Languages of instruction

Comments on the documentation provided by member states and on the replies to the preliminary survey questionnaire 

The purpose of the preliminary survey designed to clarify the languages of instruction activities of the Language Policy Division is to:

· provide an overview of the curricula used at national or regional level to teach the language subject, ie Italian in Italy, Swedish in Sweden, etc.
By 27 June 2005, 44 replies had been logged, including 8 from the German Länder and 5 from the United Kingdom
· identify some similarities that could aid research in this area of multilingual education
It will be observed that of these curricula, 18 date from pre-2000 while 16 were introduced after 2000.  This suggests that there is a strong desire for change, most likely prompted by the need to address key educational issues (eg literacy, language skills for work).  In reply to question 7, 27 respondents mentioned the need for change in these and other curricula. 
Some form of external certification (ie performed by someone other than the class teacher) of these skills appears to be the norm.  29 respondents claimed to have external examinations, although some of the replies are ambiguous on this point. 
The scope of these curricula is fairly wide and often includes specific arrangements for particular groups of learners:
· in 24 cases, they concern the language of instruction and not just the subject language  

· in 32 member states, special provision (or specific curricula) is (are) available for linguistic minorities 
· in 28 cases, special provision (or specific curricula) is (are) available for migrants, in particular the children of recent immigrants
· 34 respondents said that special provision was available for pupils with learning difficulties and 18 said it was available for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, while 40 out of 44 respondents said that special provision was available for pupils with special needs. 
Question 8 was open-ended and asked respondents for their opinions (intended purely as guide) about the most pressing issues with regard to the teaching of the national/official languages used as a language of instruction for other school subjects and which themselves constituted a specific subject. 
The replies are extremely varied here.  Some (2) are beside the point in that they concern foreign languages.  This is symptomatic of the difficulties involved in taking a holistic approach to language teaching, as languages tends to mean foreign languages. 
The order in which the questions are dealt with below bears no relation to the importance attached to them. 
The following are mentioned more than once in the replies:
· the acquisition of reading/writing skills in primary education, which is its chief function, in the view of most parents at any rate; the teaching, it appears, is not effective and produces poor results, with some pupils failing to acquire practical reading skills by the time they finish primary school (4 to 5 years).
· failure to eliminate disparities in linguistic skills and experience by the start of elementary school: children’s language and communication development differs according to their family and linguistic environment.  B. Bernstein’s theories about linguistic handicap still apply today, when one considers the role that language skills play in academic success. 
· the cost of multilingual education (at primary level) when several national languages, a national language and a regional language, a national language and the language of a migrant group, etc. are taught.  These costs are seen in terms of an investment by the community and are compared with the costs of unilingual education.  Little consideration is given to the added benefits afforded by multilingual education, as these are not immediately quantifiable or operate as a factor for social cohesion, something which is not intrinsically measurable.
· teaching migrant children:  mastery of the language/languages of instruction is essential for migrant children who are old enough to attend school; this poses adjustment problems and/or other problems of a more cultural nature, as in the case of children who have received little or no schooling.  The problem also applies more broadly to all cases where the language used in school is not the pupils’ first language. 
· mention is also made of content-related issues:  language teaching that places too much emphasis on grammatical knowledge and not enough on communication skills; the place and role of literature teaching, which once again tends to centre on the transmission of knowledge rather than on reading and analytical skills.
· the nature of the objectives to be achieved also poses problems, as these tend to be rather vague (eg:  to express oneself well, to write correctly), making it difficult to establish standards for assessing the quality of the learners’ performance and of the teaching. 

· the threats facing the national language, with any changes being seen as a change for the worse and schools accused of failing to teach proper usage.  These socio-linguistic dynamics are generally attributed to the media (most recently “texting”) or to distortion of the “national language” by recent immigrants, in cases where they make up a sizeable portion of the population. 
The preliminary survey, which drew a large number of replies, many of them of a high quality despite the brevity of this initial poll, may be said to confirm the relevance for member states of this issue, which the Language Policy Division intends to explore in further depth. 
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