. This gave her some 

exposure to Standard Italian, that is, she learnt words that are slightly different in the two 

languages. She now speaks Standard Italian not hundred percent, but every day she learns a 

new word:  

The other night my husband said a word…I can’t remember just what it was, but because 

I had the base of the dialect, it was easier to understand… if I started from nothing, it 

would be so hard for me.  

Filomena’s own upbringing was interspersed with dialect (Calabrian) and she stated that she 

had not much difficulty in learning Standard Italian because her knowledge of dialectal words 

made it easier acquiring the latter. This represents a very important finding of the research that 

forms the basis of this thesis. The fact that this participant thinks that having a dialect as a base 

helped her when learning Standard Italian is in contrast with the common belief that speaking 

a dialect constitutes an issue when it comes to learning Italian. Her sister, though, assimilated 

to the point of using English exclusively, does not remember – for lack of use – the dialectal 

words of her infancy and childhood, finding it hard to communicate with Italians and to 

socialise.  
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At home, Family C mother (Lucia) being of the same regional linguistic background as her 

husband, speaks mostly dialect, including when the grandparents visit. English is used in the 

family for the children’s benefit, but the language mostly spoken is the pugliese dialect, both 

in the nuclear and in the extended family. Back home in Italy Family A father (Pasquale) used 

to speak the Calabrian dialect, but here in Australia he uses Italian in the family. Family B 

father (Biagio) does not speak any dialects, but he understands a few, since his father is from 

Calabria and his mother from the centre of Italy (from the Marche region), so he understands 

the calabrese and marchigiano dialects very well. In addition, after being in Australia for such 

a long time and seen many different people, he declares to fully understand Sicilian and 

Neapolitan, because he has worked for people of these regional backgrounds for a few years. 

He also understands dialects from the North of Italy because the area where he grew up borders 

with Piedmont and the Veneto. He does not speak the dialect from the area he was born 

(Lombardy) because his family would never speak in the lombardo dialect, but he understands 

everything. When he was living in Italy, he used to throw many dialect words into his 

conversation, because some people used to speak that dialect. However, compared to people 

from the South, young people in Lombardy – he explained – people of his generation did not 

really speak dialect, apart when they wanted to have a bit of fun and a joke. With his nonna he 

tries to put in as many Calabrian words as he remembers because she speaks calabrese. His 

other nonna speaks marchigiano, and hardly uses any Italian. His father speaks the calabrese 

dialect, nevertheless his parents used to speak Italian at home. This is because his father was 

already “converted” to Italian when he married, so there was no dialect spoken at home in Italy. 

Family B father regrets the fact that he does not speak a dialect.  

I’m kind of sad that I didn’t grow up speaking a dialect, I couldn’t have a proper 

conversation in any dialect because in my home they probably did what the Italian 

migrants did here [to fit i]). Milan in the ‘60s was like Sydney when my mother-in-law 

migrated… you watch “Rocco e i suoi fratelli” [a famous Italian movie]… people from 

the South were treated similar to what the Italians were treated in Australia, so of course 

there was an urge to fit in. 

Family A father, who was born in Calabria and moved to a little town near Milan in his infancy, 

declared that he understands most of the Italian dialects because Milan was (together with 

Turin) a northern Italian city of internal migration for many Italian southerners seeking work. 

For this father, moving to near Milan resulted in speaking calabrese (the family dialect) with 
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a northern accent, which he considers more refined. In Family C, dialect is the common 

language of exchange and is used not only in the nuclear and extended family, but also with 

friends of the same regional background. Family C father would always go to his nonni’s 

(grandparents) place on Saturdays and Sundays. This is why he speaks the dialect from 

Molfetta very well. He understands Sicilian, Neapolitan and Calabrian. He has more difficulty 

in understanding dialects from the North of Italy or from other cities in Puglia, such as Lecce. 

He did not learn grammar but mainly colloquial English. He thinks he speaks his dialect very 

well but he has lost the accent when he speaks Italian, because he has been working in other 

Italian cities, such as Reggio Emilia, Milan and Turin, while living there. He finds that if he is 

talking with someone from Naples he starts speaking with a Neapolitan accent after a while.  

Family A father speaks Calabrian dialect at home in Italy but not at home in Australia. He can 

understand almost all other Italian dialects because he grew up in Milan mixing with people of 

different regions. He thinks that dialects are the best thing existing in Italy. Growing up with a 

Neapolitan boy he learned that dialect. He remembers his friend asking him “Famm o’ panin 

ca pummarol ngopp, co salam ngopp” (Make me a bread roll with tomato and salami). He 

understands the Neapolitan, Calabrian, Sicilian and Lombardo dialects very well, but is not so 

good with the dialects from Sardinia and Bergamo because they are very strict. When speaking 

in Italian he thinks he has a Northern accent. He can identify as a person grown up in Milan 

who when speaks Calabrian has a Milanese accent.  

Results from the analysis of data obtained from interviews with family members show that 

there is great emphasis given to dialects in two of the three families (Family A and C). The use 

of dialect is common in one of the three families observed, and two of the interviewed fathers 

are of the opinion that dialects are part of one’s identity and should be not only used but also 

preserved for the next generations who have not only an Italian heritage, but also a regional 

one. To relate the findings to the research question on how important is the maintenance of 

dialect to Italian background families, it appears that dialect is a significant component in the 

language practices of two of the three families. The analysis of data demonstrates that speaking 

a dialect seems to foster a bond between Italo-Australians with their land of origin thus 

preserving important values and traditions. 
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6.2.2 Families’ attitudes to Italian language maintenance 
Giovanna, Family A grandmother, believes that the HL is important to keep because it is part 

of someone’s roots. She thinks that Italian should be maintained both at school and in the 

family. Clementina, Family B grandmother, is of the opinion that the HL is important to 

maintain for various reasons:  

It’s important to always remember where you come from, your heritage, you should never 

throw it away or lose it, that’s who you are, you know? And it’s important to maintain it, 

and also for the kids, because I believe if they speak another language it’s easier for them 

to learn more languages. So my grandkids speak Italian, I think later on it’ll be easier 

for them to learn say French or German or any other language.  

She also thinks that speaking the HL makes it easier for grandchildren to communicate with 

their grandparents and it helps them to know their culture and where they come from:  

The fact that I speak Italian makes it easier to communicate with my relatives. I think it’s 

important for grandchildren to communicate with grandparents in their language… they 

will speak it easier, they don’t feel I’m saying the wrong thing, they learn better. It helps 

them to know where they come from, their roots, their culture and yeah, it’s good for 

them, they’re still communicating in the language, whether it’s dialect or Italian it’s still 

in another language, more connected, they’re more connected. 

According to Antonio (Family C grandfather), it is important that the grandchildren speak 

Italian because they (the grandparents) speak Italian and they want their grandchildren to 

follow in the conversation. His wife constantly tells their daughter to maintain Italian with her 

children because it would be a shame if they lost it. Family A mother regards language loss a 

major problem because of the impossibility for the younger generation to communicate with 

the older ones who use Italian (even when they know English or have a grasp of it) to better 

express their feelings, knowledge and ideas. She affirms that it is important for the 

grandchildren to learn the language to communicate with the older generations, in that it is 

much harder for the latter to communicate in English. Her attitudes towards Italian language 

maintenance (LM) have entirely changed over time. She reported that she was forced by her 

family as a young girl to understand Italian; however, she responded to any questions in 

English.  
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Pasquale (Family A father) considers HLL very important and feels that through language 

children can learn the traditions, the ways and the culture of their heritage. He feels that the 

most important issue facing children of Italian heritage is the abandonment of the Italian 

language by their parents through assimilation. This participant considers the family as the first 

agent for LM if possible; in case this is not possible, he recognises the government as 

responsible that no more language is lost.  

Biagio, Family B father, is strongly motivated to pass the HL on. The most important reason is 

a practical one, to communicate with grandparents:  

I want my children being able to talk to my parents. Probably the main reason right now, 

obviously my parents unfortunately won’t be around forever, but I strongly believe that 

my children will never fully understand where I come from and my culture if they don’t 

understand the language. And I hope that I will be able to continue doing what I’ve being 

doing all these years, going back very often to Italy with them. Without the language you 

can’t appreciate who you are hundred per cent. And, in the back of my mind, there is 

always this thought, maybe one day we are going to move back to Italy. There is a 

sentimental and a family reason for my kids to learn Italian, but I would like them to start 

learning Mandarin as soon as possible, and I believe that already knowing two languages 

would open their brains to be able to pick up the third one easier. 

Agostino (Family C father) considers HLL very important and feels that through language 

children can learn the traditions, the ways and the culture of their heritage. He tries to keep 

Italian traditions in the family. Every year he makes salami at home, a very popular Italian 

tradition of the past. Agostino thinks that to speak Italian would be an advantage for his 

daughters. He thinks it is important for his daughters to speak Italian with their grandparents 

so they do not lose the language. His youngest daughter knows that her nonno speaks little 

English, so when on the phone she asks to talk with her nonna (who knows English better). 

Every two or three years they go to Italy and if his daughters do not speak Italian they find it 

hard. Even if his daughters do not speak but at least understand Italian is a bonus. Agostino 

believes that it is important to speak more than one language. This section has helped answering 

the research question related to what extent are LM and language shift important issues for 

present day Australians of Italian background in today’s Australia’s urban settings? 
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The findings have shown that there is a desire to maintain language and culture in all the three 

families. Italian LM is a fundamental aspect for all the three families, both to preserve cultural 

traditions and to maintain communication with the grandparents.  

6.3 Identity  
The question pertinent to throwing light on the topic of identity returned a shared sense of 

belonging and a common positioning of “feeling part Italian”. As highlighted in Chapter Three, 

the construct of identity was applied in this thesis to explore Italo-Australians’ attitudes, desires 

and motivations towards language learning and their empathy with aspects of the culture.  

Giovanna, Family A grandmother, feels half Italian and half Australian. She does not have 

contradictory identities. If she is with Italian people she is Italian, if she is with Australian 

people she feels Australian. 

Clementina, Family B grandmother feels Italian when speaking Italian. She says that deep 

down in her heart she will always be Italian. The literature review in Chapter Two highlighted 

how these days trips to Italy are the norm and not any longer the exception. As mentioned in 

the literature review visits to Italy play an important role on identity formation. When 

Clementina, Family B grandmother, goes to Italy she feels at home. If someone asks her if she 

is Australian she always says that she is Italian. Nevertheless, when in Australia she fits in with 

Australians. She does not feel conflicting identities as she believes, like Family A grandmother, 

that fitting into both cultures depends on the individual.  

Antonio, Family C grandfather, does not feel either Australian or Italian. He places his identity 

somewhere in the middle. Nevertheless, together with his wife, he has become an Australian 

citizen to have rights. He has got used to Australia and does not think about going back to Italy 

to the point that he has bought a plot at the cemetery. He is convinced that he has to stay in 

Australia. 

Diana, Family A mother, sees herself fitting into Italian culture, the values of which were 

implanted into her from a very young age. Being attached to Italian values and traditions gives 

her “a sense of security”; however, she feels “a stranger” when in Italy, possibly because she 

is not very confident with her language skills in fast-paced language settings. Importantly 

though, she does not feel conflicting, overlapping identities, even though she declared that she 

resented the greater freedom her Australian friends had when at school. 
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Filomena, Family B mother, feels a sense of belonging deriving from the fact that she is 

increasingly able to communicate in Italian. As I have the opportunity of meeting her often, I 

can definitely see the constant improvement in her oral language skills and the dedication with 

which this mother is instilling, word after word, the HL into her little children. Although 

outwardly very Australian, there is much of the Italian in her, which is evident in her 

participation in Italian cultural life and family traditions.  

Lucia, Family C mother, states that she “feels Italian”. All her life is permeated by Italian 

language use (at work) and dialect use (in the family), and by Italian cultural aspects and 

participation in Italian events. English is used in the family for the children’s benefit, but the 

language mostly spoken is the Pugliese dialect, both in the nuclear and in the extended family. 

Italian religious traditions are kept in this family and are considered by this mother as a way of 

feeling part of the community.  

Data analysis of the interviews with the three mothers reveals that they, despite the fact that 

they were born in Australia, feel very much Italian, having grown up in Italian families and 

having married Italians. In fact, as argued in Section 3.2, motivation, attitudes and desire are 

seen as sub-sets of identity, in that they may create the foundation for language learning. It is 

then a combination of attitudes and desire that drives these mothers to improve their skills in 

Italian and also to maintain the language in the family.  

Pasquale, Family A father, feels a guest in Australia, even though he has an Australian passport. 

He does use English at work, but he does not understand English humour. Although he has 

been living in Australia for more than fifteen years, and he knows that speaking English is 

advantageous, he feels Italian more than ever and he is very attached to Italian traditions. He 

does take part in Italian cultural, religious and linguistic events in Sydney, such as going to 

Italian Mass every Sunday and patronising La Bottega, an Italian theatrical company.  

Biagio, Family B father, feels overlapping identities rather than conflicting ones. He thinks that 

having two cultures is an enrichment and he is trying to have the best of both worlds even 

though he does not always succeed. Despite the fact that he was born and bred in Italy, he feels 

like a stranger sometimes when he is back there. He thinks that this is due to the fact that he 

went from living in a small town in Italy to a big city in Australia, so according to him there 

was a “double change”.  
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Agostino, Family C father, feels at home every time he goes back to Italy, especially in his 

hometown. Although he has friends here, his real friends are back in his hometown. He 

identifies more with the Italian language. The majority of his friends are Italian. He lives well 

with the two identities. The fact that he speaks English has helped him make more friends. The 

majority of his friends are Italian but he also has some Australian friends. He does not get 

together with his Australian friends much though, because culturally they are too different. He 

thinks that his Italian friends who were born in Australia – or migrated when they were little – 

are more like Australians now than Italians. 

For Giovanna’s parents family and religion were very important. They used to gather for 

Sunday lunch every week. She has tried to pass these values onto her children even though she 

says that things have changed, people are busier these days and they play sports or even work 

on Sundays. Clementina’s parents implanted the values of the Italian culture into her “a 

hundred per cent”: 

Family, respecting your parents, having respect, accepting and appreciating where you 

come from... the family values are very important, you are close, you’re together, whether 

it be brothers, sisters, whatever, you’re there for each other…and the other thing too, 

[values] make us remember who we are and where we’ve come from, we appreciate 

things more, you know. I like it. [Italian values and culture in general]. 

Clementina also admits to be superstitious and proud (see Appendix 1). 

The aspect of Italian culture that Antonio (Family C grandfather) is most attached to is the 

food. His mother was a great cook. He thinks the food here in Australia is not as good as in 

Italy. When he is in Australia he feels there is something missing. He thinks that in Italy 

traditions and celebrations are more felt.  

Biagio (Family B father) feels more attached to Italian traditions now that he lives in Australia 

than when he used to live there. He used to hate doing the passata (homemade tomato sauce), 

whilst now he has voluntarily organised it. Food is another important value for him. He likes 

the idea of having a long lunch:  

That’s why for me lunch – especially during a festivity – has to be long, has to be time 

sitting at the table talking. But this is changing in Australia too now. If you remember 
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when we came ages ago, [now] it’s different. I think they are changing and appreciating 

more. It’s funny they [Australians] would make a point of organising a long lunch, you 

have events where it actually says “long lunch”, where in Italy you never see that, it’s 

just lunch. 

The analysis of data from the families interviewed has revealed that migrants (fathers’ and 

grandparents’) sense of Italianness has amplified since moving to Australia and their beliefs 

and willingness to keep the cultural values are very prominent. This may be due to nostalgia 

but also to a deep desire to maintain their roots both culturally and linguistically. 

6.4 Communities of practice 
As highlighted in Chapter Two, Wenger (1991, p. 81) argues that “a community provides 

material for the construction of identities: it defines relations among members by providing 

ways of participating”. Communities of practice, intended as sites or spaces of language 

exchange, either in the familial domain or in other domains of interaction, form the basis for 

collecting, understanding and analysing data. They range from the family, both here and 

relatives and friends overseas, to technology and education. As Section 6.5 will point out, 

technology plays a big role in connecting with people overseas and using the language. 

Concerning the effectiveness of media and technology for L2 learning, the interviewed mother 

from Family A regards computers as motivating tools. It is also her belief that media and social 

networking are important ways of communicating with friends and relatives in Italy and also 

to obtain the latest information and political debates from Italian newspapers.  

Biagio (Family B father) believes that the responsibility to maintain the language is definitely 

the family’s. In his belief schools should allow for heritage LM since Italian is one of the most 

common second languages in Australia:  

We’re lucky that there are schools such IBS [Italian Bilingual School]. If IBS wasn’t be 

around, we would definitely invest into private tutoring. 

According to Agostino, Family C father LM starts with the family. His daughters speak Italian 

with their aunts and cousins over WhatsApp, even if they are somehow reluctant and cannot 

maintain a long conversation (one such conversation is reported in Appendix 2).  
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6.5 Contemporary affordances and hindrances of Italian language maintenance 
Some of the most interesting aspects deriving from the findings regard the affordances and 

hindrances of Italian language maintenance (LM) in modern-day urban Sydney. Family A 

grandmother thinks that today there are more opportunities for LM because parents are very 

keen on teaching kids. She thinks that television is good for learning a language because you 

hear it. In her view, computers help the younger ones because they are born with it but she is 

not a computer person. Clementina, Family B grandmother, thinks that young people have more 

facilities to learn a language these days. She also thinks that social media enable people to 

practise writing skills in another language and have helped her with her written Italian. 

Filomena, Family B mother, affirms to be extremely keen to maintain the language, but also 

states that opportunities for LM are few and far between, both on the grounds that is difficult 

in a city as big as Sydney, where young families are living in suburbs far from their parents’ 

Italian-speaking background areas, and also on the grounds that there is an absolute lack of 

opportunities for HLL in schools. Filomena, Family B mother, regards the use of technology 

important for language learning. She shows her son videos on YouTube where the child can 

learn Italian through practising constantly repeated short sentences, such as “come stai?” (how 

are you?). These videos are, in her opinion, more motivating than books which can become a 

little boring after a while. Filomena, Family B mother, also uses Skype and WhatsApp to talk 

to relatives and friends in Italy. They watch the Italian channels Rai1 and Channel 5 (Canale 

5) for news and use Apple TV. 

Lucia, Family C mother, involves the children in watching Italian channels and Italian movies 

on Netflix. She believes that computers provide motivation and she always uses them in her 

teaching because children love to listen to videos and songs from YouTube and playing games 

in Italian on computers. Lucia, Family C mother, thinks that the present generation is a 

generation focused on computers. Her family uses Skype, WhatsApp and Facebook. After 

years of communicating with relatives in Italy over the phone, they find it wonderful to be able 

to see their faces and their reactions. They send photos, happy birthday messages, exchange 

ideas and suggestions. According to this mother, being able to see someone has eliminated the 

barriers:  

There isn’t that distance anymore, I can see my nephew growing, I feel I am part of it, 

part of their lives. Before we were missing on so many things, being in another country. 
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Now we can Skype in the middle of a birthday party and see what people are doing, it is 

really very useful technology. 

Biagio (Family B father) believes that language learning is much easier today, especially 

because these days it is easier to travel: 

People travel more and they get exposed to people speaking other languages more often. 

Even in Italy, we have an Aussie living in my hometown who migrated there. There are 

many English-speaking people because the Malpensa airport is not far. 

Biagio uses social media to communicate in Italian with family and friends overseas. He 

regards technology as an opportunity to get exposed to language courses: “If you imagine 

twenty years ago, there was a book or a class.” He thinks, however, that in terms of acquiring 

writing skills, technology does not actually help: “Because with all social media and Facebook 

you tend to write in a different way, very short, from the proper way. So it has the opposite 

effect.” 

When he arrived in Australia, Agostino (Family C father) started watching only Australian TV 

(news). Since then he has always listened to Today FM, while in the car. He thinks that social 

media are effective ways to improve a language (especially using the mobile).  

For some of the participants dialect is a hindrance to Italian LM. For others, however, it 

represents a springboard to learning Standard Italian. In most of the participants’ views, the 

few hours dedicated to languages in schools constitute a hindrance to LM. One of the family 

members thinks that if children want to learn a language they have to find a school that teaches 

it and languages are not available at every school. Giovanna (Family A grandmother) believes 

that family and school are the main domains where HL should be maintained. In Clementina’s 

(family B grandmother) opinion schools are important for language learning because they help 

the children but the main responsibility to maintain the language is the family’s. Antonio and 

Eva, Family C grandparents, think that their grandchildren do not learn Italian properly at 

school so it is important that they learn it at home. The analysis of data from the interviews 

with families show that technology is considered an affordance for Italian LM. Most family 

members use social media, WhatsApp or Skype, to communicate with family overseas, and 

YouTube and Netflix to watch videos and movies in Italian. Instead, one of the hindrances to 

Italian LM – according to family members – is that only a few hours are dedicated to Italian in 
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schools. Some of the family members interviewed also consider dialect to be a hindrance to 

Italian LM.  

6.6 Transmission of values and cultural values 

As discussed in the literature review in Chapter Two, Winter and Pauwels (2005) acknowledge 

that the transmission of community languages from the second to the third generation has been 

found to be largely the responsibility of mothers rather than fathers. Diana, Family A mother, 

has employed – since her children were little – a one parent, one language strategy. She did 

this because her husband’s English was still limited at the time, and she had to give the children 

English skills before they entered school.  

Filomena, Family B mother, used to read stories in Italian to her children every night. Excerpts 

from these readings are found in Chapter Seven. She buys Italian children’s books and nursery 

rhymes when she goes to Italy, and also buys them online. She finds the reading of stories very 

important to teach the language through sounds and syllables, and the many repetitions that are 

peculiar to children’s books. The mother reads the book and the little son repeats the constant 

rhyme, and this results in the child learning the right pronunciation of words or short sentences. 

When her son was two, Filomena, Family B mother, used to give him bilingual flashcards that 

made it easier to learn words in both languages at the same time, for example bed and letto (the 

Italian counterpart of bed) were learned and used interchangeably, depending which language 

the child was learning to speak.  

Lucia, Family C mother, reports recently watching a video where she spoke in Italian to her 

daughters when they were very young: 

It was a natural occurrence, there was no language chosen over another. But my friend 

forces his Australian wife to speak in Italian, I think he – who is Italian – should speak 

in that language. My husband and I never spoke about a choice, I want the children to 

understand this is the way we speak, but I don’t want them to feel the pressure. 

This greatly contrasts with what Vasta (1994, p. 24) describes as first generation authoritarian 

behaviour in times of assimilation (see Section 2.2). Lucia reports that with her eldest daughter 

she switches between languages and of the girl telling her mother secrets in Italian which may 

signify the desire of creating a special bond. The same has already been encountered in one of 

the reference group interviews where the informant reported on family language choice. This 
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“opportunistic” language choice can be interpreted as the younger generations seeing more 

opportunities given by knowing the heritage language and perhaps one more reason to transmit 

it to the next generation. Since Family C grandparents live across the road from them, and visit 

every day, the children have had many opportunities to be exposed to dialect. The youngest 

daughter tries hard to speak in Italian with the grandparents. The mother reports:  

Last night the children went to sleep over at nonni and when I collected them the next 

morning, my daughter said “Why are you here? We are playing scopa [an Italian card 

game] with nonno!” 

When the children were young, this mother used to read stories in Italian to them, such as 

Cappuccetto Rosso (Little Red Riding Hood), and Riccioli d’Oro (Goldielocks). She also used 

to sing canzoncine (children songs). Apart from the language, Lucia, the mother from Family 

C, feels the need to transmit Italian culture to her daughters and makes them watch stories of 

Italian migration and then involve them in dialogue about the emotions, feelings, hopes and 

dreams of Italian migrants; why they wanted to come to Australia; what sentimental things they 

brought to the new land; about proxy brides and the hardships. This mother believes it is very 

important for children to learn the cultural aspects. Her father involves the children with stories 

of when he came to Australia, what he did, how much money he earned, etc. She stated that 

“These kids don’t have stories, stories are important and children do like and remember them”. 

Agostino, Family C father, tries to keep the religious and cultural traditions of his hometown. 

He is the president of the Associazione Madonna dei Martiri. He tries to replicate the Festa 

della Madonna dei Martiri and the Festa di Santa Allegrezza in Sydney. The fact that Agostino 

is so close to his regional traditions has an impact on the choice of often speaking dialect with 

his family. This may mean that some regional and cultural traditions are better expressed in 

dialect rather than Standard Italian, and make the speaker identify more closely with the 

regional expressions. The value of family has also shaped Agostino’s identity, together with 

the folklore of his town. He tries to implant in his daughters the same traditions he grew up 

with. That is why he brought his youngest daughter to the Festa della Madonna dei Martiri in 

Molfetta. The Puglia Association celebrates Mother’s Day and puts on an annual ball. Once a 

month on a Sunday they screen an Italian movie, and they make Italian food such as panzerotti. 

But this is more for elderly people and his children get bored. Agostino performs with a theatre 

company in Sydney where he acts in Italian. He has also performed in three comedies, speaking 
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in barese dialect. One year he performed with the theatre company at La festa della Repubblica, 

and there was a full house. He had three parts in a comedy called L’aria del continente. He 

usually rehearses once a week. This section has highlighted the fact that language transmission 

and cultural values go hand in hand. Passing on cultural aspects to the next generations appears 

to be a natural occurrence when transmitting a language. The analysis of data has therefore 

demonstrated that most family members interviewed consider it important to pass on cultural 

aspects together with the HL. 

6.7 Attitudes of the interviewed families to the educational sector offerings promoting 
Italian language maintenance 

As reported in the literature review (Section 2.16), Italian is not compulsory in New South W 

ales primary schools but the language is taught only two hours a week. Furthermore, there is 

no language provision for Italian as a HL, and all learners are taught together, regardless of 

their background and motivation to learn the ancestral language.  

Clementina, Family B grandmother, thinks that schools are important when it comes to 

maintain the HL because they have to study it in the same way as they study another subject, 

for example English or mathematics. She stated:  

So I think for them it becomes part of life, that what they’re doing, they want to do it 

because they’re at school, as where sometimes if you can say to a child: “You got to do 

your Italian homework” or whatever, maybe they don’t want to, but if it’s in class or at 

school yeah cause that’s what you do. [School] gives them a good start. 

Antonio, Family C grandfather, thinks that schools are important as family in terms of HLL 

and he believes that school helps when it comes to learning formal Italian. More space should, 

in Family A mother’s view, be allowed for HLL in schools. She believes that learning the HL 

at a later stage in life is wrong. Schools should be the instigators of language maintenance (LM) 

through HLL classes. 

Family B mother is of the opinion that the opportunity to learn Italian exists in the public 

education sector, but that the language taught is very basic and that it does not lead to any 

fluency. For this she gives two reasons: “Too few hours, and learning words that are out of the 

right context. This is why I study Italian privately, and this is why I sent my son to a private 

school.” 
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Pasquale (Family A father) says that more space and more time should be allowed for HLL in 

schools. This is especially important for Italians who very often cannot learn the language from 

their parents, but who have been exposed to it through their grandparents and relatives.  

Family C mother’s opinion on Italian as a HL in schools is restricted to the public school where 

she teaches. There is limited space for language learning with only two hours of classes per 

week that also have to include history and geography, so there is virtually no time to study the 

language. Moreover, she said: 

Before we had Italian and Chinese up to year six and even year seven, now only up to 

year four because there is limited time to teach English and Maths, I don’t think there is 

much exposure to language at all. 

Furthermore, in the respondent’s view, children who have gone to Italy come back wanting to 

learn Italian, but they do not have the opportunity to do it. In the 1980s, when Italian was 

introduced as a community language, primary schools had a big emphasis on languages, but in 

the last couple of years they have been taken away.  

On the subject of language learning in NSW, Biagio (Family B father) is quite resolute. He 

strongly believes that language learning should be compulsory:  

I find an issue in the educational system in Australia. It’s crazy for me that so many 

people in Australia they have never studied a second language, ever! They [the 

educational system] give too much freedom to students to choose the subject in high 

school, that’s crazy for me. At high school, you shouldn’t be allowed to choose two 

subjects … Language learning should be compulsory in primary schools but it is not and 

that’s why we send the kids at IBS [the Italian Bilingual School] because I find it’s 

important… I want my kids to be able to study Italian at school ‘cause unless you’re very 

dedicated and you’ve got both parents that speak Italian, or at least one that really really 

speaks Italian at home and [he or she] is the parent that sees the kids the most and passes 

the language on, they will not learn it properly… but unless you are that focussed, if the 

kids don’t go to a bilingual school, I find it very hard to believe that you’ll be able to 

have Italian speaking kids here in Australia, because the language that you learn at 

school, unless you select it as an elective subject in high school…, even there… One of 

my first jobs in Australia was to teach Out of School Hours for Italian… I was teaching 
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students who were doing the HSC, the Italian HSC, and my English was bad at the end 

of high school but their Italian was terrible, they couldn’t have even a basic conversation, 

and I felt that… anyway maybe it’s just the kids that I have seen but their level of Italian 

wasn’t that great. 

This excerpt summarises Biagio’s opinion that languages are not studied enough in Australian 

schools. Of the same opinion is Antonio (Family C father) who thinks that one hour of 

languages a week is not much. However, he believes that even if schools only teach a little 

Italian, it is still a starting point. Antonio believes that immigration to Australia has changed, 

from European to Asian. Before all the signs used to be in Italian, now they are in Chinese. His 

daughters study Italian only at school, not privately.  

The next chapter will highlight findings from the observations about the three families 

participating in this thesis.  

6.8 Summary of chapter 
Chapter Six has reported findings resulting from the analysis of interviews to parents and 

grandparents of three Sydney’s families. Grandparents (first generation) and parents (second 

generation in the case of mothers or migrants in the case of fathers) of the three families have 

provided insights on areas ranging from the importance of language maintenance, the use of 

dialects, sociolinguistic domains of interaction (including the use of technology), language and 

cultural values and transmission, motivation and identity. The latter area revealed a strong 

sense pride in their Italianness and a sense of belonging in all family members interviewed but 

no contrasting identities. The post migrational experiences of the first-generation 

(grandparents), in times of assimilation have been examined together with those of recent 

migrants (fathers). Interviews to grandparents have revealed their strong attachment to Italian 

cultural values and traditions. Interviews to fathers have shed light on the fact that they are very 

keen for their children to learn the language to communicate both with their relatives here and 

those in Italy. Findings deriving from interviews to mothers (all Australian born and therefore 

second generation) have demonstrated that they are all very motivated and proud of the fact 

that their children maintain the language and revealed strategies of language transmission 

including the use of technology. This is important coming from mothers who were the ones 

who shifted to English and demonstrate their change of attitude towards heritage language 
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maintenance. In addition, family members’ opinions on the agents responsible for language 

maintenance have come to light.  
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Chapter Seven – Findings from Family Observations 

7.1 Family observations 

7.1.1 Current language practices of Italian families in Sydney: family as community of 
practice 
The observation analysis performed through open and axial coding identified themes of identity 

positioning, dialect and LM. Observations were carried out to answer the research questions 

on topics related to the importance of Italian LM and identity negotiation amongst different 

generations of Italian background families.  

The study looked at the relationship between language, social positionings and identity, i.e. 

how people perform and negotiate their language identities in different contexts. As highlighted 

in Section 3.6, the observations discourse analysis was performed in addition to the keyword 

and taxonomic ones. Data from the observation of families’ language practices were analysed 

according to the framework of discourse analysis which is, as explained by Paltridge (2012, p. 

1), “an approach to the analysis of language that looks at patterns of language across texts as 

well as the social and cultural contexts in which the texts occur”. As Halliday (2004) further 

explains, when people speak or write, they produce text, a term inclusive of “any instance of 

language, in any medium, that makes sense to someone who knows the language”. This is 

fitting with the present research perspective of analysing the variety of languages that constitute 

the repertoire of Italian migrants and their descendants in Sydney, such as Standard Italian, 

dialects, English and language mixtures. Moreover, text is viewed by these authors as a rich, 

many-faceted phenomenon that “means” in many different ways and can be explored from 

many different points of view. Halliday (2004) distinguishes two main angles of vision: one, 

focus on the text as an object in its own right; two, focus on the text as an instrument for finding 

out about something else. The latter angle is taken in this study to explore the meaning making 

of language choice and use of words in family conversations. Therefore texts resulting from 

the observations of the three families were analysed using discourse analysis to discover 

recurrent/divergent patterns of language use so that similarities and differences amongst 

members of the same generations and members of different generations could be found. 

Observations to uncover current language and cultural practices were conducted with three 

Sydney families (henceforth named Family A, B, and C). The observations were audio recorded 

and supplemented by fieldnotes. The utmost care was taken to audio record in an unobtrusive 
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way; however, once during my observations I had to change my approach. A father was talking 

freely with his daughter for quite a long while, until he saw the tape-recorder, had one minute 

of hesitation and began telling things in a tenser way. It was palpable, and I had to direct my 

attention to taking notes to look less obtrusive. To avoid this happening again, the next time I 

was observing this family I did not use the recorder.  

Findings clearly show that the family is the primary and most widely used community of 

practice for Italian language speaking, and the stepping stone for language transmission, since 

families elect whether or not to pass it on, either themselves (when they are able to) or via 

educational institutions (when available) or private tutoring. In this community language may 

be transmitted through conversations with the extended family (grandparents and/or other 

relatives), through storytelling and rhyme, and also through conversations overheard on the 

phone. 

The three families observed have somewhat distinctive characteristics in terms of migrational 

vintage and cultural practices; one common practice is the performing of cultural customs. 

Despite the growing number of exogamous marriages - for example, during my years as a 

teacher at the Italian Bilingual School, I have noticed an increasing number of children from 

mixed marriages - there is evidence that endogamous marriages appear to be a cultural practice 

for second and third generation Italo-Australians. “High rates of endogamy have been 

confirmed in the 1991 Census” (Rubino 2014, p. 279).  

Family A is comprised of mother, father and two teenage children. The mother is a second 

generation Italo-Australian, the father a migrant. Although English is used widely, given the 

fact that the mother belongs to the second generation and that the parents migrated to Australia 

at a very young age and speak exclusively English, language practices in this family are mixed 

because of the father’s ability and distinct preference for speaking Italian and the mother’s 

keenness to improve and use her Italian skills. 

Family B has a somewhat similar composition, given the fact that the father is a recent migrant; 

however, the mother belongs to the third generation since her grandparents migrated to 

Australia. The great-grandmother speaks exclusively dialect, the grandmother speaks dialect 

and English, and the mother speaks English and Italian. There are two small children in the 

family who are learning the language.  
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Family C is comprised of one parent belonging to the second generation, her migrant husband 

and two children, one of whom is learning Italian. Although all family members know and 

sometimes use Standard Italian, this family has a more distinctive use of dialect, especially in 

exchanges with the grandparents.  

Family A has a mixed Sicilian/Calabrian regional background, Family B has a Calabrian one, 

whereas Family C’s background is from the Apuliae region in the South of Italy. 

Language exchange differs in talks between the first and second generation where Italian, 

dialect and sometimes a language mixture of Italian and English are spoken, and talks where 

the third generation is also present. In the latter case English prevails, with some talk in Italian 

and the occasional dialectal word, as in the excerpt in Section 7.1.2 (from the transcript of one 

of the observations of Family C). The transcription conventions followed are as shown in Table 

7.1. 

Table 7.1: Transcription conventions 

Symbol Meaning 
( ) inaudible reading 
(…) material omitted 
(.) slight pause 
(3) pause of three seconds 
Capitals increased volume 
Underline stress/emphasis 
[LG] laugh 
[WN] whine 
[GR] grunt 
[Diana is cooking tomato sauce] non-verbal activity 

 
 

7.1.2 First, second and third generation everyday conversation in Family C 

In the conversation below (Excerpt from F_C_1), members from all three generations are 

present, the grandparents having been invited for dinner. The conversation spans dinner and 

the time immediately after, when the eldest granddaughter is told to “sparecchiare” (help put 

the dinner plates, etc. away).  
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Family C members are husband and wife (Agostino and Lucia), their two daughters (Sofia, the 

youngest, and Sara, the eldest), and the visiting grandparents (Antonio and Eva). 

Excerpt from F_C_1 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1  Antonio to 

Sara 
Italian Sara, prendi i piatti per 

la frutta… Sara, prendi 
il coltello  

Sara, get the fruit plates… Sara, 
get the knife 

2  Eva to 
Sofia 

Italian fai sentire a nonna, mi 
fai sentire in italiano … 
dove sei stata oggi? 

tell nonna, tell me in Italian… 
where have you been today? 

3  Lucia to 
Eva 

Italian e se tu devi, parla il tuo 
dialetto pure 

and if you have to, be free to talk 
in your dialect 

4  Sofia to 
Eva 

Italian/ 
English 

…fatto 
ginnastica……there was 
this machine and I don’t 
know how to say it in 
Italian 

…done gymnastics…there was 
this machine… and I don’t know 
how to say it in Italian  

5  Eva to 
Sofia 

Italian e dillo in italiano and say it in Italian 

6  Sofia to 
Eva 

Dialect a’ macchina the car 

7  Eva to 
Sofia 

English/ 
Dialect/ 
English/ 
Italian 

No a’ macchina, no car 
yeah, I know … e tu sei 
stata a giocare la’? 

no “the car”, no “car”, yeah, I 
know… and have you played 
there? 

8  Sofia to 
Eva  

English that was for parents  

9  Eva to 
Sofia 

Italian e poi che altro avete 
fatto? 

and then what else have you 
done? 

10  Lucia to 
Sara 

Italian Sara, per piacere! Togli 
quella cosa. 

Sara, please! Take that thing 
away.  

11  Eva to 
Sara 

Italian/ 
English 

e non sei mica un baby” and you are not a baby 

12  Sara to 
Eva  

English Yeah, I know I’m not a 
baby 

 

13  Eva to 
Sara 

Italian e poi vuoi aiutare a tua 
madre 

and then you want to help your 
mother 

14  Sara to 
Eva 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

oh, excuse me nonna! 
thanks for saying that, 
that’s really nice! 
[sarcastically] 

 

15  Eva to 
Sara 

Italian/ 
Dialect 

ti devo fare un’altra 
cantata come l’altra 
seira (sera)? 

do I have to tell you off like the 
other night? 
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16  Sara to 
Eva 

English I just did! I just finished 
doing it 

 

17  Lucia to 
Eva 

Italian cosa stavate vedendo? what were you watching? 

18  Eva to 
Antonio 

Italian come si chiamava, 
Anto’? 

what was the title, Anto’? 

19  Lucia to 
Eva 

English-
Italian 
mixture/ 
Italian 

sulla televisione 
italiana? 

on the Italian TV? 

20  Antonio to 
Eva  

Italian e qua solo televisione 
inglese 

and here only English TV 

21  Lucia to 
Sara  

Italian Sara fammi un piacere Sara do me a favour 

22  Agostino 
to Sara 

Italian SARA…A 
SPARECCHIARE! 

SARA…GO AND CLEAR THE 
TABLE! 

23  Sara  English I don’t understand why 
I always get in trouble 
for things? 

 

24  Lucia to 
Sara 

Italian lo sai che c’e’? …tu ti 
distrai, stai facendo una 
cosa e… 

do you know what the problem 
is? … you get distracted, you are 
doing a thing and… 

25  Sara to 
Lucia  

English yeah, what do you want 
me to do? I’ve already 
done everything  

 

26  Lucia to 
Sara  

English/ 
Italian 

did you hear what I just 
said? … I can’t believe 
you don’t understand 
her… she wants to do 
sparecchia… 

 
 
 
she wants to clear the table 

27  Sara to 
Lucia  

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

everything is 
sparecchiato…  
[inaudible reading] 
oh my God, I just got 
smacked for nothing 

everything is cleared  

28  Lucia to 
Sara 

Dialect [Says something in 
strict dialect] 
 

 

29  Sara to 
Eva 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

I just don’t understand 
what you’re trying to 
say… 
[in an angry tone]…va 
bene ( ) 

 
 
…is ok 

30  Eva to 
Agostino 

Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian 

perche’ quella ci ha la 
faccia dura, non vuole 
fare niente! 

because she is stubborn, she 
doesn’t want to do anything! 
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31  Sara to 
Agostino  

Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

excuse me! she told me 
to sparecchia 

 
to clear the table 

32  Lucia to 
Sara 

Italian/ 
English 

ma lo sai perche’? 
perche’ stai facendo 
una cosa e somehow, 
somehow you get 
distracted… 

but you know why? because you 
are doing a thing e 

33  Sara to 
Lucia 

English Sofia is playing the 
piano and I get in 
trouble… 

 

34  Lucia to 
Eva 

English mum, do you want a 
cup of tea? 

 

35  Lucia to 
Antonio 

Italian papa’, vuoi una tazza di 
te’? 

dad, do you want a cup of tea? 

36  Lucia to 
Eva 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

I need to get a tavolino 
here 

I need to get a coffee table here 

37  Lucia to 
Antonio 

Italian/ 
Dialect 

ma come non hai 
portato la giacca? non 
avevi freddo? e senza 
giacca sei assato 
(uscito)? …se cionc’, ca 
sa strada mena o’ vent, 
se cionc 

what, you didn’t take your coat? 
Weren’t you cold? and you have 
gone out without a coat?...it is 
cold to freeze, this street is so 
windy, it is freezing cold  

38  Eva to 
Sofia 

Italian vatti a mettere i calzini go and put your socks on 

39  Lucia to 
Sara 

English you’re not listening to 
me, your backpack 
that’s in the cupboard 

 

40  Sara to 
Lucia 

English in the what?”  

41  Lucia to 
Sara 

English/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian 

in the ciuffunire, maybe 
you understand that! 

cupboard 

42  Sara to 
Lucia 

English/ 
Dialect 

what is a ciuffunire?” cupboard 

43  Lucia to 
Sara 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

yeah, you work it out… 
prendi l’asciugamano… 
why she needs an 
asciugamano? 

 
get the towel 
 
a towel 

44  Sara to 
Sofia 

English because we need to 
have waterfall games 

 

45  Lucia to 
Sara 

English grab a plastic bag, your 
underwear and another 
change of clothes 

 

46  Sara to 
Lucia 

English don’t I need to bring 
my swimmers? 
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47  Lucia to 
Sara 

Italian/ 
English 

no, non c’e’ scritto 
swimmers 

no, it doesn’t say swimmers  

 
As can be noted from this exchange, as soon as an adult says a word or a short sentence, the 

child immediately reverts to this language, as in turn 14. Even though the mother mostly talks 

in English to her eldest daughter, there is frequent code-switching and transfer especially when 

a word is not easily found in the language someone is speaking (as in turns 36 and 47). 

Interestingly, the grandmother speaks in Italian to the granddaughter more than the mother 

does, probably since this is her first language and she is more confident with it, and most likely 

because she wants the girl to practise the language (this is foreshadowed in turn 2 where the 

grandmother asks the granddaughter to tell her what happened that day in Italian). This is a 

recurrent pattern in the conversation between grandmother and granddaughter and it is also 

suggestive of the important role that women and particularly grandmothers play in language 

maintenance. The role of Grandparents in language maintenance is recognised as significant in 

the literature (see Garcia 2003; Winter & Pauwels 2005 in Section 3.5.3).  

A trend can be found in the eldest girl answering almost always in English to her grandmother 

to her mother and to her father (with the few exceptions of code-switching as in turns 27, 29 

and 31). This can be interpreted as a way of challenging her relatives, which is probably due to 

her adolescent age. The eldest girl has a good knowledge of the Italian used to give and answer 

to an order (turn 27). As one of the interviewed students (S_8) asserted Italian is more forceful 

than English when disciplining or reprimanding (see Section 5.3.2).  

The child’s constant use of English is due to her limited skills in Italian. The language choice 

is also an affirmation of the speaker’s identity, for example the grandparents tend to speak more 

Italian and dialect to stress their Italian and regional identities, while the children, having been 

born and bred in Australia, and not yet being of an age to position themselves in terms of their 

Italian background, and neither being confident in this language, speak mostly in English. The 

situation, however, is different in Family B, where children (and parents) use more Italian, as 

in the excerpt below. Here the family members are: mother (Filomena), father (Biagio) and 

their two children Marco and Marta (aged five and three).  
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Excerpt from F_B_1 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1  Filomena Italian/ 

English 
Dov’e` Marco, Marta? ask 
him if he wants orange 
juice… mummy just 
dropped… 

where is Marco, Marta? 

2  Marta English mummy dropped the card  
3  Filomena Italian Marco!.. ma dove e`? Marco! Where is he? 
4  Marta English mummy…  
5  Filomena Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

cosa hai detto? mummy 
made a big mess…attenta, 
piano piano, due 
mani…do you like orange 
juice?...Marco is coming 
when he finishes shaving 
[he is watching his father 
shaving upstairs] 

what did you say? 
Mummy made a big 
mess….careful, slowly, 
two hands… 

6  Marco [mutters 
something 
in Italian]/ 
English 

papa`…( ) I am coming 
down to get some orange 
juice 

dad…( ) 

7  Filomena Italian questo è un cioccolato 
speciale 

this is a special chocolate 

8  Marta Italian speciale? special? 
9  Filomena Italian/ 

English 
Marco, dai amore, don’t 
spill it… 

Marco, come on love, 
don’t spill it 

10  Marta English yeah  
11  Filomena Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

sto parlando con Marco e 
tu dici yeah? no, mettila 
quassu` [the chocolate]… 
you have to keep it…[the 
cup]…bravo! did you 
dress by yourself? I can 
tell… 

I am talking to Marco and 
you say yeah? no, put [the 
chocolate] up here 

12  Marco Italian mamma… mum... 
13  Filomena Italian/ 

English 
domani we’re going to 
Milly’s party 

tomorrow we are going to 
Milly’s party 

14  Marco [singing 
songs in 
English} 

  

15  Filomena Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

[to Marco] fai il bravo 
quando vai da 
Milly…andiamo solo io e 
te 
[to Marta] …anche tu fai 
un disegno per Alessandro 

be good when you are at 
Milly’s…we are just going 
the two of us 
 
do a drawing for 
Alessandro, too 
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[to Marco] vai a prendere 
la carta e we could do 
drawings… 
 
[to Marta] chiama Marco, 
where is the paper? 
Marco, dov’e` la carta? 
[Filomena is sharpening 
pencils] la carta dov’e`? 
dove l’hai preso questo? 

go and get the paper and 
we could do drawings…. 
 
call Marco, where is the 
paper? Marco, where is 
the paper? where is the 
paper? where did you get 
this? 

16  Marco English/ 
Italian 

from papa` from dad 

17  Filomena Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

[to Marta] dopo 
chiamiamo la nonna 
‘grande’…fa 95 oggi 
 
[to Marco] do 
Alessandro’s card 
first…grazie, mamma 
[you should say]. Marco, 
devi fare piano 

we’ll call the ‘big’ nonna 
later…she is 95 today 
 
 
“thank you, mamma” [you 
should say]. Marco you 
have to be gentle 

18  Biagio Italian che colore e’, Marta? Ho 
capito… 

what colour is it, Marta? I 
understood…. 

19  Marta English green  
20  Biagio English/ 

Italian 
green, oh…verde  
 
[to Filomena] vado un 
attimo dal vicino, eh? 

green, oh…green 
 
I am going to our 
neighbour for a minute, 
eh? 

21  Filomena Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 
 
 
 
 
 
Italian 
 
 
 
 
 
 
English 
 
 
Italian 

fa niente, devi provare 
OK? just holding 
still…tengo io, vai 
 
[Children are drawing on 
the kitchen bench] 
 
Marta, cosa stai facendo? 
cosa fai? questo non 
funziona qua…questo 
si`…si rovinano cosi` 
amore, siediti bene...  
 
[to Marco] good boy, you 
spelled it out… 
 
[to Biagio] come e’ il nero 
per il pavimento? …ho 
fatto la spremuta. 
MARTA! lo sapevo!  

it’s ok, you have to try 
OK? Just holding still…I 
keep it, go 
 
 
 
 
Marta, what are you 
doing? What are you 
doing? This is not 
working… this one is 
[working]…you ruin them 
like that love, sit properly 
 
 
 
how is black for the 
floor?...I have made the 
juice. MARTA! I knew it! 
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[to Biagio] cosa ti metti 
stasera? 

what will you wear 
tonight? 

22  Biagio Italian il vestito, quello blu 
 

the suit, the blue one 

23  Filomena Italian 
 
 
 
 
 
English/ 
Italian  
 
English/ 
Italian 
 
 
 
Italian 
 

[to Marco] non fare cosi` 
che si rovina… 
 
[To Marta] stai rovinando 
tutte le matite…cosa fai? 
cosa c’e` dentro, latte? 
Marta, non stai seduta 
bene, dai, siediti 
bene…Marta, ti sei 
sporcata tutta…orange 
juice everywhere, fa 
niente… 
 
[to Marco] mummy is 
going to get the washing 
over the machine…cosa 
fai? no, che mi fai male 
 
[to Marta] Marta, un 
giorno cadi 
 
[to Marco] Marco, oggi e` 
il compleanno di nonna 
grande…sai quanti anni 
fa? 

don’t do like that you ruin 
it 
 
 
you are ruining all colour 
pencils…what are you 
doing? what is in there, 
milk? Marta, you are not 
sitting properly…orange 
juice everywhere, it 
doesn’t matter… 
 
 
 
…what are you doing? no, 
you are hurting me 
 
 
 
one day you will fall over 
 
Marco, today is “big” 
nonna’s birthday…do you 
know how old is she 

24  Marco Italian cinquanta fifty 
25  Filomena English/ 

Italian 
she wishes… 
novantacinque 

she wishes…ninety-five 

26  Marco Italian papa`, dove sei? dad, where are you? 
27  Biagio Italian [to Marta] dove hai la 

bua? 
where are you hurting? 

 
The mother’s attempts to speak Italian both for the children and for her own benefit are evident 

throughout the conversation, although there are many occurrences of code-switching for words 

not yet learnt or perhaps difficult to recall. Although there is much code-switching in the 

dialogues, the level of Italian spoken in the household of Family B is quite high (the father 

graduated from an Italian university and the mother learned Italian grammar when travelling 

in Italy). The little girl’s challenging behaviour of refusing to speak Italian may be due to her 

very young age and also perhaps in part to the fact that her friends speak English. An attempt 

to achieve balanced bilingualism by continuously exposing the children to both languages can 

also be part of the reason for the frequent code-switching. The time the parents in Family B 
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dedicate every day to transmit the language, in conversing with the children, reading in Italian 

to them and making them watch Italian cartoons and movies, appears to be time well spent. All 

these strategies are definitely making an impact on the children’s learning and talking in the 

language, as reported by the mother who is also re-learning Italian at the same time (she grew 

up speaking Calabrian dialect at home). The analysis reveals that there is pride in transmitting 

the Italian culture as well as language. This translates into affirmation of the mother’s identity. 

The children in this family are learning new Italian words every day but still have a limited 

vocabulary. The family consciously avoids dialect as they consider it of a lower level compared 

to Standard Italian.  

7.1.3 First and second generation language practices in Family A 

The use of dialect still appears to be common in two of the (extended) families. In these families 

there are also occurrences of Australianitalian (Rando & Leoni 1992, cited in Castles et al. 

1992, pp. 179-180). As many of the research participants stated, dialect was for many of the 

first and second generation their first language. Family talk is interspersed by trilingual 

exchanges (Standard Italian, dialect and English) in one of the observed families (Family C), 

and by Italian and English recurrent code-switching in the other two families. Excerpt from 

F_A_4 below is testimony to its recurrence in an everyday conversation between a mother and 

a daughter. 

The language practices examined include language alternation. As discussed in Chapter Three 

(Section 3.6). Participants’ language choices were analysed according to Auer’s code-

switching approach. As Auer (1991) argues language alternation may refer to units such as 

individual words, referred to as “transfer”, or to larger units, referred to as “code-switching” 

(p. 410). Instances of transfers and code-switching during the observations were analysed for 

meaning.  

Auer (1991) argues that language alternation may refer to units such as individual words, 

referred to as “transfer”, or to larger units, referred to as “code-switching” (p. 410). Language 

transfer and code-switching are common practice both in conversations between members of 

the first and second generations, where it can include dialect, and in conversations between 

members of these generations and of subsequent ones where, however, the talk is nearly 

exclusively bilingual (Italian and English), with no dialect. Parents and grandparents are really 
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careful not to speak dialect or, when they do, the children are warned that dialect is a language 

not to be spoken. 

Instances of code-switching and transfer are found at various points of conversation, often 

depending on the interlocutor’s language preference or competence, but also at points where a 

word is introduced in the exchange. The turns in the Excerpt from F_A_4 below show one such 

occurrence.  

The conversation reported in Excerpt from F_A_4 below happens on a Saturday evening at 

Family A aunt’s (Sistina) home between Sistina (Aunt, 71), her daughter Assunta (Mother, 39), 

Amelia (Daughter, 11) and Little Sistina (Daughter, 15 months old). Assunta has taken the 

children to have dinner with her mother. They are sitting around the table. The little girl – who 

is named after her grandmother, in keeping with Italian tradition – is teething and upset. To 

avoid confusion the little girl is called here Little Sistina.  

Excerpt from F_A_4 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1  Assunta Dialect/ 

Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
English/ 
Italian 

M’ facía arricurdare 
chesta ‘cca’, yeah, i 
carciofi eh, mica come 
erano in Italia, eh? 
Chisti e’ criscivi in 
Italia neh? Why, that’s 
( ) you eating 
something? Sistina a 
mamma, che c’e? 

mi faceva ricordare questa 
qua, yeah, the artichokes 
eh, not like the ones in 
Italy, eh? These were 
grown in Italy, neh? 
Perche’, quello ( ) stai 
mangiando qualcosa? 
Sistina dear, what’s the 
matter? 

Little Sistina [Crying] 
2  Sistina Dialect 

interspersed 
with a few 
English 
words 

A ‘mme o’ telefono 
fuie. M’o’ fice pagari 
centocinquanta 
dollari… ‘na’ cosa! (.) 
arrivaie ‘a casa pero’ 
manco si sentiva tanto 
e lo tornai. O’ misi 
dint’ o’ box e chillo 
dice ‘pecche’ me lo 
vuoi tornare?’ ‘Pecche’ 
me ne regalaie un autro 
mia figlia, e se erano 
sette dollari, non e’ che 
e’ cheap’. Quello dice 
‘ma pecche’ lo vuoi 

For me, it was my phone 
[that I had problems with] 
I had to pay one hundred 
and fifty 
dollars…unbelievable! (.), 
I got home and it wasn’t 
working, so I returned it. I 
put it inside the box and 
he asked me “why do you 
want to return it?’ Because 
my daughter gave me one, 
and if it was seven dollars, 
it wasn’t cheap. He says 
‘but why do you want to 
return it?’ and what am I 
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tornare arretro?’ e io 
‘che ne fazz’ cu dduie, 
o’ torno arretro’ 

supposed to do with two 
phones, I return it.  

3  Amelia English Can I have sparkling 
water, please? 

 

4  Assunta  Carcioffola, 
CARCIOFFOLA! 
Gnam gnam (.) stasira 
a letto senza bagno, 
presto, agh, sono 
stanca. Ccattai a’ fenna 
[fan] aieri. E’ troppo (.) 
fa troppo rrummori, ce 
l’hai a ritornare 

Artichoke, artichoke, 
gnam, gnam (.), tonight 
you’ll go to bad without 
having a bath, hurry up, 
I’m tired. I bought a fan 
yesterday. It’s too much 
(.), it’s too noisy, I have to 
return it. 

5  Assunta Italian Che c’e? Che c’e? (.) 
piano piano ehi ehi, ah 

what’s the matter? What’s 
the matter? (.) slowly, 
slowly ehi ehi, ah 

6  Assunta  E’ metteva rint’ (.) rint’ 
o’coso, no? 

He used to put it inside (.) 
inside the thing, no? 

7  Assunta Italian/ 
English 

Eh no, eh no [singing] 
na na na na (.) Amelia, 
do you want to watch 
Toddlers, it’s on, iih, 
oh look at you 

 

8  Sistina  Eh, bbuono, duce. Tu 
non l’hai mangiat’ 
mai? I love it. T’ricord’ 
quanno c’ e facevamo 
co’ papa` ttuo e ce 
pigliavam e’ tunsi (.) e 
ppoi e’ facevam ( ) 

It’s nice, it’s sweet. Have 
you ever eaten it? I love it. 
Do you remember when 
we used tu get artichoke 
stems with your father (.)? 
and then we used to make 
( ) 

9  Assunta Dialect Eh, daccilla. Vediamo 
si vuole la polpetta, 
quaccosa (.) che ne 
saccio. Ha mangiato 
quaccosa prima che ne 
iramo ra’ casa 

Eh, give it to her. Let’s see 
if she wants a meatball, 
something (.) I don’t know 
She has eaten something 
before we got out of the 
house? 

10  Assunta Dialect Eh, e’ chisto mancu 
travàglia, travaglio’ due 
minuti…  

And even this doesn’t 
work, it worked for two 
minutes…  

11  Sistina English/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect 

Eh, nice? Hai visto ca’ 
ce’ piacia? Ah, io o’ 
magno tutte e’ matine 
o’ tunso 

Did you see she liked it? 
Ah, I eat the stem of the 
artichocke every morning. 

12  Sistina Dialect Gne’ gne’  
13  Sistina Italian La vuoi una polpetta? Would you like a 

meatball? 
14  Amelia Italian Mamma? Mum 
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15  Sistina Dialect Na’ patana? A potato? 
16  Assunta  O’ tunso? The stem of the artichoke? 
17  Sistina  Papa` ttuo e’ poteva 

usare, no. Ti ricordi 
quant’ eran’ belle e’ 
carcioffole? 

Your dad could use them 
do you remember how 
nice were artichokes? 

18  Assunta Dialect Si fa como ( ) como un 
vermo, si fa como un 
vermo e como ( ) 

she becomes like a worm, 
she becomes like a worm, 
and like ( ) 

19  Sistina  Sistina ( ) Sistinaaa  
20  Assunta Dialect/ 

Italian 
Veremo (.) se vuole 
mangiare mangia, 
senno’ a diggiuno, A (.) 
DIGGIUNO! 

Let’s see, if she wants to 
eat, she’ll eat otherwise 
she won’t eat anything. 

21  Assunta English YES?  
 
The conversation between mother and daughter is of a high dialectophone nature. In turn 15, 

the introduction of the word “o’ tunso” makes the mother switch to dialect, and the daughter 

follows with a sequence of dialect, just interspersing a few words of Standard Italian here and 

there. Australianitalian is used when a word is not easy to find in the home language (i.e. fenna). 

The language is formulated “on the spot” according to the meaning that the speaker wishes to 

convey and the speakers use all the resources at their disposal whether being English, Italian 

or Dialect. 

The word fenna is actually and anglicism and is derived from applying Italian pronunciation to 

the word fan. The correct Standard Italian would be ventilatore. Such strategies were common 

among early migrants and later generations whose languages have been influenced by the 

dominance of English. 

Language mixtures were a common ploy for early migrants who had to come to terms with 

English. The transfers are probably due language competence or to a lexical gap (Rubino 2014).  

Dialectal exchanges occur very often, representing a more immediate and spontaneous form of 

speech for the first two generations. Even though there is Italian in conversations, dialect is 

often more widely used and some of its verbs do not seem to have the same efficacy if spoken 

in Italian. For example, in the case of Family C, the daughter repeatedly uses the verb 

“travagliare” (turn 10), rather than the Italian “lavorare”, or even better in the specific case 

“funzionare” (to work or to function). Code-switching is used by the mother and the daughter 

as a way of negotiating their identities effortlessly. The fact that this mother transmitted the 
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dialect to her daughter has avoided the shift to English, and as a consequence the two speak the 

same language. The importance given to the maintenance of Italian in this family is shown by 

the fact that the granddaughter studied Italian first at school and then through private tutoring.  

The second generation’s use of dialect is often the only form of Italian spoken because of this 

generation’s decision not to learn Italian when they were young. For the first generation dialect 

was the first language learnt, the home language, and they were commonly exposed to it, not 

only in the family, but also in other domains of language interaction. In terms of language 

choices, the difference between Family B and Family C is striking. In Family B the mother 

clearly avoids dialect in favour of Standard Italian, because she feels she missed out not 

learning the language when she was little. The fact that this mother chooses Standard Italian 

over dialect is also due to the fact that Standard Italian is the language spoken by her husband. 

Filomena’s frequent code-switching is common in her conversations. She switches from 

English to Italian often times for the benefit of her children. The frequent code-switching is 

due to Filomena’s lack of terms in Italian plus to the influence of the English dominant 

environment. 

Cultural practices are well ingrained both in the first and second generation. Practices deriving 

from regional customs and religious occasions form the basis for friendships and recreational 

activities and outings. A tradition widely kept in the migrational context is the presence of a 

commare. A “commare” or “cummare” is a woman who has acted as godmother to a child or 

just a person with whom one entertains a friendship or a neighbourly relationship. During my 

observations I experienced a number of a “commari’s” visits and phone calls at various times 

of the day. Family A grandfather also refers to a commare in his interview. The presence of a 

comare -in person or over the phone- is an occasion of conversation in Italian or dialect in the 

domain of friendship. 

7.1.4 First and second generation language practices in Family C  
As mentioned in the literature review (Section 2.3), among post-war Italian migrants to 

Australia there were not only various dialects spoken as first language, but also many parents 

speaking only dialect in the home, who passed these on intergenerationally, along with 

language mixtures. The excerpt F_A_2 below is characterised by frequent code-switching and 

some use of dialect during an everyday conversation between husband and wife. The husband 



 185 

is just back home from work, and the wife presents him with the problem of an e-tag that came 

off the windscreen.  

Excerpt from F_A_2 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1  Lucia Italian “Agosti’, nella 

macchina, lo sai quel 
coso che c’e’ sotto all’ e-
tag? Come mi son girata 
cosi’ se ne e’ venuto. Io 
ho provato a metterlo 
dentro.” 

“Agosti’, in the car, do you 
know that thing that lies 
underneath the e-tag? As I 
turned around it fell off. I 
tried to put it back in”. 

2  Agostino Italian “Forse si e’ staccato, ho 
chiamato a tuo fratello”. 

Maybe it got unstuck, I 
called your brother. 

3  Lucia English “No, I’m sure you can 
just click it on”. 

 

4  Agostino  Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

“Che click it on quello e’ 
attaccato con lo sticker” 

What click it on that one is 
stuck with the sticker. 

5  Lucia English/ 
Italian 

 “I’m not talking about 
the e-tag. Io sto… lo sai 
quell’altro affare … what 
is it?” 

 
 
...you know that other 
tool… 

6  Agostino English/ 
Italian 

 “Yeah, that is the thing, 
la cosa della…il radar”. 

 
, the thing of the…the 
radar. 

7  Lucia  English “You are not listening to 
me, the cover came off” 

 

8  Eva Italian “Quello di sotto” The bottom part 
9  Agostino  “Come se ne fa ad 

uscire?” 
How can it come off? 

10  Lucia Dialect/ 
English/ 
Dialect 

“E che ne saccio, maybe 
c’e’ troppo calor. I 
DON’T KNOW!” 

I don’t know, maybe there 
is too much heat. 

11  Eva Italian “Forse e’ troppo caldo 
Agosti`” 

Maybe it’s too hot Agosti` 

12  Lucia Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

“La macchina, 35 gradi 
c’era scritto. Maybe che 
si e’ scollato, io penso 
che se ne e` uscito 
dalla…” 

There were 35 degrees in 
the car. Maybe it came off, 
I think it came off the… 

13  Agostino Italian “Come se ne fa a 
uscire?” 

How can it come off? 

14  Lucia English “OK, whatever, I don’t 
know, I DON’T 
KNOW!” 
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15  Eva Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian 

“Madre come passano le 
giornate. Mo’ mi sento 
che quest’anno e’ peggio 
dell’anno scorso”  

My goodness, time flies. 
This year I feel it’s going to 
be worse than last year. 

16  Lucia Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

“Noi dobbiamo ritornare 
a lavoro mum, e voi cosa 
fate?” 

We have to go back to work 
mum, what are you going to 
do? 

17  Eva Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

“Quella mi ha telefonato 
gia’ da lunedi’ viene 
un’altra persona. Tu fai 
per cumm se rec, you 
know che viene sempre 
quella, you know…”. 

She has rung me already on 
Monday, another person is 
going to come. How do you 
say, you know it’s always 
the same who comes. 

18  Lucia English/ 
Italian 

“Mum tu vuoi un po’ di 
te’? Lo so che e’ 
pazzesco il caldo”. 

Mum , would you like any 
tea? I know that this heat is 
crazy.  

19  Eva Italian “No, gia’ mi sento 
scomoda, mi sento 
proprio…” 

No I already don’t feel 
well, I really feel… 

20  Lucia English “Yeah, me too”.  
21  Eva Italian “Piena di acqua” Full of water 
22  Lucia Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian 

“Ho gia’ mangiato 
insalata and then I … 
you know there’s that 
pecorino cheese. E’ 
meglio che esco quello”. 

I ate a salad and then, you 
know there’s that pecorino 
cheese. It’s better if I take 
that out of the fridge. 

 
Despite dialect still being a stigmatised language variety, people in this family do speak it all 

the time (so the mother reported in her interview) when they are by themselves; however, the 

researcher’s presence made them resort to dialect only on rare occasions. It was easy to perceive 

that they tried hard to speak in Italian, even though in turn 3 the daughter tells the mother that 

it was fine to speak in dialect on this occasion, as the observation was confidential and their 

names had been changed. Lucia speaks in Italian with her husband when she wants to clarify 

things with him knowing that he is more confident with this language. Likewise, Agostino 

resorts to English when he wants to make sure that his wife understands what he is saying (i.e. 

turns 4 and 6). The use of the verb uscire as a transitive verb is a feature of a regional variety 

of Italian, not of dialect.  

7.1.5 Parents-children language practices: language patterns in the three families 
Children’s language practices differ in the three families. Even though all children are learning 

Italian or are just – because of their very young age – exposed to the language in the family, in 

Family A and C the children talk nearly exclusively in English, whereas in Family B the child 
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talks both in Italian and English (the other Family B child is still small and has started talking 

in English). Both parents’ and children’s interactions take on occasion dyadic turns; however, 

there is a definite rule of one parent-one language in Family B, where the children refuse to 

talk in English to their Italian father. This rule also partially applies to Family A, where one of 

the children replies in English to his mother’s questions in Italian, thus defining and 

compartmentalising the parents’ language. This is a recurrent pattern in children’ language 

choice, even though it differs on occasions. 

In the following transcript from an observation of family F_A_1, the conversation takes place 

between Pasquale (Father, 48), Diana (Mother, 43), Ilaria (Daughter, 12) and Gianni (Son, 11). 

It is school holidays. Ilaria arrives home after her dance class. She is very annoyed. Her parents 

and brother are sitting in the dining room.  

Excerpt from F_A_1 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1 Pasquale Italian/ 

English 
 
 
 
 
 
Italian 
 
 
English 

Gianni ha fatto un 
esperimento con la lente di 
ingrandimento (3) di’ 
come hai fatto, Gianni? 
Why the car doesn’t (.) 
burn..? explain why it 
doesn’t burn in the sun.  
Mio figlio e`piromane 
[LF] (.) e questa casa 
e`tutta di legno!  
[to Ilaria] how was your 
homework today? 

Gianni has made an 
experiment with a 
magnifier glass (3) tell 
how you did it, Gianni? 
 
 
 
My son is an arsonist [LF] 
(.) and this is an all timber 
house! 

2 Gianni Italian Domani andiamo a 
bowling, papa`? 

Are we going to bowling 
tomorrow, dad? 

3 Pasquale Italian Si` Yes 
4 Diana Italian Gianni, vuoi un biscotto o 

una banana? 
Gianni, do you want a 
biscuit or a banana? 

5 Gianni  ( ) ( ) 
6 Ilaria Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian 

Sai come si fa uno 
screenshot, mamma? 

Do you know how to do a 
screenshot, mum? 

7 Diana Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Si`, shift and power key 
(3) ahh! ma non funziona 

Yes, shift and power key 
(3) ahh! but it doesn’t 
work 

8 Pasquale Italian Offri qualcosa da bere, 
Diana 

Offer something to drink, 
Diana 
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9 Diana Italian Ho chiesto, non voleva 
caffe` 

I asked, she didn’t want 
coffee 

10 Ilaria English I don’t want to do ALL 
this homework on the 
weekend 
[Diana is cooking tomato 
sauce for Sunday lunch] 

 

11 Pasquale Italian [To Diana] Le sono 
sfuggite alcune 
informazioni che le ha 
dato la Prof., lei le ha 
mandato  
un email, ma la maestra 
non ha risposto 

She has missed some 
information the teacher 
gave her, she has sent her 
an email, but the teacher 
hasn’t replied 

12 Ilaria English They expect us to do 
homework at the weekend 
(.) I work six hours a day, 
five days a week and then 
they want us to do ALL 
this work 

 

13 Pasquale Italian Chiedi alla maestra come 
si fa 

Ask the teacher how to do 
it 

14 Ilaria Italian/ 
English 

Le altre persone nessuno 
understood 

 

15 Pasquale Italian Chiedi di spiegare Ask [the teacher] to 
explain 

16 Ilaria English  I asked and she said “I 
[have] already done that” 

 

17 Pasquale English/ 
Italian/ 
dialect 
 
 
 
 
Italian 

Ask [her] to try to explain 
again because you didn’t 
understand. Mia mamma 
used to say “figliu miu, 
chiere” [dialect for figlio 
mio, chiedi]… 
[To Diana] Lei sa fare la 
musica, ma con il 
computer la musica (.) per 
esempio (3) c’e`tutto un 
altro sistema da imparare, 
lei non lo conosce questo 
sistema 

My mother used to say 
“my son, ask” 
 
 
 
 
 
She can do music, but to 
do music (.) with the 
computer for example (3) 
there is a complete 
different system to learn, 
she doesn’t know this 
system 

18 Ilaria Italian/ 
English 

Ora devo fare un riassunto 
sul drama 

Now I have to do a 
summary of the drama 

19 Pasquale Italian COSA? WHAT? 
20 Ilaria English To say what was the 

position of people on the 
stage, etc. [WN] uff! 
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21 Pasquale Italian/ 
English/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Anche di italiano tanti 
compiti (.) e matematica, 
io volevo sbranarla la 
Prof., ma mamma ha detto 
“no, non facciamo 
conoscerci subito” (3) She 
[Ilaria] worries too much 
(.) ma caricati di compiti 
pero` (.) matematica un 
sacco, io sono andato e ho 
detto alla maths teacher 
“Io sono il papa`di 
Ilaria…” 

Even for Italian so much 
homework (.) and maths, I 
wanted to tear her (the 
teacher) to pieces but 
mum said “no, let’s not 
make us known 
straightaway” (3) but 
saddled with all that 
homework (.) lots of 
maths, I have gone  
and said to the maths 
teacher “ I am Ilaria’s 
dad…” 

22 Ilaria English [GR] That’s NOT the 
maths teacher, how many 
times do I have to tell 
you? She is the homeroom 
teacher! 

 

23 Pasquale Italian Gianni va al doposcuola e 
non sa ancora fare le 
divisioni, il bambino sono 
tre settimane che chiede 
alla maestra… 

Gianni goes to after school 
classes and he still can’t 
make divisions, it is three 
weeks that the child asks 
the teacher… 

24 Gianni English What???  
25 Ilaria English What do you want the 

teacher to teach you? 
 

26 Gianni Italian Divisioni 
[Diana goes outside to 
hang up the washing] 

Divisions 

27 Pasquale Italian/ 
dialect/ 
Italian 

To Diana] Io mi rifiuto di 
pagare il doposcuola, la 
maestra non spiega (.) da` 
solo fotocopie (3) io ho 
fatto un patto con mia 
figlia (.) le do`la meta`di 
quello (.), che lei le ha 
gia`fatte ‘ste [dialect for 
queste] cose (.) era anche 
abbastanza bravina (.) e lei 
insegna a lui… 

I refuse to pay for the 
afterschool classes, the 
teacher does not explain 
(.) she only gives 
photocopies (3) I have 
made a deal with my 
daughter (.) I will give her 
half of that [money] (.) 
,she has already done 
these things (.) she was 
quite good actually (.) and 
she teaches him… 

28 Ilaria English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

Only vale quando non ho 
homework (3) Uffa, ho 
scritto tutto but it [the 
writing on drama] looks 
too short… 

It is only valid when I 
don’t have homework (3) 
Damn, I have written 
everything but it (the 
writing on the drama) 
looks too short… 
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29 Pasquale Italian Che cosa vuol dire? (.) 
C’e` un numero di parole 
che devi (…)? 

What does it mean? (.) Is 
there a number of words 
that you have to (…)? 

30 Ilaria English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

No, she said l’ultima volta 
“it’s too short”… 

No, she said last time “it is 
too short”… 

31 Pasquale Italian Ma lo devi fare bene non 
lungo, i contenuti (.) tu 
leggi i libri (.) io lo so che 
sai scrivere bene, che hai 
una buona capacita` di 
sintassi [sintesi] (3) lo 
dicono anche i miei amici 
che per la tua eta`sei molto 
brava (.) non devi fare 
[scrivere] un libro… 

But you have to do it well, 
not long (.) you read 
books (.) I know that you 
can write well, that you 
have a good ability to 
summarise (3) even my 
friends say that you are 
very good for your age (.) 
you don’t have to write a 
book… 

32 Ilaria Italian Ho capito grazie, TU 
NON CAPISCI! 

I understood thank you, 
YOU DON’T 
UNDERSTAND! 

33 Pasquale Italian Falli come li sai fare i 
compiti e basta! 

Do the homework as best 
as you can and that’s it! 

34 Diana Italian Parla in italiano con papa` 
senno` non capisce (3) 
stasera c’e’ Susanna al 
musical a scuola.. 

Speak in Italian to dad 
otherwise he doesn’t 
understand (3) tonight 
Susanna will be at the 
school musical.. 

35 Pasquale Italian La conosco, e` la mamma 
di Luca! 

I know her, she is Luca’s 
mum! 

36 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

No, the sister (.) YOU said 
“la mamma” 

No, she is his sister (.) 
YOU said “the mother” 

37 Diana Italian Parla in Italiano con papa` 
(.) mangiamo sushi da 
qualche parte prima di 
andare…  

Speak in Italian to dad (.) 
we will eat sushi 
somewhere before we 
go… 

 
Turns 13-20 in the transcript above show how in Family A the language choices of both father 

and daughter adjust not only to their language competence but also to their moods, for example 

when the girl is annoyed, she switches to English. To reinforce his point the father speaks in 

Italian as in turn 13 and 15. In turn 14, Ilaria starts the sentence in Italian and then switches to 

English in an attempt to stress her point until she has to say the verb (understood) that she 

probably does not know how to conjugate in Italian. She then continues in English until (in 

turn 18) she has to explain to her father (whose English language competence is limited) that 

she has to do a summary of a drama. She is upset by the weekend homework given to her by 

her teachers, and this mood and her higher proficiency in English make her revert back to this 
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language. Language alternation is common in Family A. As the children feel more comfortable 

with their first language, they tend to resort to speak it between themselves and with the mother, 

but the mother duly reminds them to speak in Italian with their father, because his English is 

still somehow limited. This leads to the interpretation that Family A father considers Italian his 

domestic language.  

In interactions with the father, Ilaria is upset when she sees the exchange taking the turn of 

language instruction. This becomes a stressful situation where she switches to English. 

Interestingly, she declares “I am not talking in Italian, we are in Australia. If you say 

periodico…”.  

In conversation with the mother, Gianni’s attempt to affirm and negotiate his Australian 

linguistic identity is recognisable from his English replies to the mother’s questions in Italian. 

Gianni is clearly sending a message to his mother to speak in English, because Italian is the 

father’s province, not the mother’s. 

The following transcript is from F_A_2, recorded on a Sunday before lunchtime at the 

participants’ home. Watching the food being cooked and various objects and products of Italian 

origin, it is clear that this family is strongly attached to Italian culture and does like to keep 

traditions alive. The father is home, so they are preparing for il pranzo della domenica (Sunday 

lunch). Sardinian and other Italian regional cookbooks lie on the kitchen shelves. On the little 

blackboard, a bilingual sign says “Happy Easter/Buona Pasqua”. On a kitchen tile the family’s 

Italian surname is preceded by the word casa (house). Italian spumante Riccadonna, Chinotto 

bottles and passata di pomodoro (homemade bottled tomatoes) sit on the benchtop. A lovely 

smell of sugo (tomato ragout) is in the air.  

Pasquale is helping his daughter Ilaria with mathematics. They are sitting in the dining room. 

Vintage Vespa helmets and Ferrari car models are on display in the lounge.  

Excerpt from F_A_2 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1 Pasquale Italian Ottocentoventotto diviso 

50 
Eighty hundred divided by 
50 

2 Ilaria English Twenty-two (.) times (3)  
3 Pasquale Italian Abbassa il ventotto Drop the twentyeight 
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4 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

(…) so, two (.) then with 
the avanzo di two 

 
 the remainder of two 

5 Pasquale Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

metti la virgola 
Twenty-four seven (…) 
quaranta nel ventotto 
quante volte ci sta? 

put the coma 
How many times does 
forthy go into twenty 
eight? 

6 Ilaria Italian/ 
English 

DUECENTO, yeah, yeah, 
yeah (.) but you just 
said… 
[Diana is washing up 
dishes in the kitchen.] 

Two-hundred 

7 7
.  
Pasquale Italian Cosa fai quando non puoi 

abbassare ? 
What do you do when you 
can’t drop the number? 

8 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

Add a zero e metti una 
virgola 
Quattro nell’otto, due 
volte quattro per due. 
Quattro diviso due non si 
puo’ fare..Fai quattro nel 
ventotto, ci sta sette volte.. 

Add a zero and put a 
comma. 
Four goes into eight, twice 
four times two. You can’t 
divide four by two. Do 
four into twenty eight, it 
goes into it seven times.  

9 Pasquale Italian Lei [the teacher] vuole che 
fate con la calcolatrice? 

Does she [the teacher] 
want you to use the 
calculator? 

10  Ilaria English I don’t know 
[Diana goes outside to 
hang up the washing.] 

 

11  Pasquale Italian Prova a fare la divisione Try and make the division. 
12  Ilaria English Now?  
13 Ilaria Italian/ 

English 
Quaranta nel cinquantotto 
ci sta…oh,no ..thirteen 

Fourty goes into fifty-
eight... 

14 Pasquale Italian Quaranta nel diciassette Fourty into seventeen 
15 Ilaria English You can’t do that 

[Diana is peeling an onion 
in the kitchen for the 
ragu`] 

 

16 Ilaria Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Qua?..and then? Ma non 
c’e’ un’avanzo? 

Here?...and then? But is 
there any remainder? 

17 Pasquale Italian/ 
English 

Quaranta nel 
centoquarantasei quanto 
fa? Non pensare a Simone 
ringing 

How much is fourty in one 
hundread and six? Don’t 
think about Simone 
ringing... 

18 Ilaria  English Wait..  
19 Pasquale Italian Ti farei fare un’ora di 

divisioni per vedere se te 
le metti in testa… 

I would make you do 
divisions for one hour to 
see if you get them 
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20 Ilaria English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

We don’t do divisioni like 
that 

We don’t do divisions like 
that 

21 Pasquale Italian Per trovare il decimale 
cosa fai? 

What do you do to find 
the decimal? 

22 Ilaria English You have to keep going?   
23  Pasquale Italian [angry tone] E’ importante 

la logica nella 
matematica! 

Logic is important in 
mathematics! 

24 Diana Italian Io vado un’attimo da IGA 
a comprare un po`di 
schnitzels 

I’m quickly going to IGA 
to buy some schnitzels 

25 Pasquale Italian Vado io? Do you want me to go? 
26 Diana Italian No, vado io No, I’ll go 
27 Pasquale Italian Pensavi che ti liberavi di 

me, eh? 
You thought you were 
getting rid of me eh? 

28 Ilaria English This time is going to be 
very easy... 

 

29 Pasquale English Start to do it  
30 Ilaria Italian Dodici nel quattordici... Twelve into fourteen 
31 Ilaria English/ 

Italian/ 
English 

Can I ask you something? 
Se tu arrivi qui.. I told you 
it was going to be easy 

 
If you get here... 

32 Pasquale English/ 
Italian 

Hurry up…don’t waste 
time, il tempo e`prezioso 

Time is precious 

33 Pasquale 
[to me] 

Dialect  
(Neapoli-
tan) 

‘na tazzulell e’ e cafe’? 
[Pasquale is having a 
break, making coffee and 
complaining to me about 
the government giving 
money to public schools 
and not to private 
schools.] 

A cup of coffee?  

34 Pasquale English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Calculator? Tu prima 
devi imparare a fare le 
divisioni e poi controlli 
con il calculator.. 
quando ci sta zero volte 
devi aggiungere lo zero 

First you have to learn to 
do divisions and then you 
check with the 
calculator...when a 
number goes into another 
zero times you have to 
add the zero 

35 Ilaria Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

Papa`, we finished.. 
that’s the end of the 
section, it is la stessa 
cosa di section five.. I 
want a pork roll 

Dad, it is the same thing 
of 

36 Pasquale Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Non mi chiamare pork 
rosa! 

Don’t call me pink pork 
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37 Ilaria English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

It comes up with a 
decimale..questo diviso 
questo..sixty! 

It comes up with a 
decimal, this divided by 
this...sixty! 

38 Pasquale  
 
 
 
 
 
Pasquale 

Italian 
 
 
 
 
 
Italian 

La divisione non e`niente 
altro che vedere quante 
volte una cosa ci sta 
dentro un’altra... 
Ilaria [GR] 
La matematica e' parlare, 
fammi parlare! 

Divisions are all about 
understandig how many 
times something goes 
into another.  
 
Mathematics is all about 
talking, let me talk 

39 Ilaria English I’m hungry!!!  
40 Pasquale Italian La mamma ti fa una 

zuppa 
Mum is going to make 
you a soup. 

41 Ilaria English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

I don’t want zuppa, I 
want a pork roll!..otto nel 
sedici ci sta due volte.. 

I don’t want a 
soup...eight goes twice 
into sixteen 

42 Gianni Italian Papa`, come si fa una 
bruschetta? 
[Pasquale shows Gianni 
how to do it. Diana asks 
Pasquale if he can hang 
out the washing] 

Dad how do you make a 
bruschetta? 

43 Diana Italian Pasquale, potresti 
stendere questi?..Ti 
abbiamo comprato lo 
sgombro, Pasquale... 

Pasquale, could you 
please hang up the 
washing? We bought you 
a mackerel 

44 Gianni 
[cutting 
tomatoes 
for the 
bru-
shetta] 

Italian Questo va bene? Is it ok like this? 

45 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

What’s compito in 
classe? 

 

46 Pasquale English/ 
Italian 

Assessment…aiuto in 
cucina o vado a fare ‘la 
bella lavanderina?’ 
[Diana goes outside to 
hang out the washing.] 

Do I help in the kitchen 
or do I do the laundry? 

47 Gianni English Mum?  
48 Diana Italian Si`, un attimo… Yes, one second... 
49 Gianni English/ 

Italian 
Can you come here for a 
second when you are 
ready? Papa`, questo va 
bene? 

 
 
...Dad, is this ok? 

50 Pasquale Italian Si`, tagliali con le forbici Yes, cut them with a pair 
of scissors, 
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51 Ilaria Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

Questo si fa con il mio 
method perche’ e`un 
whole number... 
[Diana is cutting salame] 

This can be done with 
my method because it’s a 
whole number 

52 Pasquale Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Devi fare questo times 
questo..devi parlare, la 
matematica e`parlata 

You have to do this times 
this, you have to talk, 
maths has to be spoken 
out loud 

53 Ilaria  ( )  
54 Pasquale Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Vai avanti, Ilaria, don’t 
give up!...E`inutile che 
piangi…I want you to 
practise, perche`se 
pratichi ce la fai 

Go on, Ilaria, don’t gove 
up! It’s useless to cry. I 
want you to practise 
because if you practise 
you can make it. 

55 Ilaria English I’m doing it  
56 Diana Italian Pasquale, dagli tempo Pasquale give her time. 
57 Pasquale English/ 

Italian 
3.3.3. move the periodico 3.3.3 move the periodic 

58 Gianni English Mum, I need some water 
now…can I set the table? 

 

59 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

I am not talking in 
Italian, we are in 
Australia, if you say 
periodico… 

. 
 
…if you say periodic... 

60 Pasquale English Periodic  
61 Gianni Italian Un bambino mi ha 

pestato la gamba 
A boy has beaten my leg.  

62 Ilaria (to 
Gianni) 

Go and 
get some 
basilico 

Go and get some basil  

63 Gianni English/ 
Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

How much, just a 
handful?...Ilaria, papa` is 
just trying to help…vero, 
papa`? 

 
 
...is that right dad? 

 
In the dialogue above father and daughter proclaim their identities by switching to their first 

language. The mother’s language interactions with the children are mainly in Italian; however, 

she switches to English when prompt instructions are needed, as in the transcription below, 

from a subsequent Family A observation, F_A_3. 

It is afternoon tea time at the participants’ home. The mother has just come back from a 

seminar. She is serving tea with scones and biscotti di casa (traditional homemade Italian 

biscuits) and also arancini and steak for the children who have not had much to eat at 

lunchtime. The father is making sausages in the back of the kitchen with Luigi, an Italian 

neighbour.  
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Excerpt from F_A_3 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1 Diana English/ 

Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Don’t touch this (3) 
bambini, qua ci sono gli 
arancini, veloce, 
VELOCE! Gianni, la 
dovresti smettere di 
giocare con il computer. 
Ilaria, veloce, ILARIA! 
Hurry up (.) tu hai anche il 
flamenco hai dimenticato? 

Children, the arancini are 
here, hurry up, HURRY 
UP! Gianni, you should 
stop playing with the 
computer. Ilaria, hurry up, 
ILARIA! You also have 
flamenco on, have you 
forgotten about it? 

2 Ilaria English What, is is not Friday 
today 

 

3 Diana English Yes, it is  
4 Ilaria ( )   
5 Diana Italian (…) Ho capito, ho visto, 

ho visto. Provero’ a fare 
dei crepes perche’ 
abbiamo abuto due 
bambine, due bambine 
francesi (.) Gianni, allora 
di sei divertito con papa’ 
oggi? 

I got it, it saw it, I saw it! 
I’ll try and make some 
crepes pecause we hosted 
two French girls. Gianni, 
so did you have fun with 
dad today?  

6 Gianni English 
(and 
Italian) 

No  

7 Diana Italian/ 
English 

Non vi ha portato fuori a 
lunch? 

Didn’t he take you out for 
lunch? 

8 Gianni English Yes, but we had lunch at 
11 o’clock 

 

9 Diana Italian Cosa avete mangiato? What did you eat?  
10 Gianni English Dumplings  
11 Diana English/ 

Italian 
Italian 

Dumplings? (.) C’e’ il tuo 
te’, Ilaria 
Hai giocato un’ora Gianni 
(3) quanto ha giocato, 
Ilaria? Chi vuole un 
scone? Ilaria,ti faccio una 
bistecca (.) hai tanta fame? 

Your tea is here Ilaria.  
 
You have been playing for 
one hour, how long did he 
play for? Who wants a 
scone? I’ll make you a 
stake? Are you very 
hungry? 

12 Ilaria Italian Mangio la’ I’ll when I get there 
13 Diana Italian No, mangia qualcosa qua 

(.) poi devi andare(.) ti 
faccio questa piccolina (.) 
tu vuoi una bistecca, 
Gianni? 

No, eat something here, 
then you will have to go. 
I’ll make you this small 
stake. Do you want a stake 
too Gianni? 

14 Gianni  ( ) chewing something  
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15 Diana Italian/ 
English 

Io come l’ ho lasciata la 
casa, l’ho ritrovata, men! 

I have found the house in 
the exaxt same way as I 
have left it, men! 

16 Gianni English Spent 50 dollars on salami  
17 Diana  Italian Il salame non va a male se 

si secca, se lo metti 
sottovuoto 

Salami doesn’t go off if it 
gets dry, if you keep it 
under vacuum.  

18 Gianni English No, but we didn’t do that, 
we just hung it up 

 

19 Diana Italian Si deve seccare perche’ lui 
non mangia la carne cruda 

You have to let it dry 
because he doesn’t eat raw 
meat. 

20 Gianni English I don’t like him [the 
neighbour], he is annoying 

 

21 Diana Italian E’ stato con voi tutto il 
giorno? 

Has he been with you the 
whole day? 

22 Gianni English Half a day  
23 Diana Italian 

 
Ora ti faccio la carne, eh?  

24 Gianni English Come on mum, write, 
write (.) I want to see what 
you write 

 

25 Diana Italian Ho trovato un bellissimo 
lavoro per te 

I found a beautiful job for 
you 

26 Gianni English You’ve got to joke!  
27 Diana English Auditory officer  
28 Gianni English What, like Angela?  
29 Diana English No, A-U-D-I-T-O-R-Y... 

you know, the one who 
does the tests to see if 
children can hear or not  

 

30 Gianni English How much do they get 
paid? How much do they 
get paid? 

 

31 Diana 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Diana 

Italian 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Italian 

Non lo so, non 
e`importante (.) io ti dico 
ora perche` quando sono 
partita eri sull’ IPAD, 
quando son tornata sei 
ancora sull’ IPAD, NON 
LO VEDI PIU` 
 
Gianni [WN] 
Perche`io sono stata mezz’ 
ora e sei ancora sull’IPAD 

I don’t know it’s not 
important. I’m telling you 
now because when I left 
you were on your Ipad and 
now that I’m back you are 
still on your Ipad, you are 
not going to see it 
anymore.  
 
Because I’ve been half an 
hour and you are still on 
your IPAD 

32 Ilaria English Ah, yes, now you’re 
writing 
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33 Diana Italian Vuoi la marmellata de (.) 
dei fichi o di fragole? 

Do you want figs or 
strawberry jam? 

34 Ilaria English I don’t like it, yuck! 
[singing] des pasito the 
only word I know des 
pasito na na na Puertorico, 
that’s it 

 

35 Diana Italian/ 
English 

Tu non sai questa nuova 
canzone, it’s Spanish (.) 
Justin Bieber 
[Noise from the sizzling 
steak makes reading 
inaudible] 

Do you know this new 
song?  

36 Ilaria English Don’t judge me, judge 
them (.) des pasitoooo (3) 
( ) I said that they want me 
to poke holes into the 
sausages with a needle 

 

37 Diana Italian Mentre ti faccio la carne 
Ilaria, vai a vestirti (.) la 
carne fa sempre bene 

Go and get dressed Itaria 
while I’m preparing the 
stake. Meat is always 
good. 

38 Gianni English Can I listen to some 
music, mum? 

 

39 Diana English 
and 
Italian 

No  

40 Gianni English Why not?  
41 Diana Italian No perche’ VEDI il mio 

internet e`arrivato gia` al 
50% 

No because my internet 
has already reached 50% 

42 Gianni English [GR] yeah, but we’ve got 
wi-fi 

 

43 Diana English/ 
Italian 

Did you (.) hai salutato le 
ragazze? 

Did you say goodbye to 
the girls? 

44 Gianni English Yes, no  
45 Diana English Yes or not?  
46 Gianni English What do you think mamy, 

eh? 
[Clinking of cups covers 
the voices.] 

 

47 Diana Italian/ 
English/ 
Italian 

Che casino, casino, 
sempre casino (3) eat your 
carne 

What a mess, a mess 
always a mess, eat your 
meat 

48 Gianni English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

Uh, gnam gnam. Mum, I 
need acqua. Ehi, what is 
this, blood? 

 

49 Diana Italian Prendi la sedia e siediti Get a chair and sit down 
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50 Gianni English Can’t wait till these girls 
are gone, they break my 
chops the all time, they 
are very demanding  

 

51 Diana Italian Una era innamorata di 
Gianni 

One was in love with 
Gianni 

52 Gianni  English Which one? The ugly one 
or the ugly one? 

 

53 Diana English The big one, but they are 
both beautiful 

 

54 Gianni English Mum!  
55 Diana Italian [serving afternoon tea 

with scones] E`tutto il 
giorno che studio, ora mi 
abboffo con tanta panna 
(.) mangio questo anche se 
non e` gluten-free (. ) ogni 
tanto ci vuole tanta 
glutine, tanti 
zuccheri,tante (.) tutto! (3) 
tutto il giorno quante(.) 
quante dumplings hai 
mangiato, Gianni? 

I’ve been studying the 
whole day, now I’m going 
to stuff my face with 
whipped cream, I’m going 
to eat this even if it’s not 
gluten free, sometimes 
you need gluten, lots of 
sugars, everything! How 
many dumplings have you 
eaten today? 

56 Gianni English They’re sooo expensive, 
mum, cost (.) for four 
dumplings twentyfour 
bucks 

 

57 Diana English Four dumplings?  
58 Gianni English [chewing] yeah  
59 Diana English FOUR dumplings  
60 Gianni English yeah, completely crazy 

buying 
 

61 Diana Italian Spero che tu abbia mani 
(.) le mani pulite 

I hope your hands are 
clean 

62 Gianni 
 
(Talking 
to the 
researche
r). 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

I’ve got to confess (.) my 
mum booked me into a 
soccer camp (.) guess 
where (3) S.E. MILAN. 
I’m so ashamed. Andro’ 
la’, loro ti danno gia’ il 
coso di S.E. Milan, ma io 
mi mettero` questo qua e 
stand out 

...I’m going to go there 
and they already give you 
the S.E. Milan thing, but 
I’ll wear this one (the Inter 
Milan jersey) and stand 
out 

63 Diana English You can’t do that  
64 Gianni English Yes, I can  
65 Diana English/ 

Italian 
They’ll kick you out (.) 
Ilaria, vieni a mangiare la 
carne! 

Ilaria come and eat the 
meat 
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66 Ilaria 
[voice 
from far 
away] 

English Coming!  

67 Diana 
 
(Talking 
to the 
researche
r). 

Italian/ 
English 

I miei figli hanno sempre 
fame quando io manco, 
perche’ [Pasquale] non gli 
da’ mai da mangiare, 
pensa soltanto a (.) ai suoi 
affari (3) my washing 
machine broke down, I 
have to see if they are 
going to replace it because 
I have extended warranty 
[Music playing in the 
distance, Diana rings to 
have her washing machine 
replaced] 

My children are always 
hungry when I’m not 
here because Pasquale 
never feeds them, he 
only thinks about his 
business. 

68 Gianni English I can’t eat that half, mum  
69 Diana Italian  Non mangi? You are not going to eat 

that? 
70 Gianni English MUST  
71 Diana English You know what we 

doing? We going to do a 
night at the museum 

 

72 Gianni English My mum forced me to  
73 Diana English/ 

Italian 
You sleep with the 
dinosaurs. (3) first, they 
take you on a night tour 
with torches around the 
museum to all the 
exhibitions at the 
museum, then you watch 
the movie on the big 
screen ‘a night at the 
museum’ and then you 
sleep under the dinosaurs 
(.) Scusa un attimo 
[Diana goes to wash a few 
dishes.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
...excuse me for a second 

74 Gianni Italian/ 
English 

Lo straccio (.) ehi, want to 
do the rest of the 
sausages? (3) You no 
longer part of the family 
(.) think about poor me, I 
had to touch them when 
they were all soft (.) 
YEAK, disgusting 

The rag... 
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75 Pasquale English/ 
Italian 

Hi Diana, ho portato il 
salame, eh due ore lo 
metti la’, subito si seccano 

I brought the salami, you 
put it over there for two 
hours and they get dry 
very quickly 

76 Diana Italian Ciao, Luigi Hi Luigi 
77 Luigi Italian Ti piacciono cosi`? Do you like them like 

this? 
78 Diana Italian Cosi`? mmm…no Like this? mmm...no 
79 Luigi Italian Sono ancora molli? Are they still soft? 
80 Diana Italian Sono crude cosi`… Yes they are raw 
81 Luigi Italian Si`, allora ancora una 

settimana 
Yes, so one more week 
then 

82 Gianni English You’re just eating raw 
flesh 

 

83 Pasquale Italian E` tosta. (.) e` dura It’s hard 
84 Ilaria  English Sorry I couldn’t be with 

you but I had to do 
flamenco steps 

 

85 Diana Italian Non mangiare il salame, 
e` ancora crudo! 

Don’t eat the salami, it’s 
still raw. 

86 Pasquale Italian Non e` crudo, assaggia! It’s not raw, try it! 
87 Ilaria 

[singing 
in 
Spanish] 

Spanish Despasitooo (.) ooo  

88 Gianni [at 
the 
playstatio
n] 

English Oh my gosh LOOK this 
dinosaur is going to kill 
me 

 

89 Diana Italian/ 
English 

Gianni, metti via quel 
coso per favore! Ok, let’s 
go Ilaria (.) I’ll be back in 
ten minutes 

Gianni, put that thing 
away please. 

90 Ilaria English/ 
Italian 

Bye, io devo scappare Bye, I have to run 

91 Diana English Did you get your water?  
92 Ilaria English Yeah  

 
As in the previous excerpt, although the mother is trying to “force” the children to speak in 

Italian, the daughter tends to speak in English. The son on the other hand makes more of an 

effort, saying something in Italian at times. It is evident though from their English replies that 

both children understand Italian well. 
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7.1.6 Language transmission strategies in Family B 
Another language practice in mother-child interactions is storytelling in Italian. Storytelling 

can be seen as a starting point for a bonding link of Italian between child and parent, and the 

moment when Italian words begin to take form in the child’s mind. Through constant repetition, 

as in the Excerpt from F_B_2 below, the child also learns to recognise written words in picture 

books. 

Excerpt from F_B_2 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
1 Filomena English Let’s read this story  
2 Marco English Yeah  
3 Filomena Italian 

 

 

 
 
 
English 

All’ufficio postale. 
“Abbiamo una lettera da 
spedire alla nonna. Un 
francobollo con la 
figurina del formaggio, 
per favore”. I topini 
incollano il francobollo 
sulla lettera”. 

“It is a good book, isn’t 
it?” 

At the post office. “We 
have a letter to send to 
grandma. A stamp with 
the image of the cheese 
please”. the little mice 
glue the stamp on the 
letter. 

4 Marco English “What’s this?”  
5 Filomena English “It’s a letter”. “How do 

you say post office in 
Italian?” 

 

6 Marco Italian “Ufficio di la posta”  Office of the post 
7 Filomena Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 
English 

“No, ufficio postale”. 
Chi conosciamo in Italia 
che lavora per la posta? 
… Nicola, he works for 
the company and also 
works for the ambulance. 
Come si dice 
ambulance?” 

No post office. Who do 
we know in Italy who 
works for the post? 
Nicola, he works for the 
company and also works 
for the ambulance. 

How do you say 
ambulance? 

8 Marco Italian Ambulanza Ambulance 
9 Filomena English/ 

Italian 
“But what is it called? 
…Croce…?” 

Cross 

10 Marco Italian “…Rossa” Red 
11 Filomena Italian/ 

English/ 
Italian/ 

“Croce Rossa, say that 
again…Croce Rossa.  

Red Cross. In bed now, 
down! 
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English/ 
Italian 

Nel letto, come on lie 
down, come on, giu`! 

 
This excerpt exemplifies languages strategies the mother uses with her children (storytelling 

and rhymes). Taking a cue from one word, the mother also makes the child repeat words already 

learnt, so that he does not forget them, as in turns 5 and 7. 

Rhyme also helps learning and retaining Italian words, as the child demonstrates in the next 

excerpt, taken from the transcript of another family observation. 

Excerpt from F_B_3 

Turn Speaker Original Translation/Comment 
1.  Filomena “Marco, you have to help me 

to read it”  
 

2.  Marco A pagina uno c’e` una 
stellina… 

On page one there is a little 
star... 

3.  Filomena “una pecorella che perde il 
gregge e segue una…” 

A small sheep who loses its 
flock and follows a... 

4.  Marco “…stellina” little star 
5.  Filomena “Bravo!”. “A pagina due …” Good boy! On page two... 
6.  Filomena 

and 
Marco 

“scende la sera, la…” the night falls, the... 

7.  Marco “…pecorella diventa nera” little sheep becomes black 
8.  Filomena “nera, bravissimo!”. A pagina 

tre la notte e`…” 
black, very good! on page three, 
the night is... 

9.  Marco “…scura” dark 
10.  Filomena “La pecorella ha tanta…” the little sheep is very... 
11.  Marco “…paura” ...scared 

 
It is noticeable that the mother uses reading and rhyme as language transmission strategies, 

even though Italian is her husband’s first language, not her first language, and this is why code-

switching in the excerpt above is quite frequent. Perhaps language transmission is more a 

prerogative of mothers rather than fathers because mothers spend more time with their children. 

The constant repetition of words in this excerpt is a strategy the mother uses with her son so 

that he can learn and retain words in an easy way. 

7.2 Language learning through the domain of technology 

Another strategy parents of the three families observed adopt to transmit the language is 

through the use of media. Parents reported the use of digital books, Italian Television, Skype 

and WhatsApp. See Appendix 2 for a conversation over WhatsApp between Agostino, his 
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daughter Sofia and relatives in Italy. Agostino and Sofia are planning a trip to Italy to visit 

relatives. It is interesting to see how technology is helping Agostino to teach Italian to his 

daughter and making her practise it by speaking to her cousin in Italy over WhatsApp. This 

clearly shows that technology constitutes an affordance for language learning as it has the 

interactive component missing in books.  

Interestingly, although the exchanges between Agostino and his brother-in-law are interspersed 

with dialect, the constant repetitions and promptings Agostino gives to his daughter are always 

exclusively in Italian. This highlights the fact that even when dialect is spoken in the family, 

parents tend to teach Standard Italian. The transcript of this observation is reported in Appendix 

2.  

7.3 Summary of chapter 

The first part of this chapter has looked at the findings from interviews with family members. 

The majority of the interviewees have declared to feel very close to their Italian part and to 

have a desire to maintain language and culture in the family. Despite the fact that for one family 

dialect is still forbidden territory in family interactions, a great emphasis is given to dialect, 

especially in Family C. Findings from the observations reveal that all the families are 

committed to maintain the Italian language in the family. Interactions of family members 

generally follow an unwritten rule of language alternation. Monolingual exchanges have never 

been encountered in the course of my observations. This is apparent not only in conversations 

where there are first generation speakers, but also in conversations where the participants are 

second or third generation which thus testifies somewhat to a “contained” language shift by the 

second generation. The language choices of family members depend on a variety of factors, 

the most important perhaps being the speaker’s language competence. It is important to notice, 

however, that most people do make an effort not to speak in dialect outside the family domain 

or with close friends. In Family C dialect is a vital component of family interaction and is part 

of daily conversations. In Family B instead, even if spoken especially in the presence of the 

great-grandmother, dialect has still a stigma attached to it and is not passed on to subsequent 

generations. Code-switching is a common practice amongst members of Families A and C. It 

is especially used in conversations amongst grandparents, parents and children. Regarding who 

has the responsibility to maintain Italian, all the families agree that is the family’s role to 

preserve the language. They also agree that schools should play a bigger role in promoting 

languages as a few hours a week are not sufficient to learn a language properly. The 
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observations helped answering the research questions related to the importance of LM and 

dialect to Italian background families and how different generations position themselves 

regarding their Italianness. The next chapter will discuss the focal points of the findings in 

relation to the research questions.  
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Chapter Eight – Discussion and Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction 
The study has investigated how participants’ views of the attitudes inherited from previous 

generations or from the wider society have affected LM among the children, grandchildren and 

great-grandchildren of those Italian migrants who came to Sydney in the two decades after the 

Second World War. The research has also focused on shedding fresh light on new perspectives 

that could make Italian LM easier and more widely available to the new generations, therefore 

benefiting the Italian community in Sydney. Another aim has been to uncover silent opinions 

and overlooked individuals’ search for identity and positioning(s) for what regards the people 

who participated in this study.  

The themes that have emerged from this case study with an ethnographic approach underline 

that HLL has shown to be important to all participants of this research.  

Chapter Four has reported findings from interviews with the reference group informants. 

Reference group meetings provided a means of getting co-constructed knowledge of the Italo-

Australian community, to refine research questions and to discuss additional questions that 

needed to be addressed. Findings from the reference group interviews have revealed that, 

despite the fact that there are a few learning opportunities for Italian language learning in 

Sydney, there is a general perception in the community that not enough time is dedicated to it 

in schools. Participants from the reference group have also pointed out that the third generation 

are interested in their heritage and engage in the culture. Although informants from this group 

have concurred with the fact that the first and second generation of Italo-Australians still see 

the stigma of dialect, they have agreed that there is now a more positive outlook on dialects. 

The analysis of data from the student survey and interviews in Chapter Five has demonstrated 

that LM and language loss are quite important in present day Australia’s urban settings in the 

views of the third generation participants of this study who have experienced the results of 

language shift. Findings from the student survey and interviews have also shown that language 

is considered not just another skill, but rather something that helps define participants’ 

Italianness and has shaped their cultural identity.  

Chapters Six and Seven have summarised the findings from family interviews and observations 

according to the themes that emerged from the data analysis. It has been found that there is a 
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desire today to maintain language and culture in the family and that more space should be 

allowed for language learning in schools. The analysis of data from the family observations 

have revealed that dialect is used in conversations between members of the first two 

generations, and that code-switching is still a common practice amongst family members, 

especially in inter-generational conversations. It has also been found that technology plays a 

big role in connecting with relatives overseas and using the language. Moreover, technology is 

used as a tool to practise the language with relatives overseas. All parents have observed that 

they are very keen to transmit the language to the next generation, using strategies such as 

story-telling with little children.  

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings in relation to the research questions and to 

the gaps identified in the literature review in Chapter Two. It also discusses the contribution of 

this thesis to the literature. It is useful at this stage then to reiterate the research questions that 

have led to the development of this study:  

1. To what extent are LM and language shift important issues for present day Australians 

of Italian background in today’s Australia’s urban settings? 

2. What are the hindrances and affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian 

background families? 

3.  How important is the maintenance of dialect to Italian background families? 

4.  What role does a sense of Italianness play for later generations’ identity construction?  

 
The next section presents a discussion of the points that have arisen in the findings and that 

addressed the first question regarding the ways in which language loss and language shift are 

experienced differently by the later generations of the Italian community in Sydney. 

8.2 Addressing the research questions 

8.2.1 Differences in attitudes regarding Italian language loss and shift from first 
generation to later ones  
This study participants have been proof of substantial differences in attitudes regarding LM 

between the first generation and later ones. This aligns with the literature review (Chapter Two) 

where it was discussed that whilst the first generation of Italian migrants in Australia tried to 

resist assimilation and maintained the language, in the main the second generation refused to 

learn Italian as they regarded their parents’ effort to transmit the HL as authoritarian behaviour 



 208 

(Vasta 1995). The literature review has also highlighted that the second generation did not pass 

the language onto their children because of the stigma deriving from their speaking a dialect 

and not Standard Italian. Conversely, the analysis of data of this study participants belonging 

to the third generation has shown that they are motivated to learn the language that was not 

passed onto them by their parents. As a result of the disappointment of not having learnt the 

HL at home, many of the students interviewed revealed that they made a conscious decision to 

learn Italian at university. All students interviewed have made clear that they are very keen to 

transmit the language to their children, partly because they felt that they have missed out on 

learning the language at home when they were little.  

According to all the members of the reference group, the second generation is experiencing a 

reversal in their attitude toward LM. Results of the analysis of data obtained in the student 

survey and interviews have revealed that language loss and maintenance are important issues 

for the third generation of Italo-Australian participants who have suffered from the language 

shift. In fact, all the students are keen to pass Italian onto their children because they believe in 

the value of transmitting the HL and culture. This underlines one of the main findings of this 

thesis: the efforts shown by the third generation in learning Italian highlight their willingness 

to maintain a language that would otherwise be forgotten.  

8.2.2 Importance of Italian language maintenance and loss  

Responses relating to the research question on concerns and practices of families regarding 

language maintenance (LM) and loss have shown that the maintenance of Italian is quite 

important in present day Sydney’s urban settings, especially in the views of the third generation 

participants who have suffered from consequences of language shift. LM is important for this 

study group of third generation tertiary students of Italian because they believe in it and because 

they felt “left out”, therefore they are motivated to keep the language alive. In fact, as 

mentioned in Section 3.2.1, motivation, “provides an impetus to initiate learning the second 

language and sustains the learning process” (Dörnyei 1998, p. 117). For the particular cohort 

of tertiary students who participated in this research, motivation in learning the language is not 

just part of a trend but rather is a desire that further loss not be experienced by present and 

future generations of Italo-Australians.  

The literature reviewed in Chapter Two indicated that women are mostly the guardians of 

language transmission (Garcia 2003; Winter & Pauwels 2005). This view is supported by 
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findings from the student interviews, indicating that mothers and grandmothers have been 

responsible for language transmission. Garcia (2003) reports Fishman’s concept of 

intergenerational language transfer in her analysis of the use of ethnic language at home by 

mothers to their children. Her findings strongly support the view of the majority of participants 

to this study that the home domain is vital to LM efforts.  

A key role in LM is played by communities of practice. As indicated by Wenger (1991, xii) 

and discussed in the literature review (Section 2.13), knowledge is not just information, but is 

part of the practice of specific sociocultural communities, called “communities of practice”. 

The data from this study have shown that whilst in years gone by (especially in the decades 

following migration) the communities of practice were families and extended families, clubs 

and other recreational sites, (shops, doctors’ rooms, etc.), today the most widely represented 

language exchange sites appear to be technology (especially language learning websites and 

apps), schools and universities. While family, friendships and school have emerged from this 

research findings as three of the most important domains in terms of LM, other domains were 

also investigated. Technology appears to provide a powerful means of LM. This domain seems 

however to have, in the views of this research participants, both advantages and disadvantages. 

In fact, one participant from one of the families interviewed has highlighted how social media 

may help communication in a L2, however they can also corrupt it, especially when it comes 

to its written form.  

8.2.3 Hindrances and affordances for later generations of Italian background families 
Participants’ responses relating to affordances and hindrances within the later generations of 

Italo-Australians demonstrate that these find that technology and media have an important part 

in Italian language learning/use, but that there are few opportunities in the educational sector 

to learn the language, especially in the primary and secondary schools. One of the parents 

interviewed declared that it is hard to maintain the HL in a city as big as Sydney, both because 

there is a shortage of opportunities for HLL in schools and because families relocate to suburbs 

far from their parents’ Italian-speaking areas. This view has also been supported by a member 

of the reference group who considered the fact that the new generations have moved away from 

their parents to live in another area to be a main hindering factor for Italian LM. 

The data analysed in this research has brought to the fore the hindrances and affordances for 

LM within the later generations of Italian background families, bringing to light the fact that 



 210 

the domains of family, education and technology are important for the upkeep of the language. 

On the other hand, findings from the reference group and from family members have 

highlighted the contention that despite the fact that Italian is taught in schools - the hours 

dedicated to it are not enough.  

8.2.3.1 Positions of Italo-Australians towards their Italianness 
The literature review in Chapter Two underlined that identity plays an important role in 

language learning for Italo-Australians. In fact, as argued by Cavallaro (2005, p. 564), members 

of this ethnic group [Italians] closely identify with those who share their language. Moreover, 

as reported in Chapter Two, Rubino (2002) has highlighted that we are witnessing the likely 

development of a new identity amongst the third generation of Italo-Australians. This thesis 

research question on how later generations position themselves regarding their Italianness has 

benefited from the positive responses given by third generation Italo-Australians who 

participated to this study. From the analysis of data collected through multiple sources, HLL 

seems to be not just another language for migrants’ descendants, but rather a signpost to vital 

aspects of Italian identity. The community’s (including digital communities’) role in the upkeep 

of the language and in shaping identities is thus crucial. As Wenger (1991, p. 81) argues, “a 

community provides material for the construction of identities: it defines relations among 

members by providing ways of participating” (see Section 3.2.2). Third generation participants 

to this study have been found to have a strong sense of belonging to the broader linguistic and 

cultural community and thus a willingness to identify with the community.  

An important finding that emerged from the discussions with reference group informants is that 

the third generation Italo-Australian study participants are reclaiming their HL and are today 

proud of their origins. This is consistent with the analysis of data from the student interviews. 

The big disappointment that these students felt about not learning Italian at home demonstrates 

that there is a desire to learn the language and to “belong”. 

As outlined in Section 2.6.1, Rubino (2002) recognises a strong affirmation of ethnic identity 

by third generation adolescents. Findings from this thesis survey and interviews with tertiary 

students demonstrated that many of them do consider themselves to be Italian. Data gathered 

from the student survey show that they feel Italian when talking about family values, attending 

family functions, celebrating Christmas in the Italian fashion and participating in Italian 

festivals. This is important, especially in light of the fact that this cohort of third generation 
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tertiary students of Italian have made a conscious choice to learn the language. This is in line 

with what was mentioned in the literature review: the third generation does not have to make 

impossible choices or live the conflicts of the second generation. The third generation are 

integrated in Australian society, but they can still receive the benefits of their Italian descent 

(O’Connor, 1994, cited in Rando & Turcotte 2007, p. 219).  

8.2.3.2 Importance of dialect 

The analysis of data from the reference groups and from interviews with family members has 

shown that dialects have helped the preservation of Italian by containing language loss. In one 

of the families observed, dialect is an important component in family interactions. In addition, 

findings from the reference group interviews and family interviews indicated that the families 

who transmitted the dialect have in some way contained the shift. Many of the informants 

agreed on the value of dialect transmission and concurred on the importance of passing on 

whatever variety of Italian there is in the home. This is consistent with research on SLA, 

asserting that students who are learning an L2 which is from the same language family as their 

L1 have in general a much easier task than those who are not (FIS Frankfurt International 

School n.d.) (see Section 2.5.1). Nevertheless, members of the reference group concurred that 

migrants and their descendants still see dialects as a stigma and most people make an effort not 

to speak dialect outside of the family. As highlighted by Rubino (2014), education has 

promoted a more positive attitude towards the dialect among the younger generations. 

Overall this study has shown that HLL is important to all participants and that the third 

generation “feels” Italian. Moreover, having had the basis of dialect has helped some of the 

participants when learning Standard Italian. The analysis of data has also shown that a number 

of the students interviewed think that the use of Italian has enabled them to make more friends. 

Importantly, participants from all methods of data collection have agreed that there is not 

enough time dedicated to language teaching in schools and also that there is a need to teach 

Italian as a HL with an appropriate syllabus. 

8.3 Future directions 
The investigation has focused on the importance of LM for all generations of families of Italian 

background in present day Sydney’s urban settings. It has also looked at the hindrances and 

affordances for LM within the later generations of Italian background families. Attention has 

also been given to how these later generations position themselves towards their Italian identity 
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and to the importance of dialect maintenance in Italian background families. A similar study 

may investigate the kinds of careers that tertiary students of Italian choose after their university 

degree, and whether their knowledge of the Italian language plays a role in their future 

employment. Building on the positive responses given by many of the participants regarding 

the use of dialect, and the pervasive use of the latter in one of the families observed, further 

studies could focus on the importance of dialect in terms of LM. Does speaking a dialect that 

was acquired in the family when growing up help when learning Standard Italian at a later stage 

in life? Another direction that future studies could take is that of immigration studies. Research 

could concentrate on how recent Italian migrants maintain and transmit the language to their 

children. In addition, another direction for future research could be to discover what are the 

determinants of heritage language learning for the third generation of other migrant groups. 

Further studies may focus on what are the hindrances and affordances for LM for other migrant 

communities both in Australia and in other lands of migration.  

It can be concluded that members of the third generation who participated to this study are 

interested and motivated in learning the language. In addition, the second generation 

participants have admitted to their mistake and are all interested in their grandchildren learning 

Italian. This could counterbalance what happened to the second generation and lead to a 

reversal of language shift. Another point worth mentioning is that when dialect was transmitted 

this translated to the second generation wanting to learn Italian as grown-ups. It is opportune 

then to advocate Italian as a HL in schools, especially if research on a larger scale were 

conducted and arrived at the same conclusion.  

8.4 Limitations 

One of the weaknesses of the study could be that, as mentioned in Section 3.3.2, ethnography 

has sometimes been dismissed as quite inappropriate to social science on the grounds that the 

data and findings it produces are “subjective” and cannot provide a solid foundation for 

rigorous scientific analysis (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, p. 2). The study also has a 

limitation regarding its reliability since research that is conducted in a natural setting is difficult 

to replicate. A further weakness of the investigation could be that, given that data was gathered 

on a small scale, it cannot possibly represent Sydney’s entire Italian community. However, as 

suggested by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000, p. 185) (see Chapter Three), not having to 

seek frequencies of occurrence can replace quantity with quality and intensity. In fact, although 
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the sample of participants was kept quite small, this very feature of the study enabled a depth 

that would not have been possible in a larger-scale study. 

8.5 Contribution of the study 

The study has highlighted the attitudes of a group of current third generation Italo-Australians 

towards HL maintenance. Earlier studies have focused on the previous generations attitudes 

towards LM and loss, giving little space to the voices of the new generations. This thesis has 

shed light on potentially new perspectives on LM that could make this easier and Italian more 

widely available to new generations, therefore benefiting the Italian community in particular 

and a more multilingual Australia in general. The importance of dialect as a statement of 

identity and as a significant support for learning standard Italian has been addressed throughout 

this thesis. Another beneficial outcome could be the improved delivery of Italian courses at 

various levels. Moreover, it may help younger generations to find motivation in their search 

for identity, thus reconnecting with family and the ancestral land. The study could also help 

parents who are worried about a bilingual education because they think English should be the 

most important subject, making them aware of the importance of a bilingual education.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Grandparents stories and interviews 
Giovanna’s story (Family A grandmother) 

When they came to Australia my parents were speaking broken English. My mother knew the 

basics of Italian, she could read and write. My father … he couldn’t read or write. So, when we 

first arrived in Australia we lived with my uncle for three years in Newtown ‘cause when my 

father came out here there was the Depression, there was no work and little English. So you 

know… he found it very hard. But then there was this Italian man in Newtown, it was a tailor 

… he had a tailor shop called De Fina… so my father worked for him ‘cause he couldn’t get a 

job anywhere else… what this man used to do, he used to buy old houses, like fix them up, 

paint them, and then he would rent them…my father was a bit of a handy man and that’s how 

he was making a living. He got ten pounds, you know in those days was pounds, mammamia, 

dieci… you’d stick together, the Italians stuck together yeah.  

In those days, the house where we were living in was like a boarding house, it was owned by 

my uncle and anyone that came and needed a room to stay until they got on their feet, they 

would stay with us. The main language spoken in the boarding house was Italian. 

After three years my father put a deposit on a house in Marrickville and we arrived in the street, 

we were the first new Italians in the street, in Marrickville. In the house we used to speak dialect 

because of my parents. We always ate at the table together, you know that was a family tradition 

we always had, uh if it was a Sunday lunch all together there was Italian (dialect) spoken even 

when my father wasn’t home because then he worked shift work in a factory in Chippendale, 

they used to make cereals… At home with relatives we always used to speak dialect. With 

friends I would speak English all the time and play in the street, you know in those days you 

could go out in the street, but you know these kinds of things …you can’t do that now… 

because it’s not say now… and you remember playing Jacks? And the skipping rope?...I can’t 

remember being a shock (learning English when arrived in Australia)…it was mostly English 

with friends. 

On the islands I probably went to school for two years. When we came out here I was eight so 

I went to a catholic primary school in Camperdown, but I only went up to year ten. In those 

days it was the nuns who taught us in primary school and even in High school, it was all run 
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by the nuns. I remember the first day at school, they put me in first class ‘cause I didn’t know 

the language … we had friends that …I went to school with their kids. I used to walk down 

from my house to their house ‘cause they lived close by and then from their house they would 

take me to school and they would speak in dialect because they were from the islands too. You 

know… in those days people were a bit more close.  

Now I speak more in English. I use (or used) Italian with the older generations… like my 

mother in law, my mother, my aunties, you know relatives that didn’t speak English… but the 

Italian I speak is the dialect, the Sicilian dialect… you know… I mean is not the proper Italian, 

it is the dialect… it was the only language that I used to speak in Panarea. I use Italian in the 

salon for some clients, I use it if I’m at church and there’s Italians, we speak a little bit of Italian 

but most of the Italians now speak English, but when we are in a group with Italians we try to 

speak Italian. I still have relatives in Italy with whom I speak in dialect. 

I feel more comfortable with English but I find the grammar difficult and my husband laughs 

at it. And I say well your English is no better. I was young and I didn’t find English hard. I feel 

like a foreigner speaker when speaking Italian… if I speak to people from my own Sicilian 

background I feel more comfortable, if I speak to someone who’s from the North of Italy I’m 

a bit embarrassed.  

My husband is Calabrian. I understand Calabrian and get the gist of other dialects. At home we 

speak a bit of the two dialects, but he came here [when he was] older so his Italian is more 

perfect than mine. He came when he was sixteen so he had finished most of his schooling. He 

can write and read whereas I try and read the Fiamma, I buy the Fiamma ‘cause I try and read 

it, but I find it very hard.  

I felt good when I went to Italy. With my friends, you go to families no... I felt really at home 

even though the language with which I identify most would be English cause I’ve been here 

too long… but I like my Italian culture… I think the family values and I think the religion too 

(aspects of the culture with she identifies mostly)…I’ve only been back once to Italy since I’ve 

been here, twice actually…when I went to my island I felt I don’t know like peace, like 

something…belonging yeah…you feel good yeah. Religion was very important to my parents, 

and family life, we used to socialise with the aunties, uncles, friends. Sundays, because in those 

days, Sunday was a family day, no one worked, the shops were closed on 12 o’clock on 



 216 

Saturday, and then Sunday, you went to church and then we went out on picnics, we went to 

visits, it was like, just families would get out, you know? We would go to Cronulla, la Perouse, 

we would all bring food, it was a very happy time and the kids would grew up with that, whereas 

now you can’t get them together, you’ve got too many distractions and people are working too, 

you know they work on Sundays, and then the sport wasn’t as big as it is now, it was always 

on Saturdays… what can I say, half on me is Italian and half me is Australian. Belonging it’s 

based on character, some people never belong to anything cause they’re always critical of 

everything, isn’t it? If you’re critical of everything of course you’re not going to fit in. 

Contradictory identity if I’m with Italian people I’m Italian, if I’m with Australian people I’m 

Australian. I can feel the feeling of my culture, my roots you know?  

We used to go when we grew up we went to all the religious you know like they had San 

Bartolomeo festa at Five Dock, every year, that’s our patron saint of Panarea, it’s from the isole 

Eolie…because my husband is a bit anti-social, but I would go to them (events) I would go to 

everything that would like ball, saints, we used to go to his (husband’s) patron saint is San 

Vittorio and that’s at Bosley Park with the Scalabrini is they had a bit function there, we used 

to go in our younger days when the kids were little too, because they had you know they had 

all the food, they had the singers, you know, that’s Italian, the ice creams you know, that’s what 

we used to do back home when there was a festa, it was a big celebration, so for St Anthony, 

you know all these saints we used to go especially when we first came to Australia with my 

parents…yeah it was more because you know, we were then straight from Italy and the saints 

were very important…young people haven’t got much faith like the older generations, they’ve 

got too much distraction. And that’s when you were young, that’s how you met your husband 

to be, those sorts of social things. 

We used to go to Appia Club, then there was another dance place we used to go… was it 

Hollywood Park? Marconi [the Marconi club] was a bit far, occasionally we went there, but 

there was another place we used to go, they still do it, they still have dance, my friend she goes 

and sometimes the church, father’s day, mother’s day the churches they have balls, they put on 

a function for father’s day, for mother’s day and all the Italians get together, you know there, 

we used to go to one in Earlwood cause the whole family wood go, we’d get a table, you know, 

and as soon as the music started the floor was full of people, everyone, even doesn’t matter 

how, the older ones more that the young ones. And then at the Mediterranean house, it had 

functions too.  



 217 

When my kids were little we always spoke in Italian. See, and then when my older son started 

school they said you know you shouldn’t speak Italian to them, ‘cause it confuses them. You 

remember that?... My second son, there is six years difference with his older brother, he sort of 

did less Italian but he still understood because when we’d visit the grandparents and that, you 

know they speak Italian… with the first one it was Italian, always Italian, he hardly knew 

English ‘cause I lived next door to my mother in law in Five Dock when I first got married and 

there it was always Italian we spoke, actually that’s when I learned my [standard] Italian, there 

with my mother in law… because we had to speak to her in Italian and my sister in law was 

there too, so my Italian improved. My second son was less exposed because the first one was 

already at school… so when he came home they used to converse in English. When my second 

son started school he was very quiet, he was a very quiet student. I remember he started here 

at St. Brigid’s, and the teacher said to me “Does your son speak English? Because he doesn’t 

say boo”, “He’s so quiet” she said. I said “Of course he speaks English”. She said “I thought 

he didn’t understand”. But now he never stops talking.  

Well, my sister and I, ‘cause my sister was five when she came out here, but she’s wiser, she 

knows Italian better than me, and she has been back and forwards to Italy a lot more times, and 

she’s always lived with my mother, even after she got married, so her Italian is better but we 

didn’t know how to read and write it. So we decided to take some lessons, we had some private 

lessons. I can’t remember the name of the lady, in Earlwood, she had a few people there and 

she would give Italian lessons, but then being busy and all that, we had kids and didn’t follow 

it through, I was then married with kids. 

My parents used to teach us songs, the children’ songs Ninna Nanna yeah I remember that 

‘cause sometimes we had cousins and you know you pick them up and you go ninna nanna and 

sing things like that. C’e` la luna miezz o mare mammamia, Ciuri ciuri, we used to sing that 

with our friends back home. Then we used to listen to the radio, the Italian, cause in those days 

there was no TV till later. We used to listen to Mamma Lena… 

There are more opportunities today, because when my parents came here they didn’t have much 

money, whereas now, parents are very keen on teaching kids, you know education, more eh, 

the language… I would tell my children to keep up the language. I’ve got one of my daughters 

who’s ok with that, my other daughter – she’s got two boys and a girl – and the girl, I used to 

look after her, you know, I’ve tried many times to teach her basic Italian, but she is stubborn… 
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I tried to teach her to count, the only thing she would say it’s acqua because her mother told 

her that, if I said say this she’d say my mother doesn’t speak like that, very stubborn girl. 

Television does help. I think television is good to learn a language because you hear it, you 

know and you see people speaking, you hear it so it sorts of sinks in. I watch SBS, sometimes 

my husband buys these serials, the Italian movies. For me, I don’t think it would help me cause 

I’m not a computer person, and I think if you do it in a classroom (language learning) and with 

other people… I prefer a classroom if I’m going to do something. Computers would probably 

help the young ones, because they’re born with it, you know what I mean? They are just babies 

and they know what to do, sometimes I say to my grandkids, can you do this on the iPad for 

me? Two minutes, not even two minutes, it takes me hours, it’s like they’re walking, but then 

they got no social skills, you know what I mean? You can’t have a conversation with them, 

they don’t know how to talk, if you ask them a question is either yes or no and that’s it. That’s 

bad I think though.  

Family A grandmother interaction with her grandchildren is in English (language that she is 

more comfortable when interacting with grandchildren). It’s good (for grandchildren to speak 

Italian when interacting with grandparents. If children want to learn a language they have to 

find a school that teaches it and it’s not available at every school, you know what I mean? HL 

is important to keep, because it’s part of their roots, isn’t it? It’s were they come from, you 

know? It’s like your roots are from Italy, from China, and it’s good to know, and it’s good to 

know the history of that country and the culture. Language should be maintained both at school 

and in the family. (Her children learned Italian) at Saturday schools, the boys did, the girls 

didn’t.  

Clementina’s story (Family B grandmother) 

Till I got married it was, at home, all dialect, and then I had an Italian boyfriend that came from 

Italy and all he spoke was proper Italian, so I learnt it myself – how to speak in proper Italian 

– till then it was all dialect, calabrese. 

When I came here people were telling me that I had to give up being Italian and I felt the 

pressure to give up, oh yeah… They wouldn’t play with you. They wouldn’t MIX with you. 

They’d tease you. I remember – you know – getting on the bus and putting my school bag down 

in the line and the kids would come and kick it away, because you’re a wog – you know – so 

you had to wait at the back of the line and you were scared, you were intimidated, they 
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intimidated you – you know – it was like they made you feel like you were dumb, because you 

didn’t speak English, yeah, era bruttissimo a quei tempi, madonna! And in those days, you 

didn’t want to be Italian, you wanted to be Australian, you wanted to fit in, so even if you didn’t 

like something you still wanted to do it because – you know – you wanted to be a part… like 

them, you wanted to be accepted. I do not believe that one should speak only the language of 

the country one lives in, I think migrants should keep both languages, but it’s important that 

they mix with English speaking people. 

My parents implanted the values of the Italian culture into me a hundred per cent. Family, 

respecting your parents, having respect, accepting and appreciating where you come from... the 

family values are very important, you are close, you’re together, whether it be brothers, sisters, 

whatever, you’re there for each other…and the other thing too, [values] make us remember 

who we are and where we’ve come from, we appreciate things more, you know. I like it [Italian 

values and culture in general]. I’m superstitious, and the other thing I’m proud, we are very 

proud people. We’re very generous and good hearted people, we will help another Italian if 

they need help, or anybody really. I mean I know my mother, my parents… my father used to 

have a backyard in those days, with vegetables you know, and we’d have people who would 

walk past our house and say “hello, how are you today” Wait, wait she’d say [her mother] and 

she would go and get whatever she had in the garden, whether it was tomatoes, or vegetables. 

And she’d give it, or she’d say “Vai vai, porta il cestino coi fagiolini alla vicina”, or if she made 

the bread, and you could smell it… sometimes as a child I would think “Madonna! But you’re 

giving everything away” – you know – and she would say “Non fa niente, non fa niente, Dio ti 

provvede, Dio provvede, c’è abbastanza”. You don’t see these things anymore.  

My father used to have a background full of vegetables, and mum had the oven at the back. 

And they would do everything, they would do their olives, they would do their salami, the 

bottled tomatoes. You name it, whatever. And they’d give it away, you know, they would share.  

I was introduced to English at school. When I started school I was five… for nearly twelve 

months I didn’t understand anything ‘cause I didn’t speak English at all, within twelve months 

I learnt it. I remember starting school and we had nuns and [one nun] would be writing on the 

blackboard and I would be sitting there thinking “What is this? I don’t know what she’s 

saying”. Even making friends was very hard, ‘cause it was a hard time because nobody wanted 

to mix with other people that… we were, we were wogs, everybody wants to be Italian now 
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[laughs], so that was hard, I would tend to go and play with people from [other countries] like 

a Maltese girl, there was another Italian girl that was there who was born in Australia, so she 

spoke a bit of English, so I used to be with her all the time. I felt isolated, you know? Come 

quando… you weren’t part of the group because you were different.  

I speak English at home, with my mother I speak the dialect, then my husband wants to know 

what I’m saying, so I have to translate to him and then he’ll say: “Yes but what is that in Italian, 

not the dialect?”. So I have to tell him how you say that in Italian because he wants to learn. I 

speak dialect with my mother, cause I care for her, I speak dialect with my brother, who lives 

in Canberra. But mainly English because my husband is Australian. But I do understand 

siciliano… you know I can understand a lot of other dialects… siciliano, romano are different, 

napoletani, and my mother in law, Filomena’s grandmother (on her father side) used to speak 

triestino, which, lot of the words are different. Mainly the Venice, Veneto (dialects) can be a 

little bit (hard) if they speak fast. If they speak slow…I pick it up.  

I am motivated to maintain Italian for three reasons. One because I love it, two because deep 

down in my heart I’ll always be Italian. You know? And three, I know it’s important to always 

remember where you come from, your heritage, you should never throw it away or lose it, 

that’s who you are, you know? And it’s important to maintain it, and also for the kids, because 

I believe if they speak another language it’s easier for them to learn more languages. So my 

grandkids speak Italian, I think later on it’ll be easier for them to learn say French or German 

or any other language.  

I find I’m improving anytime in Italian. I find that if I don’t know the correct word – because 

I didn’t go to school to learn Italian – so if I don’t know the proper word I’ll say it in English… 

or if I’m talking to someone that’s calabrese and I start in Italian I think they don’t know what 

I’m saying I’ll say it in calabrese. If I have to write something, no I suppose both, because if 

I’m writing a letter in English I think in English but if I’m trying to write in Italian, it’s funny 

I think in Italian. It’s not that I think in English and then I translate, it automatically happens.  

I feel Italian when speaking in Italian ... quite confident, actually when we go to Italy a lot of 

the people there they say to me: “A ma no sei di qua”, and I go: “No, no I’m from Australia”. 

“Ah, come parli bene (people in Italy say). But I never went to learn Italian. Just talking to 

people, picking up words. 
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When I go to Italy I feel at home. Deep down I’ll always be Italian but I fit in with Australians. 

I’m very strong Italian in the inside, there’s an old saying “I was born Italian, I am Italian, and 

I’ll always be Italian” (ero, sono e sarò sempre italiana). That’s deep inside, you know.  

I think that fitting in both cultures depends on the individual, I don’t feel conflicting identities. 

I always think I’m Italian, if someone says where are you from I don’t say Australian I always 

say I’m Italian. I think we’ve done a lot for Australia. See, I don’t believe, io non credo, that 

where you’re born it’s who you are. If I go to Japan, I could be born in Japan, am I Japanese? 

No. I could learn the culture, because I live there, and I can learn the language but at the end 

of the day I’m Italian. So it’s very important that as a person, you know who you are and where 

you’re from, and to be accepted, to be accepted where you live.  

It’s like this… you meet someone and you don’t know them and you think oh they’re Italian 

automatically your heart clams and you think oh, she’s friend and you can have a conversation, 

yeah it’s different. You feel like you are more at home.  

We don’t go to clubs, but if there’s something on yeah we will go, like the Italian film festival. 

I’ve even gone with my husband to see Italian movies, Italian food and wine festival. 

The fact that I speak Italian makes it easier to communicate with my relatives. I think it’s 

important for grandchildren to communicate with grandparents in their language… they will 

speak it easier, they don’t feel I’m saying the wrong thing, they learn better. It helps them to 

know where they come from, their roots, their culture and yeah, it’s good for them, they’re still 

communicating in the language, whether it’s dialect or Italian it’s still in another language, 

more connected, they’re more connected.  

Young people, they’ve got more facilities to learn, more encouragement to learn, but I think 

it’s a bit harder…not understood …The lesson I would pass in terms of language learning is 

not to be scared to talk, if they’re too scared or shy, they say the wrong thing. To keep doing 

it. It’s never wrong you know, ‘cause you’re learning. And practise it, as much as they can. 

Even watching Italian movies is good, when I meet someone Italian, I automatically talk in 

Italian.  

I think that schools can give children the confidence because they’re learning, you know, 

learning to speak another language, it’s like going to school and learning to do maths, or 
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learning to read and write. So I think for them it becomes part of life, that what they’re doing, 

they want to do it because they’re at school, as where sometimes if you can say to a child: “You 

got to do your Italian homework” or whatever, maybe they don’t want to, but if it’s in class or 

at school yeah cause that’s what you do. [School] gives them a good start. Schools should keep 

Italian because it helps the kids [even though] the responsibility to maintain the language is the 

family’s because they can teach [the children] not only the language but the culture, they’re in 

a safe environment and they can speak [Italian] like my grandson Marco for example, when he 

speaks with his grandfather, my husband, he speaks English, because he knows that he doesn’t 

understand Italian. But if he speaks to his other nonni [paternal side] he speaks to them in Italian 

because he knows that they don’t understand English. So he already can distinguish who to 

speak to in what language. And to his great grandmother (nonna grande) he would try and say 

calabrese because he knows she only understands calabrese.  

I think a lot of people, like my husband, wanting to learn Italian… he would go on the computer, 

he would do google translate, you know which is not the same, sometimes it’s completely 

different…I’ve got a lot of friends in Italy and we will respond [in Italian on social media]. 

Social media enables you to probably get the correct spelling, maybe how to form a sentence. 

Music, Italian songs, I find they’re very important, they helped me when I wanted to learn 

proper Italian. You listen to the words and you know with the meaning, and so they stay, you 

know in your mind, music was very helpful for me. Sì, it helped me to learn “the proper” Italian.  

Antonio’s interview (Family C grandfather) 

Researcher: Mi parli un po’ di Lei… Let’s talk a bit about yourself… 

Antonio: Del ‘34 sono io. Io ho lavorato 
ventiquattro anni per i steelworks. So’ 
venuto nel ’69 io. Ho lavorato in 
Australia per le compagnie del petrolo, 
Shell and Total and for CSA facevano il 
rame, li`… a Pyrmont era. E poi ho 
lavorato dodici anni nelle fattorie che 
facevamo tutti i lavori, ferro, acciaio, e io 
saldavo la`, facevo tutti i lavori, io. Per 
venire qua dovevo avere almeno otto anni 
di esperienza, io ero operaio 
specializzato, ne avevo venti e non ho 
pagato nemmeno un soldo per venire qua. 
No perche` loro in quei tempi la`, nel 69, 
non volevano piu` manuali, volevano tutti 

Antonio: I was born in ’34. [In Italy] I worked 
in the steelworks for twenty-four years. I came 
here in ’69. In Australia I worked for the 
petrol companies, Shell and Total and for CSA 
- they used to do copper there… in Pyrmont it 
was… And then I worked in factories [where] 
we did all work, iron, steel…, I soldered there, 
I used to do all kind of jobs, I did. To come 
here I needed to have at least eight years of 
experience and I was a specialised worker 
with twenty years of experience so I did not 
have to pay anything to come here. No 
because in those days – in ’69 - they didn’t 
want more labourers, they wanted all 
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operai specializzati, operai buoni che 
sapevano lavorare. Io sono venuto prima 
qua e poi ho mandato a chiamare a lei, 
ho pagato il viaggio, con l’ aereo, e` 
venuta con l’aereo qua e poi mi sono 
sposato qua. Ho studiato solo in Italia, ho 
fatto sei anni di scuola. Anyway, io mi 
arrangio with English, non e` che posso 
parlare perfetto perche` a scuola non 
sono andato dico la verita`, sai perche` 
non sono andato a scuola? Perche` il 
lavoro ce lo avevo dietro le spalle, 
pensavo piu` al lavoro, perche` poi ci 
avevo i figli, i due figli che ho fatto. I 
lavori che mi davano a me li sapevo fare, 
mi davano il lavori e lo facevo, gli 
ingegneri mi davano il lavoro, io ho 
lavorato nell’ingegneria, qua in 
Australia. Ho imparato quel poco la`. 
Perchè io mi davano le carte e io facevo 
il lavoro che mi davano sulle carte, 
leggevo e facevo il lavoro perché c’erano 
le misure là e poi io quando sono venuto 
qua c’era la iarda, e poi dopo è venuto il 
metro, dopo tanti anni. Quando tu dovevi 
fare un lavoro c’era il boss che era 
l’interprete, parava inglese, italiano, 
capito? Parlava due lingue, parlava. 

specialised workers, good workers who knew 
how to work.  
I only studied in Italy, I went to school for six 
years. Anyway, I get along with English, it is 
not that I can speak it perfectly because to tell 
the truth I did not go to school [to an English 
course in Australia]. Do you know why I did 
not go? Because I had to work, I was thinking 
of work mainly, then I had the children, my 
two children. They [engineers) gave me jobs 
that I knew how to do, here in Australia. I 
learnt that bit of English there [on the job]. 
Because I was given cards and I used to do the 
work written on the cards, I read the cards 
because they had the measurments. When I 
came here [measurments] were in yards and 
then, many years later, in metres. When you 
had to do a job, the boss acted as an 
interpreter, he spoke English and Italian. He 
spoke two languages, he spoke. 

Eva (moglie di Antonio): Perché 
lavorava sempre con italiani e allora…  

Eva (Antonio's wife): Because he always 
worked with Italians, that’s why [he did not 
feel the need to learn English] 

Antonio: Ma, i negozi non mi fa 
impressione a me, io quello che voglio lo 
vado a comprare, glielo dico questo 
voglio oppure non mi fa impressione 
pero`, quando stai soggetto ai dottori che 
non capisco cosa ti dicono, il problema e’ 
la`. E’ quando vedi specialista e cose là, 
sono più difficili perchè non sappiamo 
questa cosa qua non la sai chiamare 
com’è…  

Antonio: But I do not have problems when 
going to the shops, I go and buy what I want I 
say [to the shopkeeper] this is what I want or 
… but when I need doctors I do not 
understand what they say, that is where the 
problem is. It is when you have to see the 
specialist and things like that, it is more 
difficult because we don’t know how to say 
things… 

Eva: Sí ma pure quando vai 
nell’ospedale, arrivano i dottori e non sai 
parlare, e ti viene quella frustrazione. 

Eva: Yes also when you go to hospitals, the 
doctors come and you don’t know how to 
speak and you get frustrated. 

Antonio: ma ce la siamo cavati fino 
adesso, che stai a dire? 

Antonio: What are you talking about? We 
have managed so far. 
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Eva: Che dobbiamo portare nostra figlia 
sempre, sia lui che io. 

Eva: We have to ask our daughter to come 
with us all the time, both me and him.  

Antonio: Che devi scrivere, leggere, 
questo e` il problema, perche` se tu vai a 
scuola, non puoi mai imparare l’inglese a 
trentasei anni che sono venuto qua io, 
devi essere da piccolo qua allora impari 
l’inglese, a meno che non vai a studiare, 
hai la testa di studiare. Agostino ha 
studiato.  

Antonio: Because you have to write, read... 
this is the problem, because [even if] you go to 
school, you can never learn English at thirty-
six as I was when I came here, if you come 
here as a young child then you learn English 
unless you study… Agostino has studied. 

Researcher: Quando usa l’inglese? When do you use English? 

Antonio: Di piu` sono per i dottori… 
quando andiamo dai dottori… Comunque 
fino adesso ce l’abbiamo cavata. 

Antonio: I mainly use English at the 
doctors’…when we have to go to the doctors’. 
Anyhow so far we have managed. 

Researcher: Che dialetto parla? Which dialect do you speak? 

Antonio: Di Molfetta, la` sono nato io a 
Molfetta. 

Antonio: I speak the dialect from Molfetta, I 
was born there in Molfetta. 

Researcher: E a casa parla in dialetto? Do you speak in dialect at home? 

Antonio: Con mia moglie quando 
facciamo questione.  
Lucia (la figlia di Antonio): Parliamo 
solo dialetto. Con i bambini poi parliamo 
un poco l’italiano, perche` e` perfetto.  

Antonio: With my wife when we quarrel [I 
speak dialect] 
Lucia (Antonio's daughter): We only speak 
dialect. With the children however we speak a 
bit in Italian, because it is perfect [it is the 
‘proper Italian]. 

Eva: E che quelli nemmeno ci 
capiscono….  

Eva: And they don’t even understand us… 

Lucia: Sara does.  Lucia: Sara [eldest grandaughter] does 

Antonio: Quando parliamo italiano loro 
capiscono. Per noi l’importante e’che 
loro capiscono anche l’italiano.  

Antonio: When we speak Italian they 
understand. For us it is important that they 
understand Italian, too. 

Eva: Ma è importante che parlano anche 
l’italiano.  

Eva: But it is important that they speak Italian 
too.  

Researcher: Capisce altri tipi di dialetto? Do you understand other dialects? 

Antonio: E qualcuno. Altri dialetti, un 
poco oppure niente. Vabbe` u’ calabrese, 
si capisce, e’ piu’ facile, u’siciliano e’ 
difficile, u’ calabrese e` piu` ( ), sta piu` 
vicino a noi, a Bari no? 

Antonio: [I understand] some [dialects]. Other 
dialects I understand a little or not at all. I 
understand calabrese, of course, it is easier 
sicilian is difficult… calabrese is closer to us, 
to Bari, no? 

Researcher: Quando parla pensa di 
avere un accento? 

Do you think you have an accent? 
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Antonio: A dire la verita’ io non e` che 
parlo proprio perfettamente il dialetto 
molfettese, comunque ci sono quei vecchi 
che non capisci una parola… 

Antonio: To tell the truth it is not that I speak 
the Molfetta dialect perfectly, there are those 
elderly people who I cannot understand… 

Lucia: I think loro, I don’t know se si 
chiama cadenza pugliese, l’hanno 
persa… I don’t think so… perche` quando 
tu vai in Italia e senti… I don’t 
understand like you know the accents… 
they pause and things like that. They 
don’t have it anymore.  

Lucia: I think that they …I don’t know if it is 
called a Puglia’s cadence…they have lost it… 
I don’t think so because when you go to Italy 
and listen…I don’t understand the accents as 
you do…they pause and things like that. They 
[her parents] don’t have it anymore. 

Eva: Lui parla il dialetto… Eva: He speaks the dialect… 

Lucia: No, but you’re not listening mum, 
quando papa` parla in italiano, non si 
sente quella cadenza, non si sente quella 
cadenza pugliese, you get it? When a 
siciliano speaks in Italian, you can hear 
it, some Sicilians you can clearly hear it”. 

Lucia: No, but you’re not listening mum, when 
dad speks in Italian, you can’t hear that 
cadence anymore, you can’t hear the Puglia’s 
cadence, you get it?. When a siciliano speaks 
in Italian, you can hear it, some Sicilians you 
can clearly hear it. 

Researcher: Secondo Lei, e’ piu` facile 
oggi per i ragazzi imparare una lingua? 

Do you think that today it is easier for 
young people to learn a language? 

Antonio: Ma certo perche` sono giovani 
e apprendono, siamo noi quando 
facciamo grandi non apprendiamo niente, 
poco poco. Ci sono tante lingue qua. 

Antonio: Of course because they are young 
and learn. It is us that when we get old don’t 
learn anything, just a little bit. There are so 
many languages here. 

Researcher: Guarda la televisione 
italiana? 

Do you watch Italian TV? 

Antonio: La sera vediamo la televisione 
inglese. Quando ci piace la guardiamo. 

Antonio: At night we watch Australian TV. 
We watch it when we like it. 

Eva: “La guardiamo la televisione 
inglese poi mettiamo quella italiana che 
tu lo capisci meglio”. 

Eva: We watch Australian TV then we put on 
the Italian TV because you understand it 
better. 

Antonio: Lo sport guardo io. La 
televisione italiana la vediamo ogni sera. 
Hai capito perché è la lingua nostra, la 
madre lingua. 

Antonio: I watch the sport [on Australian Tv]. 
We watch the Italian Tv every night. You 
understand, it is [in]our language, the mother 
tongue. 

Researcher: E’ importante che i suoi 
nipoti parlino italiano? 

Is it important that your grandchildren speak 
Italian?  

Antonio: Io dico di sí, perché noi 
parliamo l’italiano e vogliamo che loro ci 
seguono, hai capito un po’. Però, ci sono 
certi che non vogliono parlare l’italiano 
hai capito? Solo la lingua loro. 

Antonio: I think it is [important that the 
grandchildren speak Italian] because we speak 
Italian and we want them to follow in the 
conversation. But there are some who don’t 
want to speak Italian. Only their language. 
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Eva: Tanti sappiamo, calabresi, siciliani, 
che ai figli hanno insegnato solo il 
dialetto loro. 

Eva: We know many, calabrian, sicilian, who 
have only taught their children their dialect. 

Antonio: C’è una parola in italiano che 
io l’ho corretta alla commara sua, quella 
dice sempre ‘più meglio’ e non si dice, si 
dice ‘meglio’. E sí che io ce lo ho detto e 
pensi che l’ha capito? Ha detto ‘più 
meglio’. 

Antonio: There is a word in Italian that I had 
to correct her ‘commare’, she always says 
‘piu` meglio’ and you don’t say it, you say 
‘meglio’. And I told her…do you think she 
understood? She said ‘piu` meglio’. 

Researcher: I suoi nipoti imparano l’ 
italiano a scuola? 

Are your grandchildren learning Italian at 
school? 

Antonio: Si, ma non lo imparano bene a 
scuola… Lo stracciano un po’, però 
parlano un po’ 

Antonio: Yes, but they don’t learn it well at 
school…They are not fluent, but they speak 
some [Italian] 

Eva: “Ci vuole sempre che lo continuano 
a casa, che qualcuno continua a parlare 
altrimenti loro lo dimenticano”.  

Eva: They have to continue [what they learn 
at school] at home, that there is someone [at 
home] who speaks [Italian] otherwise they 
forget it. 

Antonio: Quello sí, almeno non ci hanno 
problemi quando si fanno più grandi, se 
vanno in Italia, sanno parlare, hai 
capito? Se no li prendono la caricatura 
gli italiani. Tanto la famiglia, tanto la 
scuola è un aiuto. La scuola è più 
perfezionale.  

Antonio: That’s right, at least they will not 
have problems when they grow up, if they go 
to Italy they are able to speak. Otherwise they 
will not be taken for Italians. Both family and 
school help. At school they can improve. 

Eva: “La scuola, perché infine poi loro 
stando a scuola ascoltano le insegnanti. 
Diciamo che la piccola avrà un po’ di 
problemi quando andrà in Italia perchè 
lei le piace di più l’inglese, that’s why io 
cerco di tirarla. Invece la grande poi ti 
risponde per italiano, lo capisce quando 
tu ci dici qualcosa” 
Antonio: è più grande, scusa quella è 
ancora piccola però la bambina parla 
italiano pure. Viene a casa certe volte e 
dice “Nonno giochiamo a carte”. Le 
carte napoletane. Si è imparata, sa 
giocare a scopa e gioca a scopone pure. 
“Con nonno” dice. Le piace perchè gioca 
le carte e le sa chiamare e fa “Nonno 
settebello”, ha preso il settebello.  

Eva: School [helps the most]. Being at school 
they have to listen to the teachers. Let’s say 
that the little one will have some difficulty 
when she goes to Italy because she likes 
English, that’s why I try to push her. The big 
one instead she answers in Italian, she 
understands us when we say something in 
Italian. 

 
Antonio: She is older, [the other one] is still 
young, but she says things in Italian. She 
comes to us and says ‘Nonno, let’s play 
cards”. The Neapolitan cards. She has learned 
how to play scopa [a neapolitan card game] 
and she can also play scopone {another 
napolitan card game]. She likes it because she 
plays the cards and she can name them, she 
goes “Nonno, settebello” when she gets 
settebello [a valuable card in the game]  
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Researcher: Secondo Lei, il 
mantenimento della lingua Italiana puo’ 
essere pianificato? 

Can language maintenance be planned, in 
your opinion? 

Antonio: È spontanea perché noi siamo 
italiani e parliamo italiano, poi c’è la 
madre e il padre che parlano italiano e 
loro imparano… perché sono piccole 
imparano. 

Antonio: Language maintenance is 
spontaneous because we are Italians and we 
speak Italian, and they [his grandaughters] 
learn it from their mother and father, 
too…they learn because they are young. 

Eva: A volte dico a loro pure (to her 
daughter and son in law): “Tenete 
l’italiano perché dispiace se lo perdono”. 
Almeno per me quando io li ho cresciuti a 
loro a Lucy e a mio figlio il maschio 
parlavo italiano. 

Eva: Sometimes I say to them [to her daughter 
and son in law]: Keep the Italian because we 
are sorry if they loose it. When I brought up 
my children, Lucy and my son, I was speaking 
in Italian. 

Antonio: Lucrezia e Paolo, non c’è 
problema per loro, capiscono tutto… la 
piccolina veniva a casa mia a fare la 
matematica. Io dicevo: “Cinque per sei 
trenta” e capiva cosa ho detto.  

Antonio: Lucia and Paolo, they don’t have 
problems, they understand everything [in 
Italian]…the little one used to came to my 
place to do mathematics. I said to her ‘five by 
six equals thirty, and she understood. 

Researcher: Si sente italiano o 
australiano? 
Antonio: Io? Io non mi sento né 
australiano né italiano. Ma io mi so’ fatto 
australiano, anche mia moglie. Per i 
diritti umani. Guarda a me, che venivo a 
piedi dal lavoro, mi chiamavano “bloody 
wog”, allora io l’ho sentito la prima 
volta, poi ci ho domandato a mio cugino 
“Ma che significa bloody wog?”. Ah, 
Allora io che facevo, per vendicarmi 
dicevo “bloody convict”, avanzo di 
galera. Guardi mi sono abituato qua e io 
non ci penso più che devo andare là, ho 
comprato al cimitero (laughs). Io sono 
convinto che devo stare qua.  

Do you feel Italian or Australian? 
Antonio: I? I don’t feel neither Australian nor 
Italian. But I have got Australian citizenship, 
my wife too. To have rights. Look, when I 
walked back from work they called me 
“bloody wog”, so I heard that the first time, 
then I asked my cousin “But what does it 
mean bloody wog?”. Ah, so to get revenge I 
said ‘bloody convict’, jailbird. Look, I got 
used to be here and I don’t think to go there 
[to Italy] anymore, I have bought at the 
cemetery [laughs]. I am convinced that I have 
to stay here. 

Eva: “Qua non c’è famiglia, non c’è 
nessuno” 

Eva: We don’t have family here, we have no 
one.  

Researcher: Frequenta i club italiani?  Do you go to Italian clubs?  

Antonio: No ai club italiani non ci vado. 
Alla messa ci andiamo. 

Antonio: No, I don’t go to Italian clubs, but 
we go to mass. 

Eva: prima sì. Ma mo ci siamo fatti 
vecchi. Qualche volta andavamo al 
Marconi. Prima avevamo amici, allora 
“dove andiamo stasera?”. Questi amici, 
chi sono morti, chi sta malato… Qualche 

Eva: We used to go to clubs before. But now 
we are old. Sometimes we used to go to the 
Marconi [Italian club]. Before, we had friends 
so [we asked each other] ‘where shall we go 
tonight?’ Some of these friends have died, 
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volta andiamo a Leichhardt a St Fiacre. 
Preferisco più quella in italiano che 
sappiamo rispondere che quella in 
inglese, la sentiamo lo stesso se ci 
troviamo, ma è preferibile quella in 
italiano.  

some are sick…Sometimes we go to St Fiacre 
in Leichhardt [for the Italian mass]a. I prefer 
the mass in Italian because we know how to 
answer, we listen to the mass in English, but 
we prefer the one in Italian. 

Researcher: Partecipa ad eventi Italiani 
tradizionali? 

Do you participate to traditional Italian 
events? 

Antonio: Noi ci abbiamo la tradizione 
della Madonna dei Pescatori qui a 
Sydney… allora… prima la portavano al 
mare poi però questa Madonna andava 
alla cattedrale australiana…la chiesa 
australiana. Da quando sono morti quelli 
che la portavano avanti sta Madonna 
qua, la tradizione non si è fatta piu`… di 
andare al mare questo e quell’altro, 
allora noi andiamo a vedere la Madonna, 
fanno una processione dentro la chiesa e 
finisce là.  

Antonio: We [people from the Puglia region] 
have the tradition of the Madonna dei 
Pescatori [Madonna of the Fishermen] here in 
Sydney…so …before they used to take her to 
the sea and then the Australian cathedral…the 
Australian church. This tradition has 
disappeared when the bearers died…[ I mean] 
to to go to the sea, so we go to see the 
Madonna, they have a procession inside the 
church and it ends there. 
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Appendix 2: Family C Observation (F_C_3) 

Turn Speaker Language Original Translation/Comment 
7  Agostino Italian/ 

English/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
Italian 

“ E that’s it …vedi… 
mo’ gia’ da trentuno 
mo’ gia’ siamo 
arrivati a quanti ce ne 
sono oggi e’ sette” 

And that’s it see, now 
already from the 31st, it’s 
already the 7th. 

8  Sofia English “Twenty something 
days” 

 

9  Agostino English/ 
Italian 

“Twenty four 
days…ah oggi e’ sei, 
e’ sei” 

ah...today is the 6th, it’s 
the 6th 

10  Lucia to 
Sofia 

English “Ask Alessandra what 
she’d like from 
Australia, 
would she like 
something” 

 

11  Agostino 
prompting 
to Sofia  

Italian “Alessandra, vuoi 
qualcosa  
che ti porto dall’ 
Australia?” 

Alessandra, do you want 
me to bring you 
something from 
Australia? 

12  Sofia  “Alessandra?”  
13  Agostino 

prompting 
Italian “Vuoi qualcosa?” Do you want anything? 

14  Sofia Italian “Vuoi qualcosa?” Do you want anything? 
15  Agostino 

prompting 
Italian “Di bello 

dall’Australia? Che 
cosa vuoi 
dall’Australia? Vuoi 
qualcosa?” 

Something nice from 
Australia? Do you want 
anything? 

16  Sofia Italian “Vuoi qualcosa?” Do you want anything? 
17  Agostino 

prompting 
Italian “Che ti porto 

dall’Australia?” 
That I bring anything 
from Australia? 

18  Sofia Italian “Che ti 
porto…dall’Australia?
” 
[starts laughing 
because she is a little 
embarassed] 

That I bring anything 
from Australia? 

19  Alessandr
a 

Italian “Come?” What? 

20  Agostino 
prompting 

Italian “Vuoi qualcosa  
che ti porto 
dall’Australia?” 

Do you want me to bring 
something nice from 
Australia? 

21  Sofia Italian “Vuoi qualcosa… che 
ti porto… 

That I bring anything 
from Australia? 
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dall’Australia?” 
[laughing] 

22  Alessandr
a’s mother  

Italian “Un canguro” A kangaroo 

23  Agostino 
prompting 

Italian “Un canguro vero?” A real Kangaroo? 

24  Sofia Italian “Il canguro vero?” The real Kangaroo 
25  Lucia Italian “No di’ ti porto la 

pelliccia,  
oggi abbiamo visto la 
pelliccia” 

No you say, I will bring 
you the fur, today we 
saw the fur [of the 
kangaroo] 

26  Agostino Italian “Ti portiamo la 
pelliccia del canguro” 

We will bring the fur of 
the Kangaroo 

27  Alessandr
a 

 “No!”  

28  Agostino Italian “Si!... allora i koala, 
porto i koala….?” 

Yes, then a koala, do I 
bring the koala? 

29  Agostino 
prompting 

Italian “Di’ devi venire 
all’aeroporto” 

You say, you have to 
come to the airport. 

30  Sofia Italian “Tu devi venire a 
ereoporto” [starts 
laughing]. 

You have to come to the 
airport. 

31  Uncle  Italian “Si, verremo” Yes, we’ll come 
32  Agostino 

prompting 
Italian “Brava, bene” Good girl. 

33  Sofia  Italian “Bene” Good. 
34  Agostino Italian “E di’ dobbiamo 

andare alle giostre 
insieme…alle giostre, 
dobbiamo andare 
alle giostre…tu devi 
venire con me alle 
giostre” 

Say, we have to go to the 
rides together, we have to 
go to the rides. You have 
to come with me to the 
rides. 

35  Sofia Italian “Tu…” You 
36  Agostino Italian “Tu devi venire con 

me alle giostre” 
You have to come to me 
to the rides 

37  Sofia:  Italian “Tu devi venire con 
io…” 

You have to come with I 

38  Agostino Italian “Me” Me 
39  Sofia Italian “Con me alle giostre” With me to the rides 
40  Uncle  Italian “Se vuoi verra’ “ If you want she will 

come 
41  Agostino Italian “Si, io voglio” Yes, I want that 
42  Sofia  Italian “Si, si io voglio” Yes, yes I want that 
43  Uncle   [says something but 

not audible] 
 

44  Agostino English/ 
Italian/ 

“Yeah, c’e’ la 
Madonna dei Martiri, 

Yes, there is the 
Madonna of the Martyrs, 
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Dialect/ 
English/ 
Italian/ 
Dialect/ 
English 

 quest’anno, eh, 
stavamo vedenn’, 
Giacomo… so` quatto 
day, sette, otto, nove e 
dieci, pe ce capit o’ 
weekend” 

this year we were having 
a look, Giacome it’s four 
days, seven, eight, nine 
and ten, you know what I 
mean the weekend 

45  Uncle Italian “E si`, si, dovrebbe 
essere cosi’”.  

That’s right it should be 
like that. 
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Appendix 3: Student survey 
Date of interview____________________ 
Notes:_____________________________ 
Male  
Female  
Age ______________________ 
 

Personal background 

Q1. Were you born in Australia or did you migrate from Italy? 
 Born in Australia   Migrated from Italy 

Q2. If migrated from Italy, how long ago? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Q3. In which environment did you grow up? 
a) Suburban   
b) Rural   

Q4. Were any of your parents or grandparents born in Italy?  
 no 
 parents on mother side  grandparents on mother side 
 parents on father side  grandparents on father side 

Q5 A. Do you parents speak Italian, English or both? __________________ 
Q5 B. Did they speak English when they arrived in Australia?  Yes   No 
Q5 C. Did they speak Italian?  Yes   No 
Q5 D. Did they speak a dialect?  Yes   No 
Q6. Do your grandparents speak Italian, English or both?  

______________________________ 
Q7 A.  Do your parents/grandparents speak an Italian dialect? Yes  No   
Q7 B.  Do you believe that you speak with a regional accent? Yes  No   
Q8. What type of family structure did you have when growing up? 

Did you live in a big family?  Yes   No  
Q9. A. Which member of your family was most keen of passing the Italian language to you? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
Q9 B. Did your parents/grandparents tell or read stories to you in Italian? 

 Yes   No   
Q9 C. Did they sing Italian songs?  

 Yes   No   
Q9 D. Do you think that nowadays is easier for young people to learn a language? 

 Yes   No   
Q9 E. What lessons from your childhood would you pass onto your children? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
Q10 A.  Do you have siblings? Yes  No   

 If yes, do they speak Italian? Yes   No   
Q10 B. Did you hear Italian around you when you were little?  Yes  No   
Q10 C. Was Italian taught to you from an early age or did you learn it at school or through a 

community language program?  
__________________________________________________________________ 

08 
Fall 
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Q10 D. When you were little, did you answer in English? Yes   No   
Q10 E. Was your mother/grandmother constantly repeating words/short sentences to you to 

make you learn Italian? 
Yes  No   

Q10 F. Did your friends help you learning Italian/English? Yes  No   
Q10 G.  What language did you speak when you started school? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
Q10 I. Now, do you speak Italian at home? Does anybody in your home? 

_________________________________________________________________ 
Q10 L. Do you mix the languages even in mid-sentences, when speaking with people that 

know them both?  Yes   No   
Q11 A. To what extent do you communicate effectively in each language? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
Q11 B. What is your level of English? Did you learn it at an early stage or  were you 

introduced it at school? 
_________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 C. What is your level of Italian? Did you learn it at an early stage or were you introduced 
to it at school? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 D. Is your Italian learning at a standstill, or are you continuing to find  ways to improve 
it? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 E. By what means did you learn each language? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 L. To what purpose/s do you put your proficiency in each language? 
_________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 M. Where do you use your language? For example, to speak to your relatives, etc. 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Dialect 

Q1. Do you have problems in understanding Italian dialects? Yes   No   
Implications of globalisation and technology  

Q1. Do you think television is an effective form of media to improve your Italian 
learning? 
 Very effective  
 Quite effective   
 Effective to some extent  
 Not at all effective  

Q2. Do you think that computers provide motivation for students to learn a language? 
 Yes    No 

Q3. Do you use Web 2.0 or/and other social media tools to maintain the language? 
  Yes   No 
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Q4. Do you communicate in Italian when using any of the following social 
 media/tools? If yes, how often? 

 Three times a 
day 

Once or 
twice a day 

Rarely Never 

Facebook     
Twitter     
Skype     
You Tube     
Satellite TV     
Flicker     
Picasa     
Blogs     
Wikis     
Other     

 
Q5. Have you found that using social media has helped your Italian ? 

  Yes   No 
 If yes, please specify why and how 
_________________________________________________________________ 

Validity of current language programs/availability of learning resources  

Q1. Did you learn a language at school? If yes, which one? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

Q2. Are second language and heritage language learning important? 
 Yes    No  

Q3. What is the highest level you have achieved in learning a language at school or 
university? 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Q1. Do you take part in religious/cultural events? 

Yes      Sometimes   Rarely 
Q2.  Do you think your family has helped or hindered the development of Italian? Why? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
Q3. Do you consider yourself to be Italian? 

 Yes    No  
Q4. Did your parents/grandparents tried to implant the values and heritage of their culture 

into you?  
Yes    No  

Q5. Do you feel attached to Italian values and traditions?  
 Yes    No  

Identity 
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Q1. Does your family take part in Italian community/religious/specific  regional events?  
 a) Yes 
 b)  No 
 If yes, could you please give examples?
 ___________________________________ 

Q2. Does your family visit social gatherings and events? 
 a)  Yes 
 b)  No 

Q3. Do you think that your use of Italian has enabled you to make more friends? 
 a)  Yes 
 b)  No 

 
  

Social networks 
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