ROSEE

A DISCUSSION DOCUMENT

RIMARY CU

NOVEMBER 2003

Refongl Ceuncil for Cumecuiim and Assassment
A Chamhairk Néesiin s Coeselsim 59 os Measin schle

_ANGUAGES IN THE

RRICULUM



ROSEE

A DISCUSSION DOCUMENT

RIMARY CU

NOVEMBER 2003

Refongl Ceuncil for Cumecuiim and Assassment
A Chamhairk Néesiin s Coeselsim 59 os Measin schle

_ANGUAGES IN THE

RRICULUM



L anguagesin the post-primary curriculum:
a discussion paper

David Little
Centrefor Language and Communication Studies
Trinity College Dublin



Contents

Summary 3
1 Introduction 4
2 Thecurrent curriculum 6
2.1 Do we have alanguage curriculum or language curricula? 6
2.2 English 7
2.3 lrish 9
2.4 French, German, Spanish and Italian 10
2.5 Other languages 12
2.6 Issuesfor discussion 13
3 Thelanguage situation in Ireland 15
3.1 Irish 15
3.2 Irish Sign Language 15
3.3 lrish Traveller Cant 17
3.4 “New” languages 17
3.5 Issuesfor discussion 18
4 The challenge of internationalisation 20
4.1 Theinternational role of English 20
4.2 Ireland’ s membership of Europe 20
4.3 Issuesfor discussion 22
5 The Common European Framework and the European Language Portfolio 23
5.1 Functions, notions, and the communicative approach 23
5.2 The Common European Framework 24
5.3 The European Language Portfolio 26
5.4 Further developments 27
5.5 Issuesfor discussion 28
6 Trendsin language teaching 30
6.1 The“communicative revolution” 30
6.2 Thecentral role of target language use 31
6.3 Learner autonomy and motivation 32
6.4 Immersion programmes 34
6.5 Mediaand information technologies 34
6.6 Issuesfor discussion 35
7 Conclusion 36
7.1 Criticisms 36
7.2 Questions 37
7.3 Challenges 38
Appendix 1: The Common Reference Levels—global scale 39
Appendix 2: The Common Reference Levels — self-assessment grid 40
Appendix 3: Complete list of validated European Language Portfolios, validated as of
March 2003 41
Appendix 4: Validated European Language Portfolios developed in Ireland 42



Summary

This discussion paper begins by reviewing the current provision for languages in the post-
primary curriculum: English, Irish and foreign languages. It then considers the challenges that
the post-primary curriculum faces from four different sources: (i) the changing language
situation in Ireland; (ii) internationalisation and Ireland’s membership of Europe; (iii) two
new tools recently developed by the Council of Europe to support language teaching/learning
in its member states; (iv) current trends in language teaching.

The paper criticises the current curriculum on four interrelated grounds:

» There is no overarching language policy that provides for the inclusion of languages
other than Irish in the post-primary curriculum. As things stand, there is nothing to guar-
antee that foreign languages will remain a significant part of post-primary education in
the event that the National University of Ireland drops its matriculation requirement of
Irish and aforeign language.

Wedo not have an integrated language curriculum, but a series of language curriculathat
are largely independent of one another. Arguably this leads to an impoverished educa-
tional experience; it certainly means that curriculum planning is haphazard and piece-
meal.

»  Thesame Irish curricula are taken by the minority of students who are native speakers of
Irish and/or attending Irish-medium schools and the English-medium majority for whom
Irish is a second language. This situation is linguistically and educationally indefensible,
and until it is remedied there is little realistic prospect of raising the levels of proficiency
achieved by the non-native-speaker majority in Irish.

e Because we have neither a language policy nor an integrated language curriculum we
have no criteria by which to manage diversification, whether that involves introducing
new foreign languages or accommodating the mother tongues of newcomer students.

The paper also raises questions about (i) the sustainability of foreign languages in the absence
of alanguage policy, (ii) the levels of communicative proficiency achieved by school-leavers,
(iii) current language teaching methods, and (iv) current forms of assessment.

It recommends that consideration should be given to

« formulating a language policy on the basis of a thorough investigation of Ireland’s lan-
guage needs

» developing an integrated language curriculum based on a fixed amount of “curriculum
space’, perhaps divisiblein avariety of different ways

» undertaking independent measurement of the communicative proficiency achieved by
studentsin Irish and foreign languages at Junior and Leaving Certificate levels

e undertaking a survey of teachers and students in order to arrive at a better understanding
of what happensin post-primary language classrooms

* experimenting on asmall scale with projects that use the European Language Portfolio to
(i) foster the development of learner autonomy, (ii) establish whole-school approaches to
language teaching, and (iii) explore portfolio approaches to assessment

* experimenting on a small scale with projects that teach other subjects through the me-
dium of aforeign language

e experimenting on a small scale with projects that make full use of media and information
technol ogies to teach Irish and foreign languages.

The paper begins and ends by insisting that any proposals for change in curriculum and/or
assessment should be validated in carefully controlled pilot projects before they are intro-
duced as part of mainstream practice.



1 Introduction

In 1987 the Curriculum and Examinations Bﬁard (predecessor of the NCCA) published the
report of its Board of Studies for Languages.” This brief but ambitious document initiated a
process of sustained curriculum review and renewal. At the end of the 1980s new syllabuses
were introduced for Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate Irish, and around the same time
a common syllabus framework was adopted for French, German, Spanish and Italian; more
recently syllabuses have also been introduced for Arabic, Japanese and Russian. A large part
of the motivation behind this work has been a concern to promote the teaching and learning of
languages for purposes of communication.

During the period since 1987 there have been a number of other language-related devel op-
ments in the school system, none of them in any way dependent on the work of the NCCA.
For example, Irish-medium schools have continued to flourish at all levels of the system, al-
beit on a modest scale; the educational exchange projects of the European Union have made a
number of new possibilities available, at least in principle, to teachers and students; the intro-
duction of the EU’s European Language Label for excellence and innovation in language
teaching has identified and rewarded a number of outstanding initiatives; the Modern Lan-
guages Initiative for Primary Schools has introduced foreign languages to the primary cur-
riculum; and the Post-primary Modern Languages Initiative has pursued diversification by
supporting the teaching of Spanish and Italian and encouraging the introduction of Russian
and Japanese. Despite their variety all these developments are again centrally concerned with
the communicative function of languages.

The importance of these developments should not be understated, but neither should it be ex-
aggerated. The teaching and learning of languages in our post-primary schools is still beset
with problems. Success in Irish remains a minority achievement; despite the “communicative
revolution”, foreign languages are till too often seen as belonging among the “more aca-
demic” school subjects, which makes them the preserve of more able students; and the struc-
ture of the curriculum itself is such that the very future of foreign languages is by no means
assured. For these reasons alone it is timely to initiate a new round of gquestioning and discus-
sion, but four external factors make it urgent to do so:

1 Increasing numbers of pupils at primary and students at post-primary level have a mother
tongue other than English or Irish. Specia provision must be made to help them gain lin-
guistic access to the curriculum; and the gquestion arises whether new mother tongues
should be accommodated in the post-primary curriculum, and if so, how.

2 Our membership of the European Union, the rapid pace of globalisation, and the interna-
tional role of English al raise important questions about the position of languages in the
post-primary curriculum. At one extreme we might ask whether we need to teach foreign
languages at al, given that English is the language in which so much international com-
munication takes place. At the other, we might worry that our participation in interna-
tional processes, inside and outside the EU, implies a need for significant and rapid di-
versification of the languages offered to post-primary students.

3 The Council of Europe has recently introduced fwo new tools — the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEF)< and the European Language Portfolio
(ELP) — to support the development of language teaching programmes, the teaching and
learning process, and the assessment of communicative proficiency.

*  Major examining bodies across Europe and severa national curriculum authorities
have already adopted the Common Reference Levels elaborated in the CEF. These

1 Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Studies for Languages (Dublin, 1987).

Council of Europe, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Learning, teach-
ing, assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
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offer a new approach to language curriculum design and assessment and a means of
comparing levels of achievement from country to country. Whether or not they are
allowed to influence the development of curriculum and assessment in languages at
post-primary level in Ireland, the Common Reference Levels will impact increas-
ingly on Irish school-leavers and graduates who seek to work or study in non-
English-speaking European countries.

e First launched as a general concept in 1997, the ELP already exists in amost forty
different accredited versions, designed for use in different educational systems, with
learners of various ages. Ireland has played a leading role in devel oping and piloting
the ELP, but so far the impact at post-primary level has been small. It is necessary to
ask what formal role, if any, the ELP should play in the development of post-
primary language teaching and assessment.

4  Since the communicative approach to language teaching was first introduced, the interna-
tional research community has continued to explore the processes of second language
acquisition and there have been significant innovations in second languages and foreign
language teaching, some of which exploit recent developments in computer-mediated
communication. It is appropriate to identify principal trends and consider their relevance
to post-primary language curricula and assessment.

It is the purpose of this discussion paper to raise questions and suggest some of the ways in
which they may be addressed, but not to propose detailed solutions. For one thing, the future
of languages in the post-primary curriculum is a highly complex matter that can be adequately
dealt with only on the basis of wide-ranging consultation involving all stakeholders; for an-
other, that very complexity suggests that change of any kind should be piloted on a small-
scale, and evaluated critically before change on alarger scale is attempted.



2 Thecurrent curriculum

As the Curriculum and Examinations Board recognised when it established its Board of Stud-
iesfor Languagesin 1987, any comprehensive discussion of languages in the curriculum must
include not only Irish and foreign languages, but English as the first language of the majority
of the population. As noted in the Introduction, the Report of the Board of Sudies for Lan-
guages served as a springboard for the various acts of curriculum revision and development
that began at the end of the 1980s. Accordingly, its key aspirations provide a benchmark
against which to assess the present provision for languages in the post-primary curriculum.

2.1 Do we havealanguage curriculum or language curricula?

The Report of the Board of Studies for Languages defines the curriculum category “language”
asfollows:

Languageis

< the chief means by which we think — al language activities, in whatever language, are exer-
cisesin thinking

« thevehicle through which knowledge is acquired and organised

« thechief means of interpersonal communication

e acentral factor in the growth of the learner’s personality

« one of the chief means by which societies and cultures define and 0§anise themselves and by
which culture is transmitted within and across societies and cultures.

It is difficult to improve on this definition. At once comprehensive and precise, it is the basis
for the report’ s argument that “language” should constitute a key curriculum area, and that the
relationship between first, second and foreign language learning should be made explicit not
just in the curriculum but in classroom practice.

The idea of an integrated language curriculum rests on the argument that educational systems
have a responsibility to develop learners skills in using their mother tongue, to teach them
one or more other languages as a means of gaining at least limited access to other societies
and cultures, and to give them a critical awareness of language as a rule-governed system of
communication. However an integrated language curriculum also rests on the argument that
languages, including the mother tongue, should be taught partly in relation to one another, so
that students gradually develop a sense of their plurilingual identity (a key element in “lan-
guage awareness’). Within an integrated language curriculum there are two reasons for teach-
ing second and foreign languages: (i) to enable students to use them for purposes of commu-
nication; (ii) to give learners knowledge of what language learning entails, so that they are
able to respond with informed awareness to the language learning needs they may encounter
in later life. The successful implementation of an integrated language curriculum probably
requires that “language” is allocated a fixed amount of “curriculum space” that may be di-
vided up in a variety of different ways, according to the different and developing needs and
interests of students.

Since 1987, despite the sustained focus on language learning for communication and the in-
troduction of a common syllabus framework for foreign languages, there has been no progress
towards the goal of an integrated |language curriculum. For example, “language and literature”
is one of the “eight areas of experience” that constitute the framework for the junior cycle
curriculum.=Not only is this a much looser and less compelling concept than the 1987 defini-
tion of language cited above, it is less than fully reflected in the “required course” proposed

Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Studies for Languages (Dublin, 1987),
p. 2.

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, The Junior Cycle Review. Progress Report: Is-
sues and Options for Development (Dublin, 1999), p.11.



“for the time being” by the Junior Cycle Review Committee.EIThis course includes Irish and
English as separate subjects, but not foreign languages, about which it mgely states that all
students “ should have access to the study of a modern European language’.

This proposa is worrying in two respects. Firstly, it evidently excludes the possibility of
working towards an integrated language curriculum. Secondly, it confirms the precarious
situation of modern languages in the post-primary curriculum overall. Students should “have
access to the study of a modern European language”, but such study isin no way obligatory.
The fact that large numbers of Leaving Certificate candidates continue to take French may be
principally due to the matriculation requirements of the National University of Ireland, which
include a school-leaving qualification in Irish and a modern European language. In the ab-
sence of an obligatory, integrated and appropriately diverse language curriculum, a dilution of
those requirements (replacing and by or) might turn out to have fatal consequences for mod-
ern languages at post-primary level.

At present languages are much better provided for at second level in Ireland than in the
United Kingdom; for we have Irish and modern languages, and the breadth of our school-
leaving examination leaves room for both. This has one happy consequence for third-level
education. The great mgority of students come to college having studied at least one, and
sometimes two foreign, languages for five or six years. They are thus well placed to take ad-
vantage of the institution-wide foreign language programmes that have been introduced over
the past decade. By contrast, in the UK most students embark on similar third-level pro-
grammes with no more than a GCSE qualification in one foreign language.

The fact remains, however, that we do not have a language curriculum, but a series of lan-
guage curricula. Each language is taught as a subject in its own right, supported by a subject
association, and thereislittle if any contact between languages. The situation that obtained in
1987 till obtainsin 2003:

There is no overall context which would help the learner to understand and relate the different
kinds of language learning. There may be a lack of consistency in approach, methodology and
terminology between the different educational levels and between languages. There is a risk of
confusing the learner with a variety of language experiences which may result in lack of motiva-
tion, inefficient learning and reduced éearner autonomy. This can adversely affect not only lan-
guage learning but learning in general .

This variety of language experiences will be confirmed by a brief consideration of curriculum
provision for English, Irish and foreign languages.

2.2 English

In 1987 the Report of the Board of Sudies for Languages proposed “language awareness’ as
one of the key dimensions of an integrated language curriculum:

Language awareness could be formally implemented by the elaboration of a syllabus outlining ar-
eas of content, source material and methodology. The emphasis would be on teaching about lan-
guage, and while this is appropriate at al stages, it seems particularly so in the senior primary
classes and/or early post-primary classes. The course of study would build on the learner’s experi-
ences in English and Irish and prepare him or her both for foreign language learning and for the
explosion of concepts and vocabulary in English/Irish to be encountered in post-primary learning.
Areas of focus might include, for instance, how a language is learned (including strategies for
language learning), language as system, the functions of language, language as communication,

> Ibid., p. 22.
® Ibid., p. 23.

Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Sudies for Languages (Dublin, 1987),
p. 33.



language growth and change (including borrowing from other Ianglﬁages), creativity (including an
examination of some features of literary language), social variation.

This passage is very much of its time, and strongly influenced by the Language Awareness
movement in the United Kingdom, which set out to address at least three problems: the ab-
sence of formal linguistic analysisin the teaching of English as mother tongue; the confusion
that often arose in the minds of learners when teachers of different languages taught basic
grammatical concepts in different ways,; and the perceived need to provide students with a
general preparation for foreign language learning.

Whereas the development of “language awareness’ is prominent among the aims of the for-
eign language syllabuses, in the Junior Certificate syllabus for English it is mentioned just
once, in paragraph 4.2.2:

Language awareness skills: the student’s awareness of the selectivity of all language use in estab-
lishing specific meaning; the ability to use the conventions of paragraphing, sentence structure,
punctuation and spelling.

This version of language awareness, seemingly oriented more to rhetoric than to grammar,
falls a long way short of the full-blooded language study envisaged in 1987. We are told
(paragraph 1.1) that the purpose of the syllabus is to develop the student’s “personal profi-
ciency in the arts and skills of language”, and that this persona proficiency “involves three
dynamically interrelated elements. personal literacy, socia literacy and cultural literacy”. It is
in the development of social literacy that “emphasis should be placed on fostering the stu-
dent’ s knowledge of spellings, punctuation procedures, sentence structures and paragraph or-
ganisation” (paragraph 2.2.1) — words that clearly anticipate the mention of language aware-
ness aready cited. Many of the sub-goals of the syllabus and the learning activities by which
they are likely to be achieved lend themselves to the development of basic skills of linguistic
(rather than rhetorical, stylistic, structural or thematic) analysis. However such analysis is
nowhere stipulated in the syllabus, and it is certainly not examined.

The Leaving Certificate syllabus for English does not mention language awareness at al.
Paragraph 1.1 emphasises the ubiquity of language:

Each person lives in the midst of language. Language is fundamental to learning, communication,
personal and cultural identity, and relationships. This syllabus aims at initiating students into en-
riching experiences with language so that they become more adept and thoughtful users of it and
more critically aware of its power and significance in their lives.

The syllabus aims to develop students' “knowledge about the nature and uses of language and
the variety of functions and genres in which it operates’ (paragraph 3.4.2) and their skill in
“interpreting and controlling the textual features (grammar, syntax, spellings, paragraphing)
of written and oral language to express and communicate” (paragraph 3.4.3). However, the
syllabus does not require students to be able to describe or analyse those textual features; asin
the Junior Certificate syllabus, linguistic analysis is neither stipulated nor examined. In these
circumstances it is difficult to see how students can be expected to make “language aware-
ness’ links between English and the other languages of the curriculum.

In keeping with its conception of “language” as a curriculum area and its concern to do justice
to language’ s communicative function, the Board of Studies for Languages emphasised the
importance of developing students' listening and speaking skills in all language subjects. In
the section of its report devoted to English it recommended that “increased attention [should
be given] to the skills of listening and speaking” and that there should be ‘provision within
the examination system for formal assessment of listening and speaking” .= The Junior and
Leaving Certificate syllabuses certainly acknowledge the importance of developing skills in

& Ibid., p. 47.

®  Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Sudies for Languages (Dublin, 1987),
p.14; see also pp. 54ff.



oral language. However, students continue to be assessed by written examinations only,
which leaves teachers of English with little incentive to develop, for example, their students
oral presentation skills.

2.3 Irish

The teaching of Irish at all levels of schooling is bedevilled by two considerations in particu-
lar. Firstly, the number of pupils and students learning the language at any time far exceeds
the number of native and accustomed speakers. This situation inevitably raises serious ques-
tions about the sustainability of the language in the longer term. Secondly, the continued in-
sistence on asingle syllabus for native and non-native speakers of the language, Irish-medium
and English-medium students, achieves the worst of both worlds, offering the minority of na-
tive speakers and Irish-medium students what is effectively a foreign language syllabus while
placing unredistic demands on the majority of non-native speakers. The urgent need to rem-
edy this situation was clearly recognised in 1987

It must be stressed ... that the needs of Irish as L1 at post-primary level have been totally ignored,
as a present there is no recognition in terms of curriculum and syllabus of any linguistic differ-
ences between learners of Irish as L1 and L2. The tradition of using the same Irish syllabus for na-
tive speakers of Irish and native speakers of English, in Irish-medium schools and in English-
medium schools, has worked to the detriment of English speakers and Irish speakers alike. Sylla-
buses have made over-ambitious demands on English-speakers while they have failed to stretch
Irish speakers as much as they should. A separate syllabus for Irish in Irish-medium schools must
be a priority. Special attention must be given to learners of Irish as L1 and their needs across the
curriculum in terms of materials and assessment must be catered for, particularly where there are
problems of terminology. There is an urgent need for new coursesin | %ih for Gaeltacht and all-
Irish schools which reflect the central role of Irish as the mother tongue.

Though little has changed in the intervening decade and a half, there may still be time to rec-
ognise cultural, socia and sociolinguistic facts and reshape the curriculum accordingly. Irish
is akey element in this country’s heritage and a significant part of its life today. It is thus en-
tirely appropriate that the language should be an obligatory part of primary and secondary
curriculafor al. However, it is clear that schools cannot make Irish the preferred medium of
daily communication for the majority of the population. If the needs of the native-
speaker/Irish-medium population could be dealt with satisfactorily, it would be much easier to
respond to the challenge of devising an Irish syllabus appropriate to the needs and interests of
the mgjority, especially within the broader framework of an integrated language curriculum.

As it is, we continue with syllabuses and examinations that recognise the importance of oral
communication but manage to retain an emphasis on reading and writing at the expense of
listening and speaking. This may help to explain the apparently widespread practice of teach-
ing Irish through the medium of English, noted in th(ﬁlhief Examiners' Report on Ordinary
Level Irish in the 2000 Junior Certificate examination.- The same report comments adversely
on the generally low standards of proficiency achieved, menticEIng lack of vocabulary, fre-
guent resort to English, and poor grammar, syntax and spelling.=~'A recent study of students
metalinguistic awareness and strategies found that some learners had not grasped that Irish
was taught as a modern language, had no experience of pair or group work (though these are
recommended in the Department of Education and Science’ s guidelines), did not realise ﬁfj‘
they were learning alanguage in their Irish classes, and spent alot of time on rote learning.

0 Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Studies for Languages (Dublin, 1987),

p.17.

Department of Education and Science, Scridi an Teastais Shéisearaigh, Gaeilge, Tuairisci na
bPriomhscrudaitheoiri 2000 (Dublin, 2000), p.13.

2 |pid.

3 M. O Laoire, M. Burke and M. Haslam, “From L2-L3: an investigation of learners metalinguistic
awareness and learners’ strategies’ (Teangeolas 38/39, 2000, pp. 52-59).

11



2.4 French, German, Spanish and Italian

English and Irish are obligatory subjects in junior cycle, and although it is not compulsory to
take English in senior cycle, the great majority of pupils do so. In other words, English and
Irish (together with Maths) are at the core of the post-primary curriculum. The very different
situation of foreign languages has aready been alluded to. Tables 1-7 provide a statistica
overview of the situation as regards French, German, Spanish and Italian for the five years
from 1998 to 2002. Tables 1-4 show the numbers of students taking Junior and Leaving Cer-
tificate examinations at ordinary and higher level in French, German, Spanish and Italian; Ta-
ble 5 shows the number of students taking English, Irish, Maths and French in the Junior and
Leaving Certificate examinations; Table 6 shows the percentage variance in the number of
students taking (i) Junior Certificate Examination overal and (ii) French, German, Spanish
and Italian; and Table 7 shows the percentage variance in the number of students taking L eav-
ing Certificate Examination overall and French, German, Spanish and Italian. Three things
emerge from these statistics: (i) Tables 1-4 confirm the dominant position of French com-
pared with German, Spanish and Italian; (ii) Table 5 shows that French is nevertheless some
way behind English, Irish and Maths; and (iii) Tables 6—7 show signs of a decline in the num-
bers of students taking French and German that are roughly in line with the downward demo-
graphic trend (in the case of Spanish and Italian, the small numbers of students involved make
it difficult to interpret the much greater variance — positive as well as negative — with any con-
fidence). The Primary Modern Languages Pilot Project was launched in 1998 in approxi-
mately 10% of schools, offering the four foreign languages of the post-primary curriculum; it
became the Primary Modern Languages Initiative in 2001. The Post-primary Modern Lan-
guages Initiative was launched in September 2000 and has focused on Spanish, Italian, Rus-
sian and Japanese. In due course, it will be interesting to see what impact these initiatives
have on the numbers of students taking foreign languages, especially Spanish and Italian, in
the Junior and Leaving Certificate examinations.

Table 1: Numbers of students taking public examinations in French, 1998-2002

Junior Certificate Leaving Certificate
Ordinary Higher Ordinary Higher
1998 13,797 32,013 19,457 17,628
1999 13,878 29,925 18,917 17,954
2000 13,411 28,651 19,189 16,785
2001 14,464 27,245 17,764 16,054
2002 13,367 27,156 16,904 15,212

Table 2: Numbers of students taking public examinations in German, 1998-2002

Junior Certificate Leaving Certificate
Ordinary Higher Ordinary Higher
1998 3,543 12,043 4,138 7,234
1999 3,522 10,898 3,918 6,910
2000 3,810 9,944 3,830 6,410
2001 3,931 9,088 3,505 5,874
2002 3,895 8,382 3,652 5,170

Table 3: Numbers of students taking public examinations in Spanish, 1998-2002

Junior Certificate Leaving Certificate
Ordinary Higher Ordinary Higher
1998 782 1,498 685 989
1999 730 1,401 552 1,007
2000 786 1,510 603 820
2001 635 1,245 612 871
2002 747 1,598 739 963
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Table 4: Numbers of students taking public examinations in Italian, 1998-2002

Junior Certificate Leaving Certificate
Ordinary Higher Ordinary Higher
1998 60 90 60 100
1999 107 140 72 138
2000 44 86 67 133
2001 58 134 40 102
2002 101 167 58 115

Table 5: Numbers of students taking the Junior and Leaving Certificate Examinations
(ordinary and higher levels) in English, Irish, Maths and French, 1998-2002

Junior Certificate Leaving Certificate
English Irish Maths French English Irish Maths French
1998 65,019 61,893 64,583 45,810 61,304 57,556 61,969 37,085
1999 62,165 59,095 61,745 43,803 59,804 56,426 60,637 36,871
2000 60,439 57,060 60,019 42,062 57,816 54,553 58,706 35,974
2001 59,495 55,856 59,184 41,709 53,283 50,825 55,149 33,818
2002 59,590 55,433 59,295 40,523 52,997 49,085 53,658 32,116

Table 6: Percentage variance in number of students taking the Junior Certificate Examination overall
and French, German, Spanish and Italian, 1998—-2002

Junior Cert French German Spanish Italian
1998 -2.6 -3.6 -4.2 +13.6 -43.6
1999 -4.5 4.4 -7.5 -6.5 +64.7
2000 -1.9 -4.0 -4.6 +7.7 -47.4
2001 2.2 -0.8 -5.3 -18.1 +47.7
2002 +0.1 -2.8 -5.7 +24.7 +39.6

Table 7: Percentage variance in number of students taking the Leaving Certificate Examination overall
and French, German, Spanish and Italian, 1998-2002

Leaving Cert French German Spanish Italian
1998 +4.3 +8.0 +5.2 +28.0 +2.6
1999 -1.5 -0.6 -4.8 -6.9 +31.3
2000 -2.3 -2.4 -5.4 -8.7 -4.8
2001 -6.1 -6.0 -8.4 +4.2 -29.0
2002 -7.0 -5.0 -7.0 +14.8 +21.8

As noted in the Introduction, current syllabuses for foreign languages share a common
framework at both Junior and Leaving Certificate level. These frameworks show the same
concern for comprehensive but concise specification that is a characteristic of the 1987 Report
of the Board of Sudies for Languages. In their detail they are in direct line of descent from
the functional-notional approach to language syllabus design pioneered by the Council of
Europe in The Threshold Level' and its successors. The Junior Certificate framework begins
with general educational and cdmhmunicative aims, which it then seeks to embody in a coher-
ent set of behavioural objectives elaborated as an inventory of tasks, activities and linguistic
exponents. The Leaving Certificate framework adopts a similar approach. General aims are
again followed by behavioural objectives, but these are now elaborated as a series of genera
activities'themes, for each of which the syllabus lists relevant linguistic skills and structures/
grammar.

In addition the Leaving Certificate framework contains sections on language awareness and
cultural awareness, which are elaborated as a series of general activities/'themes, each with its

143, A. van Ek, The Threshold Level (Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 1975); see section 5.1 below.
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own set of performance targets. The activities/themes for language awareness are: Learning
about language from target language material; Exploring meaning; Relating language to atti-
tude; Talking and writing about your experience of the target language; Consulting reference
materials (e.g. dictionaries and grammars) relating to the vocabulary and grammar of the
target language. The activities/themes for cultural awareness are: Learning in the target lan-
guage about the present-day culture associated with the target language; Reading modern
literary texts (notably novels, short stories, poems and plays, or extracts from these) in the
target language; Describing and discussing everyday life in the target language community;
Understanding, describing and discussing aspects of the relations between the target lan-
guage community and Ireland; Understanding, describing and discussing in general terms
issues that transcend cultural divisions.

In their general structure and content these syllabuses are firmly committed to the teaching
and learning of foreign languages for purposes of communication; they are also up-to-date in
the emphasis they place on the importance of developing students language and cultural
awareness and their insistence on the anaytical dimension of language learning. However,
although each framework describes clearly the communicative proficiency students are ex-
pected to achieve, it is not entirely clear how the senior cycle isintended to build on the junior
cycle. If the two frameworks are considered together, the underlying dynamic seems to be
that of an ascending and gradually widening spiral: tasks and themes should be revisited peri-
odically, each time more expansively and at a higher level of complexity. However, thisis not
made explicit, and anecdotal evidence suggests that, for many teachers, the Leaving Certifi-
cate syllabus is quantitatively but not qualitatively different from the Junior Certificate sylla-
bus: more of the same.

In the end al curricula must be judged by the effectiveness of their implementation; and in
Ireland as elsewhere implementation is largely determined by the ways in which students are
assessed. If our purpose in teaching foreign languages is to develop students' communicative
proficiency in those languages (and that purpose is stated very clearly in both syllabus frame-
works), it should go without saying that listening and speaking are no less important than
reading and writing. The Junior Certificate Examination tests listening comprehension, but
there is no test of oral proficiency; what is more, all comprehension questions are answered in
English. As long as this situation persists, there is an inevitable risk that the pressure to
achieve good results will tempt teachers to neglect spoken production of the target language.
In the Leaving Certificate Examination there is a separate test of oral proficiency. The terms
in which it is described suggest, however, that it may be serioudly limited as a test of sponta-
neous oral proficiency. What is more, it takes place many weeks before the written paper,
from which it is entirely divorced. No doubt thisis the result of administrative constraints, but
it is necessary to point out that it runs counter to communicative reaity. When we learn and
use languages in the rea world our proficiency in writing and in non-reciprocal ora
communication depends on but also helps to develop our proficiency in reciprocal ora com-
munication. If we want this to be carried over into language classrooms, we must devise
modes of assessment that do justice to the interdependence of language skills.

2.5 Other languages

In recent years syllabuses have also been developed for Russian, Arabic and Japanese using
the frameworks described above. This raises three questions. Firstly, how are new languages
introduced to the curriculum? Does their introduction depend entirely on the existence and
determination of pressure groups? Certainly there seems to be no clear policy on the part of
the Department of Education and Science. Secondly, do native speakers take these languages?
If so, is it appropriate that they should follow what is essentially a foreign language curricu-
lum in their mother tongue? Thirdly, is the introduction of new languages an entirely random
process? For example, if we have Japanese, why do we not also have Chinese? Again there
seems to be no clear policy.
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Finally, it should be noted that besides the languages already mentioned, the curriculum
makes provision for Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Dutch. The numbers of students taking the last
three of these languages are tiny, but more students take Latin than Italian at Junior Certifi-
cate (594 compared with 268 in 2002), while the numbers for both languages are closely simi-
lar at Leaving Certificate. Although the three ancient languages have been largely excluded
from the communicative debate of the past fifteen years, there is no reason in principle why
they should have been. However, elaboration of this point lies beyond the scope of this paper.

2.6 Issuesfor discussion

This brief review of current provision for languages in the curriculum suggests that the fol-
lowing issues require discussion:

Language policy. We lack a language policy for post-primary education in Ireland. Irish
isan obligatory subject in junior and senior cycles, but foreign languages are not. Even at
Junior Cycle level students “should have access to the study of a modern European lan-
guage” but are free not to learn a language other than Irish if they choose not to. As we
shall see, this situation sits uncomfortably with European Union language policy. A co-
herent language education policy should be based on an extensive analysis of Ireland’s
present aﬂ future language needs, undertaken according to internationally accepted
standards™A coherent language education policy would have important implications for
students with specia needs, but these lie beyond the scope of the present paper.

An integrated approach to language in the curriculum. This was the central recommen-
dation of the Board of Studies for Languages in 1987, but it seems to have been ignored
without serious discussion. The key argument in favour of such proach is encapsu-
lated in the Board's definition of the curriculum area “language” :**'the centrality of lan-
guage to human experience. The adoption of an integrated approach would enrich the
experience of learning and studying languages—the mother tongue as well as second and
foreign languages—by explicitly establishing multiple points of contact and cross-
fertilization. The introduction of an integrated language syllabus would have clear impli-
cations for the English syllabuses and their assessment; it would also encourage the
grouping of other curriculum subjects into broad areas.

Separate curricula for native and non-native speakers of Irish (Irish-medium and Eng-
lish-medium schooling). This would be an inevitable consequence of an integrated ap-
proach to language in the curriculum, the rationale for which depends partly on distin-
guishing clearly between first, second and foreign languages. Even in the absence of an
integrated approach, the present situation isillogical and disadvantageous to native and
non-native speaker students alike and should be addressed as a matter of urgency.

Clarification of the status of foreign languages. Large numbers of students will continue
to take school-leaving exams in foreign languages (mostly French) for aslong as the Na-
tional University of Ireland’ s matriculation requirements include Irish and a foreign lan-
guage. If that requirement were to change, however, it is at least possible that foreign
languages would suffer the same fate as Latin did when it ceased to be a university ma-
triculation requirement. The formulation of a national language policy for the post-
primary curriculum and/or the adoption of an integrated approach to language in the cur-
riculum would necessarily resolve this problem in one way or ancther.

15 See, for example, K. Sgjavaara, R. D. Lambert, S. Takalaand C. A. Morfit (eds), National foreign

language planning: practices and prospects (Jyvaskyla: Institute for Educational Research, 1993)
and R. D. Lambert (ed.), Language planning around the world: contexts and systematic change
(Washington, DC: National Foreign Language Center, 1994).

16 Cited p.6 above.
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* Introducing new languages. The lack of aclear policy governing the introduction of new
languages to the curriculum inevitably meansthat diversification is haphazard rather than
planned. Furthermore, because we lack an integrated approach, new languages must
compete with those that are long-established. In clarifying the status of foreign languages
and providing a rationale for the introduction of new languages, it may be worth recon-
sidering five options offered for discussion in the Report of the Board of Sudies for Lan-
guages.

i)  thelearner is offered achoice of at least two foreign languages, at least one of which istaken
throughout the school period

ii) the learner takes one foreign language throughout the school period and takes an additional
language at senior cycle (or before this where possible)

iii) the learner takes one foreign language in the junior cycle and then switches to another lan-
guage in the senior cycle

iv) the learner takes an integrated studies course (e.g. European Studies) which contains several
language modules

v)  where constraints (e.g. pressures on the timetable) do not allow a second forei 2&‘ anguage to
be offered, alanguage other than French is offered, for example, on arota basi

* Independent evaluation of the effectiveness of current curricula in Irish and foreign lan-
guages. The curricula for Irish and foreign languages currently in force emphasise the
development of communicative proficiency. The extent to which their implementation
achieves this will remain unclear until independent tests of communicative proficiency
are administered to appropriate samples of students taking Junior and Leaving Certificate
Examinations.

These issues will be returned to in various ways in the sections that follow.

¥ Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Studies for Languages (Dublin, 1987),
pp. 29ff.
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3 Thelanguage situation in Ireland

Any review of the role of language in the post-primary curriculum must take account of the
country’s current language profile. Until recently the situation seemed clear enough: English
was the mother tongue of the majority, Irish the first official language and mother tongue of
the minority, and other languages were mostly brought here by temporary residents, espe-
cialy diplomats. Now Ulster Scotsis recognised as aregional or minority language under the
terms of the Council of Europe charter for regional or minority languages, and the past decade
has seen three other important developments. Firstly, the Department of Education and Sci-
ence has effectively acknowledged the full linguistic status of Irish Sign Language; secondly,
the recognition gained in recent years by the Traveller community has helped to stimulate
interest in Irish Traveller Cant as a largely unknown part of Ireland’s linguistic and cultural
heritage; and thirdly, the arrival of significant numbers of newcomers—refugees, asylum
seekers, and holders of work permits—has dramatically increased the number of languagesin
our midst. However, before turning to these three developments, it is necessary to return
briefly to the situation of Irish.

3.1 Irish

As the firgt official language of the state Irish is appropriately a core curriculum subject that
takes up a significant proportion of teaching and learning time both at primary and at post-
primary level. Yet only aminority of non-native speaker students leave school with the capac-
ity to participate in social or cultural events conducted through the medium of Irish. For the
majority, learning Irish is perceived as a necessary evil, a price one pays for citizenship per-
haps, but essentially a waste of time. One of the central goals of the post-primary curriculum
should be to remedy this situation and thus do justice to the enduring importance of the Irish
language.

Section 2.3 drew attention to the illogicality of requiring native and non-native Irish speakers,
Irish-medium and English-medium students to follow the same curriculum, and argued that if
the needs of native speakers/Irish-medium schooling were satisfactorily addressed it would be
much easier to confront the problem of devising an Irish syllabus appropriate to the needs of
the non-native-speaker English-medium majority. Such a syllabus must take account of the
fact that all native speakers of Irish are also native speakers of English; it cannot be based on
the notion of communicative need that tends to shape foreign language syllabuses since no
one needs Irish to order adrink in a Gadtacht pub or reserve aroom in a Gagltacht hotel. At
the same time, language learning can succeed only if it is driven by a communicative purpose;
in other words, the situation of Irish requires a curriculum that is based on plausible commu-
nicative goals. To begin with, those goals can be found only in the school itself, from the be-
ginning of primary level onwards.

3.2 Irish Sign Language

Irish Sign Language (ISL) isthe perred language, and in e cases the mother tongue, of
about 5,000 deaf peoplein Ireland.*According to Bergman,=for every deaf person who uses
a sign language there are likely to be approximately nine hearing people who know the lan-
guage to a greater or lesser degree—family members, friends, teachers of the deaf, interpret-
ers, etc.—which means that there are probably about 50,000 ISL users atogether. ISL is a
fully developed language in its own right, related to other sign languages (British Sign Lan-
guage, American Sign Language), but distinct from them in grammar and lexicon. The full
linguistic status of sign languages is confirmed by two facts. Firstly, a deaf child who is ex-

8 p. Matthews, The Irish Deaf Community, Volume 1: Survey report, history of education, language
and culture (Dublin; Instititid Teangeolaiochta Eireann, 1996).

19 B. Bergman, Paper presented at the Official Opening of the European Union/Council of Europe
European Y ear of Languages (Lund, Sweden, 2001).
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posed to a sign language acquires it in much the same way as a hearing child acquires speech;
in particular, the process of acquisition is characterised by clearly defined developmental
stages. Secondly, sign languages can be descriped and analysed using the same categories and
techniques as are applied to spoken languages.==1SL is quite independent of English and Irish,
and should not be confused with the system known as Signed English, which is used to pro-
vide word-for-word trandlations of spoken English.

Deaf children tend to be born to hearing parents and in due course themselves to have hearing
children. Thisfact helps to explain two contrasting views of deafness. From the perspective of
the hearing parent deafness is a handicap, since it impedes the normal development of the
child as a member of the hearing community; whereas, from the perspective of the deaf per-
son who has a fully developed proficiency in sign language, deafness is more appropriately
perceived as a cause of linguistic and cultural difference. These two views of deafness are
reflected in two diametrically opposed approaches to the education of the deaf. If deafnessis
seen as a handicap, the purpose of education is to overcome that handicap as far as possible,
so that the deaf child can take his or her place in hearing society. Accordingly, speech is the
preferred medium of communication, and much time is devoted to teaching articulation and
the inexact science of “lip reading”. In the case of profoundly deaf children, little progress
may be made over many years, which inevitably restricts their educationa achievement. If, on
the other hand, deafness is seen as a cause of linguistic difference, sign language becomes the
primary medium of teaching and learning. Although the written language of the hearing
community plays an essential supporting role, it does so as a second language rather than an
imperfectly acquired mother tongue.

Historically the schools for the deaf in Ireland played a central role in the evolution of I1SL,
since they provided the means of bringing deaf people together in a community. But in the
1940s the schools adopted the principle of “oralism”, and for many years signing was dis-
couraged by a regime of corporal punishment.As a result, many generations of deaf stu-
dents were condemned to limited educational success. Over the past two decades this situa-
tion has begun to change. The Irish Deaf Society has come to provide a focal point for the
deaf community on a national level and organises a wide range of social and cultural activities
that are conducted through ISL; the schools for the deaf have abandoned strict oralism and
encourage rather than punish the use of I1SL; and the first steps have been taken in the com-
plex and long-term task of compiling afull linguistic description of ISL.*Official recognition
of these efforts has been slow to come, but in 2000 the Department of Education and Science
approved the establishment of a Model School for the Deaf, which delivers primary education
through the medium of ISL; and in the same year the Higher Education Authority funded a
Centre for Deaf Studies as afive-year pilot project in Trinity College Dublin. The Centre pro-
vides two-year full-time diploma courses in ISL-English Interpreting, ISL Tutoring, and Deaf
Studies. Each of these courses is designed to promote communication between the deaf and

% On the acquisition of sign languages by children, see (for example) L. A. Petitto, “The acquisition

of natural signed languages: lessons in the nature of human language and its biological foundations”
(in C. Chamberlain, J. P. Morford and R. |. Mayberry (eds), Language acquisition by eye, Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2000) and L. B. Karnopp, “Phonology acquisition in Brazilian Sign Lan-
guage” (in G. Morgan and B. Woll (eds), Directions in sign language acquisition, Amsterdam:
Benjamins, 2002). On the linguistic analysis of sign languages, see (for example) M. Deuchar, Brit-
ish Sgn Language (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984) and R. Sutton-Spence and B. Woll,
The linguistics of British Sgn Language — an introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999).

P. McDonnell and H. Saunders, “Sit on your hands. Strategies to prevent signing” (in R. Fischer
and H. Lane (eds), Looking back: a reader on the history of deaf communities and their sign lan-
guages, Hamburg: Signum Press, 1993).

For example, P. McDonnell, Verb categories in Irish Sgn Language (Ph.D. thesis, Trinity College
Dublin, 1997) and L. Leeson, Aspects of verbal valency in Irish Sign Language (Ph.D. thesis, Trin-
ity College Dublin, 2002).
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hearing communities and improve the deaf community’s access to the processes of a pre-
dominantly hearing society. In addition to these developments, ISL is now offered in the
Leaving Certificate Applied programme and a number of schools include ISL in their transi-
tion year programme. There is, however, an almost total lack of teaching/learning materials.

3.3 Irish Traveller Cant

Irish Traveller Cant (also known as Gammon and Shelta) has three things in common with
Irish Sign Language: it is the language of a cultural minority; the majority of the population is
unaware of its existence; and it raises important educational issues.

In its present-day form Cant uses a somewhat simplified version of the syntax of Hiberno-
English with a vocabulary that isin large part Irish. The origins and early history of the lan-
guage are obscure, though its antiquity is not in doubt. For example, the word olomi (“night”)
occurs in both Cant and Ogham, and theord karb (“old woman™) occurs in both Cant and
Old Irish but is obsolete in modern Irish.2It is possible that Cant began as an entirely inde-
pendent language that gradually developed towards its present form under the pressure of
contact with Irish and Hiberno-English.

Historically Cant has been a secret language, used by Travellers not only as a badge of group
membership but as a medium of communication inaccessible to the settled community. This
hel p explain why it is not taught in schools, written in books, or heard on radio and televi-
sion;®it also helps to explain why it has been largely ignored by the academic community.
Now in decline, Cant should nevertheless find a place in our education system as part of Ire-
land’s linguistic and cultural heritage, as a focus for interculturgllearning, and as an illustra-
tion of productive language contact with both Irish and English. = Awareness of Cant should
also inform the special educational provision made for the children of the Traveller commu-
nity.

3.4 “New” languages

There are no official statistics on the number of “new” languages that have come to Ireland in
the course of the last decade. However, 761 asylum seekers surveyed on behalf of the VEC,
mostly in the Dublin area, had 63 mother tongues between them, of which the most frequently
reported were: Romanian (24%), Y oruba (11%), Russian (8%), Ar (7%), French (5%),
English (4%), Moldovan (4%), Polish (3%), Ibo (2%), Albanian (2%).E2And in 2002 the 399
adult newcomers with refugee status who attended full-time language classes with Integrate
Ireland Language and Training“*were drawn from 50 nationalities, the most frequently repre-

% | owe these examples to Marian Browne, from a speech made at the launch of Can't lose Cant, 8
April 2003.

A. Binchy, “Travellers' language: a sociolinguistic perspective” (in M. McCann, S. O Siochéin and
J. Ruane (eds), Irish Travellers: culture and ethnicity, Queen’s University of Belfast, Institute of
Irish Studies, 1994), p.134.

See, however, two collections of papers published by Queen’s University Belfast: M. McCann, S. O
Siochain and J. Ruane (eds), Irish Travellers: culture and ethnicity (1994) and J. M. Kirk and D. P.
O Baoill (eds), Travellers and their language (2002).

We aready have an impressive example of this at primary level, the book Can’t lose Cant (Sligo:
Kids Own Publishing Partnership, 2003), which was produced by a project led by Marian Browne
of the Department of Education and Science and involving pupils from the Traveller and settled
communities attending Scoil Mhuire Junior and St Conleth’s and Mary’s School, Newbridge, Co.
Kildare.

Z T, Ward, Asylum Seekers in Adult Education. A study of language and literacy needs (Dublin: City
of Dublin VEC and County Dublin VEC, 2002), pp. 5ff.

Integrate Ireland Language and Training, a not-for-profit campus company of Trinity College, was
established in 2001, following a successful two-year pilot project as the Refugee Language Support
Unit. IILT advises the Department of Education and Science on issues relating to non-nationals and
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sented of which were: Congolese (10.5%), Romanian (10.5%), Vietnamese (9%), Afghan
(7%), Iragi (7%), and Angolan (6%). Since all children and adolescents resident in the state
are required to attend school regardiess of the status of their parents, many of these nationali-
ties, and thus their languages, are now present in our educational system. What is more,
globa migration trends and the impending enlargement of the European Union will ensure
that Ireland’s school-going population remains multinational, multilingual and multi-ethnic.
This raises three important issues for the post-primary curriculum.

Firstly, we must seek to ensure that newcomers are appropriately integrated in the educational
system. This s partly a social issue, and one on which many schools have already developed
their own policy and practice. But it is also an educationa issue: the curriculum must ac-
knowledge the existence of otherness and show how it can be used to enrich the educational
experience of all pupils and students. The NCCA has taken the first steps in this direction by
setting up a steering committee for Interculturalism in the Curriculum and charging it with
developing curriculum guidelines.

Secondly, the curriculum must provide linguistic access to education for post-primary stu-
dents whose mother tongue is not English or Irish. For several years the Department of Edu-
cation and Science has funded additional teachers or teaching hours in order to develop the
English language proficiency of non-English-speaking non-national pupils and students; and,
since 2000, Integrate Ireland Language and Training has provided support for these teachers
in the form of teaching materials, planning and assessment instruments, and regular in-service
seminars. Although much has been achieved in the past three years, much remains to be done.
For one thing, materials and instruments developed to date need to be expanded into a cur-
riculum for English as a Second Language that can be deployed flexibly, according to the
needs of individual learners, within a larger language curriculum. For another, a way must be
found of professionalising the language support teacher’s role, so that we do not lose the
wealth of expertise that has been accumulated.

Thirdly, we must confront the issue of language rights. It is now widely accepted that gov-
ernments have a responsibility to ensure that al their native-born citizens have access to edu-
cation in their mother tongue. This principle was first applied to linguistic and ethnic minori-
ties, but sooner rather than later we must decide whether and how far it applies to newcomers.
Obviously we cannot provide the whole of primary and post-primary education simultane-
ously through more than sixty different languages,; and even if we could, such a policy would
almost certainly have undesirable social effects; but should we expect newcomersto forfeit all
linguistic rights? Currently the Department of Education and Science funds mother-tongue
classes organised by immigrant communities themselves as a way of ensuring that the chil-
dren of those communities develop at least basic literacy skills in their mother tongue. But is
this enough? Should we be looking for ways of bringing at least this minimal degree of
mother tongue support into the curriculum as part of schooling?

3.5 Issuesfor discussion

The following issues for discussion arise from this brief review of the current language situa-
tionin Ireland:

»  The sociolinguistic situation of Irish. The development of a post-primary Irish syllabus
specifically for non-native speakers must begin by recognising political and sociolinguis-
tic reality and basing the syllabus on communicative purposes appropriate to that reality.
This difficult task may be easier to achieve if it is undertaken as part of alarger review
leading towards the establishment of an integrated language curriculum.

e Raising awareness of Irish Sign Language. The education of the deaf through ISL and
written English is a speciaist undertaking that lies beyond the scope of this discussion

language. It provides full-time language courses for adults with refugee status and a programme of
support for teachers of English as a second language at primary and post-primary levels.
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paper. However, the post-primary curriculum should include measures aimed at dispel-
ling society’ s widespread ignorance of the existence of 1SL and its linguistic status. Such
measures could include a language eness course of the kind envisaged in the Report
of the Board of Studies for Languages=“and a transition year project on the deaf commu-
nity and its language (as noted above, a number of schools have already implemented
this latter option).

e Raising awareness of Irish Traveller Cant. The post-primary curriculum should include
measures aimed at dispelling the widespread ignorance of the existence of Irish Traveller
Cant. Such measures could include a language awareness course and a transition year
project on Irish Traveller Cant.

*  Meeting the English language needs of newcomers. Over the past three years much pro-
gress has been made towards the development of a curriculum for English as a Second
Language. This now needs to be formalised and given its place within the larger post-
primary curriculum. Consideration should aso be given to the issue of mother tongue
support for newcomer students and whether it should be accommodated in the curricu-
lum. Both these processes are likely to be easier to manage within an integrated language
curriculum.

*  Language awareness in pre-service teacher education. Consideration should be given to
including an obligatory language awareness module in programmes of pre-service
teacher education. Such a module would explore the developing language situation in
Ireland and its consequences for al teachers, not just those specially appointed to teach
English as a second language.

% Curriculum and Examinations Board, Report of the Board of Studies for Languages (Dublin: Cur-
riculum and Examinations Board), pp.46ff.
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4 The challenge of internationalisation

4.1 Theinternational role of English

It is sometimes argued that, since English is aready a global lingua franca, it is unnecessary
for native speakers of English to spend time learning other languages. This view is serioudly
misguided on two counts. Firstly, it assumes that language serves a predominantly transac-
tional purpose and ignores or dismisses the importance of language learning as the means by
which we gain access to other societies and cultures. Secondly, it overlooks the fact that Eng-
lish is infinitely far from being a universal language. However much speakers of other lan-
guages may use English for purposes of internationa communication, they will continue to
use their mother tongues at home; and those mother tongues will continue to provide the
foundation for significant political, social, economic and cultural ingtitutions. In Ireland and
the United Kingdom, the notion that “English is enough” encourages the view that we no
longer need to worry too much about teaching foreign languages in our schools, while, in
other European countries, the same notion threatens to undermine curriculum languages other
than English.

Before summarising the view of the European Union and the Council of Europe that English
is not enough, it is necessary to note three consequences of the global status of English.
Firgtly, it confers an undeniable advantage on native speakers of English in many areas of
international encounter and debate. For example, English long ago displaced French as the
preferred language of diplomacy; and in many academic disciplines, especialy the physical
sciences, publication in English is a sine qua non for professional advancement. Secondly, its
global role means that English will be the first foreign language in all European countries for
the foreseeable future. It has long had that status in western Europe, and, since 1989, it has
rapidly gained the same status in the new democracies of central and eastern Europe, displac-
ing Russian and other historically dominant foreign languages, like German in the Czech Re-
public and Poland. Thirdly, the very fact that English is a global lingua franca often gives it
something approaching second language status, and this makes it easier to learn. In many con-
tinental European countries English is part of daily life—via satellite television, pop culture,
computer games, etc.—in away that French and German are not part of daily lifein Ireland.
This, rather than superior teaching methods or textbooks, explains the high levels of profi-
ciency that so many European school-leavers achieve in English (the fact that English has a
greatly reduced inflexional morphology also helps). These considerations mean that language
education policy cannot be the same in English-speaking as in non-English-speaking coun-
tries; but at least within Europe it should be guided by the same principles.

4.2 Ireland’smembership of Europe

Ireland is one of the ten states that together founded the Council of Europe in 1949; and in
September 2002 it signed the Extended Partial Agreement that confers on it membership of
the European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz (founded in 1994), whose function is to
implement Council of Europe language policies and promote innovative approaches to the
learning and teaching of modern languages. ™ Ireland joined the European Community (now
the European Union) in 1973. As a member of both organisations Ireland is party to countless
resolutions aimed in one way or another at the promotion of language learning and teaching.

The Council of Europe has always stood for democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. Its
principal instruments are the European Convention on Human Rights, the European Court of
Human Rights, and the European Cultural Convention; and its cultural/educational agenda is
concerned with mutual tolerance and understanding, education for democratic citizenship, and
lifelong learning. These concerns are clearly reflected in the three paragraphs in which the

% The ECML’s extensive website is at <www.ecml.at>.
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Council of Europe's website explained the purpose of the European Year of Languages
(2001):

« toincrease awareness of Europe’s linguistic heritage and openness to different languages and
cultures as a source of mutual enrichment to be protected and promoted in European societies;

< to motivate European citizens to develop plurilingualism, that is, to achieve a degree of com-
municative ability in a number of languages, including those less widely used and taught, for
improved mutual understanding, closer co-operation and active participation in European de-
mocratic processes;

< to encourage and support lifelong language learning for personal development and so that all
European citizens can acquire the language competences necessary to respond to economic,
social and cultural changesin society.

The European Union differs from the Council of Europe in its purpose (economic and politi-
cal integration) and its membership. Whereas the Council of Europe currently has 44 member
states, the European Union has 15, though this number will increase to 25 in May 2004. Nev-
ertheless the European Union’s website explained the purpose of the European Year of Lan-
guages in terms that were closely similar to those used by the Council of Europe:

e Linguistic diversity is a key element of Europe's cultural heritage and will remain so. Embrac-
ing diversity is a prerequisite for constructing a Europe in which al citizens enjoy equal status
and equal rights, also as regards their languages.

< Promoting knowledge of European languages other than the mother tongue is one way of de-
veloping successful political, economic and personal contacts between people from different
linguistic groups; it promotes intercultural understanding and helps to eradicate xenophobia,
racism and intolerance. Speaking languages other than the mother tongue offers greater per-
sonal and professional opportunities and real access to the rights conferred by the European
Union, in particular the right to live and work anywhere in the EU.

* Europe's Member States have emphasised the aim of improving and diversifying language
learning. In particular, the Council has pointed out in recent resolutions, that school children
as a general rule should have the opportunity of learning one or more languages other than
their mother tongue, starting at an early age.

The view that economic and political integration require language learning no less than mu-
tual tolerance and understanding recurs regularly in European Union documents, especialy
those concerned with education and training. Thus the fourth general objective of the 1995
White Paper on Education and Training is proficiency in three Community languages:

In line with the resolution of the Council of Education Ministers of 31 March 1995, it is becoming
necessary for everyone, irrespective of training and education routes chosen, to be able to acquire
and keep up th% ability to communicate in at least two Community languages in addition to their
mother tongue.

However, the member states of the European Union adopted this resolution only in a modified
form:

The Commission regrets the fact that the importance of thisgmmitment was reduced, the Mem-
ber States limiting its effect by using the words “if possible”.

Degspite this setback, the Commission continues to pursue the goal of “mother tongue plus
two” for what it sees as compelling economic reasons. Thus a recent Commission Staff Work-
ing Paper, Promoting Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity — Consultation, bases its
argument for more, better and more diverse language teaching on the goal of making the
European Union “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based culture in the world”:

31 Commission of the European Communities, White Paper on Education and Training: Teaching and
Learning — Towards the Learning Society (Brussels, 1995), p. 47.
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One of the keys to the European Union’s success as a knowledge-based economy is how well it
tackles the issue of language learning. How well it deals with wider issues of Ianglégpe, culture
and diversity over the coming decade will shape its cohesion and itsrole in the world.

This challenge faces the whole of the Union, not just the western English-speaking fringe:

[...] Europeans range of foreign languages is very limited: 41% speak English as a foreign lan-
guage; 19% speak French, 10% speak German, 7% speak Spanish and 3% speak Italian. No other
language achieves even 1%. This narrow range of foreign languages could make it difficult for
European businesses to achieve their full potential in a multilingual marketplace.

In meeting the challenge secondary education has a vital roleto play:

It isin secondary education or training that young people complete the essential core of language
skills that will serve them throughout life. However, in some Member States, foreign language
learning is not compulsory for certain groups of pupils, and others propose to make foreign lan-
guage learning optional. It is difficult to see how this approach will meet th%ﬁnion’s objective
that every citizen should speak two languages in addition to his mother tongue.

The NCCA’s 1994 proposa for a pilot initiative to strengthen the European dimension in the
primary curriculum=-is strongly aligned to these arguments and contributed to the establish-
ment of the Primary Modern Languages Pilot Project by the Department of Education and
Science in 1998. Nevertheless, Ireland is one of the EU member states where foreign lan-
guage learning is not compulsory.

4.3 |Issuesfor discussion

Consideration of the international status of English and European language policy gives rise
to the following issues for discussion:

*  The European Commission’s goal of “ mother tongue plus two” . What is our response to
this goal, given that English is the mother tongue of the majority of the population and
we have to take account of Irish aswell as foreign languages? Is the goal a sufficient rea-
son to make foreign language learning an obligatory component of the post-primary cur-
riculum? However we respond to these questions, it would be easier to do so coherently
within the framework of an integrated language curriculum.

» Diversification. European language policy strongly implies a need to teach more lan-
guages in all European countries. If we accept this, how should diversification be man-
aged, and according to what principles? Also, how might a process of diversification be
launched, given the likely difficulty, at least in the short term, of recruiting teachers of
languages other than those already included in the post-primary curriculum?

e Levelsof attainment. If we create asituation in which at least some post-primary students
can learn more foreign languages than at present, what levels of proficiency should we
expect them to achieve? Should we, for example, seek to create a situation in which stu-
dents can learn either one foreign language to a specified level or two foreign languages
to alower specified level? Again, a positive answer to this question would be easier to
elaborate within the framework of an integrated language curriculum.

The next section describes two tools recently devel oped by the Council of Europe which may
help us to answer these and related questionsin a clear and consistent way.

¥ Commission of the European Communities, Promoting Language Learning and Linguistic Diver-
sity — Consultation (Commission Staff Working Paper, Brussels, 2002), p. 5.

* 1bid., p. 6.

® hid., p. 8.

% National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, The European Dimension in the Primary School
Curriculum. Proposal for a Pilot Initiative to include a Foreign Language Component (Dublin,
1994).
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5 The Common European Framework and
the European Language Portfolio

5.1 Functions, notions, and the communicative approach

The idea of a “communicative approach” to language teaching began to encroach on the
awareness of language teachers in the mid 1970s. By the end of the decade it was the domi-
nant preoccupation of theorists and practitioners alike; and by the mid 1980s most curricula,
textbooks and teachers throughout western Europe were happy to describe themselves as
“communicative’. The “communicative approach” did not arise from a single source and it
was never a single uniform phenomenon; hence the need to use quotation marks. In some
quarters its development was informed by early research into the processes of second lan-
guage acquisition, which made plain the inevitability of error in the development of L2 profi-
ciency and confirmed %e central role that language use (*communication”) plays in success-
ful language learning.*= The increasingly influential sphere of English language teaching,
closely associated with the rapid growth of applied linguistics as an academic discipline in the
1970s, was especially receptive to these research findings. At the same time the Graded Ob-
jectives movement in the United Kingdom developed an approach to language learning and
teaching that proceeded by a series of small steps defined n%] linguistically, in terms of
grammar, but communicatively, in terms of language behaviour.* Perhaps the decisive factor
in the rapid victory of the “communicative approach” however, was the Council of Europe's
publication in 1975 of The Threshold Level by Jan van Ek.

The Threshold Level set out to specify the language that alearner needs in order to “cross the
threshold” into the target language community and live there temporarily as an independent
social agent. It did so by adopting a behavioura rather than a grammatical approach. Its prin-
cipal definitional categories are the communicative functions that the learner needs to be able
to redise (e.g. introducing, leave-taking, persuading, apologising), and the notions (or mean-
ings) that are required in order to fulfil communicative functions. Genera notions are the con-
text-independent meanings that underlie all linguistic communication, while specific notions
(usualy expressed as lexical items) refer to particular objects and phenomena (e.g. holiday,
travel agent, airport, customs officer). The Threshold Level fuelled the “ communicative revo-
lution” in three ways. Firstly, at a broadly political level its publication marked an important
shift in international beliefs about the purpose of foreign language learning and thus teaching.
Secondly, the functional-notional inventory that lies at its heart was widely used to determine
the content of language textbooks, especially those written for learners of English asaforeign
language. This helped to shift the focus away from the study of grammatical form and to-
wards the communication of meaning. Thirdly, the definitional innovations of The Threshold
Level stimulated a process of language curriculum revision across Europe. Although few cur-
ricula adopted its detailed taxonomic approach, most began to focus explicitly on the commu-
nicative purpose of language learning and to adopt a general orientation that was more func-
tiona than grammatical. As noted in section 2.4 above, Ireland was no exception in this re-
spect, though the current foreign languages syllabuses aso emphasise the analytical dimen-
sion of language learning.

The Threshold Level was not without its critics, of course. Among applied linguists there were
those who liked to point out that its functional categories lacked an empirical foundation, and
others who argued that its taxonomies encouraged a “ phrase book” approach to teaching and
learning. The shift towards “communicative’ textbook design led to a widespread neglect of

37 See, for example, the pioneering work of S. Pit Corder, a selection of which is gathered in Error
analysis and interlanguage (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981).

% B. Page and D. Hewett, Languages step by step: Graded Objectives in the UK (London: Centre for
Information on Language Teaching and Research, 1987).
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grammar, and this too was blamed on The Threshold Level. In this instance, however, the ver-
dict must be “not guilty”. Not only does the section on general notions contain a great deal of
grammar, though admittedly in an unfamiliar form; The Threshold Level aso contains an ex-
tensive “grammatical inventory” and a grammatical summary. Almost thirty years after its
first publication it is easy to identify limitations in the approach adopted. For example, it en-
visages the development of relatively advanced reading, listening and speaking skills, but
only minimal writing skills; whereas the cognitive interdependence of language skills makes
it difficult to imagine the effective development of Threshold Level speaking skills without a
much fuller development of writing skills, especialy in view of the central role that writing
plays in processes of formal learning. By the same token it is by no means clear how the lists
of functions and notions are to be trandlated into an effective programme of teaching and
learning. What is more, from today’ s perspective the social roles envisaged for the language
learner—temporary visitor to or resident in the target language community and occasional
interactant with native and non-native speakers of the language encountered el sewhere—seem
too narrow, reflecting as they do the relatively limited mobility of individuals and populations
in the 1970s. Against these reservations, however, it should be noted that the more expansive
French,and German equivalents of The Threshold Level, published respectively in 1976 and
1980,* aready sought to respond to some of the criticisms to which the model was vulner-
able. It should also be noted that the model has continued to develop and in the last decade
has been an essential language planning tool in some of the new democracies of central and
eastern Europe.

5.2 The Common European Framework

The descriptive model that began with The Threshold Level has developed in two ways.
Firgtly, two further levels have been defined, Vantage and Waystage, respectively higher and
lower than Threshold, and work is proceeding on the definition of Breakthrough, which is a
level bdow Waystage. Secondly, the model has become increasingly sensitive to the social
complexity of linguistic communication. These two strands of development are also reflected
in the Cagmmon European Framework of Reference for Languages. learning, teaching, as-
sessment,““which (i) offers a comprehensive analysis of linguistic communication and the
skills that the learner must acquire, and (ii) defines communicative proficiency at six levels
(A1l BREAKTHROUGH, A2 WAYSTAGE, B1 THRESHOLD, B2 VANTAGE, C1 EFFECTIVE OPERA-
TIONAL PROFICIENCY, C2 MASTERY) in relation to five skills (LISTENING, READING, SPOKEN
INTERACTION, SPOKEN PRODUCTION, WRITING).

The decision to develop the Common European Framework (CEF) was taken in the early
1990s. Experts from alarge number of Council of Europe member states were involved in the
initial processes of consultation and the writing of preparatory studies. Two drafts were ex-
tensively circulated for analysis and feedback in 1996 and 1997, and a revised version of the
framework was commercially published in “canonical” English and French versions in 2001.
The CEF has aready been trandated into sixteen languages, and further trandations are in
preparation. In other words, since the publication of the first draft in 1996, it has had the same
kind of impact on the language teaching world as The Threshold Level almost thirty years

ago.

The CEF's taxonomic approach to the description of linguistic communication and the skills
that the learner must acquire is not immune to criticism; though it is only fair to point out that
it is more comprehensive than anything previously attempted and thus provides an unparal-
leled basis for international discussion and further work. However, it is the so-called Common
Reference Levels that make the CEF irresistible, because they answer three urgent needs.

¥ D. Coste, J. Courtillon, V. Ferenczi, M. Martins-Baltar and E. Papo, Un niveau seuil (Strasbourg:
Council of Europe, 1976); M. Baldegger, M. Miller, G. Schneider and A. N&f, Kontaktschwelle
(Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 1980).

40" Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.
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Firgtly, they provide an internationally accepted scale that can be used to compare different
language examinations and different systems of certification. In this they provide a solution to
a problem with which the Council of Europe has been grappling for almost four decades. Sec-
ondly, they facilitate the planning and implementation of integrated Ianguaﬂﬁ: curricula, which
may need to alow for different languages to be learnt to different levels.= Thirdly, because
the Common Reference Levels are defined in terms of short descriptions (“descriptors’) of
communicative behaviour, they can be used at once to specify learning targets, select teaching
and learning activities, and determine the criteria by which learning achievement is measured.
The importance of this innovation cannot be exaggerated. For the first time we have a set of
tools that can be used simultaneoudly by (i) curriculum developers, course designers and
textbook authors, (ii) teachers and learners, and (iii) examination boards and other language
test providers. In other words, the Common Refere Levels offer a means of integrating
curriculum, teaching and assessment as never before £

The CEF defines the Common Reference Levels with increasing degrees of specificity. First
there is the so-called global scale (Appendix 1), which provides a general definition of each
level. For example, Al is defined thus:

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satis-
faction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer
guestions about persona details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things
he/she has. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is
prepared to help.

Then the Common Reference Levels are defined in terms of the five skills listed above
(Appendix 2). Thus A1 LISTENING is defined as:

| can recognise familiar words and very basic phrases concerning myself, my family and immedi-
ate concrete surroundings when people speak slowly and clearly.

And after this each of the skillsis subdivided into a series of illustrative scales. For example,
overal listening comprehension is divided into Understanding conversation between native
speakers, Listening as a member of a live audience, Listening to announcements and instruc-
tions, and Listening to audio media and recordings. The A1 descriptor for Listening to an-
nouncements and instructionsis:

Can understand instructions addressed carefully and slowly to him/her and follow short, simple
directions.

The Common Reference Levels were defined on the basis of an extensive research project in
which descriptors were judged @cordi ng to their precision and usability by alarge number of
experienced language teachers.= They thus enjoy a high degree of empirical validity. At the
same time, they clearly imply alearning trajectory that reflects the structure of western Euro-
pean educational systems and typical patterns of adult foreign language learning and use. Al-

4 cf. the brief discussion of an integrated language curriculum on pp.6 and 14 above.

“2 Integrate Ireland Language and Training has exploited this feature in its programme of support for
teachers of English as a second language in primary and post-primary schools. It has developed
English language proficiency benchmarks by interpreting the first three Common Reference Levels
in terms of the communicative skills that newcomer pupils and students need in order to access the
primary and post-primary curricula; and it has then used the benchmarks to elaborate (i) the goal-
setting and self-assessment checklists that are central to its versions of the European Language Port-
folio for newcomer pupils and students, and (ii) a variety of tools for tracking and assessing their
progress. See also Appendix 4.

B. North, The development of a Common Framework scale of language proficiency (New Y ork:
Lang, 2000); G. Schneider and B. North, Fremdsprachen kdnnen — was heisst das? Skalen zur Be-
schreibung, Beurteilung und Selbsteinschétzung der fremdsprachlichen Kommunikationsfahigkeit
(Chur/Zurich: Riegger, 2000).
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though from certain points of view this may seem something of a limitation, as far as post-
primary language learning is concerned it is a positive strength.

European educational systems will ignore the Common Reference Levels at their peril. The
levels have aready been adopted by the Association of Language Testers in Europe, several
of the internationally active providers of language tests (for example, Cambridge ESOL and
the Goethe-Institut), and the ministries of education in a number of Council of Europe mem-
ber states. In other words, they are set to play an increasingly important role in the measure-
ment of second/foreign language proficiency and in the comparison of different systems of
certification.

5.3 The European Language Portfolio

The European Language Portfolio (ELP) was conceived by the Council of Europe as a com-
panion piece to the CEF. It has three obligatory components, a language passport, a language
biography, and adossier:

e The language passport is used to build up a cumulative record of the owner’s language
learning and intercultural experience. At its centre is the owner’s own assessment of
his/her achieved proficiency in second/foreign languages, undertaken on the basis of the
so-called self-assessment grid (Appendix 2).

*  The language biography provides a reflective accompaniment to the ongoing process of
learning and using second/foreign languages, and engaging with the cultures associated
with them. It supports the setting of learning targets and the process of self-assessment
by expanding the descriptions of proficiency in the self-assessment grid into checklists of
communicative tasks.

* Thedosser isthe least defined part of the ELP—in many models it consists of no more
than an empty table of contents for the owner to fill in. Its purpose is to provide a space
in which ELP owners can show what they can do in the various languages they know and
illustrate their intercultural experience, usualy in written text but sometimes also in au-
dio and/or video recordings. In some implementations the dossier is also a place where
EL P owners keep materials relevant to their current learning; for example, vocabulary or
grammatical rules they know they need to master, plans and drafts of projects they are
working on, and newspaper or magazine articles that are relevant to their learning goals.

These_obligatory characteristics of the ELP are laid down in a set of Principles and Guide-
lin hich explain that the ELP is designed to promote the development of plurilingualism
and that it “values the full range of the learner’s language and intercultural competence and
experience regardless of whether acquired within or outside formal education”. The Princi-
ples and Guideines also define two complementary functions of the ELP. On the one hand it
has a pedagogical function, to the extent that it guides and supports the learning process, em-
phasising in particular the development of Iearner autonomy; on the other hand it has a report-
ing function in that it allows the owner to record and illustrate proficiency in languages other
than the mother tongue. These two functions reflect two long-standing concerns of the Coun-
cil of Europe: the promotion of learner autonomy as a prerequisite for effective lifelong learn-
ing, and the need to find ways of trandating very different national schemes of grading and
certification into an internationally transparent format.

The ELP was first introduced as a set of proposals for development in 1997. From 1998 to
2000, projects conducted in 15 member states and by three international non-governmental
organisations designed and piloted versions of the ELP that between them covered al educa-

Council for Cultural Cooperation, European Language Portfolio (ELP): principles and guidelines.
(Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2000; <culture.coe.int/ portfolio>).

Council for Cultural Cooperation, European Language Portfolio: proposals for development, with
contributions by I. Christ, F. Debyser, A. Dobson, R. Schérer, G. Schneider/B. North and J. Trim,
(Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 1997).
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tional sectors, from primary, through lower and upper secondary, to vocational, university and
adult. The pilot projects were extensive enough to demonstrate that the ELP is capable of
supporting the development of learner autonomy, but far too short to allow conclusions to be
drawn about eitﬁr its reporting function or its impact on the promotion and development of
plurilingualism.= In 2000 the Council of Europe established a European Validation Commit-
tee to validate and accredit ELP models. To dﬁe (March 2003) 39 EL Ps have been validated,
though three of these await final accreditation.

In promoting the design, piloting and implementation of EL Ps the Council of Europe wished
to allow as much freedom as possible to ELP developers. At the same time, however, it rec-
ognised the importance of insisting on the ELP s European ﬁentity. This explains the devel-
opment in 2000 of the so-called “standard adult passport”,*which is recommended for al
ELPs aimed at language learners of 15 years and over. It also explains work in progress to
develop “standard” passports for learnersin the primary and lower secondary sectors.

In post-primary education the EL P seeks to fulfil two functions. Firstly, as noted above, it can
help language learners to become mare autonomous by devel oping their ability to plan, moni-
tor and evaluate their own learning.=~Secondly, it can be treated as a special case of the more
general phenomenon of portfolio learning and drawn into the formal assessment of learner
achievement. The Council of Europe insists that the ELP is the property of the individua
learner, and (as we have seen) sdlf-assessment plays a centra role in its use; but thisis not to
say that it could not also be used for purposes of external assessment, especialy in cges
where examinations are designed according to the Common Reference Levels of the CEF.

5.4 Further developments

Although The Threshold Level exerted a powerful influence on the development of the “com-
municative approach” over many years, efforts were afoot to strengthen the model amost be-
foreit was published. Reference has aready been made to the much more extensive specifica-
tions for French and German, published in 1976 and 1980 respectively; and The Threshold
Level itself has been revised and expanded twice, in 1990 and 1999. The same will also hap-
pen with the CEF and the ELP. As the Common Reference Levels come to be more widely
applied to the assessment of L2 proficiency, it is inevitable that they will be refined and dif-
ferentiated to take account of the particular needs of different age groups and different learn-
ing objectives. The CEF s account of linguistic communication and the skills that learners
need to acquire is also likely to undergo further elaboration, especialy in relation to the inter-
cultural dimension of L2 learning and use. In the same way, the ELP is set to develop further
on the basis of the pilot projects that began in 1998. For example, besides commissioning the
design of “standard” passports for optional use in ELPs designed for primary and lower sec-
ondary learners, the Council of Europe plans to establish a database of goal-setting and self-

6 For afull account of the pilot phase, see R. Schérer, European Language Portfolio: final report on

the pilot project (Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2000; <culture.coe.int>); for a summary of ELP
developments to the end of 2001, see D. Little, “The European Language Portfolio: structure, ori-
gins, implementation and challenges’ (Language Teaching 35.3, pp. 182-9).

4" Appendix 3 provides a complete list of validated ELPs; Appendix 4 gives details of the validated
ELPs developed in Ireland.

C. Flugel, “Der standardisierte paneuropéische Sprachenpass fur Erwachsene” (Babylonia 4/00,
2000, pp. 7-8).

For evidence gathered in Irish post-primary classrooms, see E. Ushioda and J. Ridley, “Working
with the European Language Portfolio in Irish post-primary schools: report on an evaluation pro-
ject”, CLCS Occasional Paper No.61 (Dublin: Trinity College, Centre for Language and Communi-
cation Studies, 2002).

Thisline of argument is developed more fully by D. Little, “Learner autonomy and public examina-
tions’, in D. Little, J. Ridley and E. Ushioda (eds), Learner autonomy in the foreign language
classroom: learner, teacher, curriculum and assessment (Dublin: Authentik, forthcoming).
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assessment checklists that will be freely available to all ELP developers. It is possible, more-
over, that at some stage in the future the ELP will be expanded to include the owner’s first
language. After al, one of its declared purposes is to promote the development of plurilin-
gualism and pluriculturalism; yet in its present form it largely neglects the mother tongue and
native culture, which between them provide the soil in which proficiency in other languages
and cultures inevitably grows.

Finally, it is necessary to mention two new initiatives designed to help member states review
and, where appropriate, revise their language education policies. Firstly, towards the end of
2002 the Council of Europe published for discussion and consultation a Guide for the devel-
oprrentf language education policies in Europe by Jean-Claude Beacco and Michael
Byram.E The purpose of this guide is to help educational authorities to move from an
acknowledgement of the value of linguistic diversity to genuinely plurilingual education.
Among other things, it provides an expanded and updated version of the arguments for an
integrated language curriculum that were central to the Report of the Board of Sudies for
Languages (CEB 1987). Secondly, building on the dynamic and partnerships created at na-
tional level during the European Year of Languages (2001), the Council of Europe invites
member states to participate in a process of dialogue and discussion on the development of
their language education policies with the assistance of a team of visiting policy experts.
Analysis of available data, expert visits, and in-depth discussions with relevant parties pro-
vide the hasis for a “country profile’—a forward-looking report that focuses on policy per-
spectives.

5.5 Issuesfor discussion

The work of the Council of Europe reviewed in this section suggests the following issues for
discussion:

» Defining appropriate progression in post-primary language learning. Section 2.4 noted
that the present syllabuses for foreign languages fail to define clearly the progression
from junior to senior cycle. The Common Reference Levels of the CEF offer a means of
remedying this deficiency. The first step (already taken)™*is to assign the communicative
goals stated or implied in the current curricula to the Common Reference Levels, a sec-
ond step would be to ask whether the resulting inventory can easily be trandated into a
coherent programme of teaching and learning; and a third step would be to revise the
curriculaon the basis of the Common Reference Levels.

* Measuring the communicative success of current curricula for Irish and foreign lan-
guages. As noted above, the only way of establishing how successfully the current cur-
ricula support the development of students communicative proficiency is to design
batteries of independent language tests and have them taken by students who have just
completed the Junior and Leaving Certificate curricula. The Common Reference Levels
provide an internationally accepted basis for the development of such tests.

e Developing a strategy for diversification. The recent introduction of Russian, Arabic and
Japanese indicates a readiness to diversify the provision of languages at post-primary
level, but we lack a principled basis on which to pursue further diversification. Within
the framework provided by a national language policy, the Common Reference Levels
could be used not only to specify the degree of proficiency to be achieved but also to

L This document is downloadable in two versions from the Language Policy Division's section of the

Council of Europe website (<www.coe.int>).

2 |In March 2003 three “country profiles’ were in progress (Hungary, Norway, Slovenia), and two

more were in preparation (Cyprus, Romania).

In the ELP developed for use in Irish post-primary schools, where the goal-setting and self-
assessment checklists restate the communicative goals of the current curricula in terms of the
Common Reference Levels; see also Appendix 4 below.
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identify partial competences that would focus on some skills to the exclusion of others.EI
They could thus assist in the development of an integrated language curriculum in which
languages might be learned in different combinations, for different purposes, and to dif-
ferent levels of proficiency.

e The European Language Portfolio and learner autonomy. The current curricula for for-
eign languages mention learner autonomy as a key goal, but in terms that fail to do jus-
tice to the complexity of the concept. Anecdotal evidence suggests that very few lan-
guage classrooms are organised with a view to developing learner autonomy. The ELP
has shown itself to be an effective means of helping language learners to become more
autonomous, in Ireland as in other countries. Consideration should be given to exploring
more fully the usefulness of the ELP in helping to develop this dimension of post-
primary language learning.

»  Developing new approaches to assessment. Section 2.4 drew attention to the lack of a
test of oral proficiency in the Junior Certificate and the lack of interaction between the
oral and written examinations in the Leaving Certificate. One way forward might be to
include a portfolio element in student assessment and to make students portfolios the
basis of their oral examination. The ELP is well suited to this role since its self-
assessment dimension is closdly tied to the Common Reference Levels. Accordingly,
consideration should be given to establishing a pilot project in the assessment of lan-
guage proficiency at Junior and Leaving Certificate levels that assigns a central role to
portfolio assessment and the ELP.

e Council of Europe “country profile”. Consideration should be given to inviting the
Council of Europe to nominate ateam of international experts to review language educa-
tion policy in Ireland and develop a* country profile” for use in future planning.

% See Appendix 2.
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6 Trendsin language teaching

6.1 The“communicativerevolution”

The “communicative revolution” in language teaching was a response to two quite distinct
problems. On the one hand it was necessary to find a way of defining language learning goals
that corresponded to the communication needs of migrant populations. Hence the behavioural
approach adopted in The Threshold Level and the use of functions and notions to define the
target communicative repertoire. On the other hand there was growing frustration at the fail-
ure of traditional teaching approaches to develop learners communicative proficiency in the
target language.

For most of the twentieth century the grammar-trandation method had dominated language
classrooms. Its central concern was to teach grammatical features and rules together with suf-
ficient vocabulary to practise them. A typical grammar-translation textbook was divided into
chapters that focussed on different grammatical points or areas. A short text in the target lan-
guage would often illustrate the grammar in question, which was then practised by trandating
sentences and longer texts into the target language and from the target language into the
mother tongue. The primary medium of communication in the classroom was the learners
mother tongue, and there was little room for spontaneous use of the target language. Closely
modelled on the teaching of classica languages, the grammar-trandation method certainly
taught a great deal of grammar, and learners lucky enough to spend time living among native
speakers of the target language often found that they had brought with them a useful toolkit
with which to manage the business of developing their capacity for spontaneous communica-
tion. But the grammar-trandation method did little for the great majority of learners, for
whom living in the target language community was not an option.

Only adecade or so before the first outriders of the “communicative revolution” appeared, the
audio-lingual and audio-visual methods were widely promoted and adopted. Loosaly based on
the behaviourist psychology of B. F. Skinner,*they proposed that learning languages was no
different from learning anything else: it was a matter of forming the right habits. Grammar
was replaced by “structures’—essentially sentence patterns—and the learner’s task was to
practise basic “structures’ and their variants until mastery was achieved. In keeping with one
of the mgjor tenets of behaviourist psychology, the audio-lingual and audio-visual methods
banned the explicit treatment of grammar and attached no importance to knowledge about the
target language or reflection on (for example) its grammatical patterns. The promotion of
these methods was closely allied to the invention of the language laboratory, which provided
a means of individualising drill and practice. But in most schools, in Ireland as elsewhere, it
proved impossible to achieve the levels of intensity that behaviourist drilling demanded as a
matter of principle. Where schools had language laboratories, they were typically used for just
one lesson a week; and often they fell into disuse because teachers and learners rebelled
against the monotony of four-phase structure drills. In any case the majority of teachers sup-
plemented the sentence patterns and model dialogues of their audio-lingual/audio-visual text-
books with grammatical explanations.

The weakness of the grammar-trandation method was its assumption that language could be
taught as content, whereas communicative proficiency is a procedura skill and so must be
taught (at least partly) as process. The audio-lingual and audio-visual methods acknowledged
this, but assumed that human beings are essentially robots and that conscious awareness and
reflection are irrelevant to learning. Communicative theory recognised that language learning
involves process as well as content, but it also recognised that explicit knowledge about lan-
guage, including grammar, is essential to the development of communicative efficiency.
However, communicative theory was more than a combination of the best elements of the

* B.F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior (New Y ork: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1957).
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grammar-trandation and audio-lingual/audio-visual methods. One of its key principles was
that meaning should always have priority over form. This had two consequences: (i) that the
primary goal, but also the preferred channd of learning, should be the communication and
(especially) the negotiation of meaning; and (ii) that the explicit treatm f target language
grammar should always be firmly embedded in a communicative context.™ Under the impact
of research into second language acquisition, communicative theory also emphasised the im-
portance of providing learners wi rich diet of authentic texts from which they could derive
the input required for acquisition.*~These principles remain as valid how as they were in the
1980s.

But inevitably the theory, and much of the pedagogical innovation it implied, tended to reach
classrooms in an attenuated form. Many communicative textbooks, especially in the early
years, bore a close resemblance to their audio-lingual/audio-visual predecessors, which meant
that they emphasised the practice of scripted dialogues (“functions’) and paid little attention
to the teaching of grammar (phonology as well as morphology and syntax). Precisely because
they were textbooks, they encouraged the assumption that communication can be taught as
content, by learning exponents of functions (recall that one of the criticisms of The Threshold
Level was that it encouraged a “phrase book” approach to language learning). This attenuation
has led to the widespread view that the communicative approach attempts to teach language
by getting learners to practise pre-scripted scenarios and ignoring grammar. Two things con-
firm that there is more than a little truth in this view: the form of the Leaving Certificate oral
examination in foreign languages, and the fact that whatever fluency sch-leavers possessis
all too often impenetrable to a native speaker of the language in question.”

6.2 Thecentral role of target language use

According to communicative theory as it was elaborated twenty years ago, target language
use plays an indispensable role in successful language learning. Bearing in mind that the de-
velopment of communicative proficiency depends on process as well as content, this means a
great deal more than regularly rehearsing scripted dialogues. There are many ways in which
learning a second or foreign language as part of one’s education differs from first language
acquisition or learning a second language “naturalistically”, by living in an environment
where it is in daily use. However, in one fundamental respect all language learning is the
same: the ability to communicate spontaneously grows out of a sustained effort to communi-
cate. In other words, the only way of learning to speak alanguage is to speak it, the only way
of learning to write a language is to write it, and so on. This is, of course, easy to say but
much less easy to do; which explains why so much of the research on language teaching in
the past ten years or so has attempted to identify the elements of an appropriate pedagogical
practice rooted in language use.

Three closdly related concepts are particularly worth mentioning here. The first is task-based
learning (TBL), which seeks to stimulate target |anguage use by engaging learners in the per-
formance of t that have some non-linguistic goal; its effectiveness is confirmed by em-
pirical research.2The second concept is “focus on form” (FonF), which attempts to formalise

% See, for example, S. J. Savignon, Communicative competence: an experiment in foreign language

teaching (Philadelphia: Center for Curriculum Development, 1972).

D. Little, S. Devitt and D. Singleton, Learning foreign languages from authentic texts: theory and
practice (Dublin: Authentik, 1989).

In 19934 Trinity College Dublin introduced extracurricular modules in French and German for
students not taking a language for their degree. Each year since, the external examiners for these
modules have commented adversely on students pronunciation and intonation. One external exam-
iner for German judged that students taking a beginners’ course in German were significantly easier
to understand than students who had a school -leaving qualification in the language.

An up-to-date overview of research is provided by P. Skehan, “Task-based instruction” (Language
Teaching 36.1 (2003), pp. 1-14). See also P. Skehan, A cognitive approach to language learning
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the communicative principles (i) that the development of proficiency is supported by paying
explicit attention to grammatical form and (ii) that FonF should always be embedded. in a
communicative context. Like TBL, FonF is supported by empirical research findings.The
third concept is “comprehensible output”, which stands for the argument that in order to de-
velop communicative proficiency language learners need moreEtj\an exposure to the target
language (Stephen Krashen's notion of “ comprehensitgﬁ input” ,*~'was strongly influentia in
the 1980s): target language production is also essential.

6.3 Learner autonomy and motivation

Another essential characteristic of communicative theory is its learner-centredness. This is
reflected above dl in the argument that to be effective, language teaching must take account
of learners needs and interests. Of course, curricula can be learner-centred only at the level of
general principle, by paying attention to common characteristics, needs and likely interests of
the learner population in question and perhaps encouraging certain kinds of pedagogical be-
haviour. The achievement of learner-centredness in practice is aways a matter of what indi-
vidual teachers do in particular classrooms. The truly successful pursuit of learner-
centredness produces |earner autonomy.

Learner autonomy is one of the mostly widely touted terms in recent discussion of language
teaching; it is also widely misunderstood. For example, in some quarters it is taken to be a
synonym for self-instruction; while in others it is believed to be something that learners
should develop more or less spontaneously as they mature. According to the speciaist litera-
ture, however, learner autonomy is a matter of gradually developing acacity for reflective
self-management in relation to the content and process of on€e’s learning.>>'Understood in this
way, it is equaly important at all levels of education and in all disciplines. Autonomous
learners are those who understand what they are learning and why, who share in the planning
of learning activities, and who regularly review the progress of their learning and evaluate its
outcomes. As we have seen, target language use plays an essential role in the development of
communicative proficiency. Accordingly, the gradual development of autonomy in language
learning supports, but is also supported by, the gradua development of autonomy in language
use.

Although the term learner autonomy implies a concern with the individual learner, its peda-
gogical implementation is emphaticaly not a matter of learners working on their own inde-
pendently of the teacher. On the contrary, autonomy theory draws on developmental and ex-
periential learning research to insist that learner autonomy is the product of interactive, col-
laborative processes that depend on the teacher’s expertise for their shape and direction. Es-
sentialy, the pursuit of autonomy in language learning is guided by three interdependent prin-
ciples. The principle of learner involvement requires that learners, as individuals and as a

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) and M. Byrgate, P. Skehan and M. Swain (eds), Research-
ing Pedagogic Tasks (Harlow: Longman, 2001).

See, for example, the papers collected in C. Doughty and J. Williams (eds), Focus on formin class-
room second language acquisition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

S. D. Krashen, Second language acquisition and second language learning (Oxford: Pergamon,
1981) and Principles and practice in second language acquisition (Oxford: Pergamon, 1982).

The concept of “comprehensible output” is particularly associated with Merrill Swain; see, for ex-
ample, her articles “Three functions of output in second language learning” (in G. Cook and B.
Seidlhofer (eds), Principle and practice in applied linguistics, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995) and “The output hypothesis and beyond: mediating acquisition through collaborative dia-
logue” (in J. P. Lantolf (ed.), Sociocultural theory and second language learning, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000).

See, for example, D. Little, Learner autonomy 1. definitions, issues, problems (Dublin: Authentik,
1991) and L. Dam, Learner autonomy 3: from theory to classroom practice (Dublin: Authentik,
1995).
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class, are involved in the planning, management and evaluation of learning activities, based
on a negotiated understanding of the requirements of their curriculum. The principle of
learner reflection requires that at every stage learners are stimulated to reflect on what they
are doing, why, how, and with what degree of success. The principle of appropriate target lan-
guage use requires that al classroom activities are carried out in the target language, and that
the activities themselves demand spontaneous target |anguage use. Autonomy theory does not
assume that learners can become autonomous without assistance or support; on the contrary,
it argues that Iearn%autonomy develops only gradually and that the teacher has a key role to
play at every stage.

This view of learner autonomy coincides with an important shift in our understanding of
learner motivation. For two decades the discussion of mativation in language learning was
dominated by the distinction between “integrative” and “instrumental” motivation.2!On the
basis of this distinction, for which there was empirical support, it was argued that learners
were motivated to learn a language either because they wished to identify with native speak-
ers of the language (“integrative motivation™) or because the ability to use the language would
bring them some material benefit (“instrumental motivation™). However, when applied to lan-
guage learning at school the distinction was not specially helpful. If post-primary students are
asked why it is a good idea to learn foreign languages, their responses are likely to be partly
“integrative” and partly “instrumental”. In any case, this distinction says nothing about the
sources of motivation. More recent discussion has centred on the concept of “intrinsic motiva-
tion”, that is, the maotivation that comes from inside the learner. Our intrinsic motivation is
awakened and sustained, so the argument runs, when we are engaged in activities that support
our autonomy, making us feel that our behaviour is free and volitional rather than controlled
by others. Thus, whatever the individual learner’s orientation, his or her motivation to learn
will depend on the extent to which he or she feels in control of the learning situation and
process. According to this line of argument, autonomous learners are by definition motivated
learners; conversdly, theg?ursuit of learner autonomy is the teacher’s best way of responding
to unmotivated learners.

Since the first pilot projects were launched in 1998 the European Language Portfolio has
proved to be a useful tool in the development of learner autonomy.>~lIt is easy to see why this
should be so. The checklists of communicative tasks that are central to the language biogra-
phy facilitate planning and self-assessment; in their different ways the language passport, the
language biography and the dossier all encourage regular reflection on the content and pro-
cess of learning; and the dossier allows the owner to accumulate evidence of learning
achievement. What is more, the ELP provides its owner with two complementary perspec-
tives on his or her language learning. One is from the inside; the ELP isintegral to the learn-
ing process. The other is from the outside; the ELP is the cumulative “deposit” of learning,
from which the learner can stand back. It seems probable that the dynamic interaction of these
two perspectives explains much of the pedagogical success achieved by the ELP.

% For an elaboration of this theoretical position and a report on a four-year exploratory project, see D.
Little, J. Ridley and E. Ushioda, Towards greater learner autonomy in the foreign language class-
room (Dublin: Authentik, 2002).

R. Gardner and W. Lambert, Attitudes and motivation in second-language learning (Rowley, MA:
Newbury House, 1972).

For an accessible overview of relevant research in social psychology, see E. Deci with R. Flaste,
Why we do what we do (New Y ork: Penguin, 1996). The implications of this research for second
and foreign language learning have been explored by E. Ushioda, Learner autonomy 5: the role of
motivation (Dublin: Authentik, 1996).

Again see R. Schérer, European Language Portfolio: final report on the pilot project (Strasbourg:
Council of Europe, 2000; (<culture.coe.int>) and E. Ushioda and J. Ridley, “Working with the
European Language Portfolio in Irish post-primary schools. report on an evaluation project”, CLCS
Occasiona Paper No.61 (Dublin: Trinity College, Centre for Language and Communication Stud-
ies, 2002).
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6.4 Immersion programmes

Within the communicative paradigm, the definition of curriculum content raises two separate
but related questions. What repertoire of communicative behaviour do we expect learners to
achieve? What kinds of target language material must they engage with? As we have seen,
our present foreign language curricula define behavioural repertoires in terms of themes and
activities. They also encourage the study of literary and other texts in the target language,
though, because such study is not examined, it is largely neglected. As a consequence, much
language teaching circles narrowly around the various tasks that are set in the public exams,
not all of which are, strictly speaking, communicative.

This problem of content is by no means unique to Ireland. A radical solution that has recently
gained ground in other European countriesis to teach part of the curriculum through aforeign
language. In this way, history or geography or science, together with the discursive practices
involved in its study, provides the content of language learning. We have Irish-medium
schools, of course, but our system has remained almost entirely untouched l%ﬁthe upsurge of
international interest in CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning).”*As a result we
have been largely excluded from a growing European movement that offers a number of
benefits calculated to support the implementation of European policy in language education,
especialy teacher and student exchange of various kinds.

CLIL is methodologically neutral. The fact that part of the curriculum is delivered through a
second or foreign language says nothing about how it is taught, and some CLIL projects have
adopted very traditional pedagogical techniques. At the same time, however, CLIL undoubt-
edly provides a framework within which learner autonomy can flourish. If Ireland cannot &f -
ford to ignore the Common Reference Levels of the CEF and the increasingly widespread
adoption of the ELP, the same is true of the rapid growth of CLIL projects and the learning
materials that some of them produce. It is no doubt unredistic to imagine that all schools
could offer a CLIL option to their students, but many could, in transition year and/or in senior
cycle. The development of CLIL options, some of which might be in Irish, would create an
important point of contact with Irish-medium schools, which might be described as taking
CLIL toitslogical conclusion.

6.5 Media and information technologies

Media and information technologies can support language learning in three ways.EI Firstly,
language laboratories and computers facilitate individual practice and feedback, and com-
puters offer various means of analysing target language texts. Although drill and practice and
linguistic analysis are by no means the whole of language learning, they play an indispensable
role in helping learners towards mastery of the forms (sounds as well as structures) of their
target language. Secondly, radio, television, and audio/video playback (whether analogue or
digital) give learners access to an important part of the linguistically mediated culture of the
target language community. The rich diet of target language texts required by communicative
theory should certainly not be limited to print. Thirdly, the Internet makes available a wealth
of target language material in vari%is media and opens new channels of communication, both
synchronous (chat rooms, MOOs)=and asynchronous (e-mail, discussion lists). Tandem lan-
guage learning, an arrangement whereby (for example) a native speaker of German learning

% See D. Marsh, A. Maljers and A. K. Hartiala, Profiling European CLIL classrooms (University of
Jyvaskyla and European Platform for Dutch Education, 2001) and G. Langé (ed.), TIE-CLIL profes-
sional development course (Milan: MIUR, 2002).

For a recent overview see D. Little, Media, technologies and foreign language learning (Dublin:
Authentik, 1998).

" MOO stands for “Multiple-user domain Object-Oriented”. See, for example, K. Schwienhorst, “Vir-
tual environments and synchronous communication: collaborative language learning in object-
oriented multiple-user domains (MOOs)” (in D. Little and B. Voss (eds.), Language Centres. plan-
ning for the new millennium, (Plymouth: CERCLES, 1997).
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French and a native speaker of French learning German form alearning partnership to support
each other’s learning, was previoudy a matter of face-to-f meetings. But with the arrival
of email and MOQOs it can now be carried on at distance,with the added benefit that all
communication between tandem partners is automatically recorded and thus provides materia
for further learning. So much linguistic communication within societies is now conducted via
media and information technologies that language learning is bound to lose much of its inter-
est and authenticity if it never or only rarely makes use of these technologies.

6.6 Issuesfor discussion
The arguments developed in this section give rise to the following issues for discussion:

e Current post-primary language teaching practices. Anecdotal evidence suggests that a
survey of post-primary language classrooms (Irish as well as foreign languages) would
reveal that (i) a great deal of English is spoken, (ii) there is little spontaneous target lan-
guage use, (iii) little attention is paid to the explicit development of learner autonomy,
and (iv) only very occasional recourse is made to media and information technologies.
Consideration should be given to commissioning a survey of teachers and students to ar-
rive at afuller understanding of what goes on in post-primary language classrooms.

«  Two key issues for teacher education. In order to teach effectively (i) through the target
language and (ii) using media and information technol ogies, teachers require knowledge
and skills that seem not to be central concernsin programmes of pre-service teacher edu-
cation. This is a matter that requires urgent exploration as well as carefully co-ordinated
in-service action.

e Learner autonomy. The current curricula for foreign languages mention learner auton-
omy as an educational goal but they do not define the concept and they say nothing about
the pedagogical approaches likely to lead to its development. There has recently been a
privately funded four-year project to help post-primary teachers to explore the concept of
learner autonomy and its practical implementation in the oom (the same project
produced the Irish ELP for post-primary language Iearners). More projects of this kind
are needed, perhaps based on the ELP. In particular, the possibility of establishing
whole-school projects and local school networks, perhaps with links to school networks
in other countries, should be explored.

»  Content and language integrated learning. CLIL programmes offer a means of forging
methodological links between Irish-medium education and the teaching of foreign lan-
guages both here and in other European countries. At the same time, they raise serious
guestions about the structure of the curriculum and the nature of language assessment.
Consideration should be given to establishing a CLIL pilot project involving a small
number of volunteer schools, linked from the beginning to CLIL projects el sewhere.

 Maedia and information technologies. In many schools language teachers do not enjoy
easy access to media and information technologies. Consideration should be given to es-
tablishing a languages project in (say) six schoolsthat is based on the total availability of
a computer network with Internet access. The teachers involved in the project would
work together to deliver the post-primary language curriculum in such a way as to pro-
mote the development of learner autonomy while making maximum use of the available
technology.

"t D. Little and H. Brammerts (eds), “A guide to language learning in tandem via the Internet”, CLCS
Occasional Paper No.46 (Dublin: Trinity College, Centre for Language and Communication Stud-
ies, 1996).

2 D, Little, J. Ridley and E. Ushioda, Towards greater learner autonomy in the foreign language
classroom (Dublin: Authentik, 2002).
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7 Conclusion

This discussion paper began by briefly reviewing current post-primary provision for lan-
guages in the light of the recommendations contained in the Report of the Board of Sudies for
Languages published in 1987. It then considered the implications of four external factors for
the future of that provision: Ireland’s changing language profile; Ireland’ s position as an Eng-
lish-speaking member of the international community; the Council of Europe’s introduction
of the Common European Framework and the European Language Portfolio; and current
trends in language learning and teaching. The points for discussion at the end of each section
can be divided into three categories: criticisms of current curricula, questions about current
provision, and challenges that must be met if our post-primary curriculum is to bear compari-
son with the best curricula esewhere. In this concluding section criticisms, questions and
challenges are summarised in turn.

7.1 Criticisms
The present curricula are vulnerable to four serious criticisms:

e Language palicy. In the absence of alanguage policy that includes English and Irish as
well as foreign languages, any attempt to make changes to the present system is bound to
be piecemeal and provisional. We need a language policy that defines the position in the
curriculum of English as the mother tongue of the majority of the population, of Irish as
(i) the mother tongue of a minority of the population and (ii) a second language for the
majority, of other mother tongues (Irish Sign Language, but also the languages brought
to this country by newcomers), and of foreign languages. Such a policy must be histori-
cally and culturally sensitive and should embody an explicit response to the European
policies of plurilingualism and diversification (to which Ireland is a party). In terms of
our membership of the European Union and the Council of Europe, a language policy
should arguably require all students to take Irish and at least one foreign language
throughout their post-primary education; it should also explicitly encourage diversifica-
tion of foreign language provision, based on an extensive anaysis of the country’s pre-
sent and future language needs.

* Anintegrated language curriculum. On the basis of a coherent policy for languages it
should be possible to construct an integrated language curriculum that would occupy an
agreed amount of “curriculum space”. At present there are no points of explicit contact
between (i) English, (ii) Irish, and (iii) foreign languages. As a result, the curriculum
overall cannot possibly deliver a coherent yet differentiated experience of language
learning, language study and language use. Already in 1987 a mgjor stumbling block to
the construction of an integrated language curriculum was the absence of any sustained
linguistic analysis in the teaching of English. This has been reinforced in the recent revi-
sion of the English curricula. One possible way forward, recommended in 1987, might
be the development of an optiona “language awareness’ or “language study” strand in
the English curriculum. Such a strand should take account of Irish Sign Language and
Irish Traveller Cant.

e lIrish. The failure to make separate curriculum provision for the teaching of Irish as (i)
mother tongue/medium of schooling and (i) second language is linguistically and educa-
tionally indefensible. The presence of a historically and culturally significant second lan-
guage should be a source of curriculum strength and enrichment. Perhaps it still could
be, given the necessary will and energy. Making appropriate provision for Irish, how-
ever, is not a matter for the post-primary curriculum alone: it is necessary to consider
how the language should be taught from the beginning to the end of schooling, and par-
ticular attention needs to be paid to the transitions from primary to post-primary and
from junior to senior cycle. In this connection it should be noted that the new Primary
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School Curriculum, introduced in 1999, encourages new approaches to the teaching and
learning of Irish, though it remains to be seen what impact thiswill have on Irish at post-
primary level.

Diversification. Because we have no language education policy, we have no criteria by
which to decide which new languages should be added to the curriculum; and because
we do not have an integrated language curriculum, diversification can only ever be un-
dertaken at a cost to the established languages. If we are serious about diversification, we
need to find a way of accommodating additional languages without thereby “squeezing”
the languages we already have. Perhaps the only way of achieving thisis to allow the
“curriculum space” at present occupied by one foreign language to be divided up among
two or even three languages. This would require an imaginative act of curriculum devel-
opment and an even more imaginative act of implementation. We must also recognise the
need to consider diversification in the direction of mother tongues other than English and
[rish.

7.2 Questions

This paper has raised four questions about the present provision for languages at post-primary
level:

Sustainability of foreign languages. The learning of foreign languages is not obligatory
at post-primary level, and the recent review of the junior cycle curriculum has done noth-
ing to change this. The popular view of languages, held by many school principals and
teachers as well as parents, is that they are among the more “academic” subjects and thus
not appropriate for everyone. Add to this the argument that “English is enough”, and the
case for sustaining foreign languages begins to look very weak. If the National Univer-
sity of Ireland decides to abandon its “two languages’ matriculation requirement, there
will be nothing to prevent a rapid decline of foreign language teaching in our schools.
The only way to ensure that this does not happen is to introduce a language policy that
clearly recognises the importance of foreign language learning for Ireland’s future, and
makes it an obligatory part of every student’'s post-primary education. The success of
such a policy would depend, of course, on making appropriate adjustments to existing
curricula and forms of assessment.

Levels of communicative proficiency achieved by post-primary students. Despite the
strong communicative orientation of the current curricula for foreign languages, doubts
persist about the levels of communicative proficiency achieved by post-primary students.
The only way of establishing whether or not these doubts are justified is to commission
the design of independent tests of proficiency and administer them to students who have
just taken the Junior and Leaving Certificate Examinations.

Classroom practice. The principles that define good practice in second and foreign lan-
guage teaching in 2003 are essentialy the same as those that guided the elaboration of
communicative language teaching theory twenty-five years ago. The extent to which they
govern what happensin our language classrooms is uncertain, though anecdotal evidence
suggests (for example) that English is often the dominant medium of classroom commu-
nication and that little attempt is made to develop students taste for extensive reading in
their target language(s). A carefully designed survey of teachers and students is the only
way of determining whether or not anecdotal evidence can be substantiated empirically.

Forms of assessment. In a system as strongly dominated by assessment as ours, the only
sure way of achieving pedagogical reform is by first reforming the examination system.
Specifically, priority should be given to developing an approach to assessment that
clearly discriminates in favour of those students who are able to use their target lan-
guage(s) spontaneous y—who have moved significantly beyond memorised role plays.
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7.3 Challenges

Any attempt to overcome the criticisms and answer the questions raised in this paper must be
undertaken in full awareness of the challenges that come from three external sources:

* lIreland’s place in the community of nations. As a bilingual state Ireland should want to
avoid the monolingual complacency that often seems to characterise its nearest
neighbour. The arguments in favour of plurilingualism that are central to the cultural, so-
cia, politica and economic policies of the European Union and the Council of Europe
are difficult to rebut, and they certainly cannot be ignored.

e The Common European Framework and the European Language Portfolio. The Com-
mon Reference Levels of the Common European Framework are set to shape the interna-
tional assessment of second and foreign language proficiency for many years to come,
while the European Language Portfolio has already served to stimulate the reform of
second and foreign language pedagogy in various domains of learning in a number of
different countries. Neither the CEF nor the ELP can be ignored; and both have much to
offer in terms of setting curriculum goals, managing the language learning process, and
ng learning outcomes.

»  Current trends in language teaching. Research focussed on language pedagogy over the
past two decades has confirmed the basic principles of communicative theory. Any re-
form of curricula and assessment should, above al, seek to create the conditions in
which a truly communicative, learner-centred approach can develop and flourish in our
language classrooms.

The Introduction to this discussion paper made the point that determining the future of lan-
guages in the post-primary curriculum is a highly complex matter that can be adequately dealt
with only on the basis of wide-ranging consultation involving all stakeholders. If this process
is not to result in an immediate resort to lowest common denominators, and thus no effective
progress, the NCCA must provide firm leadership. In particular, if we are to progress beyond
the pious hopes that routinely accompany al curriculum reform, the process must be managed
in such away that every proposed change is piloted and carefully evaluated before it becomes
part of mainstream practice. Only thus can we hope to make properly informed yet critical use
of the Common Reference Levels, the ELP, portfolio assessment, CLIL, computer-mediated
communication, and the various other innovations available to us; and only thus can we hope
to bring about change that is also improvement.
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Appendix 1

The Common Reference L evels—global scale

Proficient
User

C2

Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarise
information from different spoken and written sources, reconstructing arguments
and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can express him/herself spontane-
ously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even in
more complex situations.

C1

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit
meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously without much
obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively for
social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured,
detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of organisational pat-
terns, connectors and cohesive devices.

Independent
User

B2

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract
topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. Can in-
teract with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction
with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce
clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a
topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options.

Bl

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regu-
larly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal with most situations
likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. Can
produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal inter-
est. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes & ambitions and
briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.

Basic
User

A2

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of
most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information,
shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and rou-
tine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and
routine matters. Can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background,
immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need.

Al

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases
aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself
and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as
where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in
a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared
to help.

© Council of Europe
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Appendix 2

The Common Reference L evels—self-assessment grid © counetofgureed

In the Common European Framework the five skills form the vertical and the six Common Reference Lev-
elsthe horizontal axis. The present (reverse) arrangement was adopted in order to facilitate comparison with
the global scale (Appendix 1).

Listening

Reading

Spoken interaction

Spoken production

Writing

I have no difficulty in
understanding any kind of
spoken language, whether
live or broadcast, even
when delivered at fast

I can read with ease
virtually all forms of
the written language,
including abstract,
structurally or

| can take part effortlessly in any
conversation or discussion and
have a good familiarity with
idiomatic expressions and
colloquialisms. | can express

| can present a clear,
smoothly-flowing
description or argument
in a style appropriate to
the context and with an

| can write clear, smoothly-
flowing text in an appropriate
style. | can write complex
letters, reports or articles
which present a case with

Cc2 - . R - ; ° - ’
native speed, provided | linguistically complex myself fluently and convey finer effective logical structure an effective logical structure
have some time to get texts such as shades of meaning precisely. If I | which helps the recipient ,which helps the recipient to
familiar with the accent. manuals, specialised do have a problem I can to notice and remember notice and remember
articles and literary backtrack and restructure significant points. significant points. | can write
works. around the difficulty so smoothly summaries and reviews of
that other people are hardly professional or literary
aware of it. works.
| can understand extended | can understand long | | can express myself fluently | can present clear, | can express myself in
speech even when it is not and complex factual and spontaneously without detailed descriptions of clear, well-structured text,
clearly structured and and literary texts, much obvious searching for complex subjects expressing points of view at
C1 | when relationships are appreciating expressions. | can use language | integrating sub-themes, some length. | can write
only implied and not distinctions of style. | flexibly and effectively for social developing particular about complex subjects in a
signalled explicitly. | can can understand and professional purposes. | points and rounding off letter, an essay or a report,
understand television specialised articles can formulate ideas and with an appropriate underlining what | consider
programmes and films and longer technical opinions with precision and conclusion. to be the salient issues. |
without too much effort. instructions, even relate my contribution skilfully to can select a style
when they do not those of other speakers. appropriate to the reader in
relate to my field. mind.
| can understand extended | can read articles | can interact with a degree of | can present clear, | can write clear, detailed
speech and lectures and and reports fluency and spontaneity that detailed descriptions ona | text on a wide range of
follow even complex lines concerned with makes regular interaction with wide range of subjects subjects related to my
of argument provided the contemporary native speakers quite possible. | | related to my field of interests. | can write an
B2 topic is reasonably familiar. | problems in which can take an active part in interest. | can explain a essay or report, passing on
| can understand most TV the writers adopt discussion in familiar contexts, viewpoint on a topical information or giving
news and current affairs particular attitudes or accounting for and sustaining issue giving the reasons in support of or
programmes. | can viewpoints. | can my views. advantages and against a particular point of
understand the majority of understand disadvantages of various view. | can write letters
films in standard dialect. contemporary literary options. highlighting the personal
prose. significance of events and
experiences.
| can understand the main | can understand | can deal with most situations | can connect phrases in | can write simple connected
points of clear standard texts that consist likely to arise whilst travelling in a simple way in order to text on topics which are
speech on familiar matters mainly of high an area where the language is describe experiences and | familiar or of personal
regularly encountered in frequency everyday spoken. | can enter unprepared events, my dreams, interest. | can write personal
B1 work, school, leisure, etc. | or job-related into conversation on topics that hopes and ambitions. | letters describing
can understand the main language. | can are familiar, of personal interest can briefly give reasons experiences and
point of many radio or TV understand the or pertinent to everyday life (e.g. | and explanations for impressions.
programmes on current description of events, | family, hobbies, work, travel and | opinions and plans. | can
affairs or topics of feelings and wishes current events). narrate a story or relate
personal or professional in personal letters. the plot of a book or film
interest when the delivery and describe my
is relatively slow and clear. reactions.
| can understand phrases | can read very short, | can communicate in simple | can use a series of | can write short, simple
and the highest frequency simple texts. | can and routine tasks requiring a phrases and sentences to | notes and messages. | can
vocabulary related to areas | find specific, predict- simple and direct exchange of describe in simple terms write a very simple personal
of most immediate able information in information on familiar topics my family and other letter, for example thanking
A2 personal relevance (e.g. simple everyday and activities. | can handle very people, living conditions, someone for something.
very basic personal and material such as short social exchanges, even my educational
family information, advertisements, though | can't usually background, and my
shopping, local area, prospectuses, menus | understand enough to keep the present or most recent
employment). | can catch and timetables and | conversation going myself. job.
the main point in short, can understand short
clear, simple messages simple personal
and announcements. letters.
| can understand familiar | can understand | can interact in a simple way | can use simple phrases | can write a short, simple
words and very basic familiar names, provided the other person is and sentences to postcard, for example
phrases concerning words and very prepared to repeat or rephrase describe where | live and sending holiday greetings. |
A1 | myself, my family and simple sentences, for | things at a slower rate of speech | people | know. can fill in forms with

immediate concrete
surroundings when people
speak slowly and clearly.

example on notices
and posters or in
catalogues.

and help me formulate what I'm
trying to say. | can ask and
answer simple gquestions in
areas of immediate need or on
very familiar topics.

personal details, for example
entering my name,
nationality and address on a
hotel registration form.
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Appendix 3

Completelist of validated European L anguage Portfolios,
validated as of March 2003

1.2000: Switzerland — Adolescents and adults

2.2000: France — Primary

3.2000: Russian Federation — Upper secondary

4.2000: Germany (Nordrhein-Westphalen) — L ower secondary
5.2000: France — Adolescents and adults

6.2000: EAQUALS/ALTE — Adults

7.2001: Czech Republic — Lower secondary

8.2001: United Kingdom — Primary

9.2001: United Kingdom — Adults (with a particular but not exclusive focus on language
learning for vocational purposes)

10.2001: Ireland — Post-primary

11.2001: Ireland — Newcomer pupils learning the language of the host community in primary
schools

12.2001: Ireland — Newcomer students learning the language of the host community in post-
primary schools

13.2001a: Ireland — Adult immigrants newly arrived in Ireland, learning the language of the
host community

13.2001b: Ireland — Adult immigrants who have aready spent sometimein Ireland and are
learning the language of the host community

14.2001: Ireland — Adult immigrants preparing for mainstream vocational training and em-
ployment

15.2001: Hungary — Lower and upper secondary

16.2001: Hungary — Primary

17.2001: Hungary — Adults

18.2001: The Netherlands— Upper secondary vocational education
19.2001: Sweden — Upper secondary and adult education, including vocational education
20.2001: Portugal — Learners aged 10-15 years

21.2001: Portugal — Upper-secondary

22.2001: Czech Republic — Learnersup to 11 years old

23.2001: Czech Republic — Upper-secondary

24.2001: Austria— Upper-secondary

25.2002: Italy (Umbria) — Lower secondary

26.2002: Italy (Piedmont) — Primary

27.2002: Russian Federation — Students training to be language teachers, trandators and in-
terpreters
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28.2002: Russian Federation — Primary

29.2002: CERCLES (European Confederation of Language Centresin Higher Education)
— Higher education

30.2002: Italy (Lombardy) — Lower secondary

31.2002: Russian Federation — Lower secondary

32.2002a: Germany (Thiringen) — Primary

32.2002b: Germany (Thiringen) — Learnersin grades5to 9
32.2002c: Germany (Thiringen) — Learnersin grades 10 to 12
33.2002: Model awaiting final accreditation

34.2002a: The Netherlands — Learners aged 12+

34.2002b: The Netherlands — Learners aged 15+

35.2002: European Language Council — Higher education
36.2002: Model awaiting final accreditation

37.2002: Model awaiting final accreditation

38.2003: French-speaking Community of Belgium — Primary
39.2003: French-speaking Community of Belgium — Upper secondary

Appendix 4

Validated European L anguage Portfolios developed
in lreland

10.2001: EL P for language lear nersat post-primary level

This ELP was developed as the main dissemination instrument of the CLCS Learner Auton-
omy Project (1997—2001). It comprises (i) a simple “process’ language passport, (ii) a de-
tailed language biography built around goal-setting and self-assessment checklists that ex-
press the communicative goals of the Junior and Leaving Certificate curriculain terms of the
CEF's first four Common Reference Levels (A1 BREAKTHROUGH, A2 WAYSTAGE, Bl
THRESHOLD, B2 VANTAGE), and (iii) adossier that accommodates work in progress as well as
completed projects. There is aso atrilingual (Irish, English, French) version of the standard
adult passport that students can complete at the end of schooling, as well as a handbook for
teachers. The languages of presentation are Irish and English, while the languages of process
are Irish, French, German, Spanish and Italian. In other words, basic information and explana-
tions are given bilingually, pages that invite reflection on the learning of a particular language
or experience of its culture have rubrics in al five curriculum languages, and the checklists
are provided separately for each curriculum language. The aim is to encourage learners to use
their target language(s) as much as possible. This ELP is available from Authentik, 27 West-
land Square, Dublin 2. For further details, see the Authentik website: <www.authentik.ie>.

® D. Little, J. Ridley and E. Ushioda, Towards greater learner autonomy in the foreign language
classroom (Dublin: Authentik, 2002).
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11.2001 and 12.2001: EL Psfor newcomer s learning English as a second language in
primary and post-primary schools

These ELPs were developed by Integrate Ireland Language and Training as one of two basic
supports for teachers of English as a second language in primary and post-primary schools.
The other support at each level is a set of English language proficiency benchmarks that in-
terpret the first three of the CEF' s Common Reference Levels (A1 BREAKTHROUGH, A2
WAYSTAGE, B1 THRESHOLD) in terms of the language that newcomers need in order to access
English-medium education. The self-assessment checklists that are central to the language
biography in both models are derived from the benchmarks. Since the benchmarks and the
first versions of these EL Ps were launched in September 2000, IILT has devel oped a substan-
tial Language Training Manual to help teachers assess their learners on entry to the schooal,
monitor their progress and record their achievement, together with learning materials of vari-
ous kinds that learners can keep in the dossier section of their ELP. To date more than 5,000
copies of these ELPs have been distributed. Both ELPs and benchmarks can be downloaded
from IILT’ s website: <www.iilt.ie>.

13.2001a and 13.2001b: ELPsfor adult newcomers (a) who arenewly arrived in Ire-
land with little or no proficiency in English and (b) who have already spent some
time here and/or have some proficiency in English

These ELPs, also developed by IILT, share the same accreditation number because (b) is con-
tinuous with (a). They were designed with two learner levels in mind: Reception 1, which ca-
ters for newcomers who have little or no English and perhaps little or no education in their
mother tongue; and Reception 2, which caters for newcomers who aready have some profi-
ciency in English and are literate in their mother tongue. Both models have a simple “ process’
passport, but learners completing their language training with I1ILT also receive the trilingual
(Irish, English, French) version of the standard adult passport. To date these EL Ps have been
used with upwards of 1,000 learnersin IILT’s full-time English courses for adults with refu-
gee status; 2,750 copies have been distributed for use in English language courses for asylum
seekers organised by VECs and voluntary organisations; and the Reception 1 model has been
tranglated into Portuguese and published in an edition of 10,000 copies to support the teaching
of Portuguese as a second language. These ELPs also served as the initial inspiration for the
Milestone ELP (awaiting final accreditation), which was developed collaboratively by IILT
and four other organisations responsible for teaching the language of the host community to
migrants in Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden. Both ELPs can be downloaded
from IILT’ s website: <www.iilt.ie>; the Milestone ELP will be similarly available in the near
future.

14.2001: ELP for adult newcomers preparing for mainstream vocational training
and employment

The last of IILT's ELPs is aimed at adult newcomers whose proficiency in English has
brought them to the threshold of mainstream vocational training and employment. It is mostly
used in the full-time pre-vocational English courses that IILT providesin FAS Training Cen-
tres in Baldoyle, Talaght and Jervis Street, Dublin. Like the Reception 1 and Reception 2
ELPs, this model has a “process’ passport, and the trilingual version of the standard adult
passport is again presented to learners when they complete their language training. This ELP
is also downloadable from the IILT website: <www.iilt.ie>.

29.2002: CercleSELP for usein higher education

This ELP is distributed by CercleS (European Confederation of Language Centres in Higher
Education). The “canonical” version is bilingual in English and French and was developed in
the Centre for Language and Communication Studies, Trinity College Dublin. It is aimed at
university learners at all proficiency levels. The goal-setting and self-assessment checklistsin
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the language biography cover all six Common Reference Levels, from Al to C2. In due
course thisELP islikely to be trand ated into more than 20 other languages.
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