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Helping learners to build informed knowledge and 

representations of linguistic and cultural diversity 

Handout for participants 

Tasks 
Step 1: Differentiating knowledge and opinions in relation to languages 

This first step has two main aims: 

- to have you reflect on the part played by knowledge and opinions in discourses about languages 

- to have you reflect on your own knowledge and opinions about languages, so that you can then 

approach these concepts more clearly with your learners in order to create positive attitudes towards 

their learning. 

The two tasks are designed to be used together but you can, of course, once you have read the summary 

on the relationship between knowledge / opinions / stereotypes / representations / attitudes, work on 

only one of the tasks. 

A reminder:   

Discourses on languages very often mix, in ways that are sometimes difficult to identify, different types of 

knowledge, representations, images and stereotypes. Here are some explanations that might help you to 

distinguish between them.   

Representations are defined as a set of knowledge, opinions, and mental forms (science, religion, myths, 

space, time) that are widely shared among individuals in society.  Insofar as they serve as a " digest of 

experience " (Kayser 1997: 7), they provide a framework for the exploitation of knowledge, trigger directed 

inferences (they allow for inter-comprehension), and orient behaviour (Castellotti & Moore 2002: 10).   

Stereotypes, as social representations, are generally considered to be a specific form of verbalisation of 
attitudes, characterised by the agreement of members of the same group around certain traits, which are 
adopted as valid and discriminating to describe an other (the stranger) in his/her difference (Tajfel 1981: 
115). They are defined by the fact that they fix a truth that is not proven or is even false. By proposing a 
simplifying reading grid, based on preconceived ideas, they distort and impoverish social reality.   

Attitude is generally defined as a disposition to react favourably or unfavourably to a class of objects: "a 
latent, acquired psychic (pre)disposition to react in a certain way to an object" (Kolde 1981 cited in Lüdi & 
Py 1986: 97). Attitudes organise more or less stable behaviour and conduct but cannot be directly observed. 
They are usually associated and evaluated in relation to the behaviours they generate (Castellotti & Moore 
2002: 8).   
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Sources:   
 
Castellotti, V.; Moore, D. (2002) : Représentations sociales des langues et enseignement. Guide pour l'élaboration 
des politiques linguistiques éducatives en Europe. Etude de référence, Division des politiques linguistiques, Conseil  
de l’Europe, Strasbourg, https://rm.coe.int/representations-sociales-des-langues-et-enseignements/168087458d 

Moscovici, S. (1989). Des représentations collectives aux représentations sociales, in Jodelet, D. (1989).  Les 
représentations sociales. Paris : PUF.   

 
1. Individually, make a list of the languages you consider you know. For each one, name three characteristics 
that you think are based on knowledge and three characteristics that are based on opinion and/or 
stereotypes. In groups of three, compare your results. For the languages that appear more than once in 
your answers, are there any elements that are repeated? Are they more likely to be in the knowledge 
column or in the opinion and/or stereotype column? Why do you think this is?   
 
2. In the following extracts, elements of knowledge and opinions and/or stereotypes are mixed. Fill in the 
table, trying to distinguish between them. 
 

The 
language 
referred 
to 

Knowledge  Opinions and/or stereotypes 

a    

b    

c    

d    

e    

f    

g    
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Examples of extracts:   
 

a.   According to the website Ethnologue.com, there are nearly 1.2 billion native Chinese speakers, 
of which nearly 1 billion speak Mandarin. China, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, but also large 
communities in: Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Mauritius, Mongolia, Philippines, Russia, 
Thailand, UK, USA, Vietnam, France. Chinese is a language itself composed of thirteen 
languages and dialects based on the same script. Mandarin, of course, is the most widely used 
language, but also Wu or Cantonese, for example. 

       Translated from  https://www.ipac-
traductions.com/blog/10-langues-plus-parlees/  

 
b.   One of the characteristics of Chinese is that it is a very old language. Any language that lives a 

long time evolves a lot, which makes it more difficult to master. Moreover, it is a very diverse 
language in the areas in which it is used: it has countless dialects and, more than dialects, real 
distinct languages. This diversity still persists, although the authorities have deliberately opted 
for Mandarin, or the "common language". It is, however, tempered by the unity of the written 
language. A northern Chinese and a southern Chinese do not understand each other when they 
speak, but they can read the same newspapers. And television is understood by all because it 
is subtitled. Contrary to widespread opinion in the West, Chinese is not very difficult to speak, 
at least when it comes to "survival" Chinese, what you need to know to get by in the street, 
with a taxi driver, in a shop or in a restaurant. Firstly, because Chinese syntax is very simple, 
not to say non-existent, and bears no relation to the complexity of Indo-European languages. 
And above all, because Chinese morphology is practically non-existent: in Chinese, there is 

neither gender nor number for nouns, adjectives and pronouns, nor, obviously, declension; 
there is no verb conjugation either. An adverb or a quasi-auxiliary is enough to give an 
indication of time. This simplifies the practice of the language. 

 
Translated from : Barret, P. (2011). Le chinois est-il une langue comme les autres ? Revue   
internationale et stratégique, 81(1), 71-77. 

 
c.    English has in common with French that it has been shaped by court usage. Hence its idiomatic 

character: when you ask why something is said in English in a certain way, you are told "because 
that's how it is". There are no rules, you have to master the convention, which changes 
according to the environment where the social hierarchy is reflected. French, to a lesser 
degree, has this same idiomatic character, German not at all: socially, it is a much more 
egalitarian language.   

Translated from: Wismann, H. (2012). 
Penser entre les langues, Ed. Albin Michel.  

d.     English as a first language is the third most spoken language in the world (about 380 million 
people). As a second language, 1 billion people speak English, a language for business, travel 
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and international relations. In total, more than 50 countries have English as an official language 
(either as a single language or bilingual, as in Canada and Hong Kong for example). The United 
Kingdom, the United States and Australia, of course, but also Zimbabwe, Malta, Jamaica, Fiji, 
India... It is the only language that is official in at least one country on each continent.  

                                   Translated from: https://www.ipac-traductions.com/blog/10-langues-plus-parlees/  

e.    Hurrah! French appears in the top 5 most spoken languages in the world! It is also the 4ᵉ most 
used language on the internet. Just like English, French is used on all 5 continents. In 
evolution, there are nearly 300 million people who can express themselves in French, in over 
106 countries. 

            Translated from French : https://www.ipac-traductions.com/blog/10-langues-plus-parlees/  

f      In French, the great feat of The Princess of Cleves is to evoke a love affair without ever referring 
to it explicitly. The consequence of this culture of writing implicitly is that, from Montaigne to 
Madame de La Fayette, tens of thousands of words have been abandoned. Racine wrote his 
tragedies with fifteen hundred words. He uses "ardour" to designate a host of different things, 
from love to hate to courage in battle. This is what makes some people say that French is the 
closest European language to Chinese.  

        Translated from: Wismann, H. (2012). Penser entre les langues, Ed. Albin Michel.  

g.    With 145 million native speakers, Russian is the most widely spoken language in Europe. Closer 
to home, German is the most widely spoken language in the European Union, ahead of French! 
The 90 million or so German speakers are mainly spread between Germany, Austria and 
German-speaking Switzerland. Ah, the prejudices about the ugliness of German! I've heard 
them all the time and on every occasion: "there are only consonants", "it sounds like they're 
shouting all the time", "it's a Nazi language". For many people, the sounds of the German 
language can be summed up as the rantings of Third Reich dignitaries in front of a frenzied 
crowd. Let's be serious for a minute: if you were to shout French like that, do you think it would 
be pleasant to hear? Of course not. German is a beautiful language, with a great tradition of 
literature, music and poetry. 

                Translated from: https://www.mondelangues.fr/7-bonnes-raisons-dapprendre-lallemand 

 
Step 2 :  Raising learners' awareness of language representations 
 
This second step aims to achieve the following objectives: 
- to make you think about how to use learners' discourses on their attitudes and representations of 
languages from a didactic point of view, with the aim of improving their motivation towards language 
study 
- to make you reflect on your own representations of and about languages  
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As in the previous stage, the tasks are designed to be complementary, and the two types of questions are 
not compulsory for all. The corpus of extracts can, of course, be replaced by a corpus of extracts more 
appropriate to your context. 
3. The following sentences are taken from the answers given by 13–14-year-old Romanian learners to the 
question Which of the languages you know is the easiest and why?  
 
What could you do in class with such a corpus? How could you use it to make learners aware of the 
diversity of sources and types of representations one can have about languages? 

And for you, which of the languages you know would be the easiest? Why?  
 
Examples of extracts :   

Romanian is the easiest because it is my native language. (O.Y., 12 years old)  

English because I love it. (I.E., 11 years old)  

French because it resembles Romanian. (M.H., 12 years old)  

Turkish is the easiest language because I speak it at home. (H.N., 14 years old)  

Romanian, because it is the language I speak at home. (K.B., 13 years old)  

Romanian, because it was the first language I learned. (H.G., 13 years old)  

The easiest language I know is English because it helps me to play a lot of video games 

where we all speak and it is easy for me to understand it. (H.R., 11 years old)  

I think English is the easiest language because I use it in all the software I use. (T.V., 13 

years old)  

English, because the grammar seems easier than in other languages. (B.T., 13 years old)  

For me, the easiest language seems to be English because English doesn't have letters like 
ă, â, î, ț. (N.A.R., 11 years old)  

English because it is spoken everywhere. (M.Ș.A., 13 years old)  

French, because it is easier grammatically and very easy to pronounce because it is 

very similar to Romanian. (F.B.M., 13 years old)  

French, because I like it a lot and there are a lot of transparent words. (U.M., 13)  

French, because I would like to go to France. (B.A-M., 12 years old) 

German seems the easiest to me because it is very similar to English and I frequently visit 
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Austria and Germany to visit most of my family. (M.D., 14 years old)  

Turkish, because I like speaking Turkish and I like the country with its films. (M.M., 13 
years old)  

Italian, because it resembles Romanian. (A.R., 10 years old)  

Spanish and French because they are very similar to Romanian. (V. M.-A., 11 years old)  

The easiest language I know is Romanian because it is the language spoken where I live 

and I got used to it, even if the grammar is quite difficult. (P.C., 11 years old)  

Romanian, because I learned it first, but English grammar is much easier.  (I.M., 13 years 

old)  

Romanian seems to me the easiest language to pronounce. The grammar is not simple at 

all, but I have learned it since I was little. (S.B., 12 years old)  

I think the easiest language I know is Romanian because it has an easy grammar. (I.E., 13         

years old)  

 

Step 3:  Interacting with learners about representations   

This third step aims to achieve the following objectives: 
 
- to have you reflect on learners' representations of and attitudes towards their mother tongue, as they 
appear in their language biographies 
- to have you reflect on the didactic uses of learners' discourses on their mother tongues in the classroom. 
 
The extracts we propose can be replaced by extracts more appropriate to your context. The two levels of 
questioning we propose are complementary in that peer reflection on learners' discourses is not the same 
as reflection in class with learners. This is why we advise you to work on the two sub-points of this task in 
parallel. 

4. Below are six extracts from the language biographies of Romanian learners aged 12-14. They include 

the subjects' mother tongue. Choose three of these extracts and, in groups of three:  
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a. Say why you have chosen these three extracts and left out the others; b. formulate four or five 

questions you would ask about them:  

a) in a teacher education context.  

b) in the classroom, with learners.   

Discuss the questions formulated and their possible impact on didactic communication 

(potential for conflict, opportunities for addressing issues related to overgeneralizations, 

ways to counteract these phenomena in the classroom, etc.).       

  

 

Extracts from language biographies 

1.   I am Aromanian, but I consider my mother tongue to be Romanian; since I was little, 

my Aromanian parents and relatives spoke Aromanian, but I answered them in 

Romanian; Aromanian seems a bit ugly to me; in most situations I speak Aromanian 

when I get angry: 'cap di cupaci'. (M.C., 12 years old)  

2.  English was the third language I came into contact with, in first class, with Mrs P. From 

first class onwards, I started watching youtubers who spoke English.  Because I wanted 

to learn English better. During primary school I did NOT like English AT ALL until the 

fifth grade when Mrs. P. left and Mrs. S. came.  From then on, my favourite language 

has been English and, I don't want to brag, but I'm pretty good. When I watch TV, I only 

follow English channels or English shows like Say Yes to the Dress which I watch with 

Mum or 60 Minutes which I watch on my own because it's with doctors and I like 

biology and so on. I watch Comedy Central, but Mum won't let me because the 

cartoons on it are very vulgar. I wish my first language was English, but unfortunately 

it's not possible. (S.P., 13 years old)  

3.  The first language I learned was Romanian with Italian, for example I would say one 

word in Romanian, one word in Italian. Probably you will think it is very cool, but you 

are very wrong. When I was a kid, people didn't understand me at all. I never 

understood what my mother tongue was. If I learn two languages at the same time, 

does that mean I have two mother tongues? Despite all this, my mouth doesn't look 

like the monsters in the movie Alien. The cool part is that if I'm in Italy and I don't want 

anyone to understand me, I speak Romanian, while in Romania I speak Italian. Also, if 

I'm in Romania and with us there are friends who know Romanian and a little bit of 
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Italian, then I speak very quickly and at a considerable distance. (I.A., 13 years old)  

4.  From a very young age I started to speak Tatar. My parents taught me Romanian and 

Tatar, but the first language I spoke was Tatar. Tatar is an ancient language, which has 

not evolved much because it isn’t much spoken. In the meantime, I have forgotten this 

language a bit. It is my first mother tongue. Romanian is my second mother tongue and 

the official language of the country where I live, so it is easier than Tatar. (V.B., 13 years 

old)  

5.   Firstly, I learned Romanian from my grandparents and parents. In my opinion, Romanian 

is beautiful, but it does not attract me excessively. According to what I know about my 

parents, my first word was mum. As far as my attraction to the language is concerned, 

I hope nobody will judge me, but I don't consider it my mother tongue.  Honestly, I 

have another language that I love and that I feel would be my mother tongue, it's a 

language that you'll discover at the end. [...] This language (German) I wrote last 

because it is the most special language for me, I even consider it my mother tongue, 

despite the fact that I did not learn it from my grandparents or my parents.  I studied 

German in the 5th grade and from then on I loved it very much. [...] To finish this text, 

I will summarise by saying that, of these three languages (Romanian, German, French), 

German is the language that I consider to be my mother tongue and the most beautiful, 

despite the fact that for others it is a horrible language. I think that the origin of my 

love for this language is Hitler, of whom I am a big fan. (A.P., 13 years old)  

6. I was in Italy, I was 5 years old, I was in the pool with a friend. I had spoken Romanian 

with my father and my friend asked me what language we spoke. I said Romanian, his 

mother heard this and took him home. I didn't see him there anymore. (A.R., 12 years 

old)  

 

Step 4 :  Self evaluation 

 

What do you feel you have learned to do with these tasks?   

Give an example of new knowledge that you feel you have acquired with these tasks. Give an example of 
a representation about languages that you feel you have changed. 

Continue the following sentence according to how you feel after having done these tasks. 

When facing a tricky situation created by students in class about languages, I will... 
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