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OUR MULTILINGUAL WORLD & THE RIGHT TO LANGUAGE 

(EDUCATION)

"In today’s interconnected world, the ability to speak multiple languages and 

communicate across linguistic divides is a critical competence. Even partial knowledge 

of more than one language is beneficial. Proficiency in additional languages is a new kind 

of global literacy, and language learning needs to be expanded for all –young and old.  

However, millions of people across the globe are denied the inherent right to maintain, 

enjoy and develop their languages of identity and community. This injustice needs to be 

corrected in language policies that support multilingual societies and individuals.” 

The Salzburg Statement for a Multilingual World 

https://education.salzburgglobal.org//index.php?id=8547

https://education.salzburgglobal.org/index.php?id=8547


EUROPE’S LINGUISTIC REALITY

Each Member State of the EU has one, two or more official languages which are also 

the language or languages of schooling and other social institutions

Minority languages in most Member States are respected and supported in different 

ways and to different degrees

By and large, Europeans speak more than one language (see next page)



1 extra language

3+ extra languages

2 extra languages



THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE FOR NATION-BUILDING IN EUROPE

Language had a very significant role in nation-building, from medieval times in Europe 

onwards, and in constructing people’s national identity. It served the purpose of 

constructing social subjects. Today’s societies, however, are in need of entrepreneurial 

social agentsprepared for high-speed change. 

Along with nation-building came nationalisms, ethnocentricisms, racisms, linguicisms

and other –isms that were partly responsible for wars and mass destruction. In the 

20th c. we have witnessed the dawn of the era we live in today: the era of globalization 

and post- or transnationalism, in which language has a different role to play.



LANGUAGE AND CHANGE

Languageitself is a social institution (not a cognitive system), constantly developing and 

changing to serve society, which is changing at an overwhelmingly accelerated pace 

today.

This change is inscribed on language, discourse and texts.  Changes brought about by 

technology , in this digital age, are encoded in the new types of texts and textual forms 

that we have replacing older equivalents.



NEW TYPES OF TEXTS & TEXTUAL FORMS

Textual parallels:

business card, resume LinkedIn

Scrapbook Facebook

Diary, newspaper opinion column Blogs

Encyclopaedia Wikipedia

Broadcast TV Interactive TV, You Tube

Manuscript Google Docs

Broadcast radio, Playlists podcast, iPod

Photo album, picture book Flickr

Memo, letter Email,

Brochure Website

Telegraph, Telegramme Twitter, SMS

presentpast



LANGUAGES AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

Language has always had an operative role in the institutions of society: its role in and 

by public services, in and by the health, the judicial and the law enforcement systems 

and, of course, in and by education. 

Language policy or absence of policy for language use in the various institutions raises 

issues of considerable ethical, political, and legal concern –quite different of course 

when they are within a sovereign nation state, and function through one state language, 

as opposed to when they are to function in a supranational structure. 



LANGUAGE FOR COMMUNITIES AND INDIVIDUALS

Within an autonomous state, communities, identities, processes and practices are key 

concepts linked to the role of language in the construction of social identities, social 

relations. 

Today, we experience a sense of community, identity and loyalties awayfrom 

autonomous structures in spaces –such as, for example, digitally created spaces– where 

linguistic and discursive variation are central to new forms of social organization. 

Languages as bounded systems, identities in stable social positions, and communities as 

uniform social formations are supersededby mobility and multiplicity. Social actors take 

and active role in the flows and transformations, contributing further to globalization, 

transnationalism, and the new economy. 



LANGUAGE IN EUROPE AS A SUPRANATIONAL STRUCTURE

Europe is a supranational formation that is home to 24 different ”national” languages 

cohabiting with many indigenous, autochthonous and immigrant languages.

Only the “national” or state languages are recognized as official, and these are 

granted a privileged status, vis-à-vis the minority languages (perhaps helping to 

prevent hegemony by a single language, such as English). 

The preservation of Europe’s linguistic wealth and management of its linguistic 

diversity is challenging but recognized as absolutely essential.  



EUROPE’S LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY
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Europe's linguist ic diversity

1 state language

2 state languages

3 state languages

Regional or m inority language(s)
wit h o ffic ial s tatus

4 state languages

Source: Eurydice.



EUROPE MANAGES ITS LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY BY:

Promoting the learning of the mother tongue + 2 other languages (Barcelona, 2002 decision)

Ensuring that young Europeans can communicate, at variable degrees and according to 

their needs and interests, in at least two languages in addition to the language of 

schooling, by the time they finish upper secondary education (Gothenburg, 2017 decision)

By supporting translation and interpretation (2 separate DGs) 

By creating services such as the “Connecting Europe Facility” entailing the “European 

Language Resource Coordination” network developed to manage, maintain and 

coordinate the relevant language resources in all official languages of the EU, so as to 

help improve the quality, coverage and performance of automated translation.



LANGUAGES IN EUROPE

When Brussels officials think about Europeans learning a language other than their own, 

they usually have in mind one of the 5 ‘big’ languages, with English first (as ”the 

necessary evil”) and German + French fighting for second place.

Language management in a supranational state with such linguistic wealth is difficult 

 It is even harder in view the the migration ‘crisis’ –as important as managing the 

migration flows themselves, which is one of the greatest challenges of our time because: 

migration facilitates economic growth, reduces inequalities and connects diverse 

societies 

 it is also a source of political tension and human tragedies. 



MULTILINGUAL CLASSROOMS AS A RESULT OF MIGRATION



INTEGRATING MIGRANTS IN EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 

European Commission recommendation

The European Commission is paying special attention to MLC (see: 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/multilingualism/multilingual-classrooms_en) 

which have a great range of cultural and linguistic variability

The policy for migrant children in MLC:

 to help children learn the language of school instruction so as to be able to do well

 to offer them support so as to reduce whatever problems they are facing due to the new 

reality

 to help them maintain and develop literacy in their mother tongue

 Special publication: http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/languages/library/studies/multilingual-

classroom_en.pdf

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/multilingualism/multilingual-classrooms_en


THE TWO MAJOR CHALLENGES

1. Developing support mechanisms for migrant children to:
 Learn the language of instruction in school, so as to use it competently in daily situations alongside 

their home language(s)
 Develop multiliteracies in the language of schooling
 Maintain their mother tongue and develop useful literacies in this language
 Learn other European languages 

2. Facilitating the learning of (the dominant European) languages by
 Creating common standards for the teaching-learning-assessment of languages (CEFR), as well as 

for teacher education and training – in collaboration with the CoE and the ECML
 Commissioning research and investigation on multilingualism (e.g., from SurveyLang to MIME)
 Financing projects for languages and multilingualism through Erasmus+
 Supporting studies resulting to guidelines for education and training (see next page)



LANGUAGES IN EDUCATION AND TRAINING



EUROPE AND ITS PROMOTION OF MULTILINGUALISM

The 2008 the European Commission published the Communication entitled 
"Multilingualism - an asset for Europe and a shared commitment." Its priorities were: 
 helping Member States develop new educational tools to ensure that school-leavers have 

better language skills
 gathering data to monitor progress in language teaching and learning - to encourage 

mastery of more than one language as a way of improving job prospects and enabling 
people to move around within the EU

 rewarding innovation in the language teaching and learning

 In 2009 the European Commission launches the European Civil Society Platform for 
Multilingualism 

 In 2014, the Council of the European Union published its “Conclusions on multi-
lingualism and the development of language competences” in Brussels, on 20 May. 



REASONS FOR PROMOTION OF MULTILINGUALISM BY BRUSSELS

Social cohesion of the EU: “Language learning contributes to a deeper awareness of 

cultural differences, to mutual understanding, and avoidance of conflict a key to the 

European values of democracy and equality.”

Mobility for studies and jobs: “Promoting Europeanlanguage learning as an essential 

aspect of European integration on a political, economic, scientific, and cultural level. 

Economic development: Language skills are important in achieving European policy 

goals, particularly against a background of increasing global competition”



THE ECONOMIC VALUE OF LANGUAGES

The ELAN Report: Effects on the European Economy of Shortages of Foreign 

Language Skills in Enterprise

 Amongst the 200 small and medium enterprises that lost potential contracts for lack of 

foreign languages, 37 valued the lost business 8-13.5 million pounds 

 A further 54 companies had lost contracts 16.5-25.3 million for lack of communication 

and intercultural skills to capitalize on opportunities.

Study commissioned by the EC, 2006



THE ISTRUMENTAL VALUE OF LANGUAGES

A multilingual workforce is an advantage, as it provides European companies with a 
competitive edge. So, it is recommended that they invest more in language and 
intercultural skills. 

From the citizens’ perspective, mastering several languages increases employability 
and allows to choose from a larger number of job offers. To this end, it was 
recommended that Member States develop systems for the acquisition and 
recognition of language skills outside the formal education systems. 

The EC also attempts to enhance student and worker mobility, communicate the 
results of studies on language skills and provide a platform for relevant stakeholders 
to exchange best practices. 



OTHER REASONS FOR PROMOTING MULTILINGUALISM 

Multilingualism has a direct relationship to citizenship and the development of 

linguistic repertoires as an essential component of language education in a globalized 

world.

Research has shown the interconnections between multilingualism, globalization, and 

identity,  illustrating the multidimensional ways that youth invest in language learning 

and socially construe their multiple identities within diverse contexts while weaving 

in and out of particularistic and universalistic identifications. 



MULTILINGUALISM VS MONOLINGUALISM

Research has shown that multilinguals exhibit many advantages over monolinguals 

which extent outside the area of language. There are substantial long-lived cognitive, 

social, personal, academic, and professional benefits. (See next slide)



BENEFITS OF LEARNING LANGUAGES

 Language learning enhances children’s understanding of how language operates and their ability to 
manipulate language in the service of thinking 

 The new language facilitates language proficiency in and understanding of the mother tongue
 Language learning helps develop verbal, but also spatial abilities, as well as skills to group and 

categorize meanings in different ways
 Language learning enables the learner to compare, juxtapose and understand new cultural concepts
 Multilinguals:

 display generally greater cognitive flexibility, better problem solving and higher-order thinking skills
 can expand their personal horizons and see their own culture from a new perspective not available 

to monoglots
 are better problem-solvers and have improved critical thinking abilities 
 are likely to better understand and appreciate people who are culturally different from them, 

thereby lessening racism, xenophobia, and intolerance
 learn additional languages more quickly and efficiently than their monolingual peers. 



A vision for 2025

“A Europe in which learning, studying and doing 

research is not hampered by borders. A 

continent in which people have a strong sense of 

Europe’s linguistic and cultural heritage and its 

diversity.”

European Commission, Brussels 2018

#EuropeanEducationArea

#FutureOfEurope



LANGUAGE LEARNING IN THE EU

• Most countries have links 
between curriculums and 
CEFR levels

• Evidence that early start 
times increase language 
learning

• Targets to schools and 
pupils increase 
participation  

• Fewer countries have 
challenges about availability of 
learning at ISCED 1 and 2

• Most countries have 
curriculum hours for 1FL 
above guide hours

• Many countries have active 
strategies and plans to 
increase language learning

Strategy Availability

ContentParticipation
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No obligation to learn 2 foreign

languages

10 years or more

Between 7 to 9 years

Between 4 to 6 years

Less than 4 years



THE PROBLEM 

The world has changed enormously in the last 50 years or so. The European 

continent has witnessed the EU’s birth and its attempts to develop of a supranational 

political and economic structure, without cultural and linguistic borders, but the 

paradigm of language teaching remains more or less the same; and so do 

expectations regarding language learning!



THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE DIDACTICS PARADIGM

The concerns remain the same:

 Foreign language teaching, learning and assessment still aims at ‘native-speaker’ proficiency  

 Emphasis is still on learning the target language as though it were a stable structural, 

semantic and pragmatic system 

 The focus is still on sentence-level grammar and on vocabulary. 

On the other hand,

 there is still little concern with the new discursive and textual meanings, with 

communicative effectiveness through the use of multimodal texts  

 foreign language teaching, testing and assessment are still monolingual enterprises.



A PLURILINGUAL COMMUNICATOR OR THE POLYGLOT? 

The average language learner can be expected at most to acquire high level 

competences in one language other than his/her mother tongue, and a lower level  

proficiency in one more additional language. 

Few people can become polyglots!

Alternatively,  education for today’s linguistically and culturally heterogeneous 

societies should be aiming at plurilingualism and the development of (multi)literacies 

in L1 and the other languages and discourses which may be a part of learners’ 

repertoires. 



THE NOTION OF PLURILINGUALISM

Plurilingualism is a notion distinct for the concept of multilingualism which refers to 
someone who can use more than two languages in different communicative events 

Plurilingualism refers to the language user who has a repertoire of semiotic resources 
(be they different modes of communication, languages, language varieties, media) 
which s/he is able to use effectively to design meanings –a repertoire which is 
dynamic, in the sense that it develops and changes throughout one’s life. 

Having plurilingual competence means that one is able to perceive and mediate the 
relationships which exist among languages and cultures, that one is able to mix and 
shift from one language to another with ease. 



PLURILINGUAL & PLURICULTURAL COMPETENCE IN THE CEFR

The CEFR was one of the first documents to make the distinction between the two 

concepts (in a more substantial manner than simply in defining them as referents to 

societal and individual multilingualism). 

The CEFR Companion, which was published recently (February 2018), has defined 

plurilingual (and pluricultural) competences and provided relevant leveled 

descriptors. 

 It has also provided leveled descriptors (or can-do statements) for these 

competencies, as well as others (Pre-A1, phonology and sign language descriptors).



PLURILINGUAL & PLURICULTURAL COMPETENCE IN THE CEFR

The CEFR Companion explains that plurilingual competence involves one’s ability to 

call flexibly upon an interrelated, uneven, plurilinguistic repertoire to:
 switch from one language or dialect (or variety) to another

 express oneself in one language (or dialect, or variety) and understand a person speaking 

another

 call upon the knowledge of a number of languages (or varieties) to make sense of a text

 recognise words from a common international store in a new guise

 bring the whole of one’s linguistic equipment into play, experimenting with alternative 

forms of expression;

 exploit paralinguistic features such as  gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, etc.).



 In addition to what has been mentioned so far, I would add that plurilingual 

competence involves one’s ability to call flexibly upon an interrelated, uneven, 

repertoire as well as his/her awareness of discourse and genre to deal with 
 modalities, such as image, sound, figures, etc., alone or in combination to design meaning 

 different discursive practices and oral or written text types.

Finally, in addition to the aforementioned, plurilingualism, according to the way it is 

defined by the CEFR Companion involves mediation between individuals with no 

common language (or language variety), even with only a slight knowledge oneself.



CEFR DEFINITION OF MEDIATION 

Mediation between individuals with no common language is one of the activities 

included in the CEFR Companion, where detailed descriptors were provided and 

validated. 

Already, in the first version of the CEFR, mediation had been defined as follows: 
In both oral or written language, mediation activities make communication possible between persons 

who are unable, for whatever reason, to communicate with each other directly. Translation or 

interpretation, a paraphrase, summary or record, provides for a third party with a (re)formulation of 

a source text to which this third party does not have direct access. Mediation activities, which have 

an important place in the normal linguistic functioning of our societies involve (re)processing an 

existing text.



MEDIATION DEFINED

On the basis of this definition, the Greek national foreign language exams for the state 

certificate of language proficiency –known as the KPG exams– included cross-linguistic 

test-tasks in exam modules pertaining to the production of oral and written discourse. 

The KPG definition of mediation emphasised the co-construction of meaning in 

interaction” 

The inclusion of mediation test tasks in the KPG multilingual examination suite 

provided ample data for research, on the basis of which to develop evidence based-

descriptors for cross-linguistic mediation, which was used in the CEFR Companion. 



Summary

This book contributes to the growing field of foreign 

language teaching and testing by shedding light on mediation 

between languages. Stathopoulou offers an empirically-

grounded definition of mediation as a form of 

translanguaging and offers tools and methods for further 

research in multilingual testing. 

The book explores what cross-language mediation entails, 

what processes and strategies are involved, and the 

challenges often faced by mediators. As well as stressing the 

importance of administering tests which favour cross-

language mediation practices, the author encourages the 

implementation of language programmes which promote 

the mingling-of-languages idea and target the development 

of language learners’ effective translanguaging practices.

Researchers studying translanguaging, multilingualism, 

multilingual testing and the use of mother tongue in the 

foreign language classroom will all find this book of interest.



MEDIATION CONTINUED…

Mediation in the CEFR Companion is not limited to cross-linguistic mediation but to: 

Making communication possible between persons who are unable, for whatever 

reason, to communicate with each other directly.

Acting as an intermediary between interlocutors who are unable to understand 

each other directly, normally (but not exclusively) speakers of different languages. 

 In addition it includes mediation related to communication and learning, as well as 

social and cultural mediation. This wider approach has been taken because of its 

relevance in increasingly diverse classrooms, in relation to the spread of CLIL, and 

because mediation is increasingly seen as a part of all learning, but especially of all 

language learning. 



FROM MONOLINGUAL TO PLURILINGUAL EDUCATION

Moving away from the monolingual paradigm in education means that: 
 semiotics is at the centre of all subject areas. 

 European schools (that are still remain monolingual institutions) become multilingual 

topoi, where a single language or a single mode of semiosis does not dominate the 

curriculum but where several languages and multimodality come into play and are used as 

resources for meaning making. 

 new pedagogic practices are employed for the development of students’ plurilingual 

competences, associated with intercomprehension, translanguaging, and mediation.



A NEW PEDAGOGIC PARADIGM IS NEEDED

Language pedagogy which prepares learners to use the languages they are learning as 
meaning making mechanisms and so increase the quantity and quality of their 
communication with speakers of other languages

Language pedagogy oriented toward developing in learners the competence to 
operate at the border between a number of languages, manoeuvring their way 
through communicative events 

Language pedagogy that trains them to use the sociocultural knowledge and skills 
they have developed, by making maximal use of their communication strategies, their 
multiliteracy skills, their abilities to deal with the multimodality of texts, and of their 
translinguistic and transcultural knowledge.



Help! The house is on fire!

ǦȈǼȂŴȃŲ! ǴȈ ŵÙɻŶȃ ŀŲȊ ȄŲɻǿŴŶŲȃ!

Aiutare !ȱɐɎɐɛ! Hjælp ! 

Segítség !


