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ABSTRACT 

 

 The primary purpose of this study is to determine how teaching English in European schools 

can become more effective in order to improve the quality of foreign language education and 

the quantity of students learning it. Currently, only the minority (38%) of European citizens 

possesses the ability to speak English, while its importance continues to grow. In addition, it 

is argued that English can be a very useful instrument in the process of European unification. 

The current crisis laid bare that there is no underlying emotional bond between people from 

different member state countries and English has the potential to change that. 

  This research consists of a total of four parts with every part answering a different sub 

question. In the first part is discussed what the implications of the growing importance of 

English are on national identities and languages. The second part includes the factors which 

influence the process of second language acquisition. Subsequently, a case study is conducted 

which compares the organization of and participation in Dutch, Swedish, Spanish and 

Bulgarian primary and secondary education and also looks at the teachers and teaching 

processes. Finally, in the fourth part numbers are presented and analyzed on whether or not 

EU member state countries are attaining the Barcelona objectives: mother tongue plus two. 

  The main conclusions of all these parts are that a national identity and a possible 

European identity are able to co-exist instead of replace the other. Similarly, national 

languages are very robust and will never dissolve into new intermediate idioms. The 

difference between the percentages of English speakers within Europe cannot merely be 

explained by education. There are also important linguistic and societal factors influencing 

second language acquisition. Only a few countries are attaining the Barcelona objectives so 

far, but there have been reforms in many states which show that they are making an effort. 

The case study showed that there is still a lot of room for improvement in all four countries 

when it comes to teaching foreign languages in primary and secondary education. 

  The conclusion lists twelve recommendations on how to do this. For example, it is 

advised to lower the age of compulsory language learning to the age of 5, to exclusively use 

the language of instruction in the classroom, to expose students to the target language outside 

of school and to offer more programs and courses taught in English in universities. 
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PREFACE 

 

 I am extremely happy that I am writing the preface right now; because that means that I have 

completed all other parts of this thesis. There were times that I was not so sure whether I 

would make it to the first deadline, because I have been lagging behind my own planning 

since the start. In the last week however, I realized that I was going to make it easily, which I 

promise, has not happened very often during my time as a student. Maybe this shows that I 

have finally grown up and that I am ready to start pursuing a career. 

  Finalizing this paper does not only mean that I am about to graduate from the Erasmus 

Mundus Master program Euroculture, it is also a symbolic end to seven years of university 

life. Those seven years have brought me so much new knowledge and skills, so many new 

friends and such great experiences that I am very grateful to have had the privilege of being 

part of it. The Euroculture program alone has taught me a lot already and brought me to 

Uppsala, Krakow, Bilbao, Los Angeles and back to the city where it all started in 2007: 

Groningen. 

  I want to use this opportunity to thank my amazing parents, who have always 

supported me in any way possible, even though they secretly did not like it if I went abroad 

again for a long time. I could not have done it without them. Additionally, my friends, who 

have been an integral part of my student life and all my professors, who have shared some of 

their expertise with me, deserve to get credit as well. Finally, my thesis supervisors prof. dr. 

G.T. Jensma and mr. M. Persson have played an important role in developing my topic and 

later, their guidance during the writing process. 

  I am not done thanking people yet though, because for this thesis I decided to send out 

e-mails to all Ministries of Education in EU member state countries to ask them questions 

about their foreign language policy and educational system. It would have been easy to ignore 

such a request, but the following people did not do so and provided me with very valuable 

insight: Ms. Andrea Schwermer (Germany), Ms. Helle Asbjørn Sørensen (Denmark), Ms. 

Anna Mikander (Finland), Mr. Vladimir Hlinka (Slovakia), Ms. Jasminka Majsec (Croatia) 

Ms. Sien van den Hoof (Belgium) and Ms. Vilma Bačkiūtė (Lithiania). Thank you all! 

  Good luck reading my thesis, I hope you will enjoy it!  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 A Crisis within a Crisis 

 The official motto of the European Union is ‘United in diversity’.
1
 This refers to the bond 

between all 28 member states, which, despite having different cultures, traditions and 

languages, are united in the EU. Together, they try to maintain peace in a continent with a 

history full of wars and conflicts, while at the same time, become and remain a world power 

in economic, trade and monetary terms to ensure prosperity in all its member states. The idea 

of a supranational European organization already existed long before the foundation of the 

European Coal and Steel Community in 1951, but the potential member state countries 

needed the Second World War to realize themselves that Europe could not go without it any 

longer. They hoped to eliminate the possibility of future wars between the, at that point, six 

member states, by pooling the national heavy industries together.
2
 France, West-Germany, 

Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg all signed the Treaty of Paris, which among 

other things, resulted in the creation of a common market for coal and steel to neutralize 

competition between these nations for resources, especially between France and West 

Germany. Today, in the year 2014, over sixty years after the establishment of the ECSC, there 

has not been a single war between any member states and thus, it is fair to say that the goal of 

this originally mostly economic cooperation has been achieved. In addition, The EU collected 

recognition for these efforts by receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012. 

  In this respect the European Union has been a success story from start to finish, but 

there is more to it than just peace in our time. The predecessor of the EU, the ECSC, mainly 

promoted the economic cooperation between member states and it is still one of the most 

important functions of the Union today. Throughout the 63-year-long existence the EU faced 

many challenges when it comes to the European economy. During the 1970s and the 

beginning of the 1980s, Europe was suffering from its first oil crisis. This crisis and the 

unstable American dollar had a huge effect on the European economy.
3
 Unemployment 

numbers were high, many companies seized to exist and on top of that, there was a stagnation 

                                                           
1 Europa – The EU Motto (n.d.). Retrieved March 1, 2014, from http://europa.eu/about-eu/basic-

information/symbols/motto/index_en.htm. 
2 Schuman, R. (1950). The Schuman Declaration–9 May 1950. at” Founding Fathers of the European Union”, http://www. 

robert-schuman. eu/pdf/fathers-ofeurope. pdf. 
3 De geschiedenis van de EU (2009). Retrieved March 1, 2014, from http://mens-en-

samenleving.infonu.nl/internationaal/37304-de-geschiedenis-van-de-eu.html. 
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of the European integration process perceived. That is why this period is known as a period of 

so called ‘Eurosclerosis’. This was the first time the forerunner of European Union had to deal 

with a setback and it did not miss its effect on how people perceived them. During this time of 

economic slump, European citizens were increasingly losing support for the European 

integration process and member states switched their interests more and more from European 

to domestic issues.
4
 A clear parallel can be drawn between the ‘Eurosclerosis crisis’ and the 

financial crisis Europe is dealing with today, especially when looking at the effect on public 

support for the European Union. There is however, one important difference which needs to 

be addressed. The 2008 financial crisis is considered to be the largest recession since the 

infamous Great Depression of the 1930s.
5
 This means that this crisis is the worst one the 

European Union has ever been faced with. Consequently, similar to the effects of the 

‘Eurosclerosis crisis’, the 2008 financial crisis has had a huge impact on the image the EU 

conjures up among European citizens. While this crisis is more severe than the ‘Eurosclerosis 

crisis’, the effects are larger as well. Whereas in September 2007, right before the kick-off of 

the crisis, 52% of the citizens perceived the EU positively, this number dropped to a record 

low of 30% in September 2013.
6
 Furthermore, almost half (46%) of all European citizens are 

currently very pessimistic about the future of the European Union, where this used to be just a 

quarter (24%) in September 2007.
7
 

  Based on these statistics, it is a safe assumption that there is a correlation between the 

current state of the economy and the support for Europe. The principles of utilitarian and 

affective support provide a theoretical framework to explain this development.
8
 “Utilitarian 

support is seen as the product of a calculation of tangible benefits derived from integration. 

As a result, is it is likely to be unstable: individuals and groups will support integration as 

long as they consider it to be in their immediate economic interest but will withdraw their 

support if this is no longer true.”
9
 Utilitarian support is being influenced by recognition of 

common interests and positive, mutual benefits for citizens.
10

 In other words, this type of 

support depends on rationality and is a result of a cost-benefit analysis.
11

 Affective support on 

                                                           
4 Eurobarometer. (2008). National report: Ireland. In Eurobarometer 69.2: Public opinion in the European Union. Brussels: 

Directorate General of Communication; De geschiedenis van de EU. (2009). Retrieved March 1, 2014, from http://mens-en-

samenleving.infonu.nl/internationaal/37304-de-geschiedenis-van-de-eu.html. 
5 Jones, C. I. (2009). The Global Financial Crisis of 2007–20??. A Supplement to Macroeconomics, 1, 1-45, p.43. 
6 Eurobarometer 80. (2013). Public Opinion in the European Union. Brussels: Directorate General of Communication, p.6. 
7 Ibid, p.9. 
8 Moxon-Browne, E. (Ed.). (2004). Who are the Europeans now? Ashgate Publishing, Ltd, p.25. 
9 Shepherd, R. J. (1975). Public opinion and European integration. Farnborough, UK: Saxon House. 
10 Lindberg, L. N. & Scheingold, S. A. (1970). Europe's Would-Be Polity: Patterns of Change in the European Community.   
11 Mahler, V. A., Taylor, B. J., & Wozniak, J. R. (2000). Economics and public support for the European Union: An analysis 

at the national, regional, and individual levels. Polity, 429-453, p.431. 
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the other hand, is more emotionally oriented. This type of support is ‘based on feelings of 

generalized loyalty and sympathy for the idea of European integration’.
12

 It arises ‘from a 

deep-seated sense of political identity rather than a dispassionate assessment of immediate 

costs and benefits, it is a value that cannot easily be eroded’.
13

 Support for the European 

Union tends to be more utilitarian than affective, which explains why the image citizens have 

of Europe depends on, among other things, the state of the economy.
14

 Whenever you are able 

to identify with certain interests and you benefit from this institution, you will most likely 

support the EU to some extent and therefore, perceive Europe in a more positive way. On the 

contrary, the support for one’s nation state is based more on the affective principle. 

  When the ECSC was founded, the founding fathers expected that political and 

economic integration would lead to institutional spillover, meaning that European integration 

would in time result in a truly united Europe.
15

 However, the disintegration of borders, 

integration of trade and the softening of sovereignty did not yet lead to the ‘European super 

state’ or ‘United States of Europe’ as they predicted.
16

 Moreover, the expectation that a 

supranational institution would ‘deemphasize separate national identities in favor of a larger 

transnational identity’ did not happen either.
17

 This concept was very well demonstrated when 

the nationalist, anti-Euro party ‘True Finns’ went from five to 34 seats in the Finnish 

parliamentary elections in 2011 and a year later, several Finnish politicians strongly 

considered to leave the Eurozone, because they strongly felt the disadvantages did not weigh 

up against the advantages any longer.
18

  Even though the lack of a dominant transnational 

identity among European citizens is not necessarily something new, the current financial crisis 

reminded us of this in a painful way. This was also illustrated when Greece was heading 

towards bankruptcy and turned to the European Central Bank for help. As a result, Germany – 

having one of Europe’s strongest economies – had to pay the largest share in order to save 

Greece. In response to this plan German citizens started protesting against their country’s 

involvement in this bailout. The Germans refused to pay for ‘mistakes’ the Greek government 

made. In response, Greek demonstrators protested against the German objections. This event 

                                                           
12 Mahler, V. A., Taylor, B. J., & Wozniak, J. R. (2000). Economics and public support for the European Union: An analysis 

at the national, regional, and individual levels. Polity, 429-453, p.431. 
13 Shepherd, R. J. (1975). Public opinion and European integration. Farnborough, UK: Saxon House, p.93. 
14 Moxon-Browne, E. (Ed.). (2004). Who are the Europeans now? Ashgate Publishing, Ltd, p.25. 
15 Haas, E. B. (2004). The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social, and Economic Forces, 1950-1957. University of  Notre Dame 

Press, South Bend, New Edition. 
16 McKay, D. (1996). Rush to Union: Understanding the European Federal Bargain. Cleardon Press, Oxford,  p 3-4. 
17 White, T.R. (2010). European Integration, Identity, and National Self Interest: The Enduring Nature of National Identity. 

University of Nebraska, Lincoln, p.2. 
18 Raunio, T. (2011). Europe and the Finnish Parliamentary Elections of April 17, 2011. EPERN Election Briefing, p.6; 

Feeney, M. (2012). Finland is Ready to Leave the Euro As Frustration with Greece Grows. Retrieved March 2, 2014 from 

http://reason.com/blog/2012/08/24/finland-is-ready-to-leave-the-euro-as-fr. 



 
10 

laid painfully bare that there is no underlying emotional bond between these two countries; a 

so called ‘us feeling’ seemed to be missing.
19

 This is just an example which resembles the 

current trend in all member state countries. In these uncertain times of economic instability, 

European citizens shift towards national governments as the main focus of their identities and 

political activity.
20

 There is not a strong connection between EU citizens from different 

member states. National identities are still a lot stronger than a European identity and there is 

no indication to believe this is going to change anytime soon. The financial crisis might be the 

most severe one since the 1930s; the current identity crisis is at least as problematic. Whether 

Jean Monnet’s famous quote is real or fake is not that important, because there is a lot to say 

in favor of it: “If I could seize a fresh opportunity for the political integration of Europe, I 

would start from culture and not from the economy.”
21

 Nowadays, culture still remains an 

empty field in a global context of economic crisis.
22

 This is a grim conclusion taking into 

account that the European Union already shifted their emphasis ‘from integration, perceived 

as a rational by-product of economic prosperity and legal harmonization, to more recent 

concerns with integration as a cultural process, and culture as a political instrument of 

furthering that construction process’ after signing the Maastricht Treaty in 1992.
23

 So the 

question is if it is simply too late for a European identity – one which arises from a deep-

seated sense of political identity and based on feelings of generalized loyalty and sympathy 

for Europe – to emerge or is there still a chance this will happen in time? 

1.2 EU Language Policy 

 The last paragraph started with a reference to the EU motto ‘United in diversity’. Ironically, 

it is the same diversity which lies at the root of the problem. The European Union member 

states consist of 3 alphabets, 23 official languages and another 60 regional and minority 

languages.
24

 This makes Europe one of the most diverse continents in the world when it 

comes to languages. The EU is very proud of this diversity which is why all official native 

languages of all member states have also become official EU languages and regional and 

minority languages are protected by the treaty European Charter for Regional and Minority 

Lanuages (ECRML) adopted in 1992. Ten years later, in 2002, leaders of EU member states 

                                                           
19 Bruton, J. (2011). Europe’s Credit Crisis is Also an Identity Crisis. Retrieved March 2, 2014 from 

http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2011-09-15/europe-s-credit-crisis-is-also-an-identity-crisis-john-bruton. 
20 Checkel, J. & Katzenstein, P. (2009). European Identities. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
21 Dudt, S. (2009). Is there a European cultural policy? Mainz: European Music Council, p.3. 
22 Serodes, F.(2013).  A Common European cultural policy in the European Union, p.1. 
23 Shore, C. (2013). Building Europe: The cultural politics of European integration. Routledge, p.1. 
24 European Commission (2009). Multilingualism -  A Bridge to Mutual Understanding. Luxembourg: Office for Official 

Publications of the European Communities, p.5. 
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came together in Barcelona and decided that ‘everyone should be taught at least two foreign 

languages from a very early age’.
25

 These two foreign languages can also include regional and 

minority languages, even though this is not mentioned explicitly. The reason why the EU has 

increased their efforts to encourage all citizens to learn and speak more languages is because 

they have come to the realization that one of the most important conditions for a transnational 

identity is being able to communicate with other European citizens. The inability to 

understand each other means that the possibility of developing any sort of relationship with 

someone from another country is very limited. The problem with the implementation of the 

Barcelona objective that everyone should be taught according to the ‘mother tongue plus two’ 

principle is that there is no such thing as a common European language policy because 

language policy is understood to be the responsibility of member states.
26

 Consequently, it is 

highly doubtful whether national governments have in fact adapted their school systems after 

the European Council made these recommendations. 

   It certainly is a complex situation, but theorists Juliane House, Guus Extra and Jürgen 

Habermas believe the implementation of English as Europe’s lingua franca is the best 

solution.
27

 “The use of English as a lingua franca in Europe need not at all be seen as clashing 

with the European tenet of multilingualism and multiculturalism.”
28

 It should be seen as an 

additional language, never as a substitute for a country’s native language.
29

 Neurolinguistic 

studies also show that the hypothesis that English as a lingua franca would damage 

conceptualization of someone’s native language is false. Furthermore, 38% of the European 

citizens (excluding native English speakers) are already able to speak English, which is 

significantly more than the runner-ups French (12%), German (11%), Spanish (7%) and 

Russian (5%).
30

 In 19 of the 25 member states where English is not the native language, 

English is the most widely spoken foreign language.
31

 The process of English becoming the 

language for international communication is mainly autonomous. English is the language with 

                                                           
25 European Commission (2009). Multilingualism -  A Bridge to Mutual Understanding. Luxembourg: Office for Official 

Publications of the European Communities, p.3. 
26 House, J. (2003). English as a lingua franca: A threat to multilingualism? In: Kortmann, B., & Van der Auwera, J. (Eds.). 

The languages and linguistics of Europe: a comprehensive guide (Vol. 2). Walter de Gruyter, p.592. 
27 Ibid, p.592; Extra, G. (2006). Dealing with multilingualism in multicultural Europe: immigrant minority languages at home 

and school. In: Constant Leung and Jennifer Jenkins (eds.), Reconfiguring Europe. The Contribution of Applied Linguistics, 

21–40. London:Equinox, p.37; Habermas, J. (1998) Die Postnationale Konstellation. Politische Essays. Frankfurt a.M.: 

Suhrkamp. 
28 Extra, G. (2006). Dealing with multilingualism in multicultural Europe: immigrant minority languages at home and school. 

In: Constant Leung and Jennifer Jenkins (eds.), Reconfiguring Europe. The Contribution of Applied Linguistics, 21–40. 

London:Equinox, p.37. 
29 House, J. (2003). English as a lingua franca: A threat to multilingualism? In: Kortmann, B., & Van der Auwera, J. (Eds.). 

The languages and linguistics of Europe: a comprehensive guide (Vol. 2). Walter de Gruyter, p.601. 
30 Eurobarometer 386. (2012). Europeans and their Languages. European Commission,  p.5. 
31 Ibid, p.6. 
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the currently widest communicative range and many people choose to use it out of their own 

free will.
32

 Very often they make the intuitive distinction between English as a language for 

communication and their native language as the language for cultural and linguistic 

identification. Another statistic in favor of English is that 98% of Europeans consider learning 

a foreign language a useful skill for the future of their children and four out five of those 

people believe English is the most useful.
33

 These suggestions for a lingua franca solution 

however, have never been taken very seriously, as many believe they undermine the earlier 

mentioned European dogmas of diversity and multilingualism.
34

 This is quite unfortunate, as 

the use of English in the EU might turn out to be a useful unifying instrument in a 

denationalizing Europe.
35

 One of the main and foremost conditions of European identity 

shaping is the ability to communicate with other European citizens.
36

 

1.3 Language Gaps 

 Whether or not the European Union implements English as a lingua franca is not even that 

relevant. In most domains of society, the national language continues to predominate, but in 

other spheres English now prevails.
37

 It is used for international communication, in business 

and transport, science and technology and also increasingly in entertainment, advertisement, 

sports and fashion. 

  Due to both the European economic and identity crisis the European Union cannot 

allow itself to lay back and wait for English to slowly become more important and thus, 

allowing more Europeans to communicate with each other. 38% of English speakers in the 

EU is nice, but there is still a lot of work to be done. This 38% represents the people who 

speak English well enough to be able to participate in a basic conversation. That means that 

you have to be at least capable to introduce yourself, tell someone what time it is or ask for 

directions. When it comes to a slightly more challenging activity, like following the news on 

television or radio, only 25% say that they are able to do so.
38

 In order to develop 

relationships with people who do not speak your own native language, a certain level of 

English will be required. 

                                                           
32 House, J. (2003). English as a lingua franca: A threat to multilingualism? In: Kortmann, B., & Van der Auwera, J. (Eds.). 

The languages and linguistics of Europe: a comprehensive guide (Vol. 2). Walter de Gruyter, p.595. 
33 Eurobarometer 386. (2012). Europeans and their Languages. European Commission,  p.7-8. 
34 House, J. (2003). English as a lingua franca: A threat to multilingualism? In: Kortmann, B., & Van der Auwera, J. (Eds.). 

The languages and linguistics of Europe: a comprehensive guide (Vol. 2). Walter de Gruyter, p.592. 
35 Habermas, J. (1998) Die Postnationale Konstellation. Politische Essays. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp. 
36 European Commission (2012). The Development of European Identity/Identities: Unfinished Business. Brussels: 

Directorate General of Communication, p.13. 
37 Fasold, R. (1994). The sociolinguistics of society (Vol. 1). Oxford: Basil Blackwell, p.42. 
38 Eurobarometer 386. (2012). Europeans and their Languages. European Commission,  p.6. 
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  The issue which is central in this research are the so called ‘language gaps’. With this 

term is being referred to the unequal distribution of ‘English as a foreign language’ speakers 

throughout Europe. This percentage is very high in countries such as the Netherlands (90%), 

Malta (89%), Sweden (86%) and Denmark (86%). In contrast, in Bulgaria (25%), Hungary 

(20%), Portugal (27%) and Spain (22%) you are less likely to run into an English speaker.
39

 

These numbers were found by simply asking respondents which languages they speak well 

enough in order to be able to have a conversation, not by testing their language ability. How it 

is possible that these differences are so large and what needs to be done to close this language 

gap is going to be explained in this thesis. 

1.4 Relevance 

 As stated above, throughout the 60 year long history of the EU and its precursors, national 

identities have remained dominant, while the expected emergence of a transnational or 

European identity has barely occurred at all.
40

 Having a language in common with other 

Europeans could change this, but currently, this condition is still lacking for many people. 

Especially older people (55+), people who live in rural villages, those who are low-educated 

and people who never use the internet are less likely to possess foreign language skills.
41

   

While the most widespread method of learning a foreign language (68%) is through school 

lessons, the emphasis is going to be on school systems and teaching methods.
42

 The method 

and frequency to which students are exposed to the English and other foreign languages 

throughout their school careers is vital for their language skill. Therefore, finding out how 

languages can be taught in an efficient way is very valuable in terms of implementing English 

as an unofficial lingua franca. When the development of English becoming more widely 

spoken in Europe can be accelerated, the shaping of a European identity and a truly united 

Europe is far more likely to happen; not only united on paper, but also in our minds.  

  The goal of this research is to explain how it is possible that there is a large difference 

between the percentages of English speakers in different European Union member state 

countries, specifically by looking into national educational systems and teaching methods. 

Obtaining more insight on this matter will result into recommendations on how to close this 

language gap and thus, how to accelerate the process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial 

                                                           
39 Eurobarometer 386. (2012). Europeans and their Languages. European Commission, p.21. 
40 White, T.R. (2010). European Integration, Identity, and National Self Interest: The Enduring Nature of National Identity. 

University of Nebraska, Lincoln, p.2. 
41 Eurobarometer 386. (2012). Europeans and their Languages. European Commission,  p.27. 
42 Ibid, p.8. 
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lingua franca. Linking the European unification process to teaching English as a foreign 

language has not been done before to my knowledge and has therefore an added value to the 

literature which already exists on this topic. 

1.5 Research Question 

 In order to explain the language gap between different European countries a case study will 

be conducted. The countries involved will be The Netherlands and Sweden, representing 

countries with a high percentage of English speakers, and Spain and Bulgaria, which are 

among the countries with a low percentage of English speakers. The justification of why these 

countries were selected specifically can be found in Chapter 2. Improving language education 

will result in more English speaking students with a higher level of proficiency than pupils 

who graduate now. Additionally, it is important to be aware of the implications of English 

becoming such a dominant language. 

  The main research questions which will be answered in this paper are the following: 

 

“How can teaching English as a foreign language be more effective and what are the 

implications of the process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial lingua franca?” 

 

  The following sub questions will help answer this question: 

 

1. What are the consequences of the growing importance of English as the language for 

international communication on national identities and languages? 

2. Which factors influence the process of successful second language acquisition? 

3. What are the similarities and differences between the way English is taught in Dutch, 

Swedish, Spanish and Bulgarian schools? 

4. To what extent are European countries successfully attaining the Barcelona objectives? Has 

there been a shift in their language policy since 2002 and what are their explanations for the 

language gaps? 
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1.6 Structure 

 First, Chapter 2 provides a detailed description of the different methods used during this 

research. Here it is possible to find out how this research is conducted exactly and why certain 

choices were made. Subsequently, the four chapters following Chapter 2 aim to answer all the 

sub questions which were presented earlier. Chapter 3 focuses on the consequences of the 

growing importance of English as the language for international communication on national 

and European identities. Chapter 4 discusses linguistic, educational and societal factors which 

influence the process of second language acquisition. Chapter 5 includes a case study in 

which is analyzed what the similarities and differences between the Dutch, Swedish, Spanish 

and Bulgarian schools are when it comes to foreign language teaching and more specifically, 

English. The last sub question is answered in Chapter 6 and is mainly about whether or not 

European countries are successfully attaining the Barcelona objectives and if there has 

actually been a shift in language policy since 2002. In addition, the opinions of 

representatives of the Ministries of Education all over Europe regarding why these language 

gaps exist and to what extent this is influenced by education are presented. In Chapter 7 the 

main research questions are answered. The most important part of this chapter is the twelve 

recommendations on how to teach English as a foreign language more effective. Additionally, 

some possible follow-up studies are discussed. 
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2. THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 In this chapter I explain how all four sub questions are going to be answered. In addition, 

there is justified why is decided to use a particular approach. I have tried to do so in as much 

detail as possible, so it becomes clear why I made certain choices. Moreover, it makes it 

possible for other researchers to redo the same research if they are interested in checking the 

results or using other countries as a case study. 

  The structure of this chapter is similar to the order in which the sub questions will be 

answered in the chapters hereafter. 

2.2 Consequences of the Growing Importance of English 

 

1. What are the consequences of the growing importance of English as the language for 

international communication on national identities and languages? 

 

Before it is possible to answer this sub question, it is first important to establish if English is 

in fact becoming a more important language. This is mainly done by showing statistics from 

the Eurobarometer publication Europeans and their Languages from 2012. Abram de 

Swaan’s book Words of the world: The global language system, published in 2001 is the main 

source used to describe how English became such a dominant language. 

  The second part of this sub question focuses on the issue of the consequences of this 

trend on national and European identities. However, there is not exactly a consensus on this 

topic among theorists. For that reason, there has been decided to present both sides by 

comparing the beliefs of in total four theorists and discuss the likeliness of their assumptions. 

On the side of the proponents of the growing influence of English are Dutch sociologist and 

professor at the University of Abram de Swaan and German linguist Juliane House who 

currently works at the University of Hamburg. Both of them are very reputable in their field 

of study and not unimportantly, have extensively addressed the potential effect of the growing 

importance of English on national and European identities. The opponents are English linguist 
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and Research Professor at Copenhagen Business School’s Department of English Robert 

Phillipson and his spouse; Finnish linguist Tove Skutnabb-Kangas who teaches at the 

University of Roskilde.. Phillipson is responsible for the introduction of the term linguistic 

imperialism referring to ‘the dominance asserted and retained by the establishment and 

continuous reconstitution of structural and cultural inequalities between English and other 

languages’.
43

 Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas are the most cited authors on this topic and are 

therefore, the best choices to represent the side of the opponents. 

2.3 Successful Second Language Acquisition 

 

2. Which factors influence the process of successful second language acquisition? 

 The next sub question is very important, because it is requisite to be able to put things in the 

right perspective. Even though there is no doubt that proper education is vital in the process of 

successful second language acquisition, we cannot simply ignore other factors which play a 

role in this. The goal of Fernando D. Rubio and María Martínez Lirola’s 2010 publication 

English as a foreign language in the EU: Preliminary analysis of the difference in proficiency 

levels among the member states is comparable to the one of this research. They also wanted to 

get more insight into the language gaps in Europe, but chose to not only focus on educational 

factors. Their article is leading in answering this sub question. 

  In order to explain the difference in English proficiency between EU member states 

countries, there will be focused on three categories: Linguistic, educational and societal. In 

the linguistic category the degree of similarity between English and member states’ official 

languages is discussed. English is a Germanic language, but does this also make it easier for 

somebody whose native language is also Germanic to learn English? This will be investigated 

by categorizing European languages by origin: Germanic, Romance, Slavic, Uralic and 

Hellenic. Furthermore, there will be looked at the percentages of English speakers in those 

countries. 

  Secondly, a few educational factors which are named by Rubio and Lirola are 

discussed in the next category. This will be more extensively done when answering the third 

sub question, but Rubio and Lirola already provide a little bit of background information 

which can be used as a theoretical framework. The relation between the amount of hours of 

                                                           
43 Phillipson, R. (1992). Linguistic imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.47. 
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instruction and competence in the foreign language, the differences between methodologies 

used in countries to teach foreign languages and quality of instruction are the main topics 

which will be discussed. 

  Finally, the last category ‘society’ takes up the question to what extent a country’s 

history, culture, traditions and their social beliefs influence the process of second language 

acquisition. To what extent is English embedded in a country’s society and does one look at 

learning a language simply as linguistic exchanges or consider it an important social practice? 

In the same line of thought is looked at the amount of English speakers in countries where 

American and English television productions are shown in their original versions. 

 

2.4 A Case Study in Four European Countries 

 

3. What are the similarities and differences between the way English is taught in Dutch, 

Swedish, Spanish and Bulgarian schools? 

  

The goal of answering this third sub question is to eventually be able to make 

recommendations on how to learn English effectively and thus, be able to accelerate the 

process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial lingua franca. The information used in this 

chapter is mainly from one source, namely the Eurydice report Key Data on Teaching 

Languages in 2012. This source covers all internal factors which are considered relevant for 

learning English in primary and secondary education and is therefore, very valuable for this 

research. The same categories to distinguish the different kind of factors which are used in the 

Eurydice report are also used in this research. These categories are organization, participation, 

teachers and teaching processes. This thesis very strongly leans on this one report, while it 

would have been more reliable if the same statistics were confirmed by at least one additional 

source. 

  The countries which are included in the case study are the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain 

and Bulgaria. These countries were selected because they are very different from each other in 

some important aspects and therefore, can be taken to represent Europe as a whole. These four 

states are located in four different cardinal directions and therefore, are representative for 
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Europe geographically. Moreover, all four countries acceded the European Union in different 

years, with the Netherlands being the oldest (1951) and Bulgaria being the youngest (2007) 

member. Finally, as the ultimate goal is to find out how the process of English becoming 

Europe’s unofficial lingua franca can be accelerated, it is important to compare countries with 

many and few English speakers. The Netherlands has the highest percentage of English 

speakers in entire Europe (90%, Ireland and UK excluded), Sweden is also among the 

countries with a significant higher number of English speakers than the average (86%, 

average is 38%), while English is only spoken by about a quarter of the population in both 

Spain (22%) and Bulgaria (25%).  

  The category ‘organization’ includes the following factors: starting age and duration of 

first foreign language a compulsory subject, whether or not schools are allowed to teach 

foreign languages on their own initiative (flexible curriculum) and the influence of central 

education authorities. The second category ‘participation’ focuses more on the actual 

percentages of foreign language learning in primary, lower secondary and upper secondary 

education. The third category ‘teachers’ concentrates on two main topics. The first one is the 

degree of subject specialization of teachers in primary and secondary education. Are 

languages taught by specialists – meaning that person just teaches a maximum of two subjects 

– or generalist teacher – someone who is qualified to teach (almost) all subjects in the 

curriculum? The second factor is the ‘teacher education and qualifications’. In this section is 

discussed what kind of education is expected of a teacher in lower and upper secondary 

education (Bachelor or Master) and what the duration of this study is. The last category 

‘teaching processes’ includes the actual practices in schools to teach foreign languages to 

pupils. To what extent are foreign languages used in the classroom by teachers and students, 

how many schools organize school activities related to foreign language learning and what are 

the expected learning outcomes in terms of the four communication skills (reading, writing, 

listening and speaking)? Also, other relevant factors will be mentioned, but not elaborated 

upon extensively. 

  However, the Eurydice report did not include tertiary education, even though it is seen 

as a crucial phase in the process of language learning. Therefore, a small quantitative research 

will be conducted where the main goal is to find out two things. How many programs taught 

in English (Bachelor and Master) are offered at university level and how many students are 

studying them at a specific university. With these two numbers it is possible to calculate what 

will be referred to in this research as ‘student-program’s-taught-in-English-ratio’. This ratio 
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can be calculated with the following formula: Total amount of students at university/total 

amount of programs taught in English. The lower this number is, the relatively more programs 

taught in English per student are offered. This will be done for twelve universities in all four 

case study countries. The result will show to what extent English is incorporated in the 

academic life and thus, in society. 

  The selection of the universities in the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain and Bulgaria 

includes both large and smaller universities, which are preferably as much spread out through 

the entire country as possible, so the data will truly be representative. In table 1 can be found 

which universities have been selected in this way: 

 

The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Rijksuniversiteit Groningen Linköping University University of Barcelona American University in 

Bulgaria 

Radboud University Nijmegen 

 

Dalarna University College University of Granada International Business 

School Bulgaria 

University of Twente Lund University University of Valencia International University 

College 

Erasmus University Rotterdam University of Gothenburg Catholic University of Murcia Burgas Free University 

Tilburg University Stockholm University University of Jaén South-West University 

Maastricht University 

 

Karlstad University Carlos III University of Madrid New Bulgarian University 

Utrecht University 

 

Malmö University College Autonomous University of 

Barcelona 

Sofia University 

Eindhoven University of 

Technology 

KTH Royal Institute of 

Technology  

University of Lleida University of Veliko 

Turnovo  

Leiden University University College of Boras James I University Plovdiv University 

Delft University Linnaeus University University Rovira i Virgili Technical University Sofia 

University of Amsterdam Umeå University University of Sevilla Varna Free University 

VU University Amsterdam Uppsala University University of Zaragoza Tsenov Academy of 

Economics 

Table 1: An overview of all the selected universities for all four case study countries 
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  The information about how many programs taught in English is in the majority of the 

cases found through the website masterportal.eu. On this website it is possible to look for 

programs in a specific country with the language of instruction being English. Unfortunately, 

for some universities in Bulgaria and Spain there was no information available, so 

incidentally had to be looked at the website of that particular university to find information on 

the amount of programs in English. In order to be qualified ‘program taught in English’ the 

entire program needs to be in that language, not just a few courses. 

 

2.5 The Effect of the Barcelona Objectives 

 

4. To what extent are European countries successfully attaining the Barcelona 

objectives, has there been a shift in their language policy since 2002 and what are their 

explanations for the language gaps? 

  

Many theorists suggest the impact of the Barcelona objectives has been marginal and claim 

that today, twelve years after this goal was established, students who graduate from secondary 

education are still often not proficient in two foreign languages. By looking into the numbers 

provided by the Eurydice report Key Data on Teaching Languages in 2012 on the amount of 

foreign languages students in different countries on the average learn, it is possible to accept 

or reject the claim of the theorists who suggest that the this goal is not being attained. In 

addition, educational reforms which were introduced after 2002 are discussed. 

  Finally, in order to get more insight about what some of the opinions of European 

countries are about the issues discussed during this research I contacted the Ministries of 

Education in several European Union member state countries. In general, these were the 

(short versions of the) questions asked to them: 

1. Your educational system does/does not require students to learn a specific mandatory 

foreign language. English is by far the most widely spoken foreign language in Europe 

(38% of all Europeans are able to speak it) but it is/is not compulsory in some other 

European educational systems. Why is this/is this not the case in [name country]? 

2.1 In some European countries the percentage of English speakers is very high (e.g. 

Denmark 86%, Sweden 86%, Netherlands 90%), but according to a Eurobarometer 
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report (2012) [name country] has significantly less English speakers (..%). How do 

you explain this difference? To what extent is this influenced by education? 

2.2 According to a Eurobarometer report from 2012, ..% of the [name country] population 

speaks English well enough to have a basic conversation. This is among the highest of 

the continent with 38% being the average in the European Union. How do you explain 

these differences? To what extent is this influenced by education? 

3. In 2002, the European Council recommended that all students in EU states completing 

upper secondary education (i.e. to the age of 18) should be competent in two foreign 

languages in addition to their mother tongue. This is also known as the Barcelona 

objective. Did these recommendations affect the [name country] language policy and 

if so, how exactly? Do you believe this objective is reached? 

The majority of the Ministries of Education failed to respond to my request, but the 

communication with the ones who did, went through e-mail. The only exception was England, 

for which there was organized a phone interview with their representatives Mr. John Hopper, 

expert in Modern and Ancient Languages, Geography and History who is in the Curriculum 

and Standards Division and Mr. Nick Preston, also part of the Department for Education in 

England. The transcript of this interview can be found in Appendix IV. 
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3. ENGLISH THE LANGUAGE OF GLOBAL COMMUNICATON: GOOD OR BAD? 

 

1. What are the consequences of the growing importance of English as the language for 

international communication on national identities and languages? 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Before looking into the educational systems and teaching methods in the case study countries, 

another topic requires more elaboration. First of all, how exactly is English becoming more 

important in present-day Europe?  Secondly, this chapter provides an overview of the relevant 

theory which describes the consequences of a dominant global language on national 

languages and identities. Linguists are clearly divided in two camps when it comes to this 

matter and both sides will be analyzed critically. 

3.2 The Growing Importance of English 

 Whether we should be happy with the increased importance of English in the European 

sphere is a hot topic of discussion and debate. The proponents and opponents do however 

agree on one thing: This trend is real and cannot be denied by anyone. The theorists have the 

statistics on their side to support this claim. English has not always been the language of 

global communication in Europe. This development is relatively new and originates in 1973, 

when the United Kingdom, Ireland and Denmark entered the European Economic 

Community.
44

 Consequently, the language constellation changed drastically, with English 

moving to second place when it comes to the largest number of native speakers in Europe, 

behind Germany, but ahead of France. More importantly, English scored the highest on 

centrality, meaning that English was the most widely spoken language among non-native 

multilingual speakers, making it the most attractive single language in the constellation.
45

 In 

addition, English became the language for international communication, in domains like 

business, transport, science and technology and was therefore, a very interesting language to 

possess.
46

 In the literature this is referred to as the ‘communication value’ or ‘Q-value’: the 

product of a language’s prevalence and centrality.
47

 

                                                           
44 De Swaan, A. (2013). Words of the world: The global language system. John Wiley & Sons, p.156. 
45 Ibid, p.156. 
46 Ibid, p.151. 
47 Ibid, p.33. 
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 In 1987, 14 years after the UK and Ireland joined the Community, around 17% of all 

EU citizens (UK and Ireland excluded) were able to speak English. In 1998, a decade later, 

this percentage already doubled to 33%. Meanwhile, the percentage of people able to speak 

any of the other two important European languages German and French did not show any 

shocking changes. A lot changed after 1998. The European Union went from 15 to 28 

Member State Countries, among which mostly countries with a relatively low number of 

English speakers. Nevertheless, the percentage of English speakers in the EU still increased to 

38% in 2012, significantly more than French (12%), German (11%), Spanish (7%) and 

Russian (5%).
48

 In 19 of the 25 Member State countries (Croatia was not yet a Member State 

at the time) it was the most widely spoken foreign language.
49

 

  In the 21
st
 century, exclusively Central and Eastern European countries entered the 

European Union and in a lot of cases, Russian was the dominant foreign language, especially 

in the Former Soviet Union countries or countries which had strong relations with the USSR. 

The fall of the Berlin Wall, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and their newly acquired EU 

Membership resulted in citizens from those countries learning Western languages en masse 

and abandoning Russian at a spectacular pace.
50

 

 English has become the connecting language of the European Union and the present 

trends of growing secondary school enrollment and increasing instruction in English will only 

reinforce its predominance within the EU.
51

 Nowadays, 88 per cent of secondary school 

students learn English.
52

 This is a reflection of the political, economic and cultural context of 

a country, which continues to shape the patterns of language acquisition.
53

  

3.3 National Identities and Languages 

In this paragraph several opposing, but occasionally surprisingly similar theories concerning 

English as the language of international communication in Europe are discussed. Firstly, the 

ideas and arguments of the proponents (Abram de Swaan and Juliane House) of English 

becoming Europe’s unofficial lingua franca are presented. The views of the opponents 

(Robert Phillipson and Tove Skutnabb-Kangas) are discussed afterwards.  
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 De Swaan argues that the multitude of languages in the world only results into a great 

confusion of tongues.
54

 The only reason that the entire human species is not entirely separated 

from each other is due to people who speak more than one language. English is the 

hypercentral language that holds the entire world system together.
55

 He encourages all people 

to learn English, because that will allow more communication between citizens who do not 

share the same mother tongue. De Swaan is not worried that the increased influence of 

English will lead to language or identity loss in Member State Countries. He argues that the 

dynamics of the present European constellation of languages are not in the abandonment of 

the state languages for the sake of one European medium but in the acquisition of additional 

foreign languages.
56

 Within each society national languages increasingly become a symbol, a 

cherished national and historical treasure, sometimes the only common denominator of the 

state’s citizenry and itself constitutive of a sense of national unity from which the state takes 

its legitimacy.
57

 These languages are so robust that they will never dissolve into new 

intermediate idioms. House adds to this that English is an additional language, never a 

substitute for European citizens’ native languages.
58

 They supplement rather than compete 

with each other. It is the responsibility of the intellectual elite of non-Anglophone countries to 

make sure that publications in English are supplemented by publications in their respective 

native languages. There is no reason to believe that people will switch from their native 

language to English when it comes to their linguistic identification. English is solely a 

language for communication, whereas native languages are part of your culture and identity.
59

 

  Skutnabb-Kangas does not agree with this point of view at all. According to her, 

national languages and identities are at risk and she believes it is a serious option that in about 

100 years many people will voluntarily choose to become English-monolinguals, while other 

languages will disappear entirely or in the most optimistic scenario, only become marginally 

important.
60

 The term she uses to describe this process is ‘linguistic genocide’: the decrease of 

linguistic competence that speakers possess of a given language variety, eventually leading to 

no native or fluent speakers of any kind. She argues that the current trend is undesirable, as it 
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leads to a situation of unequal power.
61

 The language, culture and traditions of English 

speakers will be glorified, while minorities/subordinated groups will be stigmatized. 

Consequently, her main concerns are of an ethical nature. The implication of the English 

language being the dominant language in so many different domains, making it the language 

of power, is that other languages become insignificant. She argues that no language is 

primitive, no human being is inferior, no way of life or culture valueless, and no human 

suffering can be indifferent from us.
62

 Skutnabb-Kangas concludes that ‘language and cultural 

diversity maximizes chances of human success and adaptability’.
63

 "Just as in biology, 

diversity is the norm. So it is with language: multilingualism is the norm."
64

  

  Phillipson expresses the same concern as Skutnabb-Kangas and believes that ‘the 

forces of globalization and Americanization may be moving language policy in the direction 

of monolingualism’.
65

 He argues that this is contrary to Article 21 of the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the EU, shown in info box 1. 

 

“Any discrimination based on any ground such as sex, race, color, ethnic or social origin, 

genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership of a 

national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation shall be prohibited.” 

Info box 1 

  

  In Europe it should not matter what language you speak, but English being such a 

dominant language, it is a huge disadvantage if it is not in your repertoire. The language 

policies in the EU reflect this and other unresolved and interlocking paradoxes and tensions:  

  ‘A legacy of ‘nation’ states, ‘national’ interests and languages, but supranational 

integration, and the internationalization of many domains, commerce, finance, education, 

science, politics, and civil society in EU member states; The formal equality of EU member 

states and their languages, but a pecking order of states and languages, currently visible in the 

shift from French to English as the primary working language in EU institutions; The onward 

thrust of Americanization, cultural homogenization (‘McDonaldization’), and the hegemony 
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of English, but the celebration of European linguistic diversity, multilingualism, cultural and 

linguistic hybridity, and support for minority and national language rights; Languages seen as 

purely technical, pragmatic tools, but languages as existential identity markers for individuals, 

cultures, ethnic groups, and states.’
66

 

  This brings us exactly to the core of this debate. The proponents believe that the 

dominant role of English in present-day Europe will not have major effects on national 

languages and identities, where the opponents think that in the long run, Europe will lose what 

they claim to find so important: their cultural and linguistic diversity. This latter issue 

however, seems very unrealistic considering that there has been no indication whatsoever that 

this is about to happen. On the contrary, despite the rise of English the last couple of decades, 

nationalist sentiments, partially due to the economic crisis, are thriving as never before. 

Language policy is exclusively the concern and responsibility of member states.
67

 They will 

always make sure that the official language(s) of that particular country will be protected and 

preserved. The prediction that future European citizens will become mono-linguistic English 

speakers seems therefore, unlikely to happen. It is likely that the amount of people who speak 

English in Europe will continue to grow and consequently, it will become even more 

important. Practically, this is not an issue, because people will grow accustomed to dealing 

with their native language and English, according to the demands of the occasion.
68

 However, 

the concerns of both Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas that people who do not possess the 

ability to speak English will be seen as inferior by the ones who do and therefore, their 

opinions of lesser importance, is an issue that needs to be addressed. 

 When discussing the role of English in the process of European integration both sides 

agree that it has the potential to be a unifying instrument. When the ECSC was founded, one 

expected that economic integration would automatically lead to the emergence of a 

supranational identity. As we know now, this expected side effect of European economic 

integration did not occur at all. Therefore, the solution should be found elsewhere. The ability 

to communicate with European citizens with different native languages is a major step in the 

right direction. Currently, a European identity is still described in terms of economic benefits 

and approval of EU institutions. “If an EU supranational identity is ever to become a profound 

experience for Europeans, the shared values that this identification will draw on will have to 

go beyond economics and politics. They will take cultural and linguistic symbolic form in 
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specific types of communication and imagery. How ‘Europe’ is being imagined, and in which 

languages this process is occurring, are therefore fundamental issues.”
69

 The next quote 

originates from Tyler R. White’s publication ‘European Integration, Identity and National Self 

Interest: The Enduring Nature of National Identity’ and describes why the process of creating 

a transnational identity in Europe requires a common language (collective experiences) and 

diversity (local and national differences  

 

“Identities are the products of collective experiences, and loyalties that are earned over long 

periods of time. The concept of institutional spillovers and using economic benefits to forge a 

new identity are somewhat noble, but it also ignores the idea that identities take time, lots of 

time to form. If Brussels pushes pan-Europeanism and ignores national identities they may 

find that the future of a pan-European identity is bleak. If on the other hand, they embrace 

local and national differences, celebrate differences and allow states more cultural latitude 

then the future of pan-Europeanism may be bright indeed.” 

 

  Even though it is not entirely clear what exactly the key markers of European identity 

and ‘Europeanness’ are, there is no doubt that language and identity are powerfully 

intertwined.
70

 The ability to speak a language means that you are part of a certain speech 

community. Speaking more than one language may suggest variations in identity and 

allegiances.
71

 This also suggests that it is possible for a national and a European identity to 

exist next to each other, a so called multiple identity.
72

 When people decide to learn a 

language, ‘they do so with the understanding that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic 

and material resources, which will enhance their cultural capital, their identity and their 

desires for the future’.
73

 It is an investment in the target language as well as in the learner’s 

own identity. 
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4. FACTORS AFFECTING SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 

2. Which factors influence the process of successful second language acquisition? 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

 This chapter focuses primarily on the question how education influences the process of 

foreign language learning and what differences exist between the methods used in several EU 

member state countries to teach English. Consequently, after conducting a critical analysis of 

the teaching strategies in the case study states, this chapter seeks to find an explanation why 

countries achieve a successful or unsuccessful rate of language learning. However, there is a 

reasonable chance that the differences between countries will be minor and cannot be used to 

fully explain the existence of these language gaps. For example, the current educational 

system in a country with a low percentage of English speakers might have already been 

adapted to the growing importance of English globally years ago. Young people, who have 

recently finished upper secondary education, will therefore already be very competent in 

speaking it, but the percentage in that particular country only increases very slowly while 

older generations are unlikely to make an effort and acquire a new language. 

  This ‘problem’ will be tackled in this chapter by discussing other factors which can be 

used to explain why the amount of English speakers fluctuates so much in Europe. As 68% of 

all European citizens learn a foreign language through school lessons, education is certainly 

paramount in the process of second language acquisition.
74

 To what extent all separate 

variables contribute to the chance of acquiring a second language however, is very hard to 

say. “Few studies have ventured a precise disentanglement of these factors, perhaps because 

attempts to measure the precise significance of the interconnected variables may be something 

of a questionable undertaking […]”
75

 In this chapter, the several factors are categorized and 

discussed separately in the following order: Linguistic, educational and societal. The 

‘individual category’ with subcategories personality, aptitude and intelligence, affective 

factors, cognitive factors, sex and age are very relevant, but will not be discussed, because one 
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can assume that people from different countries ‘have the same aptitude or are equally 

genetically endowed to learn a language as others in a different context’.
76

 

 

4.2 Linguistic Category 

 In this paragraph will be discussed to what extent the similarity between a native language 

and a foreign language plays a role when learning a new language. Without going into depth 

too much on the specific categories phonology, syntax, lexis and morphology and semantics, 

statistics show that there is a clear correlation between the type of language and the amount of 

English speakers in a particular country, as demonstrated in table 1.  

 

Language origin Countries Users of English as a FL 

  2005 2012 

Germanic The Netherlands 87% 90% 

 Denmark 86% 86% 

 Sweden 89% 86% 

 Germany 56% 56% 

Romance France 36% 39% 

 Italy 29% 34% 

 Portugal 32% 27% 

 Romania 29% 31% 

 Spain 27% 22% 

Slavic Bulgaria 23% 25% 

 Czech Republic 24% 27% 

 Latvia 39% 46% 
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 Lithuania 32% 38% 

 Poland 29% 33% 

 Slovenia 57% 59% 

 Slovakia 32% 26% 

Uralic Finland 63% 70% 

 Hungary 23% 20% 

 Estonia 46% 50% 

Hellenic Greece 48% 51% 

Table 2: An overview of the percentage of EFL users categorized by language origin 

  English is a Germanic language and thus, according to this theory, it will take less 

effort for people whose native language is also a Germanic language to learn English. Purely 

based on the statistics in table 1 it is very likely that there is some truth in this assumption. 

Especially among Dutch, Danish and Swedish citizens, there is a high concentration of 

English speakers with, in all three cases, a percentage of over 85%. The only exception is 

Germany, where only 56% of the citizens claim to have enough knowledge of English to 

participate in a basic conversation. This is significantly lower than in the other Germanic 

countries, but still much higher than the average (38%). 

 It is tempting to jump to the conclusion that the degree of similarity of a native 

language with English is one of the most, if not, the most important factor when it comes to 

successful language learning. However, it is important to keep in mind that all of the countries 

with percentages above 85% are either small and/or have an official language which is only 

spoken in those respective nations.
77

 For those citizens the need to learn a foreign language is 

much larger than in, for example, Germany and the United Kingdom. Germany is a large 

country and in most neighbor countries a significant amount of people are able to speak 

German. This makes it less of a necessity for the German citizens themselves to learn a 

foreign language. Similarly, the percentage of citizens from the United Kingdom are among 

the lowest when it comes to possessing the ability to speak a foreign language, while their 
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native tongue English is already the language of global communication. In addition, the 

countries with a high percentage of English speakers have always been part of Western 

Europe with a longer history of learning and speaking English, whereas this trend is relatively 

new in most Eastern European countries where German and Russian were the more dominant 

languages during the time of the Iron Curtain. 

4.3 Education Category 

 

 Nowadays, 88% of EU Member State students in secondary education learn English in 

school. Education policy is something which is regulated on a national level and therefore, 

there is no such thing as a universal teaching method of English in Europe. In Chapter 5 there 

will be given much more information on how this is done in the case study countries. But 

first, there has to be established which variables have to be compared to be able to describe 

the differences between methods. One of the obvious factors is the hours of instruction.
78

 It is 

reasonable to suppose that the more time students spend learning a foreign language, the more 

learning takes place, because increased class time give students more exposure to the 

language.
79

 At the same time however, there is no clear correlation between the amount of 

hours students spend in a class room and the percentage of English speaker in that particular 

country. For example, Swedish students spend more or less the same amount of time in class 

learning English as Spanish students (790 and 800 respectively), but table 2 in the previous 

paragraph makes clear that the percentage of English speaking citizens is everything but 

similar (86% in Sweden and 22% in Spain).
80

 A possible explanation for this can be that the 

teaching method in Spain is not as effective or the teachers less competent, but more likely 

learning English has only recently become an important part of the curriculum, while it has 

already been embedded in the Swedish educational system for a lot longer. Alternatively, the 

fact that Spanish is not a Germanic language and Swedish is, like discussed in the previous 

paragraph can be one of the factors explaining this large difference. 

  Appropriate classroom methodology is claimed to be crucial in the development of 

communicative abilities.
81

 This means that the teacher has to maintain the right balance in the 

development of all skills. Learning a language does not only require the ability to learn new 
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words and understand grammar rules; it is also an intercultural experience or an opportunity 

for interpersonal interaction.
82

 Moreover, in order to master a language, one has to become 

proficient on all four levels of communication: Reading, writing, listening and speaking. 

However, in some reported cases, written skills are favored over oral skills, with many 

teachers neglecting the development of speaking skills in the classroom.
83

 In those cases there 

is a clear gap between what official curricula demand and actual teaching practices. Similarly, 

the type of assessment is also an important element in the process of language learning.
84

 

When both oral and written assignments are part of the lessons, students should also be 

graded on both levels. There are countries where students finish compulsory education 

without ever having to prove their oral skills during the examination period. Furthermore, 

prospective university students sometimes only have to prove their written English skills 

before entering university. 

  Finally, the quality of instruction is a factor which needs to be regarded as paramount 

to the process of language learning. Ideally, a native English speaker with proper teachers’ 

knowledge of techniques and management procedures to develop speaking in the classroom is 

in charge of teaching the students.
85

 Unfortunately, this is not always possible, because the 

amount of people who are native speakers, have the right credentials and live or are willing to 

live abroad is very limited. Needless to say the language ability of the teacher is very 

important, because it heavily influences the quality of the classes. Therefore, it could well be 

possible that, in general, the level of English of teachers in the high percentage countries is 

better than their counterparts in low percentage countries, simply because the latter have 

relatively less people to choose from. 

4.4 Societal Category 

 

In this paragraph, five societal factors will be discussed which influence the success rate of 

learning a foreign language. In this category are also factors included of a political nature. 

First of all, the history, culture, traditions and social beliefs are very important in this process. 

For instance, The Netherlands already became a member of the predecessor of the EU, the 

European Coal and Steel Community, which promoted the idea of European integration, 

                                                           
82 Rubio, F. D., & Lirola, M. M. (2010). English as a foreign language in the EU: Preliminary analysis of the difference in 

proficiency levels among the member states. European Journal of Language Policy, 2(1), 23-39, p.28. 
83 Ibid, p.29. 
84 Takala, S. (1997). ‘Workshop on the Programmes and Curricula’, in The effectiveness of the Teaching of English in the 

European Union, Report of the colloquium held in Paris 20 and 21 October, p.37. 
85 Rubio, F. D., & Lirola, M. M. (2010). English as a foreign language in the EU: Preliminary analysis of the difference in 

proficiency levels among the member states. European Journal of Language Policy, 2(1), 23-39, p.28. 



 
34 

whereas Spain was still under the rule of their dictator Franco until 1975. The state prevented 

much contact with foreign countries and French was the only foreign language taught in 

schools.
86

 This explains why many older Spanish citizens have no knowledge of the English 

language and consequently, are less likely to have a positive attitude towards their children 

learning English (because they have managed without it their entire life). Similarly, the 

Fascist regime in Italy propagated the idea of linguistic purism, which ‘led to a sense of 

hostility and xenophobia towards American culture and its language.
87

 Even after the fall of 

Fascism at the end of World War II, it took years before this tenet started to fade. 

 The sociolinguistic profile of a country is then crucial when it comes to the production 

of needs, attitudes and motivation of language learning.
88

 In other words, the decision whether 

or not to learn a language also depends on the question what you will gain from doing so. This 

theory is quite similar to the idea behind the earlier discussed Q-value developed by Abram de 

Swaan. In mainly Southern and Eastern European countries the sociolinguistic climate is not 

too favorable, since speaking English is not so much of a social need, but more a useful tool 

in order to find better job opportunities. In contrast, the Dutch learn English from a very 

young age in addition to Dutch, which can even be characterized as part of their culture. 

  The social conception of languages also needs to be included in this discussion.
89

 New 

language learners have to understand that English is ‘an important social practice that will 

allow them to communicate in different contexts. It is possible that in the educational domain 

communicative activities are not regarded as true interaction, but simply as linguistic 

exchanges’.
90

 Rubio and Lirola refer to Danish and Spanish students to demonstrate this. 

Where the Danish students use English the majority of the time during English classes and 

therefore, learn to speak the language in a more natural way, Spanish students on the contrary, 

have a tendency of using Spanish to communicate with each other. By merely using English 

in the classroom, students will develop a better understanding how to participate in oral 

exchanges and adapt to the context of the conversation, while it is not pre-planned.
91

 This 

makes it easier to establish a connection between language and social context. 
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  Finally, Europe consists of many countries which still prefer dubbing television 

broadcasting and films instead of showing the original version with subtitles. EU countries 

which do use subtitles for foreign programs are Belgium (Flanders), Cyprus, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden and 

the United Kingdom.
92

 Watching foreign television programs in their original version can be a 

major facilitator for foreign language learning. This theory is confirmed by the generally 

higher percentage of English speakers in those states. For instance, watching American films 

with subtitles enhances what is called incidental learning, a non-conscious or non-systematic 

effort to process the language, something which has been repeatedly regarded as very 

meaningful for effective language acquisition.
93
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5. TEACHING ENGLISH IN EUROPE: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

 

3. What are the similarities and differences between the way English is taught in Dutch, 

Swedish, Spanish and Bulgarian schools? 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

 This chapter highlights the similarities and differences between the ways English is being 

taught in the case study countries. The countries which were selected for this are the 

Netherlands, Sweden, Spain and Bulgaria. This comparative analysis will focus on four major 

themes: Organization, Participation, Teachers and Teaching Processes. The section about 

organization discusses how the educational system is organized exactly. At what age do 

students start learning foreign languages as a compulsory subject, what is the duration of this 

compulsory foreign language learning and are students obliged to learn a foreign language in 

particular are all questions which will be answered in this case study. Secondly, the paragraph 

on participation focuses on the actual number of students learning English in both primary 

and secondary education and whether or not this number has been increasing over the years. 

Thirdly, it will be examined how qualified the teachers are to teach a foreign language to 

students. Are they specialized in just teaching a foreign language or are they generalist 

teachers? What kind of degree is necessary to become a teacher and what are potential 

additional qualifications required? Finally, in the last section about teaching processes 

variables like class size, the minimum taught time recommended spend on the foreign 

language, the priority given to the aims associated with the four communication skills, and the 

frequency of the foreign language used in the classroom are discussed. 
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5.2 Organization 

5.2.1 Starting age and duration of first foreign learning 

In figure 1 an overview is presented of the starting age and duration of the first foreign 

language – almost without exception English – in primary and/or general secondary education 

in European countries.
94

 

Figure 1: Starting age and duration of first foreign language as a compulsory subject 
 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Starting age 10 7 6 8 

Duration 8 years 11 years 12 years 11 years 

Table 3: Starting age and duration in case study countries 
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 The outcome of this comparison is unexpected considering that the Netherlands is the 

country with the highest percentage of English speakers in Europe. In addition, there is a 

consensus that exposing children to a foreign language at an early age makes it more likely 

for them to master the language.
95

 However, an important side note is that early exposure 

alone is not enough, the quality of the teacher and teaching methods are at least as 

important.
96

 Still, the relatively early starting age and long duration in Spain and Bulgaria 

makes you wonder why there are so many less English speakers than in the Netherlands and 

in Sweden. Figure 1 shows one possible explanation, namely that the early starting age and 

the long duration are the result of recent educational reforms which only the younger 

generation has benefited from. In 2003, Spain lowered the starting age from 9 to 7 and 

similarly, Bulgaria changed the starting age from 11 to 8 in 2007. 

 

5.2.2 Providing foreign language teaching on school initiative 

Even though the official starting age of learning a foreign language as a compulsory subject is 

set on a certain age, this does not necessarily mean students have not been exposed to that 

particular language before. Figure 2 shows that schools in the Netherlands, Sweden and 

Bulgaria all have the opportunity to start teaching a foreign language already before the 

earlier mentioned starting age.

 

Figure 2: Scope for schools to provide foreign language teaching on their own initiative 
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 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Starting age 4 7 - 3 

Duration 14 years 12 years - 16 years 

Table 4: Scope for schools to provide foreign language teaching in case study countries 

 Spain is the only case study country without a flexible curriculum. In the case of the 

Netherlands and Bulgaria the respective Ministries of Education allow schools to already 

offer a foreign language in pre-primary school on their own initiative. In the Netherlands 

children can therefore already get in contact with a foreign language at age 4 and in Bulgaria 

even at age 3. In Sweden, there is not a possibility to start foreign language learning in 

education before the age of 7. 

5.2.3 Central education authorities influence 

 The previous paragraph makes it clear that there are differences between the freedom central 

education authorities allow schools when deciding upon the starting age of foreign language 

education. Figure 3 shows that there are also differences between the recommendations to 

schools on the inclusion of specific foreign languages in the curriculum.
97

 The list of 

languages includes at least three languages for schools to choose from. The specific 

requirements on students concerns possible mandatory languages. Specific requirements on 

schools are about recommendations on certain languages which should be included in the 

curriculum without making these languages compulsory. Finally, the explicit reference to 

school autonomy refers to any possible official regulations or recommendations which state 

that schools have some autonomy in deciding which languages to include in the school 

curriculum.

Figure 3: Recommendations to schools on the inclusion of specific foreign languages in the curriculum   
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 NL SE ES BG 

List of languages X X   

Specific requirements on students X X   

Specific requirements on schools  X   

Explicit reference to school autonomy  X   

No recommendations   X X 

Table 5: Recommendations to schools on the inclusion of specific foreign languages in case study countries   

  Table 5 shows that central educational authorities in the Netherlands and Sweden 

heavily influence the languages which are offered by schools and which specific language 

students need to learn. In Spain and Bulgaria however, the government does not require 

students to learn a language in particular, leaving it entirely up to the schools which language 

they decide to offer. 

  Figure 4 shows there is one language in particular the Dutch and Swedish central 

education authorities consider important, which is English.
98

 English is the only foreign 

language in those countries which is mandatory, similarly to eight other EU Member States, 

making it the most widely taught mandatory foreign language in Europe. In addition, English 

is the only language with recommendations or regulations applying to all three education 

levels in nearly all countries.
99

 

Figure 4: Specific mandatory foreign languages 
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5.3 Participation 

5.3.1 Foreign language learning in primary education 

 In all EU Member States the majority of the students already start their foreign language 

education in primary school, with the only exceptions being Ireland, the Netherlands and 

Portugal.
100

 Figure 5 shows that the amount of students not learning a foreign language in 

primary education has decreased over 10 percent, with 32,5% not learning a foreign language 

in 2005 and only 21,8% in 2010. This implies that the number of students learning one or 

even two foreign languages in primary education has increased.  

 

 

Figure 5: Percentage distribution of pupils according to the number of foreign languages learnt in primary education 

 

  When looking at the case study countries a notable difference is seen when looking at 

the percentage of primary students who learn one or more foreign languages. Due to the high 

percentage of English speakers in the Netherlands and Sweden it would have been more likely 

that relatively more children learn a foreign language in those countries. However, the 

complete opposite is the case. Table 6 compares the 2010 results, which show that far more 

students already learn a foreign language in primary education in Spain and Bulgaria than in 

The Netherlands and Sweden. On the other hand, Sweden does have the highest number of 
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students who learn two foreign languages in primary education. 

 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

0 FL 2010 67,7 21,8 0,7 15,9 

1 FL 2010 32,3 66,3 93,4 82,9 

2 FL 2010 0,0 11,9 5,9 1,3 

Table 6: Percentage of pupils learning foreign languages in primary education in case study countries 

 

  Figure 6 shows that English is by far the most popular language to learn in primary 

education.
101

 Again, it is notable that Spain is the country where English is taught the most at 

primary level, even though it has the lowest amount of English speakers of all case study 

countries. Solely basing your judgment on these numbers, you would say that the quality of 

education is simply not of a very high standard. 

 

Figure 6: Percentage of all pupils in primary education learning English, French and German 

  Compared to 2005, the majority of countries for which data are available registered an 

increase in the proportion of pupils in primary education who learn English.
102

 Looking at the 

European Union as whole, the percentage of students learning English in primary education 

increased by around 12%, from 60,7% in 2005 to 73% in 2010. 

5.3.2 Foreign language learning in lower secondary education 

 In §5.2.1 we already saw that in almost all European countries foreign language learning is 

compulsory as soon as students start secondary education. The only country where the 

percentage of students who are not studying a foreign language in lower secondary education 
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is still quite high (24,0%) is Portugal, as demonstrated by Figure 7.
103

 In 2005, this number 

was only 0,7%, which means that an increasing amount of Portuguese students in lower 

secondary education are not learning a foreign language any longer. The percentage of 

students not learning a foreign language overall increased from 1,2% to 1,8%. 

  

Figure 7: Percentage distribution of students according to the number of foreign languages learn in lower secondary education 

  Table 7 shows that in lower secondary education all four case study countries are very 

similar, especially looking at the percentage of students who are not learning a single foreign 

language. The amount of pupils who are following more than one foreign language course is 

on the other hand, a lot higher in the Netherlands and Sweden. This implies that those 

respective governments consider speaking multiple foreign languages a useful trait. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

0 FL 2010 0,0 0,0 0,9 0,2 

1 FL 2010 24,1 25,6 59,7 78,6 

2 FL 2010 75,9 74,4 39,4 21,2 

Table 7: Percentage of pupils learning foreign languages in lower secondary education in case study countries 
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 The important role of English as the language of European communication is 

confirmed by the numbers shown in Figure 8, which represent the percentages of people 

learning English, German and French in lower secondary education.
104

 It also shows that 

English is the most widely learned language in countries where it is not a mandatory course. 

In contrast, whether or not French and German are mandatory does have a clear impact on the 

proportion of students learning those languages. 

 

Figure 8: Trends in the percentage of students learning English, German and French in lower secondary education 

Table 8: The percentage of students learning English, German and French in lower secondary education in case study countries

  

It is unfortunate that the numbers for the Netherlands are not available, but since 

English is mandatory, it is fair to assume that this number will be close to or exactly 100%. In 

lower secondary education 93,7% of all students within the European Union learn English, 

which is significantly more than French (32,7%) and German (16,9%). Especially in many 
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p.79. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

EN 2010 - 100,0 98,7 84,1 

FR 2010 - 15,5 36,9 4,1 

DE 2010 - 20,7 2,5 9,4 
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Eastern or Central European countries this percentage is rising, which it will most probably 

continue to do so. Therefore, during the next measuring moment the number for the entire 

European Union will be even closer to 100%. Similarly to the developments in primary 

school, Portugal is the only country where significantly less students study English in lower 

secondary education compared to 2005. 

 

  As expected and shown in table 8, English is also the most widely learned language 

among the case study countries. French is the most widely learned second foreign language in 

Spain and German in Sweden. It is interesting to see that the amount of Bulgarian students 

who learn English in lower secondary education rose from only 64,1% in 2005 to 84,1% in 

2010, a trend which could potentially be explained by Bulgaria’s accession to the European 

Union in 2007.
105

 It does seem, however, that it becomes less attractive in all case study 

countries to learn German and/or French with those percentages decreasing since 2005. 

Generally, the amount of people within the European Union learning German and/or French 

however, remains at the same level. 

5.3.3 Foreign language learning in upper secondary education 

In order to make recommendations on the English as a foreign language teaching in Europe as 

a whole, it is important to be comprehensive and thus, involve all levels of education in this 

analysis. In this paragraph will therefore the last compulsory level of education be discussed: 

Upper secondary education. This final stage of secondary education usually involves students 

in the age range from 15 to 19. 

  Figure 9 shows that overall, the differences between lower secondary education and 

upper secondary education are limited.
106

 On a European level, the only difference between 

these two educational stages is that in upper secondary education 3,6% of the students are not 

enrolled in a foreign language course, whereas this number is only 1,8% in lower secondary 

education. Also worth mentioning is that less people are inclined to learn two foreign 

languages with the most noticeable countries being Denmark (-7,6%), Poland (-6,9%) and 

Lithuania (-7,7%). The largest increase of students learning two foreign languages was 

perceived in Malta with a staggering 67,2% difference compared to 2005. 
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Figure 9: Percentage distribution of students according to the number of foreign languages learned in upper secondary education 

 

  When taking a look at the case study countries, especially in Bulgaria there is an 

evident difference with the numbers presented in §5.3.2 about lower secondary education. 

Whereas in lower secondary education only 21,2% of the students are studying a second 

foreign language, this number is much higher in the case of upper secondary education with 

73,7% as shown in table 9. A similar trend can be found in Sweden. The 74,4% of Swedish 

pupils in lower secondary education is already above EU average, but with its 92,7% in upper 

secondary education this is higher than in any other case study country. On the contrary, in 

both the Netherlands and Spain this percentage is lower than in lower secondary education. 

Especially the number of students in upper secondary education in Spain is very low (23,4%) 

compared to the other three countries where the majority learns two foreign languages. This 

number is also quite far under the EU average of 59,4%. 

 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

0 FL 2010 0,0 0,0 5,0 0,4 

1 FL 2010 31,1 7,3 71,5 26,0 

2 FL 2010 68,9 92,7 23,4 73,7 

Table 9: Percentage of pupils learning foreign languages in upper secondary education in case study countries 

 Next, I will look at which of the three largest European languages students learn in 

upper secondary education. Figure 10 shows that significantly less students are studying 



 
47 

English in upper secondary education than in lower secondary education (83,5% vs 93,7%) 

even though this number has slowly been growing since 2005. 
107

 Also, the amount of 

students studying French is lower in upper secondary education, while there are in fact more 

pupils learning German. Similarly to the trend in lower secondary education, an increase in 

the amount of English learners is mainly perceived in Eastern and Central European countries. 

Students in Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and Slovakia are all 

increasingly learning English, but unexpectedly, the same can be said of Denmark and Malta. 

 

Figure 10: Trends in the percentage of students in upper secondary education learning English, German and French  

 The percentages for the case study countries do not contain a lot of surprises. In all 

three countries of which there is information available, English is by far the most taught 

foreign language. In the Netherlands, English is a mandatory foreign language until students 

reach the age of 18, which implies that the percentage of English learners will be very close to 

100%. In Bulgaria the number of students learning English is still the lowest in this case 

study, but taking into account the 67,0% it was in 2005, it is fair to say that they are in the 

process of catching up. Surprisingly, where it were the Swedish students who studied more 

German in lower secondary education, it are the Bulgarians with the highest percentage in 

upper secondary education. This is especially remarkable if you consider the geographical 

location of Bulgaria, which is not close to Germany at all and the different language category 
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the Bulgarian language is in. However, it has to be said that this number has been decreasing 

slightly the last couple of years.
108

 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain 
109

 Bulgaria 

EN 2010 - 99,6 92,9  81,9 

FR 2010 - 9,9 26,2 11,4 

DE 2010 - 13,2 1,8 29,5 

Table 10: The percentage of students learning English, German and French in upper secondary education in case study countries 

5.4 Teachers 

5.4.1 Recommendations on the degree of subject specialization 

 It is one thing to already offer language education from a very young age, but whether or not 

this is done effectively, heavily depends on the teacher. In this paragraph I will mainly look at 

how qualified teachers are to be teaching a foreign language at the different levels of 

mandatory education. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

ISCED 1 Generalist Generalist/Semi-

specialist 

Specialist Specialist 

ISCED 2 Specialist Semi-Specialist Specialist Specialist 

ISCED 3 Specialist Specialist Specialist Specialist 

Table 11: Recommendations on the degree of subject specialization in case study countries 

  A specialist teacher is someone who is qualified to teach one or two different subjects. 

Table 11 focuses on the degree of subject specialization in all four case study countries 

specifically which again, shows a different outcome than one might expect. In Bulgaria and 

Spain specialist teachers teach foreign languages to students at all three educational levels. In 

contrast, in the Netherlands this is only the case in lower and upper secondary education and 

in Sweden only in upper secondary education. An important distinction has to be made 
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between specialist teachers who merely teach one foreign language and others who teach 

another foreign language and/or a non-language subject on top of that. Figure 13 gives an 

overview of this distribution of foreign languages teachers according to subjects they are 

qualified to teach.
110

 It shows that on the average, a little over half of all foreign language 

teachers in the EU are qualified to only teach the tested foreign language. Yet, there are huge 

differences between the case study countries. 72,3% of the specialist teachers in the 

Netherlands are only qualified to teach one specific foreign language, something which is 

more likely to result in higher quality teaching. In Spain and Bulgaria this number is a little 

bit over 25% and in Sweden even only 1,1%. In these countries it is very often the case that 

the language teacher teaches another foreign language or a non-language subject on top of the 

tested foreign language.  

   

Figure 11: Percentage distribution of foreign language teachers according to subjects they are qualified to teach  

  Figure 11 shows the recommendations on the degree of subject specialization for 

foreign language teachers in primary education by the respective governments.
111

 This figure 

makes it clear that in primary education in most European countries states have no specific 

recommendations on subject specialisms or recommend that this job can be done by generalist 

teachers. With this term is referred to teachers who are qualified to teach all subjects in the 

curriculum.
112

 However, in a few mainly Southern and Eastern European countries it is 

recommended to hire specialist teachers to teach foreign languages to children. 
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Figure 12: Recommendations on the degree of subject specialization for foreign language teachers in primary education 

  In secondary education an entirely different trend is being perceived. Whereas it is still 

acceptable in most countries for generalist teachers to teach foreign languages in primary 

education, this is only incidentally the case for both lower secondary education and upper 

secondary education as demonstrated by figure 12.
113

 

 

 

Figure 13: Recommendations on the degree of subject specialization in lower and upper secondary education 

  Norway and Iceland are the only two countries where in some cases there are still 

generalist teachers responsible for foreign language teaching in lower secondary education. 

Remarkably, the Swedish, Danish and German governments recommend that semi-specialist 
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teachers can do the job. These are teachers who are qualified to teach a group of at least three 

different subjects, one or more of which are foreign languages.
114

 In countries with a 

percentage of English speakers higher than the EU average, one would expect specialist 

teachers. In upper secondary education all European countries (which have been part of the 

Eurydice research) make use of specialist teachers, with the only exceptions being Norway, 

where occasionally semi-specialist teachers are teaching foreign languages to upper secondary 

students, and Romania, where there are no detailed recommendations on subject specialisms. 

5.4.2 Teacher education and qualifications 

 In this section the minimum duration and level of initial teacher education of specialist or 

semi-specialist foreign language teachers in general secondary education will be discussed. 

Figure 14 shows that across Europe there are very different requirements for foreign language 

teachers.
115

 In some cases completing a three year Bachelor study is sufficient, where in other 

countries a six year Master diploma is required. 

 

 

Figure 14: Minimum duration and level of initial education of foreign language teachers in general secondary education 

                                                           
114 Eurydice (2012). Key data on teaching languages at school in Europe 2012. Education, Brussels: European Commission, 

p.140. 
115 Ibid, p.91. 



 
52 

  Looking at table 12 it becomes clear that also in our case study there are some clear 

differences in minimal duration and level of initial education of foreign language teachers. 

Spain and Sweden are the only two countries where a Master degree is required for both 

lower and upper secondary education, while in the Netherlands this is only necessary for 

upper secondary education. In Bulgaria, a Bachelor degree is sufficient to work as a language 

teacher at both levels. 

 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

ISCED 2 

Minimum level 

Bachelor Master Master Bachelor 

ISCED 2 

Duration 

3 years 4,5 years 5 years 4 years 

ISCED 3 

Minimum level 

Master Master Master Bachelor 

ISCED 3 

Duration 

5 years 5 years 5 years 4 years 

Table 12: Minimum duration and level of initial education of foreign language teachers in case study countries 

   However, this does not necessarily mean that all foreign language teachers are in fact 

fully qualified. For whatever reason, most likely a lack of qualified foreign language teachers, 

over 10 percent of foreign language teachers is not fully qualified to teach the language 

course. The percentages for specific countries can be found in figure 15.
116

 

Figure 15: Percentage distribution of foreign language teachers according to the type of certificate/qualification 

  Data covering 15 educational systems show that the percentages of teachers who are 

fully certified range from 57,3% (Estonia) to 97,2% (Spain). In the Netherlands, Sweden and 
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Bulgaria this number is only around 83%. The relatively high amount of uncertified foreign 

language teachers (11,5%) in the Netherlands really stands out. This percentage is only higher 

in Slovenia (20%). Figure 16 gives an explanation for these differences as Spanish school 

heads only incidentally report having difficulties in filling teaching vacancies or covering for 

absent teachers of the tested foreign language.
117

 In the other case study countries this 

happens more frequently with the Netherlands scoring the highest with 57,8%. This is quite 

surprising, as the Netherlands has a higher percentage of English speakers than any other EU 

country (UK and Ireland excluded), which in theory, should make it easier for school heads to 

find skilled foreign language teachers compared to countries with a lower percentage of 

English speakers. 

 

Figure 16: Percentage of students attending a school where one had difficulties finding language teachers 

  Finally, there are schools in almost all European countries which nowadays use the so 

called CLIL model in primary and/or general secondary education. This is an acronym for 

‘Content and Language Integrated Learning’. It is used as a general term to designate different 

types of bilingual or immersion education.
118

 This is generally seen as a very effective method 

to learn foreign languages, but so far, it is only provided by a small number of schools. In 

addition, only in some countries the schools which use the CLIL model ask for additional 

qualifications from their foreign language teachers. These are listed in figure 17.
119
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Figure 17: Qualifications required to work in schools using the CLIL model 

  Because these CLIL schools are very few, these additional qualifications cannot be 

part of the explanation of why the language gaps exist. However, the goal of this research is 

also to make recommendations on how this language gap can be closed and thus, (some of) 

these qualifications will possibly be part of that. In Bulgaria, teachers in a CLIL school have 

to provide a certificate which proves a thorough knowledge of the target language. Similarly, 

in Spain school heads want to see some kind of proof of your language skill as well, with a 

minimum level required of usually B2. Finally, in the Netherlands teachers have to complete a 

course in CLIL teaching methods/approaches and also language proficiency corresponding to 

a level of at least level B2. In Sweden, CLIL schools do exist, but there are no additional 

requirements for teachers compared to regular schools. 

5.5 Teaching Processes 

5.5.1 Using foreign languages in the classroom 

 Contrary to the previous parts, this paragraph will mainly focus on schools from a bottom-up 

approach. So far, figures have been presented which show what languages students learn, how 

many students learn what language and from what age, what certificate does someone need in 
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order to teach and so forth. Now that we have all of this information, it is time to ask the 

question ‘how?’, merely looking at the actual practice of teaching and learning languages in 

classrooms. 

  The first thing which will be looked at is the frequency of use of English in the 

classroom by teachers and students. Why this is important has already been mentioned before 

in §4.4. By frequently using the English language in the class room students learn the 

language in a more natural way. They will develop a better understanding how to participate 

in oral exchanges and adapt to the context of the conversation, while it is not pre-planned.
120

 

Figure 18 shows that there are quite a few differences in the frequency of English being used 

in the class room by teachers and students. 

 

Figure 18: Frequency of use of English in the classroom by teachers and students 

  What European countries have in common is that generally, teachers tend to use 

English more frequently in the classroom than students. On the average, students in the EU 

use English ‘every now and then’, with students in Sweden using English most frequent 

(2,51) and Dutch pupils the least (1,52). These are also two of our case study countries, so 

these outcomes are also presented in the case study comparison in table 13. 
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 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Teachers 1,94 2,83 2,60 2,62 

Students 1,52 2,51 1,74 2,02 

Table 13: Frequency of use of English in the classroom by teachers and students in case study countries 

 While you would expect the frequency of use of English in the classroom to be the 

lowest in either Bulgaria or Spain – both being countries with a low percentage of English 

speakers – this turns out to be the case in the Netherlands. Teachers in the Netherlands use the 

language only every now and then, but a large group of students use the language hardly ever 

and in some cases even never. In contrast, Swedish students score a lot higher with an average 

in between ‘every now and then’ and ‘usually’. 

5.5.2 School activities related to foreign language learning 

 It has aptly been pointed out that “student mobility and intercultural exchanges are some of 

the central elements of modern education policy, especially with respect to foreign language 

acquisition.”
121

 Integration of these activities into language learning outside the traditional 

setting in the class room gives students the opportunity to use a foreign language in practice. 

In addition, it ‘contributes to students’ intercultural experiences as well as raising awareness 

of other languages and cultures’.
122

 Therefore, schools in many different countries have 

established collaborations with schools abroad and/or organize excursions and field trips 

related to foreign language learning. In figure 19 is displayed how different EU countries 

relate to each other in this respect. One out of four schools in the European Union has a 

collaboration with one or more schools abroad (24,3%), while also one out of four students 

has participated in an excursion and field trip related to foreign language learning (28,1%). 

This number might sound quite high, but taking into account that an excursion and field trip 

are considered to be a central element of modern education policy, this percentage should be 

higher. 
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Figure 19: Percentage of students who have participated in school activities related to foreign language learning 

  Table 14 provides more insight into the percentages of collaboration with schools 

abroad and excursions and field trips in the case study countries. Spain is the country where 

most schools have established collaborations with schools abroad, but students in the 

Netherlands are most likely to go on excursions and field trips. In Sweden this percentage is 

surprisingly low with only 13,2%. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Collaborations with 

schools abroad 

24,0 25,7 31,2 25,0 

Excursions and field 

trips 

38,5 13,2 33,2 19,5 

Table 14: Percentage of students who have participated in school activities related to foreign language learning in case study countries 

5.5.3 Expected learning outcomes 

 Some European countries explicitly express that the expected minimum levels of attainment 

for the first and second foreign language(s) at the end of lower and upper secondary education 

are based on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). What 

this framework is exactly can be found in info box 2. 
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CEFR is a framework of reference which was designed to provide a transparent, coherent and 

comprehensive basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses and curriculum guidelines, the 

design of teaching and learning materials, and the assessment of foreign language proficiency. 

123
The CEFR describes foreign language proficiency at six levels: A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and 

C2. These levels vary from Beginner (A1) to Mastery (C2). 

Info box 2 

 

  This framework is being used in many countries to describe the expected minimum 

level of attainment, but coincidentally, not in any of the case study countries. Therefore, there 

will not be an in-depth discussion about this topic. In the countries which do use the CEFR to 

describe the expected minimum levels of language proficiency, generally, level A2 

(Elementary) or level B1 (Intermediate) is asked from students at the end of lower secondary 

education and level B2 (Upper Intermediate) is expected of students by the end of upper 

secondary education.
124

 

  What will be discussed more extensively in this paragraph is the acquisition of 

communication competences, which cover the four main communication skills: listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. As discussed in §4.3, in some educational systems written 

skills are being preferred over oral skills, while oral foreign language skills have become very 

important in today’s society. Figure 20 gives an overview of the explicit priorities of 

communication skills at the start and at the end of compulsory teaching of a foreign 

language.
125

 15 European countries issue recommendations which give equal weight to all 

four skills, while in 11 countries there are either no specific recommendations or 

recommendations that single out one or more communication skills specifically. 
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Figure 20: Priority given to the aims associated with the four communication skills in compulsory foreign language curricula 

 



 
60 

  In Bulgaria and Sweden the four communication skills are considered to be equally 

important in both lower and upper secondary education. The Spanish Ministry of Education 

has not made specific recommendations on what the learning outcomes of foreign language 

learning should be in terms of communication skills. Finally, the situation in the Netherlands 

is different from most other countries. In lower secondary education Dutch teachers are 

recommended to focus on listening, speaking and reading, while reading is the main priority 

in upper secondary education. It is somewhat strange that writing is not considered to be very 

important at any point during foreign language learning and that speaking is only seen as a 

priority at the start of compulsory teaching. 

5.5.4 Other factors influencing the quality of education 

 In this paragraph a selection of all the factors which do play a role in the quality of foreign 

language education is presented, without discussing them extensively. However, that does not 

necessarily mean that they are not important or do not influence the rate of success of students 

learning foreign languages. These factors are: 

1. The use of ICT (information and communications technology) during language 

lessons 

2. The minimum annual taught time for foreign languages as compulsory subjects 

3. The minimum recommended taught time per notional year for teaching foreign 

languages 

4. Regulations or recommendations on maximum class sizes 

5. Distribution of students by class size 

6. The inclusion of foreign language element on certificates awarded to students on 

completion of full-time compulsory general education 

7. Forms of assessment which contribute to the foreign language element of certificates 

awarded on completion of education 

 

5.6 The English Language at University Level 

 So far, this chapter has focused on learning foreign languages in primary and secondary 

education. Tertiary education has not been mentioned at all for the simple reason that the 

pursuit of an academic degree is not part of compulsory education, nor is it still required to 

learn a foreign language in any European country at this level. However, that does not mean 

that the influence of tertiary education on English learning should be neglected. On the 
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contrary, following courses in English or getting to know and converse with international 

students can in fact be crucial in the process of mastering a language. 

  That is why the use of English in the academic realm will be discussed in this 

paragraph. For all four case study countries is examined how many bachelor’s and/or master’s 

degree programs universities those countries are offering. In each country twelve universities 

are selected which are usually spread out over the entire country and differ in size. The details 

of this quantitative data analysis can be found in Appendix II. The data collected consists of 

the amount of students in a university, the total amount of programs – both bachelor’s and 

master’s – offered in English and finally, the student-program’s-taught-in-English-ratio. The 

student-program’s-taught-in-English-ratio reflects the amount of students per every program 

in English. Evidently, this means that the lower the ratio is, the relatively more programs in 

English a specific university offers. Looking into this does not show in any way the amount of 

English speakers in tertiary education or the level of their language skill, but it does show to 

what extent English is embedded in that country’s society. 

  First of all, in table 15 is presented how many of the universities offered at least one 

program taught in English. These numbers already show that the English language is much 

more embedded in Dutch and Swedish academic life, with both countries scoring the 

maximum 12 out of 12, while 2 universities in Spain and even 7 in Bulgaria did not offer a 

single program in English. This does not mean that these universities do not offer any courses 

in English, but only shows that there are not entire programs in that target language. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Total amount of 

universities researched 

12 12 12 12 

Universities offering at 

least 1 program in English 

12 12 10 5 

Percentage of universities 

offering English programs 

100% 100% 83,33% 41,67% 

Table 15: The amount of universities offering at least one program in English in case study countries 
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  Furthermore, the earlier mentioned student-program’s-taught-in-English-ratio shows 

the same trend. Table 16 shows that on the average, in the Netherlands there is a program 

taught in English per every 296,77 students. This number is higher in Sweden, but still lower 

than in the other case study countries with an English program for every 947,25 students. The 

universities which did not offer any programs in English have not been part of this research, 

but still the ratio in Bulgaria (1557,06) and Spain (8018) is very high compared to the 

Netherlands and Sweden. In addition, in the majority of the cases in Spain where a university 

did offer a program in English, it also offered the same program in Spanish or Catalan. 

 The Netherlands Sweden Spain Bulgaria 

Student-programs-taught-

in-English-ratio 

296,77 947,25 8.018 1.557,06 

Table 16: The ‘student-program’s-taught-in-English-ratio’ in all four case study countries 
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6. BARCELONA OBJECTIVES: SUCCESS OR FAILURE?  

 

4. To what extent are European countries successfully attaining the Barcelona 

objectives, has there been a shift in their language policy since 2002 and what are their 

explanations for the language gaps? 

 

 6.1 Introduction 

 In this chapter I analyze the rate of success of the 2002 recommendation by the European 

Council for students finishing upper secondary education to be able to speak at least two 

foreign languages in addition to their mother tongue.
126

 However, there is not an official EU 

language policy as this is still the responsibility of the nation state. Therefore, even though the 

European Council stressed the importance of children learning foreign languages at a young 

age, it was up to the respective Ministries of Education to decide whether or not to reform 

their educational system in order to attain these goals. 

  Today, twelve years later, many countries reformed their educational reform took 

place and many students who finish upper secondary education have learned at least two 

foreign languages. §5.3.2 already showed that 83,5% of students in European Member State 

countries learn English and English is also the most taught language in almost all countries. 

Even though this can be considered a positive development, because it allows more European 

citizens to communicate with each other, it is still important to learn another foreign language 

on top of English for two reasons. First of all, speaking other foreign languages also means 

having more languages in common with other Europeans and thus, the ability to converse 

with more people with other linguistic backgrounds. Secondly, a language is not only a device 

used to exchange thoughts; it is also part of a country’s cultural heritage. By speaking French, 

German, Spanish or any other European language, you also learn about the culture of that 

specific country. 
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6.2 Barcelona Objectives 

 In order to decide if the Barcelona objectives have been implemented in the majority of the 

member state countries, two things need to be addressed. First, numbers will be presented 

which reflect from what age children start learning one or more languages in primary school. 

Secondly, it will be shown what the average amount of foreign languages learned in lower 

and upper secondary education is. According to the Barcelona objectives this should be at 

least two in all European countries. 

  Figure 21 reveals that there are only two countries in which the majority of the 

children learn at least two foreign languages by the age of ten: Greece and Luxembourg.
127

 

For children in the age of 7, 8 and 9, Luxembourg is even the only country where children are 

learning two foreign languages. Therefore, it is fair to say that the goal of learning two foreign 

languages from a very early age has not yet been implemented successfully. However, it has 

to be said that these numbers are only available for a limited amount of countries, so there is a 

possibility that there are more European countries where students learn two foreign languages 

in the age category 7-10.

Figure 21: Percentage of all pupils enrolled in primary education learning 0 languages, 1 language and 2 or more languages 

 

  Even though generally children are not learning two foreign languages in school, 

figure 21 did show that, especially at the age of 10, the majority does learn at least one foreign 

language. Figure 22 shows that in most of these cases the pupils are being exposed to English 
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with a percentage of 73,0% of primary school children learning the language.
128

 In 2005, this 

number was much lower with only 60,7%, which means that more and more European 

children learn English in primary school. 

 

Figure 22: Trends in the percentage of all pupils learning English in primary education 

  The importance of English is confirmed by the representatives of the Ministries of 

Education in Germany and Finland and demonstrated by the following quotes: 

 

  “Today, English is normally the first foreign language in all school types (starting in 

primary schools) […]In times of globalization speaking English is considered as a key 

competency.” 

Ms. Andrea Schwermer, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, Germany 

  “Before World War II, the German language was the most dominant foreign language 

in Finland. Until the middle of the sixties the status of the German language stayed strong.  It 

was after this that English constantly gained in popularity until it now became the most 

popular foreign language to learn. The basic principle of language education is that everyone 

in Finland learns Finnish, Swedish and English.” 

Ms. Anna Mikander, Ministry of Education and Culture, Finland 

  We just established that in most primary schools students learn a maximum of one 

foreign language, but how is this arranged in secondary school? As figure 23 shows, more 

countries attain the amount of two foreign languages at least at some point during secondary 

education.
129

 In lower secondary education this is the case for 6 out of 27 (no information 

provided for Estonia) EU Member State countries, which is still only 22%. In upper 

secondary education this percentage is a little bit better with 35% (9 out of 26). On the 
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p.62. 
129 Ibid, p.66. 
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average, looking at Europe as a whole, students learn 1,5 languages in lower secondary 

education and 1,6 languages in upper secondary education.  

Figure 23: Average number of foreign languages learned per student in secondary education 

 

  This means that there still needs to be a lot of changes before the Barcelona objectives 

will be attained in all EU countries. Not only do children need to start learning two foreign 

languages at an earlier age, they also need to increasingly learn more languages in secondary 

education. In that respect, the United Kingdom is probably the country which is the furthest 

away from achieving the ‘mother tongue plus two rule’ with students on the average learning 

1,0 language in lower secondary education and 0,5 in upper secondary education. Mr. Nick 

Preston, the representative of the English Department for Education, believes learning foreign 

languages is very valuable, but at the same time understands why there is less incentive for 

English students to do so: 

  “If you were to learn a foreign language and you choose, say French, and you find a 

job in another country than France, you find your foreign languages useless, whereas for 

anybody else they learn English and that’s useful wherever they go.” 

Mr. Nick Preston, English Department for Education 

6.3 Educational Reforms 

  Even though twelve years have passed since the European Council came up with the 

Barcelona objectives, the previous paragraph clearly shows that there is still a lot of work to 

be done for every student in Europe to learn two foreign languages by the end of upper 

secondary education. However, it is also too harsh to call the Barcelona objectives a complete 

failure, because many countries did in fact reform their educational system, either by lowering 

the age of compulsory foreign language education, increasing the amount of teaching hours 

allocated to foreign languages or making a specific language/second foreign language 

compulsory. In this paragraph these reforms will be discussed. 
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  The majority of the countries where learning two foreign languages was not 

compulsory yet in 2002, did not introduce reforms to alter this situation.
130

 Italy and Malta are 

the exceptions in this case. Italy changed the status of English from optional foreign language 

to mandatory foreign language and made a second foreign language mandatory for students in 

lower secondary education. In Malta, already before 2002 most students in secondary 

education learned two languages, but after an educational reform this has become mandatory 

now for students in the age of 11 to 16.
131

 The Netherlands did the complete opposite by 

making a second foreign language no longer compulsory for all students in general secondary 

education, depending on the educational pathway one chooses.  

  Four countries where learning a second foreign language was already compulsory 

before 2002 decided to lower the starting age of students getting exposed to a second foreign 

language.
132

 This is the case in Belgium (Flanders, 13 to 12), Greece (12 to 10), Poland (16 to 

13) and Romania (11 to 10). Slovenia and Slovakia are still in the process of implementing an 

educational reform to lower the starting age for a compulsory second foreign language. In 

France, reforms have been introduced to make a second foreign language compulsory in 

upper secondary education. Similar developments are seen for the first foreign language in 

some countries. In Belgium (Flanders, 12 to 10), Bulgaria (11 to 8), Czech Republic (9 to 8), 

Denmark (10 to 9), Greece (9 to 8), France (8 to 7), Italy (7 to 6), Cyprus (9 to 6), Lithuania 

(9 to 8), Poland (10 to 7) and Slovakia (10 to 8) the starting age went down.
133

 Cyprus is even 

in the process of lowering the starting age to 5, while Portugal is phasing in first foreign 

language learning from age 6 instead of 10. In addition, Latvia recently introduced a reform 

through which the first foreign language will be compulsory from age 7.
134

 Something which 

was not included in the Eurydice report yet, but which came up in the interview with the 

representatives of the Department of Education in England is that an educational reform is 

also going to take place in primary school there. Even though England is nowhere near 

attaining the ‘mother tongue plus two objective’, this does demonstrate that they are making 

an effort. 
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  “Things are changing. From September 2014, primary schools will have to teach a 

modern or ancient foreign language from the age of 7.” 

Mr. John Hopper, English Department for Education 

  Finally, concerning the amount of teaching hours, Poland has allocated more hours to 

foreign languages in both primary and secondary education.
135

 In other countries an increase 

in the time spent on foreign language learning was only perceived on one level. For example, 

Lithuania prescribed more time on foreign language learning at the primary level, while 

Belgium (German-speaking Community), Germany and Slovenia dedicated more teaching 

provision for foreign languages for secondary education only. 

  Whether or not all the previously mentioned reforms are a direct result of the 

introduction of the Barcelona objectives is doubtful, considering that most of these changes 

took place many years after. Perhaps this is not too important for the European Council, as 

long as the goal of ‘mother tongue plus two’ will be achieved eventually, but it does say 

something about the influence of the European Union on member state countries when it 

comes to education and language policies. The following quote is an answer to the question 

‘Are the Barcelona objectives the main reason that England is going through this educational 

reform right now?’ and demonstrate that this was not the main incentive for the changes.  

 

  “The bold answer to that question is no. I don’t think that that is the reason why either 

this government or the previous governments has been keen on encouraging more language 

learning. It is part of the general background, but it is not the main motivation.” 

Mr. John Hopper, English Department for Education 

In contrast, the same question was asked to the expert of the Ministry of Education and 

Science in in Lithuania, and she did confirm that the Barcelona objectives affected their 

language education policy. 

 

“Yes, the Barcelona objective affected our language education policy. In general 

education, mandatory early foreign language learning was introduced in the second year of 

learning in 2004 and two foreign languages are mandatory in lower secondary education 

(Grades 6-10). The Lithuanian statistics are quite good: in total, 55 % of learners in general 
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education learn two foreign languages and 0.3 % three.” 

Ms. Vilma Bačkiūtė, Ministry of Education and Science, Lithuania 

 

6.4 Ministries of Education 

  The goal of this research is to analyze how English can be taught more effectively at 

European schools in order to accelerate the process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial 

lingua franca. However, Chapter 4 already listed a lot of different factors which influence 

language learning and have nothing to do with education. The problem is that it is very hard 

to establish which factors are very influential and which ones of lesser importance. There has 

not yet and probably will never be developed a way to measure this. Even though there is no 

quantitative proof, there is a consensus among theorists that quality education is vital in this 

process.
136

 Language education provides the very important basic knowledge you need to start 

feeling comfortable using a language. In addition, by using it frequently or being exposed to it 

often, you are able to increase your language skill even further, ideally eventually achieving 

the level of mastery. 

 In order to get more insight in to what extent the language gaps can be explained by 

the differences in the way English is taught in compulsory education, the Ministries of 

Education in all European countries were approached to give them an opportunity to explain 

this. Since it is their field of expertise and they bring specific knowledge about their own 

country to the table, their input is a valuable addition to what has already been discussed. 

  The German representative Ms. Andrea Schwermer has two explanations why the 

percentage of English speakers in Germany is so much lower than in other countries with a 

Germanic language, Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands. First, she mentions the size of 

those countries and the frequency in which their national languages are spoken in Europe as 

an explanation for the difference in percentages. She also stresses that the fact that German is 

one of the most important languages in Europe is no longer a reason for German students not 

to learn English: 

“In my opinion the high percentage - in comparison to Germans - of Scandinavian and 

Dutch people speaking English very well has not only to do with school teaching. People 
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living in smaller countries (please, don´t misunderstand me), speaking a language which is not 

so widely spread, depend more on the knowledge of a "big" language.[…] I think among the 

younger generation the difference is no longer very high, because many pupils spend time in 

an English speaking country” 

Ms. Andrea Schwermer, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, Germany 

  In §4.4 the importance on showing English television broadcasts in the original 

version with subtitles instead of dubbing is already discussed. Germany is one of the many 

countries where they make use of dubbing, which Ms. Schwermer believes to be an important 

factor, as it decreases the amount of exposure to the English language: 

  “From Scandinavia I heard that many international films running in TV or cinema are 

not synchronized - so the people are much more accustomed to the English language than in 

Germany.” 

Ms. Andrea Schwermer, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, Germany 

   Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, employee at the Ministry of Education, Science, Research and 

Sport in Slovakia uses other arguments to explain why only 26% of the Slovakian population 

is able to speak English.
137

 He refers to the history of Slovakia and how they were basically 

shut off from the West because of the Iron Curtain. He explains that, until the end of the 

Soviet era, Slovakian people were almost never exposed to English and in a way it was even 

dangerous if you were trying to learn it: 

  “Therefore any attempt to learn a secondary language back then (no social media, no 

internet, no foreign TV channel, limited phone calls, very limited foreign “west language” 

books – sometimes only about communism in English, very limited music selection) was 

unusual and even suspect (why would anyone learn a language used in “the west”/country 

where it was forbidden to go?!?) and could rise the attention of secret police.” 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

 

This is also partially the reason why even today, it is still difficult to find good English 

teachers in Slovakia: 

  “After 40 years of this madness it is very difficult to find good English language 

teachers. And it is hard to find new people, to become one, because: 
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1. Salaries in schools are low (compared to private business seeking English speaking 

persons) 

2. Potential English teachers can see what happens to good language teachers after 40 years. 

Thousands of unemployed/degraded, (as nobody wants to learn Russian now) former Russian 

teachers (some of them try to learn English to keep teaching – just imagine the accent - 

Slovak, Russian, English).” 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

 

  Finally, Mr. Hlinka also has an explanation why English, contrary to many other 

European countries, is not a mandatory language in the Slovakian educational system. He says 

that this is a sensitive issue, as in the past, they were first forced to learn Hungarian when 

Slovakia was under the rule of the Austro-Hungarian empire and later, when Slovakia was 

still part of Czechoslovakia, Russian was a mandatory language which was also not 

appreciated by the Slovakian people: 

 

“Due to the political situation a policy was drawn in order to strengthen Hungarian 

position in the monarchy, to force all nationalities under Hungarian rule to forcefully learn 

and eradicate other languages. This was the case also in Slovakia. […] During 

Czechoslovakia, Russian was a mandatory foreign language and every pupil had to take 

Russian classes. However due to differences between the alphabets this again was not very 

welcome, additionally after the breakup of the regime, many people found themselves 

knowing “something” they never wanted and they will never use. This created resentment 

towards mandatory language learning.” 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

 

  These statements show that there are a lot of different possible explanations for the 

language gaps in Europe. For instance, in Slovakia and many other Eastern European 

countries people often started learning English a lot later compared to Western European 

countries, resulting in a situation where only younger generations possess the ability to speak 

it and hence, relatively less people do. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind that English 

teaching in a low percentage country is not automatically poorer than in a high percentage 

country. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

 

“How can teaching English as a foreign language be more effective and what are the 

implications of the process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial lingua franca?” 

 

 This research has aimed to provide more insight into how English and foreign languages in 

general are being taught at European schools and to what extent the teaching methods explain 

the significant differences between English speakers in EU member states. Numbers are 

presented which clearly show the growing importance of English as the language of global 

communication. This development started in the 1970s when the United Kingdom was 

granted access to the European Union and there are no indications that this trend is going to 

stagnate. This is especially true if you take into account that language and education policies 

are the responsibilities of individual member states and not the European Union. People 

choose to use English out of their own free will and in countries where it is not mandatory to 

learn the language, the majority of students chooses to do so anyway, which shows that the 

growing importance is mainly an autonomous process. In terms of De Swaan you could say 

that English has a very high Q-value.  

  Not everyone is happy with this development and by looking at the beliefs of 

proponents and opponents of English becoming such a dominant language is established if 

their concerns are just. The opponents are afraid that the language, culture and traditions of 

English speakers will be glorified, while others will be stigmatized. The implication of 

English being the dominant language in so many different domains, making it the language of 

power, is that other languages become insignificant. Therefore, it is a huge disadvantage if 

English is not in your repertoire. The term they use for this is linguistic imperialism. There is 

absolutely some truth in their claims. If you publish a scientific article in Danish, far less 

people will read it than if you publish it in English. Another concern the opponents express is 

that Europe will lose what it is most proud of: its cultural and linguistic diversity. Their 

prediction that the growing status of English will lead to cultural homogenization and, over a 

longer period, a situation in which people choose to only learn English and abandon their own 

native language is very pessimistic. The dynamics of the present European constellation of 

languages are not in the abandonment of the state languages for the sake of one European 
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medium, but in the acquisition of additional languages.
138

 Within each society national 

languages increasingly become a symbol, a cherished national and historical treasure, 

sometimes the only common denominator of the state’s citizenry and itself constitutive of a 

sense of national unity from which the state takes its legitimacy. These languages are so 

robust that they will never dissolve into new intermediate idioms.
139

  

  English has the potential to be a unifying instrument, since it allows European citizens 

to communicate and develop relationships with each other.
140

 In the introduction Europe’s 

identity crisis was discussed, which suggested that there is no underlying emotional bond 

between European countries. This results in a lack of a so-called ‘us feeling’ and the 

willingness to help the other out in times of financial crisis. English could prove to be a major 

factor in developing this ‘us feeling’ and therefore, contribute to the emergence of a European 

identity. This identity will go beyond economics and politics, and also takes cultural and 

linguistic forms. 

  However, in order to prevent English from becoming the only foreign language of 

importance and thus, having a monopoly on global communication it is important that 

countries will make sure to attain the Barcelona objective: ‘mother tongue plus two’. Chapter 

6 showed that in the majority of EU countries, twelve years after this goal was established, 

students are on the average still not learning two languages at any point during compulsory 

education. Conversely, the Netherlands even decided to do the complete opposite by going 

back from two to one compulsory language at some levels of education. Learning a second 

foreign language means not only being able to communicate with more Europeans than 

before, but also learning more about that country’s culture. Therefore, even though the ability 

to speak English is very important, students should still be encouraged to learn at least one 

additional foreign language. 

  Before moving on to the recommendations on how to make teaching English as a 

foreign language more effective, it is first time for some remarks. By merely focusing on 

education it seems that the only reason the language gap exists is the (lack of) quality of 

education. However, this could not be further from the truth. By conducting the case study it 

became clear that English language teaching in Bulgaria is not so different from that in the 
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Netherlands and English language teaching in Sweden is not so different than in Spain. In 

other words, it is absolutely untrue that low percentage countries (Spain, Bulgaria) can learn a 

lot from high percentage countries (the Netherlands, Sweden). On the contrary, in some 

respects it is the other way around and a high percentage country can learn from a low 

percentage country. For instance, in Spain and Bulgaria the foreign language is used more 

frequently in the classroom than in the Netherlands, something which is considered beneficial 

for the learning process. 

  The explanation for the language gap should therefore be found more in societal and 

historical factors than in educational. All countries east of the Iron Curtain were shut off from 

the West for decades, resulting in a very low level of exposure to Western languages. 

Consequently, students only started learning English in the 1990s, which is why you will not 

find older generations in those countries that speak the language. Similarly, Spain was under 

the rule of the Franco regime until 1975. During that time, the state prevented much contact 

with foreign countries and French was the only foreign language taught in schools. In 

addition, the size of a country and the amount of people who speak their native language play 

a role as well. German, French and Spanish are all considered world languages, which reduces 

the need to learn English. Due to globalization and the growing importance of English, 

learning English has only recently become a priority and the educational systems have 

adapted to it. Also, in this research it became very clear that for different reasons English is 

much more embedded in certain societies (mainly high percentages countries) than in others. 

The case study also focused on tertiary education and more specifically, on the amount of 

university programs (Bachelor and Master) which are offered in English. This made clear that 

English is much more part embedded in the Dutch and Swedish society than in the Spanish 

and Bulgarian one. Exposure to the language also often happens through different kinds of 

media, for example television. However, in many countries the choice is made to dub English 

broadcasts instead of showing the original version with subtitles. This prevents people from 

what is called accidental learning, which is an important part of the learning process. 

  Finally, it is necessary to highlight the importance of linguistic similarity between a 

native language and English. English is a Germanic language, which implies it has more in 

common with other Germanic languages than with languages with another origin. Bulgarians 

for example, even use a different alphabet, so generally speaking it will require much more 

effort from them to master the language than from a Dutch or Swedish person.   
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  When the number of English speakers in Europe continues to grow, this will prove to 

be an important unifying instrument. However, it is not only about the quantity, but also about 

the level of proficiency. Sweden is amongst the countries with the highest percentage of 

people who speak English well enough to have a basic conversation (86%), but in contrast, 

only 24% is able to follow the English news on radio or television.
141

 In order to achieve the 

goal of accelerating the process of English becoming Europe’s unofficial lingua franca, it is of 

the utmost importance to improve/change teaching English as a foreign language in a way that 

it can be taught more effectively. As a result, more students will be able to speak English and 

the average proficiency level of graduating pupils will be higher. Based on the information 

presented in this research the following recommendations are made to ensure attaining this 

goal. 

1. Children should start learning their first foreign language from a very young age. 

Currently, most students are introduced to a foreign language for the first time in 

primary education between, generally, the age of 8 and 11. While it is a lot easier for 

young children to pick up a language, it is important that this compulsory education 

starts earlier. In Cyprus, the starting age for foreign language learning is 5, which is a 

perfect age for children to start all over Europe. (pp 37,38,67) 

2. Most students already learn the first foreign language until the end of compulsory 

education. The same cannot be said for learning a second foreign language. The 

duration of learning a second foreign language is a lot shorter and in a lot of countries 

not compulsory.
142

 Ideally, a second foreign language should be compulsory as well 

between the age of 8 and 18. (pp 45-47) 

3. If a language is not compulsory, at least give schools the freedom to offer certain 

languages on their own initiative. Some countries do not have a flexible curriculum, 

which makes it impossible to do so. In countries which do have such a curriculum, 

foreign languages are in some cases already taught in pre-primary school at the age of 

3. Not only should this be possible, but schools need to be encouraged to do so. (pp 

38,39) 

4. Central Education Authorities should make recommendations regarding which 

language(s) students should learn and what level of proficiency is expected of them. 

The research showed that it does not matter whether English is mandatory or not, 
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students tend to learn it anyway. However, by giving English the status of compulsory, 

you not only ensure that 100% of the students learn English; it sends a message to 

students that knowledge of this language is considered very important by the 

government. In addition, all countries should use the CEFR for languages to ensure all 

schools know what level is expected of their students upon graduation. This level 

should be B2/C1. Finally, it is important to explicitly communicate the school 

autonomy to teach languages, even when they are not compulsory (yet). (pp 39,40) 

5. In secondary education, languages are often already taught by (semi) specialists, 

which is important because generally, they have more expertise and experience how to 

teach languages. In primary education however, language teaching is often the 

responsibility of generalist teachers who are qualified to teach all subjects in the 

curriculum. Such teachers are entrusted with foreign language teaching irrespective of 

whether or not they have received any training in this field.
143

 If (financially) possible, 

this should be done by specialist teachers in primary education as well. (pp 48-51) 

6. In some countries completing a three-year Bachelor study already suffices to have the 

right certificate to teach in secondary education. As many school heads have reported 

to have difficulties finding qualified language teachers, this might not seem very 

realistic now, but one should expect a Master’s degree with a duration of at least five 

years of potential language teachers. In addition, similarly to additional requirements 

in CLIL schools, the candidate should have to provide evidence of having at least a C1 

level proficiency on all levels of communication in the language of instruction. (pp 51-

54) 

7. Learning a language should be a somehow immersive experience. This means that 

during English classes both teachers and students should use English as much as 

possible. Teachers should encourage students to communicate in English with their 

peers as much as possible, and avoid to use their mother tongue . Currently, in almost 

all European countries teachers and students only use the language of instruction 

‘every now and then’ at the best. Learning a language is much more than learning 

grammar rules and reading texts. Speaking the language frequently makes students 

become comfortable with it much faster. (pp 54-56) 

8. This recommendation relates to the previous one, because it is about the expected 

learning outcomes at the end of compulsory education. Since it is important that a 
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student is proficient in all four communication skills (reading, writing, listening and 

speaking), teaching time should be equally divided among them. In some cases (f.e. 

the Netherlands and Denmark) however, Central Education Authorities ask schools to 

focus on specific skills or leave it up to the school itself to decide which skill(s) to 

focus on. It is important that in the future, they will explicitly ask schools to ensure 

that students are competent on all four levels. Therefore, the assessments throughout 

compulsory education should include all four communication skills, whereas written 

tests are still most common. (pp 32,33,59,60) 

9. It is important that students learn that a language does not only exist within the 

classroom. Luckily, in many countries there is already a large exposure of English to 

pupils, but not everywhere (f.e countries where dubbing is used). Organizing school 

activities related to foreign language training can therefore be a good instrument for 

students to use a language in a different setting, for example, by making a field trip. 

Student mobility and intercultural exchanges are some of the central elements of 

modern education policy, especially with respect to foreign language acquisition.
144

 

(pp 56,57) 

10. Not discussed extensively in Chapter 5, but therefore not less important, are the class 

sizes. Again, sometimes schools do not have a choice to merge classes for financial or 

other reasons, but a maximum class size of twenty students would be ideal. This gives 

the teacher the opportunity to help students individually if necessary and the goal of 

students speaking frequently in the target language can also be achieved more easily. 

When class sizes exceed this number, it is easy for students to be more passive during 

lessons, which is not beneficial for the learning process. (pp 60) 

11. Upon completion of full-time compulsory general education it is recommended that 

students receive a certificate including a foreign language element. In many countries 

this is already customary, but there are still exceptions. The foreign language element 

gives students extra incentive to study a foreign language, because they can use the 

certificate to prove their foreign language skill when, for example, applying for an 

English Bachelor program. (pp 60) 

12. The final recommendation involves tertiary education. After years of compulsory 

education this is the first time students are not obligated to learn a language any 

longer. However, most students have not yet achieved the proficiency level of 
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mastery. In order to do so, they have to continue to develop their English language 

skill and a university is the ideal place to do so. In some countries this is quite easy, as 

many courses and programs are offered in English. However, this research showed 

that this is not as common in the realm of academia in other countries. Universities in 

those countries should include more programs in English for two reasons: 1. It will 

help students to continue to improve their English language skill. 2. It will attract 

international students which increases the chances of intercultural exchanges and 

using English in a social setting. (pp 60-62) 

 

  These recommendations on how to make foreign language learning more effective 

(both in quantity and quality) are very useful, but most of them are very top-down orientated. 

Originally, the plan was to also approach students and teachers from the case study countries 

to ask them questions about foreign language teaching and how it can be more effective 

according to them. However, the current research is already quite extensive as it is and also 

due to time constraints it was decided to drop this idea. In a follow-up study is students and 

teachers in both primary and secondary education could be interviewed to hear their ideas and 

experiences relating to foreign language teaching. Doing so allows the researcher to make 

more detailed and more bottom-up recommendations than in this research. 

  Another possible follow-up study is to get in touch with all the EU member state 

Ministries of Education to ask them questions about the issues discussed in this paper. The 

experts within the Ministries are often able to tell you things which are not easily found in 

literature and allow you to explain the language gaps between countries in a more detailed 

fashion. During this research, only a limited amount of experts responded to my request to 

provide more insight on this topic. 

  What could also be potentially interesting is redoing this research, but using different 

case study countries and see if similar patterns are found or only focus on one specific group 

of countries (new/old member states, Northern/Western/Eastern/Southern European countries, 

countries with a similar language origin and so forth). 

  Finally, one of the newly developed methods in this research is measuring the influence 

of English in tertiary education by looking at the ratio between the amount of students at a 

university and the total amount of programs taught in English. This ratio was calculated for 

the case study by looking at twelve different universities in each country, taking the average 

of all twelve. Using the same formula will show to what extent English is embedded in the 

academic world in other countries, reflecting upon the society in general. 
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APPENDIX I – LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

  The following table describes the meaning of various abbreviations and acronyms 

used throughout the thesis. 

 

Abbreviation  Meaning 

AT   Austria 

BE   Belgium 

BE de   Belgium – German-speaking Community 

BE fr   Belgium – French Community 

BE nl   Belgium – Flemish Community 

BG   Bulgaria 

CEFR   Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

CLIL   Content and Language Integrated Learning 

CY   Cyprus 

CZ   Czech Republic 

DE   Germany/German 

DK   Denmark 

ECRML  European Charter of Regional and Minority Languages 

ECSC   European Coal and Steel Community 

EE   Estonia 

EEA   European Economic Area 

EFTA   European Free Trade Association 

EL   Greece 

EN   English 

ES   Spain 

EU/EU-27  European Union 

FI   Finland 

FL   Foreign Language 

FR   France/French 

HR   Croatia 

   continued on next page 
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Abbreviation  Meaning 

HU   Hungary 

IE   Ireland 

IS   Iceland    

IT   Italy 

LI   Liechtenstein 

LT   Lithuania 

LU   Luxembourg 

LV   Latvia 

MT   Malta 

NL   The Netherlands 

NO   Norway 

PL   Poland 

PT   Portugal 

RO   Romania 

SE   Sweden 

SI   Slovenia 

SK   Slovakia 

TR   Turkey 

UK   United Kingdom 

UK-ENG  England 

UK-NIR  Northern Ireland 

UK-SCT  Scotland 

UK-WLS  Wales 
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APPENDIX II – DATA CASE STUDY EXPERIMENT 

 

 The following data was collected to measure the ‘student-programs-taught-in-English-

ratio’ of which the results can be found in §4.4. 

 

Country Name University Bachelor Master Total Students Ratio 

The Netherlands Rijksuniversiteit Groningen 21 75 96 27.699 288,53 

The Netherlands Radboud University Nijmegen 2 37 39 19.137 490,62 

The Netherlands University of Twente 6 35 41 9.456 230,63 

The Netherlands Erasmus University Rotterdam 12 47 59 20.941 354,93 

The Netherlands Tilburg University 5 41 46 14.063 305,72 

The Netherlands Maastricht University 17 66 83 15.916 191,76 

The Netherlands Utrecht University 3 76 79 29.755 376,65 

The Netherlands Eindhoven University of Technology 9 30 39 7.100 182,05 

The Netherlands Leiden University 5 195 200 20.684 103,42 

The Netherlands Delft University 1 42 43 19.500 453,49 

The Netherlands University of Amsterdam 1 117 118 29.783 252,4 

The Netherlands VU University Amsterdam 1 73 74 24.500 331,08 

Bulgaria American University in Bulgaria 10 0 10 1.116 111,6 

Bulgaria International Business School Bulgaria 1 0 1 5.700 5700 

Bulgaria International University College 4 3 7 1.000 142,86 

Bulgaria New Bulgarian University 3 8 11 12.000 1090,91 

Bulgaria South-West University 0 17 17 12.579 739,94 

Bulgaria University of Veliko Turnovo 0 0 0 18.000 0 

Bulgaria Sofia University 0 0 0 21.000 0 

Bulgaria Burgas Free University 0 0 0 6.000 0 

Bulgaria Plovdiv University 0 0 0 18.000 0 

Bulgaria Technical University Sofia 0 0 0 18.000 0 

Bulgaria Varna Free University 0 0 0 15.000 0 

Bulgaria Tsenov Academy of Economics 0 0 0 10.000 0 

Sweden Linköping University 0 23 23 28.000 1217,39 

Sweden Dalarna University College 1 6 7 16.000 2285,71 

Sweden Lund University 5 124 129 46.000 356,59 

Sweden KTH Royal Institute of Technology 0 65 65 18.000 276,92 

Sweden Stockholm University 16 107 123 50.000 406,5 

Sweden Karlstad University 0 24 24 12.000 500 

Sweden Malmö University College 6 14 20 25.000 1250 

Sweden University of Gothenburg 1 38 39 38.900 997,44 

Sweden University College of Boras 1 13 14 15.000 1071,43 

Sweden Linnaeus University 5 29 34 35.000 1029,41 

Sweden Umeå University 2 34 36 36.000 1000 

Sweden Uppsala University 0 41 41 40.000 975,61 
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Country Name University Bachelor Master Total Students Ratio 

Spain University of Barcelona 0 2 2 63.020 31.510 

Spain University of Granada 0 0 0 88.000 0 

Spain University of Valencia 0 13 13 54.400 4184,62 

Spain Catholic University of Murcia 1 5 6 15.785 2630,83 

Spain University of Jaén 0 4 4 16.000 4.000 

Spain Carlos III University of Madrid 0 15 15 19.000 1266,67 

Spain Autonomous University of Barcelona 1 88 89 51.500 578,65 

Spain University of Lleida 1 15 16 9.650 603,14 

Spain James I University 0 9 9 13.200 1466,67 

Spain University Rovira i Virgili 0 23 23 11.775 511,96 

Spain University of Sevilla 0 0 0 73.350 0 

Spain University ofZaragoza 0 1 1 33.429 33429 
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APPENDIX III – E-MAILS MINISTRIES OF EDUCATION 

 

 The following information was provided by representatives of several Ministries of 

Education all over Europe with an expertise in foreign language policy and/or education. The 

relevant parts of the e-mails received are presented below. 

 

A. Germany 

 

Ms. Andrea Schwermer, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, Germany 

April 24, 2014 

 

“In the Federal Republic of Germany every student who gets the Abitur (i. e. general higher 

education entrance qualification) has to learn two languages. This is obligatory in the 

"Neusprachliches Gymnasium" (=Gymnasium specialized in modern language learning) since 

1960 and in all types of the Gymnasium since 1964. 

I would like to recommend you our publication "The Education System in the Federal 

Republic of Germany" 

(http://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/doc/Dokumentation/Bildungswesen_en_pdfs/dossier_en_ebo

ok.pdf). Concerning foreign language learning in the different schools see p. 107f., 117f. and 

128ff. More information and other documents (but only in German) you will find on  

http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-bildung/faecher-und-

unterrichtsinhalte/fremdsprachen.html” 

 

Ms. Andrea Schwermer, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, Germany 

April 25, 2014 

 

“Today, normally English is the first foreign language in all school types (upward from 

primary school). But there are a few Bundesländer,which share the border with France 

(Rheinland-Pfalz, Saarland, Baden-Württemberg) and there may be French the first foreign 

language. But you can be sure that later they learn English as well. 

To your second question: In my opinion the high percentage - in comparison to Germans - of 

Scandinavian and Dutch people speaking English very well has not only to do with school 

teaching. People living in smaller countries (please, don´t misunderstand me), speaking a 

http://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/doc/Dokumentation/Bildungswesen_en_pdfs/dossier_en_ebook.pdf
http://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/doc/Dokumentation/Bildungswesen_en_pdfs/dossier_en_ebook.pdf
http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-bildung/faecher-und-unterrichtsinhalte/fremdsprachen.html
http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-bildung/faecher-und-unterrichtsinhalte/fremdsprachen.html
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language which is not so widely spread, depend more on the knowledge of a "big" language. 

From Scandinavia I heard that many international films running in TV or cinema ar not 

synchronized - so the people are much more accustomed to the English language than in 

Germany. I think among the younger generation the difference is no longer very high, because 

many pupil spend one year or less in an English speaking country. And also the didactic in 

teaching a foreign language has changed (more communication, more practice). In times of 

globalization speaking English is considered as a key competency.” 

 

B. Denmark 

 

Ms. Helle Asbjørn Sørensen, Ministry of Education, Denmark 

May, 8, 2014 

 

“The Ministry is able to provide guidance on current national measures. Therefore, I suggest 

that you consult other sources on the matters concerned. In particular, you may find the 

research project ’Schools in Denmark: A History of Everyday Life, Conditions, and Visions 

over 500 Years’ interesting. You can read a description of the project in English on: 

http://edu.au.dk/fileadmin/www.dpu.dk/forskning/projekter/danskskolehistorie/20100512091

403_schools-in-denmark---final-version.pdf” 

 

C. Finland 

 

Ms. Anna Mikander, Ministry of Education, Finland 

May 15, 2014 

 

“Policies on foreign language teaching in Finnish education have been subject to fundamental 

changes the past thirty years. Before World War II the German language was most often the 

first foreign language in the old grammar school. Until the middle of the sixties the status of 

the German language stayed strong.  It was after this that English constantly gained in 

popularity until it now is the most popular foreign language to learn. The basic principle of 

language education is that everyone in Finland learns Finnish, Swedish and English. 

The education system in Finland is quite decentralized. This means that the government 

decides on the common goals and the distribution of lesson hours, the National Board of 

Education, based on these, draw up the national core curriculum. The municipalities, who in 
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most cases are the education providers, then draw up their own, locally adjusted curriculum 

based on the core curriculum. 

In basic education (grades 1-9) every pupil studies, besides her mother tongue, two additional 

languages. One of these languages has to be the second official language of Finland (Swedish 

or Finnish). The pupil will start, at the latest in third grade, with one of these languages (A1) 

and the other one in 7th grade (B1). In the case of the Finnish speaking pupils, the majority 

starts with English as a first language. 

The education provider can, additionally, offer a long optional language (A2). At the moment 

around 30 % of the age class chooses an optional language. The most popular optional long 

language is German. It is also possible for the schools to offer another optional language in 

lower secondary education (B2, usually in grade 8). 

Statistics show that students usually begin learning of Al at grade three at the age of 9, and A2 

at grade five at the age of 11. However, it has become increasingly more common to start 

learning Al at grade one at the age of seven 

The national core curriculum is being reformed at the moment in Finland. The purpose of the 

renewal concerning foreign language instruction is to make sure that both the knowledge of 

the mother tongue and the knowledge of foreign languages increase. It is important today for 

pupils to learn skills that are of use in a global and diverse world.” 

 

D. Slovakia 

 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

May 19, 2014 

 

“The following materials contain the information you requested/answers to your questions. 

http://www2.statpedu.sk/buxus/docs/predmety/koncvcjsreu.pdf 

http://www2.statpedu.sk/buxus/docs/predmety/kvcjasvp.pdf” 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

May 19, 2014 

 

“Allow me to add another perspective to your questions allowing you a better understanding: 

http://www2.statpedu.sk/buxus/docs/predmety/koncvcjsreu.pdf
http://www2.statpedu.sk/buxus/docs/predmety/kvcjasvp.pdf
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Q1: 

Historically –people living in this region were multilingual (Austrian-Hungarian monarchy) -

German, Hungarian, Slovak language, other languages. Due to the economic situation many 

individuals traveled to work  in the US increasing the exposure of population to wider 

language base - familiarity with English. 

  

Austrian – Hungarian monarchy however was not a monolithic block. Rather a multilingual 

base. 

  

Due to the political situation (power struggle between Hungary and Austria in the monarchy) 

a policy was drawn in order to strengthen Hungarian position in the monarchy, to force all 

nationalities under Hungarian rule to forcefully learn Hungarian (and thus increase the 

numbers of Hungarians in the monarchy) and eradicate other languages. This was the case 

also in Slovakia. This is the first example, where there is a negative stance (residing until 

present) towards mandatory foreign language education (stance strengthened by the fact that 

Hungarian is not a Slavic language). 

  

During (Czechoslovakia) there was a mandatory foreign language (RUSSIAN) every pupil 

had to take Russian classes beginning his 5 year (second stage) of his elementary education. 

However due to differences between the alphabets (although Russian like Slovak is a Slavic 

language) this again was not very welcome, additionally after the breakup of the regime, 

many people found themselves knowing “something” they never wanted and they will never 

use. This created resentment towards mandatory language learning. 

  

Since 1990 social and economic changes force people to learn a foreign language (German, 

English) in order to keep a job, again not a favorable way to support the learning of a foreign 

language. 

  

After more than 4 decades of pushing English language “away” part of Soviet policy – it is 

also difficult to find sufficient numbers of qualified/affordable English language teachers. 
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Q2: 

Well, you have probably heard about the Iron Curtain before. Until 1989 between Austria and 

‘Slovakia’ there was barbed wire on the borders, travel to the ‘West’ was strictly controlled 

and not easy…” 

 

Mr. Vladimir Hlinka, Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport, Slovakia 

May 23, 2014 

 

“Officially English language was NOT FORBIDDEN (that would be a clear/obvious evidence 

of stupidity/embarrassment of the communist regime). Even in the deepest communist terror 

era there were State language schools teaching English language. 

However primary language was Russian preferred in further studies, career advancement and 

also by the ruling party and like mentioned earlier, mandatory since 5 grade (1 year second 

level) elementary school of every pupil (however as it was mandatory, and most people did 

not use it – the learning level – was not very high – in average /in other words, most people 

are not able to use Russian language even after-despite  those 4 years (minimum)/). 

You have to take into account that it was illegal to leave the country. 

Look up § 109 PENAL CODE #. 140/1961 (forbidden leaving of country) - after communism 

more than 22761 citizens were rehabilitated for this „crime“.  

Even people with relatives abroad were suspect. 

Therefore any attempt to learn a ‘secondary’ language back then (no social media, no internet, 

no foreign TV channel, limited phone calls, very limited foreign “WEST language” books – 

sometimes only about communism in English, very limited music selection) was unusual and 

even suspect (why would anyone learn a language used in “the WEST”/country where it was 

forbidden to go?!?) and could raise the attention of secret police. 

After 40 years of this madness it is very difficult to find good English language teachers. And 

it is hard to find new people, to become one, because: 

1. Salaries in schools are low (compared to private business seeking English speaking 

persons) 

2. Potential English teachers can see what happens to good language teachers after 40 years. 

Thousands of unemployed/degraded, (as nobody wants to learn Russian now) former Russian 
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teachers (some of them try to learn English to keep teaching – just imagine the accent - 

Slovak, Russian, English).” 

 

E. Croatia 

Ms. Jasminka Majsec, Ministry of Science, Education and Sports, Croatia 

May 28, 2014 

 

1)  The Croatian educational system does not require students to learn a specific mandatory 

foreign language. While English is by far the most widely spoken foreign language in Europe 

(38% of all Europeans are able to speak it) it is compulsory in some other European 

educational systems. Why is this not the case in Croatia?  

“Most students in Croatian schools learn English as their first foreign language and German 

as their second foreign language. In 2003/2004 the Ministry of Science, Education and Sports 

introduced a Foreign Language as a mandatory subject into first grades in all primary schools 

in Croatia. The schools could decide which language to teach in accordance with the language 

competence of the teachers they already have or the interests of pupils and parents. The 

Ministry also recommended that all schools should introduce a second foreign language as an 

optional subject if teachers with the competence in those languages are available in the 

school. If the mandatory subject is a language other than English, the school must offer 

English as the elective language.” 

 

2)  According to a Eurobarometer report from 2006, 49% of the Croatian population speaks 

English well enough to have a basic conversation. In some other countries this percentage is a 

lot higher (e.g. Denmark 86%, Sweden 86%, Netherlands 90%), but it is above the EU 

average (38%) and also higher than in neighbor country Hungary (23%). How do you explain 

these differences? To what extent is this influenced by education?  

“Many EU countries are actively engaged in policy and program developments to increase 

language learning in schools. This mainly refers to introducing the first foreign language in 

earlier stages of primary/ISCED 1 and extending the duration of learning the second foreign 

language. 
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In Croatia, there is more than 70% children aged  4 to 6 who study one foreign language 

within the regular kindergarten program or as a shorter program outside the regular one. 

Currently, there are more than 500 verified programs for early language learning. 

Since 2003, students in Croatia have started to learn their first foreign language from the first 

grade, and until the fourth grade they have two first foreign language lessons per week. From 

the fifth grade onwards, students have three first foreign language lessons per week. This 

means that the total number of first foreign language lessons at ISCED1 and ISCED2 levels is 

700. As a result of introducing a Foreign Language as a mandatory subject into first grades in 

all primary schools in school year 2003/2004, Croatia recorded a significant increase in the 

proportion of pupils in primary education learning English. Also, in 2009, Croatia established 

a new standard which reduced the number of students per class from 34 to 28 in both primary 

and general secondary education. There are even smaller class sizes organized for foreign 

languages in cases when all students in the class do not have the same first foreign language. 

(Foreign language studied from the first grade of elementary education is considered first 

foreign language). 

In accordance with provisions of  the Article 6 of the Education Act, elementary and 

secondary schools  may implement part of their curricula in foreign languages as well (in 

addition with Croatian), with prior approval of the Ministry.” 

 

3) In 2002, the European Council recommended that all students in EU states completing 

upper secondary education (i.e. to the age of 18) should be competent in two foreign 

languages in addition to their mother tongue. This is also known as the Barcelona 

objective. Did these recommendations affect the Croatian language policy and if so, how 

exactly? Do you think this goal is being achieved? 

“As previously stated, as a result of introducing a Foreign Language as a mandatory subject 

into first grades in all primary schools in school year 2003/2004, Croatia recorded a 

significant increase in the proportion of pupils in primary education learning English. Croatia 

has 47% of 15-year old pupils achieving level of independent user. Also, based on Eurostat 

2011 data, Croatia has 50% of pupils at ISCED 2 learning two or more foreign languages. 

 

For the time being, a second foreign language is still an optional subject in Croatia. Students 

have two second foreign language lessons per week from the fourth or fifth grade until the 

eighth grade. Therefore, the maximum number of foreign languages lessons is 350. According 
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to the Syllabus for Primary Education and CEFR, it is estimated that students who finish 

ISCED1 (grades one to four) can achieve A1 in the first foreign language, and that students 

who finish ISCED2 can achieve A2.  Second foreign language students, who start to learn 

foreign languages in the fourth grade, are able to achieve the A1+ level, i.e. higher than the 

preparatory level. This means that students achieve a level higher than A1 in language skills, 

but they do not achieve A2 due to the limited number of lessons, except in rare cases. 

 

Learning one foreign language is compulsory for all students from the first grade. In the 

fourth grade, students have the opportunity to choose a second foreign language as an optional 

subject. In the first year of ISCED2, students of a few primary schools in Croatia have the 

possibility of learning ancient languages: Latin in grades five to eight, and Greek in grades 

seven to eight. However, in just a few schools students have the option of learning a second 

foreign language from the first grade. This depends on school capacities.  

Croatia is one of ECML member states and participates in the JOINT ACTION carried out by 

the European Centre for Modern Languages of the Council of Europe in cooperation with the 

European Commission, Directorate General for Education and Culture. Specifically, it 

participates in both initiatives: Use of ICT in support of language teaching and learning (ICT-

REV) and Relating language examinations to the common European reference levels of 

language proficiency: promoting quality assurance in education and facilitating mobility 

(RELANG). 

 

In 2013, Croatian National LLP Agency joined European Language Label (ELL) working 

group and has started with preparatory/initial activities for organisation of ELL competition in 

Croatia (planned for 2014). The European Language Label is an award that encourages new 

initiatives in the field of teaching and learning languages, rewarding new techniques in 

language teaching, spreading the knowledge of their existence and thereby promoting good 

practice. The Label is open to all aspects of education and training, regardless of age or 

methods used, with its main focus being to promote innovation in language teaching. Each 

year, the Label is awarded to the most innovative language learning projects in each country 

participating in the scheme. It is co-ordinated by the European Commission, but managed by 

the individual Member States, with national juries deciding on detailed criteria. 
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Also, In pre-accession period, Croatia used funding from IPA IV Human Resources 

Development. Within Open call titled ‘Further development and implementation of Croatian 

Qualifications Framework’, general and higher education institutions could apply for funding 

to develop new or adjust existing courses and study modules in foreign languages, based on 

proper use of learning outcomes, ECTS and student workload as well as to develop school 

curricula for general education system based on learning outcomes, including development of 

key competences. Within aforementioned Call, ‘Further development and implementation of 

Croatian Qualifications Framework’, general and higher education institutions could also 

apply for funding to develop, produce and distribute teaching material, innovative text books, 

audio-visual / interactive materials, education software, distance / e-learning tools for 

language learning. The outputs of projects funded within this grant scheme will be available at 

the beginning of 2015.  

 

The new draft Strategy of Education, Science and Technology outlines the importance of 

introducing classes in foreign languages, especially in tertiary education. It is envisaged that 

by 2020 all faculties should implement at least one study program in English. In addition to 

that, national curricula for 9-year compulsory education are to be developed. One of the 

principles to be taken into account when developing new curricula is acquisition of 

knowledge in the following areas: mother tongue, mathematics, foreign languages and 

science.” 

 

F. Belgium 

 

Ms. Sien van den Hoof, Ministry of Education and Training, Belgium (Flanders) 

May 30, 2014 

 

“Regarding your first question, English has indeed become a compulsory subject in certain 

grades/educational forms in secondary education. This happened in the framework of the 

implementation of the principle of "basisvorming" as from 1 September 1989. Possible 

reasons why the situation is different in other countries:  

- The instruction language is already an "international" language (e.g. French) which entails a 

lower emphasis on foreign languages;  
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- No central government steering of the system, where the decision competence lies at the 

local level (local authorities or school management) which can lead to an increased 

differentiation. 

Of course other reasons can be found. It all depends on the specific context of a country. 

As for your second question, here are some possible explanations: 

- The results are for the whole of Belgium, no distinction is made between the different 

communities (which are fully competent for education matters, as you probably know); 

- In Flanders, French is the first foreign language in the educational system; 

- Belgium is a more multilingual environment than the surrounding countries; 

- The methodology that was used in the Eurobarometer: there could have been a (cultural) 

bias if self-assessment was used. 

Of course education plays an important role in language competences, but many other factors, 

e.g. the ones stated above, also have an impact. It would need a more focused research to 

analyze the impact of the different factors involved. 

This objective has indeed influenced recent policy developments that will take effect as 

from 1 September 2014: 

- Primary schools can offer French starting from the 3rd year instead of the 5th year (early 

foreign language learning); 

- A legal framework for CLIL in secondary education: whereas CLIL used to be a pilot 

project restricted to a limited number of schools, now in principle every secondary school can 

apply to offer CLIL in French, English and German for up to 20% of the non-language 

curriculum; 

- Secondary schools can offer any foreign language as a subject at school.” 
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G. Lithuania 

 

Ms. Vilma Bačkiūtė, Ministry of Education and Science, Lithuania 

May 30, 2014 

 

1. The Lithanian educational system does not require students to learn a specific mandatory 

(foreign) language. While English is by far the most widely spoken foreign language in 

Europe (38% of all Europeans are able to speak it) it is compulsory in some other European 

educational systems. Why is this not the case in Lithuania?  

 

“Traditionally, in Lithuania four languages are being offered as foreign languages in schools. 

They are English, French, German, and Russian. Also, teachers of these languages are 

traditionally being trained in pre-service teacher training. Since regained independence (1990) 

the strategy and curriculum of foreign language teaching has been substantially modified as 

has the approach to foreign language teaching, but the language offer in schools has changed 

insignificantly due to the lack of language teachers of other languages. New political 

developments prompted education authorities to change the choice of foreign languages 

taught with priority to Western European languages and an end to compulsory 

teaching/learning of Russian. While the first foreign language should be English, French or 

German, there are no regulations concerning the choice of a second foreign language. Two 

foreign languages are mandatory in lower secondary education in Lithuania. The Ministry’s 

vision is to expand the choice of foreign languages taught at schools. As a result, in some 

schools other Western European languages are added to the offer, such as Italian, Spanish, 

Danish, or Swedish. Nationally, we believe that the value is in linguistic diversity in terms of 

plurilingualism of the society.” 

 

2. In some European countries the percentage of English speakers is very high (e.g. Denmark 

86%, Sweden 86%, Netherlands 90%), but according to a Eurobarometer report (2012) 

Lithuania has significantly less English speakers (38%). How do you explain this difference? 

To what extent is this influenced by education?  

  

“In my opinion, it is generational. As Lithuanians had no English language (or any other 

except for Russian) environment till 1990, the foreign language skills and linguistic profile of 
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older generation are different from the new generation. Please see the population census 

statistics attached. The number of Lithuanians with English language skills increase 

dramatically in the age group of 15-30 year-olds.” 

 

3. In 2002, the European Council recommended that all students in EU states completing 

upper secondary education (i.e. to the age of 18) should be competent in two foreign 

languages in addition to their mother tongue. This is also known as the Barcelona 

objective. Did these recommendations affect the Lithuanian language policy and if so, how 

exactly? Do you believe this objective is reached?  

  

“Yes, the Barcelona objective affected our language education policy. In general education, 

mandatory early foreign language learning was introduced in the second year of learning in 

2004 and two foreign languages are mandatory in lower secondary education (Grades 6-10). 

The Lithuanian statistics are quite good: in total, 55 % of learners in general education 

learn two foreign languages and 0.3 % three. According to the population census (2011), 42% 

of all population have only one language and 29% speak two languages, and the rest 29% 

speak more than two languages.” 
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APPENDIX IV – INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 

 

  On May 22, 2014, an interview was conducted with two representatives of the English 

Department of Education: mr. John Hopper (JH) and mr. Nick Preston (NP). The goal of this 

interview was to get more insight in the English foreign language policy, the English 

educational system and their view on the growing importance of English. Below, you will 

find a transcript of this interview. 

 

00:01:55  QUESTION 

The age when it becomes compulsory to learn a foreign language in England is 

11 and then, in addition from the age of 14 it is no longer compulsory to learn a 

language, where in most other countries the age is 18. How do you explain that 

difference? 

 

00:02:08 ANSWER JH    

Yes, that is the situation now, but things are changing so let me explain that. 

From September 2014, primary schools will have to teach a modern or ancient 

foreign language from the age of 7. So that’s a big change. This is the first time 

a foreign language will be statutory in primary schools in this country. It’s been 

generally encouraged for a number of years by both this government and the 

previous government, but now this is the first time it becomes statutory from 

this September. So that does bring us in line with a lot of other countries in that 

regard. And, of course you are right; a lot of research does suggest that it is 

better to learn a language younger, but we are on board now basically. 

 

00:03:09 QUESTION 

Can you say a little bit about which languages this is about? Is this mainly 

French and German or also other languages in primary school? 

 

00:03:16 ANSWER JH 

The choice is up to schools basically. Now, we know from research evidence 

that the vast majority of schools teach French or Spanish, with a small number 

teaching German and even smaller numbers doing things like Mandarin and 
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tiny numbers doing languages like Japanese or Latin primary. I should have 

said in the beginning that all of our answers relate to the situation in England, 

not of the rest of the UK. 

 

00:04:08 QUESTION 

One more question about this age, because will it still be the case that starting 

from an age of 14 it will no longer be compulsory to learn a foreign language 

or is this also going to change soon? 

 

00:04:21 ANSWER JH 

The bold position is as you said that it is not compulsory from the age of 14, 

but there are ‘buts’. We introduced a policy a few years ago, which is basically 

an encouragement to schools to teach certain subjects after the age of 14. 

Certain key academic subjects that the government thinks are particularly 

important for young people to have a good qualification in, because it opens 

more doors for them in terms of high education and employment and so on. 

Now those subjects include a language and I think math, English and science 

and history or geography and also a language. So, although it isn’t compulsory 

after the age of 14 to do a language, there is a lot of encouragement on schools, 

because schools are reported against that in the performance tables. So, if a 

school says: we’re not going to teach any of or pupils languages after the age of 

14, then they would be effectively preclude any of their pupils from achieving 

any level of proficiency in foreign languages and that would look bad for the 

school in the performance tables so there is quite a strong lever not to do that. 

 

00:05:41  QUESTION 

So you would say that even after the age of 14 a lot of English students do still 

learn a foreign language? 

 

00:05:46 ANSWER JH 

Well, it depends on what you mean by a lot. 48% of 14 to 16 year olds learn a 

modern foreign language. So that was an improvement on this last two years. 

After the previous government removed from being a compulsory subject in 

2004 it dropped quite sharply from about 68% down to about 40% in 2011. 
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Now it has risen a bit up to 48%, so although it is less than it was when it was 

compulsory what one would expect, we are also heading in the right direction 

with quite a big increase. So, for example, the number of entries for French last 

year went up by about 19%. The numbers of entries to Spanish went up by 

31% and German up by 10%. So we are talking about quite strong effects, so 

we’re hoping that the effect will continue. So, the basic answer to your 

question is ‘yes it is no longer compulsory, but a policy is in place to encourage 

schools to teach it. 

 

00:07:32 QUESTION 

In the same line of thought with the previous question, maybe you remember 

that I mentioned in the e-mail I sent you before about these Barcelona 

objectives, that in 2002 the European Council recommended that all students in 

EU states completing upper secondary education should be competent in two 

foreign languages in addition to their mother tongue. Can you maybe say 

something about whether this is the main reason that England is going through 

this educational reform right now, and do you think in general that this goal is 

being achieved? 

00:08:08 ANSWER JH 

  The bold answer to that question is no, I don’t think that is the reason why 

either this government or the previous governments has been keen on 

encourage more language learning. It is obviously part of the general 

background, but it is not the main motivation. Because clearly in this country, 

we are less into foreign language learning than most other countries, I mean 

that is clear and obvious. The essence of really been focusing on getting people 

up to a reasonable level of competence in one foreign language. So for our 

reforms in primary school we said that we want schools to concentrate on 

teaching one foreign language between the age of 7 and 11, so that people can 

show that they have made good progress in that one foreign language. Now, 

there is nothing to stop them also doing other languages as well, if they can 

timetable it. But we do want people to make solid progress in one foreign 

language, so that’s really where we are coming from. We want people to learn 

one foreign language and learn it well. Now, in England obviously we want 
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them to learn other foreign languages as well, but we are not saying that 

schools have to do that. Schools have to teach a language, but they don’t have 

to teach more than one foreign language. 

00:09:45 QUESTION 

But would you say that the English Ministry of Education is aware of these 

Barcelona objectives as such, or is it not important at all? 

00:09:56 ANSWER NP 

We are certainly aware of the Barcelona objectives and I remember there were 

many discussions on how it should be implemented. The Barcelona objectives 

that came about to encourage the learning, I gave you one foreign language and 

the reason to end up with two foreign languages as in the Barcelona objectives 

is that some member states were worried that if there would be agreed on one 

foreign language that everyone’s foreign language would be English. Other 

languages would be squeaked out, for example French. So the only way on 

how to get a lever on a non-English language being taught is to adopt two 

foreign languages. Now, we in the UK, we reluctantly agreed that, but has 

never been regarded an aspiration and it has never been something the 

Ministers are politically committed to. We like to think that we might get there 

one day, but our view now is that it is a bit historical.  Our Ministers have just 

agreed in educational council yesterday, the council’s conclusions on 

multilingualism, which I’m not sure you’re aware of that, but it started off as a 

proposal to introduce a languages benchmark in the EU. Member states 

completely failed to agree the position of adopting languages benchmark in the 

negotiations over the last two or three months. There are lots of different views 

in different member states with different priorities. Ranging from so many 

things, like Luxembourg or Belgium, who have more than one official 

language and countries like us that struggle to teach a modern foreign 

language. And so, this failing to agree even on adopting a benchmark is an 

indication that the views are so wide ranging that it’s not worth pursuing this, 

even though it was agreed back in 2002. It’s something which everybody 

should move towards in their own way if they choose to and the Ministers 

would be opposed to any further European instruments in this direction. 
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00:12:54 COMMENT 

 This is actually one of the reason why I am researching this, because in a lot of 

countries, not only in England, these Barcelona objectives are not being 

attained, so that’s why I’m asking these questions, so I can get more insight in 

why they are not being achieved in a way. 

00:13:19 ANSWER NP 

Yeah, I think the way to look at it is that it is an objective, but there’s no legal 

framework associated with it. It’s just up to these countries what they do to try 

to achieve this and obviously, the starting position of England is so far away 

from that is that we regard achieving the Barcelona objectives as something 

much further in the future than let’s say countries like Luxembourg or Belgium 

considered. So in terms of building impact on UK policy not at all, as John 

said, so we are aware of it, but we wouldn’t take that into shorter consideration, 

because we are trying to improve the language learning of one. 

00:14:21  ANSWER JH 

I would just add to that though that school can teach more than one language if 

they want to and quite often schools do, so for example, research shows that 

42% of state secondary schools offer their pupils a chance to learn more than 

one foreign language. So 42%, I mean that’s a large minority of secondary 

schools who do at least offer their pupils a chance to learn more than one 

foreign language. So while, as we said, it’s unlikely to be a part of national 

policy in the foreseeable future under this government to enforce a mother 

tongue plus two, in quite a lot of schools they are at least offering that option to 

pupils. 

 

00:15:49 QUESTION 

 To me, it makes a lot of sense that of all countries in Europe that the Barcelona 

objectives are especially not being attained in England, obviously because the 

official language of England is English, which is the most widely spread, in 

most cases, foreign language in Europe. So I would like to ask you something 
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about what is called, and what some theorists are afraid of what will happen, 

called linguistic imperialism. The definition of that term is the dominance 

asserted and retained by the establishment and continuous reconstitution of 

structural and cultural inequalities between English and other languages. Can 

you maybe say something about whether or not you believe that the fact that 

English is so widely spoken throughout entire Europe is one of the reasons why 

foreign language learning is less interesting for English students and whether or 

not you think this is a good or bad development for Europe in general? 

00:16:47 ANSWER JH 

Yeah, I mean I think it’s pretty clear I think, that the fact that English is a 

dominant language acts as a powerful incentive and I wouldn’t try to argue that 

that it is a good thing, but it’s clearly part of the general background that we 

have to tackle. I mean, that situation is not going to change in a short or 

medium term, English obviously being prevalent in culture and the internet 

across the world. That came out quite strongly in the European survey of 

language competence in 2012, which you are probably aware of. England came 

at our near the bottom in the categories there and in all the other countries 

English was their first foreign language and I think what that survey showed 

quite strongly was that, while other countries are a lot better at English than we 

are at French or German. Other countries are not necessarily better at their 

second foreign language than we are now, if you see what I mean. A country 

like Sweden for example, where their first foreign language is English and 

they’re brilliant at it, but their second foreign language which is Spanish 

slightly strangely they are absolutely awful at it. English isn’t seen as a foreign 

language in a country like Sweden, it’s just seen as a basic skill that one must 

acquire. 

00:18:48 ANSWER NP 

 I think the question is not whether or not it is a bad thing; it is just an 

inevitability that English is sort of a lingua franca globally. One of the 

intentions to learning English is that you can use it anywhere in the world. 

Many are keen to thinking beyond Europe. People who are doing business in 

Asia, you need English. There are cases where a German company sets up a 
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factory in China and the language in that factory is English; it’s not German, 

it’s not Chinese. There’s a disincentive for kids to learn other languages 

because even if they learn another language and they go abroad to practice it, 

they find that nearly everybody speaks English or wants to practice their 

English on them. Even if they learn a foreign language it’s actually difficult to 

use it in another European country, as it is for people learning English to come 

here and practice their English 

00:20:10 ANSWER JH 

And obviously it does depend to which part of the country one goes to. You 

want to talk English in Paris or Berlin then that’s the case, but if you are in a 

part of rural France where fewer people speak English it is less of a factor but 

then of course, fewer English people go to rural parts of France unless they 

already have a keen interest in French culture. So I think that that’s part of the 

problem, I think clearly an important part of this has to be about the doors a 

language can open in terms of increased employment opportunities in Europe 

and increased opportunities to experience other cultures. I fear the problem for 

a lot of young people is that those arguments are too abstract. 

00:21:12 ANSWER NP 

There is also a slightly unpractical difficulty which people have to learn a 

language in England, which is if you were to learn a foreign language and you 

choose, say French, and you find a job in another country than France, you find 

your foreign languages useless, whereas for anybody else they learn English 

and that’s useful wherever they go. It’s difficult to have a practical reason for 

learning that language. 

00:22:10 QUESTION 

So do you think it’s fair to say that English students have less incentive to learn 

a foreign language than other students throughout Europe to learn English, 

because English is more useful for them in both a social way and job 

opportunities and such whereas this is less the case for English students? 

00:22:32 ANSWER JH 

Yeah, I don’t think one can argue with the essential truth of that. I mean, the 

world is as it is, obviously policy responses have to deal with the world as it is 
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and try to encourage foreign language learning which this government is 

committed to. 

00:22:59 ANSWER NP 

Yeah that’s right, and also you got to take into account that one of the main 

political pushes for working abroad in Britain is much more focused on the 

world in general than in other European countries. So push on the relationship 

with China and India etcetera. We are not in the situation where we have land 

borders with next door neighbors who speak another language. We are just not 

in the same position as other European countries. 

00:23:39 ANSWER JH 

As Nick said, on Mandarin for example, you may be aware that our Prime 

Minister said in December that he wanted to double the number of Chinese 

learners in this country by 2020. So we’ve been working on a strategy to 

encourage that amongst young people, working with an organization called 

Hanban, which is a Chinese cultural organization, working on ways to improve 

the teaching of Mandarin to increase those opportunities. As Nick said, 

ministers see Chinese as a key business language of the future, which is not to 

say that they think that people shouldn’t learn French, German and Spanish as 

well.  

00:24:31 QUESTION 

From an economic perspective it’s better to learn Mandarin than French or 

German for example? 

00:24:37 ANSWER JH 

That is arguable, our ministers might say it is, I don’t think the evidence is 

mixed. The CBI, who are a major confederation of British industry, a major 

umbrella organization of employers in this country did an annual education 

skill survey which asks how much their employers values languages and which 

languages they value. Now, French, German and Spanish are still at the top 

there, but Mandarin is sort of, slightly on its heels, so Mandarin is up there, but 

there are still strong economic reasons to learn a European language as well. So 

I don’t want to say it’s all Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin, because there are 

powerful arguments to learn European languages as well. 
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00:25:23 ANSWER NP 

There’s another disincentive which is that English people can work in the USA 

or Australia for example, you got a lot of other major developed countries 

where they are speaking English. If you speak another European language you 

have a lot less options than if you speak English. 

00:26:08 So finally, can you perhaps say something about, so obviously we agree that 

English is becoming more and more important and has already been accepted 

as the language of international and global communication. Do you think that 

this is a good development or do you think that there are potential threats, like 

some theorists say for example that it could lead to cultural homogenization? I 

don’t know if this is your field of expertise but can you perhaps say something 

about it?  

00:26:40 ANSWER JH 

Well, I think that that’s a rather philosophical question. I mean, other cultures 

and languages maybe be at threat, I mean, I think the UN has a barometer of 

help of languages across the world, I’m not sure. And a certain number of 

languages die out each year that are under threat. I’m not sure whether all the 

arguments are entirely convincing, but one can see logically how the 

dominance of one culture and language might squeeze out others. But on the 

other hand I mean young people in France or Germany or wherever, when they 

speak amongst themselves they are still going to speak French and German, but 

of course they are going to be increasingly bilingual. France might not actually 

be the best example, because they came second to bottom in the European 

survey of language competence. But I am sure you will German young people 

who will be bilingual, obviously functioning in English if they are in a 

professional job that involves speaking English and obviously still using 

German in their day-to-day life. So I think maybe one shouldn’t exaggerate, 

but I’m sure it’s an issue. 

00:28:37 ANSWER NP 

I think we consider ourselves in a lucky position and we appreciate that we are 

in a luck position. 
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00:28:53 ANSWER JH 

I mean, I personally have a degree in French and Russian and I was glad to 

have the opportunity to do that to go to those countries, but I must confess that 

without regular use it does become a bit rusty. There is no way around that. 

There is no way for me to keep my language skills up to date all the time. (…) 

One must make a conscious effort. I haven’t actually been back to Russia since 

I was a student, but I mean I’ve been back to France and I mean, after a few 

days, I can function in France. But the language does get rusty because of that 

lack of incentive which is always present. That sums up the position really. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


