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Theme 2: Life long language learning

“Teaching and learning languages continually” – A joint project to bridge the gap between primary and secondary language instruction through implementation and dissemination of the European Language Portfolio in Germany’s federal educational system

Starting Point

Formerly so called “early language instruction” in primary school needs no more justification, neither in theory nor in practice. Nowadays no-one seriously doubts the benefits that come from teaching foreign languages to primary school children. However, more than other subjects that are taught in primary as well as in secondary schools, the foreign languages (FL) tend to cling to a traditionally linear syllabus which is mostly based on a formal, rather than communicative, progression. This is true even more for the “ancestral home” of foreign language instruction in Germany, the secondary schools, while FL-instruction in primary schools has long been communication-oriented because of its integration into general primary methodology and, in Germany, its specific history of becoming a “proper subject” (contact situation, focus on oral communication, and so on).

Now that foreign language instruction has become compulsory throughout the federal states of Germany, the need arises for a means of accounting for, and evaluating, the desired continuous language growth, thus bridging the gap between primary and secondary education. In Germany, the European Language Portfolio (ELP) is seen as such a means, as has been stated in various documents on language policy and a considerable number of state curricula and teacher’s materials. Moreover, the ELP offers the opportunity to cover the full area of language(s) use: The aim is to integrate all fields of linguistic education, including foreign as well as mother and second languages instruction.

Language Portfolios have been developed in a number of federal states – such as Hesse, Thuringia, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania and Rhineland-Palatinate for primary, and North Rhine-Westfalia, Thuringia and Hamburg for secondary education. Other federal states have been taking much interest in these developments.

With regard to commitment, range and effectiveness of the ELP, the joint project is expected to reach a high level of consent among its partner states in order to make sure only a few, or even better: just one, variety of the ELP will eventually be established. The project is therefore set to test, evaluate and improve existing models in order to develop a common portfolio on the basis of structured evidence and shared experience.

All existing models share the intention to bridge the gap between primary and secondary foreign language teaching methodology – with the long term expectation of continuous instruction regardless of school form boundaries. This expectation is not only directed to the achievement on the learners’ side, which will need to be evaluated against the same, agreed-upon standards, but also, and above all, to the transfer of know-how amongst those who teach on either side of the interface, “on the rim of the gap”, so to say.

Main Objectives

The aims of the joint project are being achieved in four focus areas, so-called modules. Each of the federal states engages in one or several modules, thus having the opportunity to set well-defined targets according to its own specific needs, while at the same time contributing to the benefit of the project as a whole.

These are the focus areas:

Module 1
aims at bridging the gap between primary and secondary school language instruction by means of syllabus design based on the Common European Framework of Reference (CEF). The states cooperating in this focus area intend to modify CEF-descriptors for the specific needs of younger learners and to “illustrate” them through exemplifying tasks.

Module 2
aims at bridging the gap through the establishment and evaluation of local clusters of cooperation. Secondary schools and their local primary “suppliers” hold joint staff meetings and visit each other’s lessons in order to bring together their methodologies and syllabuses.

Module 3
centers on the development of materials for in-service teacher trainings, both on the use of the ELP and on the more general topic of primary vs. secondary methodology.

Module 4
aims at designing a common, EC-accredited ELP model for all federal states, ranging from the beginning of primary FL-instruction to the end of secondary education.


Results to date
The federal states of Brandenburg – as coordinator – , Berlin and Hesse cooperate in Module 1. While in Brandenburg and Berlin the actual project work is directly linked to syllabus construction, this is not the case in Hesse, where project work focuses on the descriptors used in the ELP-model of North Rhine-Westfalia, which is being piloted in Hesse. In order to monitor the somewhat multi-centred development of descriptors, the three states agreed that each new set should be able to be traced back to the original CEF-set. Meanwhile, an electronic database has been compiled of the descriptors used in German language ELP models, which can be filtered for reference levels and skills and thus be used for the new prototype portfolio.

The Module 2-group consists of Bavaria – as coordinator – , Hesse, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia. This is the least centralized module, as, by definition, it is to do mainly with local cooperation between neighbouring primary and secondary schools. On the inter-state level, project work here centres on what seem to be typically favourable conditions for a smooth transition from primary to secondary FL-instruction within a given local setting.

Module 3 is coordinated by North Rhine-Westfalia, and includes Brandenburg, Hesse and Thuringia. Project work ranges from the mere collection and cataloguing of materials already drawn up by teachers to the on-demand production of materials and scripts for in-service training courses. The products are meant to facilitate work with the CEF and ELP in particular, as well as the transition from primary to secondary FL-instruction in general. 

Module 4 – coordinated by Hesse and including Berlin, Bremen and North Rhine-Westfalia – is set to develop a new ELP-prototype to be adopted by all federal states of Germany. However, at the starting point, experience with ELP development and implementation was quite inhomogenous: while Bremen and Berlin were only just beginning to introduce ELP models in their schools, Hesse and especially North Rhine-Westfalia could draw from some years of experience in that field. In order to take on authorship of the envisaged new prototype portfolio, quite a set of questions needed to be discussed and eventually answered in consent.

At present, the joint project is aiming at the production of
a)
a prototype portfolio spanning years 3 – 8
b)
a collection of language descriptors that describe language growth with school children 

regardless of institutional interfaces
c)
a collection of exemplifying tasks to go with it
d)
a handbook with practical recommendations and useful materials to facilitate primary to 

secondary transition on the basis of local networking
e)
a collection of materials and scripts to help teachers implement and administrate the ELP 

in their schools and classes
f)
a publicly accessible website offering basic information on the ELP in Germany for an 

interested, not necessarily professional public.

