
David Little
Council of Europe expert

Think Tank on Motivation for Language Learning
European Centre for Modern Languages, 4 December 2024

Enhancing motivation for language learning: 
the promise of plurilingual and intercultural education



Overview

• Today’s think tank

• The promise of plurilingual and intercultural education

• Overcoming one of the greatest motivational challenges
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Today’s think tank



Among the many positives we have heard today

Policy

• A policy that obliges schools to offer a choice 
between at least two second foreign languages 
(Estonia, Marika Peekmann)

• A policy framework that treats language 
education as a never-ending source of 
inspiration and creativity (Romania, Christina 
Blaj)

• A local language strategy designed to boost 
young people’s motivation to learn LOTE 
(Denmark, Ana Kanareva-Dimitrovska)

Research

• A new rationale for teaching/learning LOTE 
linked to self-determination theory: from 
policy to pedagogy (Ursula Lanvers)

• The importance of language attitudes, 
especially in minoritized situations: Basque 
and Friulian (Ada Bier)

• The benefits of visualization (L2 motivational 
self system) as a resource for learner self-
motivation in relation to LOTE in Sweden 
(Céline Rocher Hahlin)

Policy, practice and research

• Powerful evidence-based arguments in 
favour of positive change (Jonas Erin)
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How can we bring these positives into an overarching 
European perspective?



The promise of plurilingual and intercultural education 



The plurilingual approach

• Plurilingualism: the ability to communicate in two or more languages at any 
level of proficiency

• Plurilingual competence: “a communicative competence to which all 
knowledge and experience of language contributes and in which languages 
interrelate and interact” (CEFR, 1.3) ➞ integrated proficiency

• Plurilingual education linguistically inclusive: in interaction with the language of 
schooling and curriculum languages, it finds a role for whatever languages 
learners bring with them

• Policy: focus not on languages but on learners and their repertoires

• Pedagogy: starts from the language experience and proficiency the learners 
bring with them

Benefits



The Council of Europe’s view of the learner

• Adult education project of the 1970s, “Organisation, Content and Methods of 
Adult Education” (Janne 1977)
– Emphasis on learner participation, empowerment, autonomy (Holec 1979, Oskarsson 1978)

• Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001): 
– Language learner as “social agent” with tasks to perform (CEFR, p.9)

– Linguistically and culturally learners are not blank slates, hence the educational goals of 
plurilingualism and interculturality (CEFR, p. 43)

The Council of Europe’s view of language learning

• “Language use, embracing language learning …” (CEFR, p. 9): the target 
language should play a central role in teaching and learning

• The CEFR’s “can do” descriptors portray the autonomous language user/learner 
at successive levels of proficiency



The CEFR Companion Volume’s emphasis on mediation
Creates a previously lacking balance between non-reciprocal communication (reception 
and production) and reciprocal communication (interaction and mediation)

Descriptors for non-reciprocal communication are 
seemingly straightforward because they
• describe a learning goal/outcome
• imply appropriate teaching materials
• provide a focus for assessment 

B1 Reading
I can understand texts that consist mainly of high 
frequency everyday or job-related language

B1 Written production
I can produce straightforward connected text on topics 
that are familiar or of personal interest

Descriptors for reciprocal communication 
are more problematic because interaction and 
mediation are contingent

Descriptors can capture an intended learning 
outcome, but
• how is learning itself to be organized?
• how are the complex skills that underlie successful 

interaction and mediation to be assessed?

B1 Oral interaction
I can deal with most situations likely to arise while 
travelling in an area where the language is spoken

B1 Mediating communication
I can support a shared communication culture by 
introducing people, exchanging information about 
priorities, and making simple requests for confirmation 
and/or clarification



The plurilingual and intercultural approach summarized

• Brings the languages learners already know and use into interaction with the language 
of schooling and curriculum languages

• Encourages a holistic approach to curriculum design: repertoires before languages

• Encourages holistic pedagogies

• Accepts and seeks to develop further the autonomy of the individual learner

• Assigns a central role to target language use, embracing the challenge of reciprocal 
communication (interaction and mediation)

• Encourages positive motivation because
– it starts from the learner: languages, interests, identity (Self-Determination Theory)

– It offers immediate fulfilment: from the beginning learners are users of the target language

(Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1 on the importance of plurilingual and intercultural 
education for democratic culture and its Explanatory Memorandum)



Overcoming one of the greatest motivational challenges



The Romani–Plurilingual Policy Experimentation

• Language policy project of the Council of Europe, 2022–2025

• Aim: from a plurilingual perspective, to explore ways of using the Romani 
language to support the educational inclusion of Roma children

• Subsidiary aim: in contexts where Roma and non-Roma pupils are educated 
together, foster social cohesion by involving non-Roma in Romani-related 
activities

• Three countries and ten schools
– Greece: Amaliada, Komotini, Volos

– Slovakia: Košice, Šulekovo, Vyškovce nad Ipľom 

– Slovenia: Črenšovce, Maribor, Leskovec, Škocjan

• Three deliverables
– Final report (case studies)

– Pedagogical guidelines

– Revised version of policy guidelines on which the project is based



Ľ. Podjavorinskej Elementary School, Košice

• Romani language used to draw 
youngest pupils into Slovak as 
language of schooling: familiar 
Romani fairy tales narrated by a 
Roma classroom assistant capture 
their interest, which is sustained as 
they recycle the fairy tale in Slovak 
➞ high level of engagement

• In the same school, the teachers 
participating in the RPPE are using 
simple learner logbooks to support 
the development of basic literacy in 
Romani as well as Slovak ➞ literacy 
development and self-esteem



Janka Padežnika Elementary School, Maribor

Petra Lebar Kac, grade 5 teacher, reports:

• “In a cross-curricular unit combining 
Slovenian and visual arts, students wrote a 
short story and illustrated it in the form of a 
picture book. The text could be written either 
in Slovenian or their mother tongue. With the 
help of a classmate, they also translated the 
text and supported it with an illustration.
      “The students were very motivated to 
write the story in their mother tongue. They 
also showed great interest in second 
language texts and were eager to learn new 
expressions in the second language. They 
were proud of their mother tongue and were 
happy to present it to their classmates as well 
as to younger pupils to whom they read 
stories in different languages.”



Leskovec Primary School

• A grade 4 teacher asked four Roma 
girls in his class to teach him the 
Romani words for familiar classroom 
actions and objects

• He said that what he really needed was 
a small bilingual glossary

• The next morning a glossary was 
waiting for him on his desk

• He then launched a project with the 
four Roma girls and the Roma 
classroom assistant to create a more 
extensive classroom glossary

• It took four weeks to complete and was 
then printed in colour and distributed 
for use throughout the school



10th Elementary School of New Ionia, Volos

• Previously a “Greek only” school, 
Volos now includes Romani in 
everything

• All teachers have started to use 
bilingual logbooks

• Pupils in grades 5 and 6 regularly 
produce a bilingual newsletter. As 
pupils work on the newsletter, 
they are using their developing 
literacy skills in Greek to create 
their own written version of 
Romani using the phonology and 
orthography of Greek



Next steps?



Actions

• Publish inspiring examples and a Motivation Manifesto on a dedicated website

• Consider the potential for further action at a European level in this area

• The Motivation Manifesto should be seen as an addendum to and gloss on 
Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1, on the importance of plurilingual and 
intercultural education for democratic culture

• The Manifesto should be produced by a small working group convened by the ECML

• The main text of the Manifesto should be as clear and compact as possible, 
identifying the challenges to language learner motivation, possible responses, and 
the roles of policy makers, teacher educators, teachers and researchers

• The Manifesto should be accompanied by an explanatory text similar to the 
Explanatory Memorandum that accompanies the Recommendation

Some suggestions
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