PAGE  
Foreign Language Learning 1

Foreign Language Learning in the European Union,

with special emphasis on Germany

Natasha Nanda

University of Southern California

The European Union recognizes twenty official languages.  The majority of European countries have more than one official language, and they also officially recognize regional or minority languages within the geographical areas in which they are spoken.  According to Eurydice, an information-gathering network aimed at circulating comparable data on education for European Union member states, during the 2002-2003 school year, in all European Union countries, aside from Ireland and Scotland, all secondary school pupils received instruction in at least one foreign language as part of their compulsory education (Eurydice, 2005).  While in all these countries the learning of one or more foreign language is compulsory, the age at which foreign language classes begin, the number of languages learnt, and the languages offered differ from country to country.

The Council of Europe is a pan-European institution that “seeks to develop throughout Europe common and democratic principles based on the European Convention on Human Rights and other reference texts on the protection of individuals,” and is made up of members of forty-six member countries (Council of Europe, 2007).  The Language Policy Division “designs and implements” language education policies that promote “linguistic diversity and pluralingualism,” and its contribution is considered “vital” to modern language education in Europe (Council of Europe, 2007).  The Council of Europe Language Policy Division is the author of the Common European Framework for Reference Languages (CEFR).  The CEFR is a document that outlines standards for language learning and evaluation, and “provides a basis for the mutual recognition of language qualifications, thus facilitating educational and occupational mobility”(Council of Europe, 2007).  While the European Union relegates control of educational and language policies to its member states, the CEFR was recommended for use by the Council of Europe, and forms the basis for the language policies, including language education, in European countries (Council of Europe, 2007).

There is currently a movement in Europe to lower the age at which compulsory foreign language education begins, and also to increase the number of years in which the learning of a second language is required.  In several countries, compulsory foreign language education begins in the first year of primary school, lasting to the end of their secondary education.  In 2002, fifty percent of all European Union pupils were learning a foreign language in primary school. Even more, many of these countries require their pupils to learn two foreign languages. In central and eastern Europe, all pupils have to learn two foreign languages for at least a year.  In the majority of the remainder of European countries learning two foreign languages is not required, but the option is available for students (Eurydice, 2005).

In half of the European Union member states, the state governments mandate which foreign language is taught in schools.  Some states even mandate what two foreign languages must be learnt.  In primary schools, for the majority of European countries, the general teachers who are deemed qualified to teach all subjects in the curriculum teach foreign languages.  Usually in secondary schools, “specialist” teachers are required for teaching foreign languages.  Specialist teachers may be qualified to teach an academic subject and a foreign language, or just foreign language.  Specialist teacher education in Europe is completed at the tertiary or university level and usually lasts four to five years.  Foreign language teacher education in Europe consists of learning one or more foreign languages, theoretical teaching courses, student teaching in language classes, and a period of time spent in the country of the language being learned (Eurydice, 2005).


The focus of foreign language instruction in Europe appears to be on speaking and listening.  The amount of instructional time allocated to foreign language education in schools varies widely and is dependent on the number of languages required and the age at which language instruction begins.  In 2002, pupils in European primary schools received between thirty to fifty hours of foreign language instruction a year.  In secondary education, the number of hours increases to ninety.  Generally, ten to fifteen percent of total teaching time in secondary schools is allocated to foreign language classes (Eurydice, 2005).


According to Eurydice, only two percent of the total number of pupils in Europe does not speak the primary language of instruction in their schools.  At its highest, 20% of students in a given country may not speak the majority language.  Some European countries do face the problem of integrating immigrant children into their schooling system.  As a general rule, schools will not allocate a minority language student fulltime to a mainstream classroom unless he or she is capable of following lessons in the language of instruction.  European schools usually choose one of three options for instructing language minority students.  One approach is to enroll pupils in a mainstream classroom in the school year preceding their age group, so as to give them time to learn the language of instruction in time to catch up with grade level curriculum.  The second approach is to place students in mainstream classrooms and withdraw them from certain lessons, especially language lessons.  The third approach to minority language schooling is to place such students at first in separate classrooms, known as transition or reception classes, and gradually integrate them into mainstream classes.  Time spent in such classes vary from a few weeks to a year.  Students will typically join mainstream classes in subjects that are not linguistically demanding, like art, PE, or foreign language.  The implementation of these types of programs is dependent on the proportion of language minority students in each school (Eurydice, 2005).

In Germany, the Federal Ministry mandates educational policy for Education and Research.  The official national language is German, while the government also recognizes Danish and Sorbian as regional and/or minority languages.  German is the language of instruction in schools.  In a 2000 survey of fifteen-year-old students in Germany, fifteen percent’s parents were born in a different country, and just fewer than eight percent reported speaking a language other than German, Danish, or Sorbian at home. Germany follows the model of having separate transitional classrooms for language minority students that offer extra lessons along with extra language support (Eurydice, 2005).   

For the 2002-2003 school year, compulsory foreign language instruction started at age ten.  However at the time, schools were phasing in new programs to lower to age of beginning foreign language instruction to eight.  Currently throughout the country, foreign language education is compulsory until the end of secondary education.  In compulsory general education in Germany, as of the 2002-2003 school year, pupils had 1127 hours of foreign language instruction over eight years.  Approximately four percent of instruction time in primary school is devoted to foreign language.  That percentage increases to between twelve to twenty-one percent in secondary schooling. (Eurydice, 2005).

Students in Germany are obligated to study two foreign languages starting in the beginning of their secondary schooling.  Since as early as 1982, it has been mandatory for German students to study English.  In addition to English, Czech, Danish, Spanish, French, Italian, Japanese, Dutch, Polish, Russian, Swedish, Turkish, and Chinese can all be found as foreign languages in schools (Eurydice, 2005).

Germany is unique because it has been experimenting with and implementing bilingual education programs in its schools for over twenty-five years.  In 1970, Germany introduced what is now known as the “German Model” of bilingual education, originally for the teaching of German and French.  This program was established to promote post World War II reconciliation between Germany and France through “linguistic understanding”(Beardsmore, 1993, p.155), the goal being friendship and partnership between the two countries. This model of bilingual education is gradually being used with other foreign languages, as Germany recognizes that Europe should not have one leading language, and also in an effort to promote the learning of and understanding of a variety of European cultures. These programs are meant for native speakers of German and usually students can elect to be placed in these bilingual education streams offered at their secondary schools.  It has been reported that the most proficient students in English come from the German-French bilingual sections of German schools.  Generally, the subjects of geography, politics, and history are taught in the target language, as it is believed that the new language is not just a subject to be learnt but a “vehicle for learning”(Beardsmore, 1993, p.163).   The general rule for the use of the two languages in this program is “as much as possible in the foreign tongue, as much as necessary in the mother tongue”(Beardsmore, 1993, p.165).  There is no institutionalized training for teachers of these bilingual programs.  In addition to the language learned through these bilingual streams, students in these streams are also required to take the normal nine-year course of English (Beardsmore, 1993).

There appears to be many major differences between the European approach to the learning and speaking of different languages and that of the United States.  It is commonplace for European countries to have multiple officially recognized languages.  The United States has no official language.  However, it is federally mandated that federal and federally assisted programs be accessible for people living in the United States with limited English proficiency (“Official language of the U.S., n.d.).  

The European Union appears promotes multilingualism and the learning of foreign languages as a way to increase acceptance and tolerance of different cultures, while the United States seems most concerned with the learning and use of English.  The Council of Europe promotes the learning of foreign languages, stating that “the liberating value of stepping outside one’s own culture and one’s own language has long been recognized in educational philosophy and the competence to communicate in more than one language has become an accepted postulate of modern educational theory”(Fink, 1998).  This valuing of multilingualism is reflected in the presence of compulsory foreign language instruction, often in more than one foreign language, in European schools.  

The United States is indeed unique in that forty-seven million, or eighteen percent of the total student population in the country, speak a language other than English at home.  The European Union does not appear to have nearly as large of a population of students who do not speak the language of instruction in the area in which they are living.  The education of minority language students, therefore, is left up to the individual countries or even more, left up to the individual schools, depending on the number of students and their linguistic needs.  In comparison, the federal and state governments in the United States are highly involved with the education of language minority students, deemed English Language Learners (ELL’s).  The U.S. Department of Education has a department, the Office of English Language Acquisition, which is entirely devoted to creating policies and reforms for the education of language minority students in the United States.  The OELA is also charged with administering the provisions for English Language Learners outlined in No Child Left Behind, which is the current comprehensive educational policy set in place by the federal government (“Office of English language acquisition, n.d.). 

The United States should work towards adopting policies of multilingual education that promote multiculturalism, not isolationism.  The current European practice of compulsory foreign language education is not only promoting tolerance and acceptance, but it is also setting up European students to compete in an increasingly global economy.  Admittedly, the situation in the United States in regards to language minority students is unique, and the learning of English is crucial to the future success of immigrant children in this country.  However, the policies for educating limited English proficient students need not devalue their native language, and need not replace the need for foreign language education.  Instead, the United States should take note of European language education policies and strive to promote multilingualism and multiculturalism as well.  If we do not do so, our country’s schools and students will continue to fall behind the rest of the world.

