
30  |  CAMBRIDGE ENGLISH :  RESEARCH NOTES :  ISSUE 63 /  MARCH 2016

© UCLES 2016 – The contents of this publication may not be reproduced without the written permission of the copyright holder.

‘Learning through languages’ conference of the 
European Centre for Modern Languages (ECML)
WALDEMAR MARTYNIUK  JAGIELLONIAN UNIVERSITY, POLAND

On 10–11 December 2015 the European Centre for Modern 
Languages (ECML) of the Council of Europe in Graz (Austria) 
presented the results of its 2012–2015 programme ‘Learning 
through languages: Promoting inclusive, plurilingual and 
intercultural education’ and launched its new 2016–2019 
programme entitled ‘Languages at the heart of learning’.1 
Conference participants – representatives of the 33 ECML 
member states and other invited partners – were presented 
with the outputs of the 2012–2015 ECML programme of 
activities and invited to discuss how to disseminate and 
implement these resources in different educational contexts. 

The publications, websites and applications resulting from the 
2012–2015 programme address key issues in contemporary 
language education such as support for learners from a migrant 
background, the development of teachers’ digital skills or the 
need to support the development of language competences 
alongside subject-related competences. A selection of these 
new resources are briefly presented in the next section.

The conference was also an occasion to celebrate 20 years of 
extensive work in the field of language education by the ECML. 
The centre is an enlarged partial agreement2 of the Council of 
Europe comprising 33 European states (as of December 2015). 

1 The conference was streamed via the web and the videos of the individual sessions are now available online at: www.ecml.at
2 An agreement between member states and one or more non- member states
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It was set up in 1994 and started its activities a year later 
in response to a need expressed by the Council of Europe’s 
member states to enhance quality in language education 
and reinforce respect for the cultural and linguistic diversity 
in Europe. Its mission is to assist and support its member 
states in the implementation of innovative approaches and 
dissemination of good practice in all three areas of language 
education: learning, teaching, and assessment. The centre’s 
work is based on an extensive international co-operation with 
large-scale medium- term programmes of projects as the 
core activity. Every four years the centre launches a Call for 
Proposals inviting experts in the field of language education 
to submit project ideas related to priorities identified by 
the Centre’s member states. The activities of the selected 
projects are supported by the ECML in terms of financing and 
administration. Project activities include expert and network 
meetings as well as workshops to which participants from 
the member states are invited. The outputs of the projects 
carried out within a given medium- term programme take 
the form of training kits, guidelines and interactive websites 
targeted at teachers, teacher trainers, curriculum developers, 
and decision- makers – all of them freely available in print 
or for download.3 Over the last 20 years the ECML has 
build up a considerable network of and for a broad range of 
stakeholders including individual teachers, teacher trainers, 
researchers, and administrators as well as professional bodies 
and international non- governmental organisations working 
in language education. In 2010 the ECML invited leading 
international non- governmental organisations acting in this 
field (among them ALTE – the Association of Language Testers 
in Europe) to set up a Professional Network Forum to share 
know- how and work together on areas of common interest.

First results of the ECML ‘Learning through 
languages’ programme (2012–2015)
The ECML 2012–1015 programme was based on a long- term 
vision developed by the centre and adopted by the ECML 
member states in 2011, which aimed to reach beyond foreign 
language education and encompass all languages within the 
plurilingual repertoire of each individual learner in a lifelong- 
learning process. This vision reflects the concepts developed 
by the Language Policy Unit (formerly Division) of the Council 
of Europe in Strasbourg (France) and published in the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), the 
Guide for the development of language education policies in 
Europe, the Guide for the development and implementation 
of curricula for plurilingual and intercultural education and a 
range of other related documents and tools, now parts of 
an extensive set of resources made available through the 
virtual Platform of resources and references for plurilingual and 
intercultural education.4 At the core of the Council of Europe’s 
approach to language education is the view that an adequate 
development of language competences is a condition for 

unrestricted and fair access to good-quality education which, 
in turn, constitutes the necessary basis for the individual, 
social, and professional success of a learner, and in this 
way contributes to social cohesion, democratic citizenship, 
intercultural dialogue, and economic progress of our societies. 
In the rationale published for the 2012–2015 programme 
in 2011, long before the dramatic increase in migration and 
mobility in Europe, the attention was rightly given to the 
challenges related to the management of growing linguistic 
and cultural diversity calling for approaches to education that 
view this phenomenon ‘not as an obstacle or a problem, but 
rather as an asset and a potential benefit to society’. Such 
approaches would mean ‘moving away from the teaching and 
learning of languages as separate, unrelated and thus isolated 
(school) subjects. The new task for education envisaged by 
the ECML document is ‘to provide coherent support for the 
lifelong development of transversal, individual strategies in 
order to deploy available linguistic resources purposefully, 
thus making efficient use of one’s own range of language 
competences.’5 Several projects under the 2012–2015 
programme addressed these needs in an innovative way. A 
selection of them is briefly presented in the next section.

Development projects
PlurCur: Plurilingual whole school curricula, a project co-
ordinated by Britta Hufeisen (Germany), piloted and assessed 
the concept of a school policy comprising majority and 
minority, regional, heritage and neighbouring languages. The 
policy ‘is designed in such a way that languages taught as 
subjects are not treated in isolation and language and non- 
language instruction overlap so that all subject teaching is 
also language teaching.’6 The project website offers resources 
which help to clarify, develop and implement the whole- school 
policy in different contexts by giving examples of activities 
piloted in project partner schools and discussing success 
factors for the implementation of the approach.

A project co-ordinated by Oliver Meyer (Germany) – 
A pluriliteracies approach to teaching for learning – aimed 
at developing content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) approaches with a focus on providing support for 
academic literacy in secondary education ‘to help learners to 
become better meaning- makers, who can draw on content 
knowledge to communicate successfully across languages, 
disciplines, and cultures.’7 The project website offers 
informative videos explaining the approach, as well as ideas 
for putting it into practice.

The project Maledive – Teaching the language of schooling in 
the context of diversity, co-ordinated by Eija Aalto (Finland), 
focused on teacher education for the majority language 
(e.g. Swedish in Sweden, Polish in Poland) drawing on the 
linguistic and cultural diversity in the (multilingual) classroom 
for the benefit of all learners. The project website offers study 
materials for pre-  and in- service teacher education as well as 

13 www.ecml.at/publications
14 www.coe.int/lang- platform
15 www.ecml.at/ECML- Programme/Programme2012- 2015/tabid/685/Default.aspx
16 www.ecml.at/plurcur
17 www.ecml.at/clilandliteracy
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ideas for the promotion of teacher collaboration across school 
subjects and examples of activities to develop plurilingual 
approaches.8

Educomigrant – Collaborative Community Approach to Migrant 
Education – a project co-ordinated by Andrea Young (France) 
explored new ways to enhance young migrants’ education 
by developing links between schools, the home and local 
partners in education. The project website offers a Virtual 
Open Course on a Moodle platform as well as strategies and 
materials for trainers in multilingual educational settings.9

The project Language skills for successful subject learning, 
initiated by a team representing institutions with membership 
to the Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) and 
co-ordinated by Eli Moe (Norway), produced CEFR- linked 
language competence descriptors for mathematics and 
history/civics for learners aged 12/13 and 15/16 which were 
made available in six languages (English, French, Norwegian, 
Lithuanian, Portuguese, Finnish).10

The ProSign project addressed the largely neglected 
area of sign languages by establishing descriptors and 
approaches to assessment for sign languages in line with 
the CEFR. The extensive project website offers definitions of 
CEFR proficiency levels for sign languages together with a 
proposal for an assessment cycle for language proficiency in 
sign languages.11

Mediation activities
Some of the ECML activities under the 2012–2015 programme 
were devoted not to new developments but to dissemination 
(mediation in ECML terms) of project results delivered as 
an output of the previous work programmes. The tools 
developed earlier within the CARAP/FREPA (Cadre de 
Référence pour les Approches Plurielles des Langues et des 
Cultures/Framework of Reference for Pluralistic Approaches 
to Language and Culture) project (A Framework for Pluralistic 
Approaches to Languages and Cultures) for example, were 
disseminated through a series of activities in the majority of 
the ECML member states. Twenty- two specific country pages, 
in the language(s) of the country, offer a presentation of the 
Framework, as well as translations, partial or complete, of 
FREPA descriptors. An online database of teaching materials 
and a training kit for teachers are available through the main 
project website.12

Training and consultancy
Another example of an effort to promote and disseminate 
the results of the many projects co-ordinated and supported 
by the ECML over the last 20 years (over 80 in total) is 

an initiative that started under the 2012–2015 programme 
to offer training and consultancy services to interested 
member states in areas related to the different projects. 
The ultimate aim is to turn all the ECML projects – once 
concluded – to a permanent offer to the member states 
to provide services ranging from general professional 
consultancy to targeted training workshops run in the 
countries by individual experts or expert teams involved in 
the ECML project work. Two training and consultancy areas 
under the 2012–2015 programme were offered jointly by 
the ECML and the European Commission: one providing 
an extremely useful reviewed inventory of information and 
communication technology tools and open educational 
resources (as well as training in the use of them)13, the other 
offering assistance and training ‘in relating language tests 
and examinations to the CEFR in a valid and equitable way 
and in exploring relationships between foreign language 
curricula and the CEFR.’14

Under the new 2016–2019 programme the European 
Commission offered also to co- finance the ECML training and 
consultancy service in support of multilingual classrooms. 
This initiative provides training workshops ‘to help member 
states ensure access to quality education for migrant learners 
which will help bridge the attainment gap between these 
learners and non- migrant pupils’.15 The other areas on offer for 
training and consultancy under the 2016–19 programme, in 
addition to the ones mentioned above, include:

• using the European Portfolio for Student Teachers of Languages
(EPOSTL)16

• ensuring quality in language and citizenship courses for
adult migrants

• setting up and using an electronic European Language
Portfolio (ELP)

• implementing content and language integrated learning
(CLIL) approaches

• providing quality education in Romani

• plurilingual and intercultural learning through mobility

• using CARAP/FREPA.

‘Languages at the heart of learning’: The 
new medium- term programme of ECML 
activities
During the conference the new ECML programme 
2016–2019 entitled ‘Languages at the heart of learning’ 
was officially launched. A panel of experts from different 
ECML member states shared their views on the ways in 
which the ECML is expected to address national challenges 
at European level. The panel discussion was followed by 

18 www.ecml.at/maledive
19 www.ecml.at/community
10 www.ecml.at/languagedescriptors
11 www.ecml.at/prosign
12 www.ecml.at/carap
13 www.ecml.at/ictinventory
14 relang.ecml.at
15 www.ecml.at/TrainingConsultancy/Multilingualclassrooms
16 www.ecml.at/epostl
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keynote speeches offered by senior representatives of 
the Council of Europe, the European Commission, and 
the University of Graz who underlined the need for an 
extensive European co- operation in the area of language 
education to build a better, more humane and socially 
cohesive Europe.

The new ECML programme is structured similarly to 
the previous one and builds upon three key work strands: 
Development, Training and Consultancy, and Mediation 
(dissemination). The Development strand encompasses both 
already well-formulated project ideas and think tanks where 
concrete project ideas are expected to emerge from expert 
discussions. Topics of the developmental projects include 
digital literacy, reference level descriptions for language 
teachers, sign language instruction, language education 

for adult migrants, language training for professional 
purposes, descriptors for languages of schooling, and 
quality assurance in the use of the CEFR. A large degree of 
flexibility is ensured through the Training and Consultancy 
and Mediation strands, whose exact composition will be 
determined by member states on an annual basis in the 
course of the programme.

With the new programme the ECML is following its 
long- term vision to explore the interdependence between 
quality education and quality language education, and the 
recognition that language is at the heart of all learning, 
which means that all teachers, in languages and other 
subjects, have an important role to play supporting the 
development of the linguistic and intercultural repertoire of 
their learners.

http://www.englishprofile.org/resources/t-series
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/DNR_EN.asp#P30_2633
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/DNR_EN.asp#P30_2633
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