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Some preliminary considerations



Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1

• The concept of plurilingual and intercultural education 
– has implications for the whole of educational culture

– poses major challenges to all educational agents and stakeholders

• “The full implementation of the measures proposed is the work of many years and 
entails shifts not only in education policies and practices but in societal attitudes to 
linguistic and cultural diversity” (§ 5.a.iii)

• On the other hand, the Council of Europe has long been committed to
– plurilingualism and plurilingual approaches to (language) education 

– the development of intercultural awareness and intercultural competences

– education for democratic citizenship

• To this extent, there is nothing new in the Recommendation
– Everything it proposes can be found in existing Council of Europe policy documents and 

instruments and is supported by a wide range of ECML projects

– Its purpose is to use the holistic concept of plurilingual and intercultural education to remind 
member states of long-established aspirations and give those aspirations new impetus



Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1

• Paragraph 1.a of the Recommendation states that the measures set out in the 
appendix should be implemented “taking due account of national, regional 
and/or local circumstances, and in conformity with constitutional provisions”

– Implementation should be context-sensitive

– Plurilingual and intercultural education comes in many different shapes and sizes

• While recognizing that full implementation of the measures is the work of many 
years (§ 5.a.iii), the Recommendation also states: “Much can nevertheless be 
achieved in the meantime by adjusting policy and practice at the level of the 
educational institution and the classroom and by drawing on existing Council of 
Europe resources” (§ 5.a.iv)

• This paradox reminds us that educational progress is most efficient when
– the evolution of policy is informed by successful practice

– general principles are tested against the realities of lived educational experience 

– the daily realities of school and classroom, college and lecture hall/seminar room, engage 
critically with the principles that shape policy



How I shall answer the three questions in my title

1. What is plurilingual and intercultural education?
– The definition provided by the Recommendation

2. Why should we promote plurilingual and intercultural education?
– The underlying principles set out in the Recommendation

3. How do we develop and implement plurilingual and intercultural 
education?

– An example from Ireland: what has already been possible in one educational 
context



What is plurilingual and intercultural education?



Recommendation CM/R(2022)1: definition
Setting out to foster the development of integrated 
linguistic repertoires in which languages interrelate 
and interact, [plurilingual and intercultural 
education] takes account of and seeks to bring into 
interaction with one another:

i. the languages and cultures that learners bring 
with them, including sign, minority and migrant 
languages and cultures;

ii. the languages of schooling, which vary in genre 
and terminology according to the different 
subjects taught and differ in significant ways from 
the language of informal everyday 
communication;

iii. regional, minority and other languages and 
cultures that are part of the curriculum;

iv. foreign languages (modern and classical); 

v. other languages and cultures that are not present 
in school and not part of the curriculum.
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• CEFR 1.3 defines plurilingualism as “a communicative 
competence to which all knowledge and experience of 
language contributes and in which languages 
interrelate and interact” (Council of Europe 2001: 4)

• An integrated repertoire includes all the languages the 
individual uses, at whatever level of proficiency and 
however those languages have been learnt

• The CEFR’s action-oriented approach to the definition 
of proficiency (2.1) views language users and learners 
as “social agents”: “members of society who have tasks 
(not exclusively language-related) to accomplish in a 
given set of circumstances (Council of Europe 2001: 9)

• Learners of all ages are not “blank slates”: they already 
have a linguistic and cultural repertoire
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• The interaction between languages in the learner’s 
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• Plurilingual and intercultural education creates 
awareness of languages and cultures in society at large



Why should we promote plurilingual and intercultural
education?



Recommendation CM/R(2022)1: seven underlying principles
4. Plurilingual and intercultural education

i. is essential to education for democratic 
culture;

ii. respects and values linguistic and cultural 
diversity;

iii. promotes language awareness and language 
sensitivity across the curriculum;

iv. encourages critical reflection on cultural 
diversity;

v. helps to foster critical digital literacy and 
digital citizenship; 

vi. encourages learner autonomy and values the 
learner’s voice;

vii. supports the inclusion of disadvantaged and 
marginalized learners on an equal footing 
with other learners.
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participant in democratic society by promoting his or 
her personal development, combining social 
responsibility with growing self-awareness, self-
confidence, independence of thought, and critical 
cultural and language awareness” (EM, § 4.i) 

• The European Cultural Convention (1954) aims to 
”achieve a greater unity between its members for the 
purpose, among others, of safeguarding and realizing 
the ideals and principles which are their common 
heritage”

• The Council of Europe White Paper on Intercultural 
Dialogue (2008) defines integration as a two-way 
process that requires an active response on the part of 
majority as well as minority communities

• Plurilingual and intercultural education supports this 
political agenda by respecting and valuing linguistic 
and cultural diversity
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requiring them to share responsibility for the 
teaching/learning process and involving them in the 
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❖ Autonomous learning skills
❖ Analytical and critical thinking skills
❖ Skills of listening and observing
❖ Empathy
❖ Flexibility and adaptability
❖ Linguistic, communicative and plurilingual 

skills
❖ Cooperation skills
❖ Conflict-resolution skills

Skills

Values
❖ Valuing human dignity and human rights
❖ Valuing cultural diversity
❖ Valuing democracy, justice, fairness, 

equality and the rule of law

❖ Knowledge and critical understanding of the 
self

❖ Knowledge and critical understanding of 
language and communication 

❖ Knowledge and critical understanding of the 
world: politics, law, human rights, curlure, 
cultures, religions, history, media, economies, 
environment, sustainability

Knowledge and 
critical understanding

Competences

Attitudes
❖ Openness to cultural otherness and other 

beliefs, world views and practices
❖ Respect
❖ Civic-mindedness
❖ Responsibility
❖ Self-efficacy
❖ Tolerance of ambiguity

Valuing cultural diversity

Linguistic, 
communicative and 
plurilingual skills

Knowledge and critical 
understanding of language and 
communication

Openness to cultural 
difference

Plurilingual and intercultural education helps to develop the 
competences needed for democratic citizenship

Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture (Council of Europe, 2018)



How do we develop and implement plurilingual and 
intercultural education? 

An example from Ireland
(with thanks to Déirdre Kirwan)



Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní), Blanchardstown, 2014/2015

51 home languages, 
most of them 
unknown  to teachers

320 pupils from 4½+ 
to 12½+ years

Most had little or no 
English when they 
started school

80% from immigrant 
families

Afrikaans, Amharic, Arabic, Bangla, Benin, Bosnian, Cantonese, Cebuano, Dari,  Estonian, Farsi, Foula, 
French, German, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian, Igbo, Ilonggo, Indonesian, Isoko, Itsekiri, Italian, Kannada, 

Kinyarwanda, Konkani, Kurdish, Latvian, Lingala, Lithuanian, Malay, Malayalam, Mandarin, Marathi, 
Moldovan, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Russian, Shona, Slovakian, Spanish, Swahili, Tagalog, Tamil, 

Ukrainian, Urdu, Vietnamese, Visayan, Xhosa, Yoruba



The Irish context
Language

• Irish the first and English the second official 
language

– Irish an obligatory subject from the 
beginning to the end of schooling

– Irish the first/home/preferred language of a 
small minority of the population

Eight years of primary schooling

• Two preparatory years: Junior and Senior 
Infants (= pre-school in other countries)

• Six primary grades (Classes)

Demographics

• Steady increase in immigration since the 
1990s

• Population grew by 31% between 1996 and 
2016

• Ireland now a linguistically and culturally 
diverse society

Child-centred curriculum

• Pupils should realize their full potential as 
unique individuals (Government of Ireland, 
1999: 7)

• “… the child’s existing knowledge and 
experience form the basis for learning” (ibid.: 
8)

• “… the child is an active agent in his or her 
learning” (ibid.: 8)

• Emphasizes the importance of the life of the 
home (ibid.: 24)



Scoil Bhríde’s version of the plurilingual approach in 2015
Basic pedagogical principles

1. Plurilingual pupils will learn most effectively 
if they are encouraged to use all the 
languages at their disposal whenever they 
want to and for whatever purposes seem to 
them appropriate

2. Even very young children can be trusted to 
know how to use their home language as a 
tool of learning 

3. Teaching and learning proceed via 

exploratory dialogue: pupils share the 

initiative in classroom discourse

4. Strong emphasis on development of literacy 

skills in English, Irish, French and home 

languages: involvement of immigrant 

parents in the development of their 

daughters’ home language literacy
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(CEFR 1.3) in pupils’ minds is unknown



Scoil Bhríde’s version of the plurilingual approach in 2015
Basic pedagogical principles

1. Plurilingual pupils will learn most effectively 
if they are encouraged to use all the 
languages at their disposal whenever they 
want to and for whatever purposes seem to 
them appropriate

2. Even very young children can be trusted to 
know how to use their home language as a 
tool of learning 

3. Teaching and learning proceed via 

exploratory dialogue: pupils share the 

initiative in classroom discourse

4. Strong emphasis on development of literacy 

skills in English, Irish, French and home 

languages: involvement of immigrant 

parents in the development of their 

daughters’ home language literacy

• Principle 2 arises from the fact that the pupil’s home 
language is her principal cognitive tool, the medium 
of her discursive thinking and her consciousness

• These functions of the pupil’s home language explain 
why it is cruel, misguided and vain to forbid her to 
use that language at school

• Principle 1 presupposes that pupils have fully 
integrated language repertoires, and that each 
language is available to them for immediate 
spontaneous use within the limits of their proficiency

• How those languages “interrelate and interact” 
(CEFR 1.3) in pupils’ minds is unknown



Scoil Bhríde’s version of the plurilingual approach in 2015
Basic pedagogical principles

1. Plurilingual pupils will learn most effectively 
if they are encouraged to use all the 
languages at their disposal whenever they 
want to and for whatever purposes seem to 
them appropriate

2. Even very young children can be trusted to 
know how to use their home language as a 
tool of learning 

3. Teaching and learning proceed via 

exploratory dialogue: pupils share the 

initiative in classroom discourse

4. Strong emphasis on development of literacy 

skills in English, Irish, French and home 

languages: involvement of immigrant 

parents in the development of their 

daughters’ home language literacy

• Principle 3 coincides with the expectations of the 
Primary School curriculum, though it does not shape 
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the classroom, they must be allowed to share control 
of classroom discourse

• The combination of home language use and 
discourse control is expected to promote pupils’ self-
confidence and self-efficacy
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• Principle 3 coincides with the expectations of the 
Primary School curriculum, though it does not shape 
teaching in all Irish primary schools

• Clearly, if pupils are to use their home language in 
the classroom, they must be allowed to share control 
of classroom discourse

• The combination of home language use and 
discourse control is expected to promote pupils’ self-
confidence and self-efficacy

• Principle 4 complements Principle 3: reading and 
writing are in balance with listening and speaking; 
the development of literacy skills supports the 
development of oral skills and vice versa

• Scoil Bhríde’s goal is to develop pupils’ writing skills 
to the highest levels of age-appropriate proficiency 
in all the languages in their developing plurilingual 
repertoires



How did it work in the classroom?
Three functions of home languages:

• In reciprocal communication between pupils 
who have the same or a closely related home 
language
– Play at the beginning of the school day in Junior 

Infants and in the yard at all levels of the school

– Pair and group work in the classroom

• For non-reciprocal purposes of display: “This 
what we say in my language”
– In the most junior classes learning to count, working 

with shapes and colours, and action games were 
multilingual activities

– Use of home languages scaffolded the learning of 
English, Irish and curriculum content

• As a source of intuitive linguistic knowledge that 
individual pupils made available to the teacher 
and the rest of the class
– Enrichment of curriculum content and consolidation 

of curriculum learning

Language awareness

• Introduction of fractions in Third Class (8½+)
– Teacher associated fraction with fracture and elicited 

synonyms (break, split) and words for break in other 
languages

– Romanian pupil offered rupt, which pupils quickly 
linked to the eruption of a volcano, interruption and 
disruption

• The impact of cross-linguistic comparison on 
pupils’ English vocabulary (Fourth Class – 9½+)
– In a maths lesson the teacher asked: “What is an 

oblique line?”
– A Romanian pupil suggested it was like oblig in her 

language, which meant “something you must do”

– The teacher explained the difference between 
oblique and oblige

– An Irish pupil noted that obligatory is like 
Romanian oblig

– A Filipino pupil offered obligate

– A Lithuanian pupil answered the teacher’s original 
question: “There’s an oblique line on the end of 
the letter q”



How did it work in the classroom? – Plurilingual literacy

• In Senior Infants (5½+) teachers provided worksheets that could be completed in 
English and Irish/home languages

• In First Class (6½+) pupils produced simple identity texts in English and their home 
language



Senior Infants (5½+)

First Class (6½+)
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English in which several of the characters speak Romanian 

• In Fifth Class (10½+) French was added to English, Irish and home languages and was 
learnt by using it as an alternative medium for exploring curriculum themes

• In Sixth Class (11½+) pupils engaged in sophisticated language play and wrote 
confidently in English, Irish, French and their home language



The Sixth Class fashion show (11½+)



How did it work in the classroom?
Overall learning achievement

• Thanks to the strong emphasis on writing, all pupils 
developed high levels of age-appropriate literacy in 
English, Irish and French

• Pupils’ achievement in Irish was unusual for its 
range, confidence and fluency – Scoil Bhríde was 
ranked in the top 12% of primary schools for 
achievement in Irish

• Pupils from immigrant families also developed age-
appropriate literacy in their home language

• Because multiple languages were continuously in 
focus, pupils acquired unusually high levels of 
metalinguistic awareness

• In the standardized tests that pupils took each year 
from First Class (6½+) to Sixth Class (11½+), the 
school performed consistently above the national 
average

Three bonuses

• Scoil Bhríde’s version of plurilingual and 
intercultural education had a positive impact on 
the learning of Irish

– Native-born Irish pupils were motivated to think of 
Irish as their “home language”

– Because all pupils first encountered Irish when they 
start school, the language acted as a bridge between 
English and minority-language pupils’ home languages

• From an early age pupils were motivated to engage 
in ambitious autonomous learning projects

• Use of home languages fostered pupils’ self-
esteem

– Key words in pupils’ responses to the question: “What 
are the benefits of using your home languages in 
school?”

possibilities – advantage – exploring – yes! 
personal – friendship – knowledge – expanding 

closer – warm – spark – point of view – perspective
together – help – learn – supports – great 

speak out – be courageous



But bear in mind …
Impact of Council of Europe

• The original decision to include home languages 

in pupils’ educational experience was motivated 

by two concerns:

– that immigrant pupils should not lose their home languages

– that a one-language-only policy would impact negatively on 

social cohesion in the school

• In the early 2000s, a curriculum framework for 

EAL based on the CEFR and a version of the 

European Language Portfolio introduced 

teachers and pupils to key Council of Europe 

concepts, notably learner autonomy

• But although Scoil Bhríde’s approach coincides 

closely with what the Recommendation proposes, 

Council of Europe concepts have played a 

greater role in describing and analysing the 

approach than in developing it (Little & Kirwan 

2019)

Twenty years of continuous development

• Scoil Bhríde enrolled its first immigrant pupils 

in the mid-1990s

• The number of pupils from immigrant families 

grew steadily from the late 1990s to 2014/2015

• The approach I have described was the result 

of continuous development in an infinite 

succession of small steps

• To begin with, activities involving home 

languages were piloted by a small group of 

more experienced teachers

• Gradually, other teachers joined in as they 

witnessed the positive impact of these 

activities

• By 2014/2015 the approach applied to the 

whole school and was enshrined in a school 

language policy (Little & Kirwan 2019: 174–

178)
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• By 2014/2015 the approach applied to the 

whole school and was enshrined in a school 

language policy (Little & Kirwan 2019: 174–

178)

The experience and example of Scoil Bhríde and other schools working in the same 
direction, together with reflection on Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1 and its 

Explanatory Memorandum, should help other schools to develop their own version 
of the plurilingual and intercultural approach in much less than 20 years



Conclusion



A brief recapitulation
• Preliminary considerations

– The concept of plurilingual and intercultural education has profound implications for 
education at all levels

– The activities recommended to member states imply a process of reform that is likely to 
last for many years

– Meanwhile, much can be achieved now at the level of the educational institution

• Question 1: What is plurilingual and intercultural education?
– The definition provided by the Recommendation

• Question 2: Why should we want to promote plurilingual and intercultural 
education?

– The seven underlying principles set out in the Recommendation

• Question 3: How do we develop and implement plurilingual and intercultural 
education?

– The example of Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní)



A final word
• Educational progress is most efficient when

– the evolution of policy is informed by successful practice

– general principles are tested against the realities of lived educational experience 

– the daily realities of school and classroom, college and lecture hall/seminar room, engage 
critically with the principles that shape policy

• As this webinar was designed to show, Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1 and its 
Explanatory Memorandum can be used in two complementary ways

– To stimulate and guide the development of policy and practice at national level – a complex 
and long-term process that in principle includes all sectors and levels of education

– To analyse current policy and practice, especially at institutional level, with a view to 
discovering what plurilingual and intercultural education means for learners in classrooms, 
lecture halls and seminar rooms and undertaking local reform and development

• Without the top-down and bottom-up processes implied by these two uses, 
Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)1 is unlikely to have the impact that the Council 
of Europe intends
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