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Readerôs guide to abbreviations and codes used in this 
report 

The following educational system and language codes are used throughout this report. 

Participating 
educational 
system 

Educational 
system code 

Questionnaire 
language(s) 

Language code 

Flemish 
Community of 
Belgium 

BE nl Dutch Nl 

French Community 
of Belgium  

BE fr French Fr 

German 
Community of 
Belgium  

BE de German/French de, fr 

Bulgaria BG Bulgarian Bg 

Croatia HR Croatian Hr 

England UK-ENG English En 

Estonia EE Estonian; Russian et, er 

France FR French Fr 

Greece EL Greek El 

Malta MT English En 

Netherlands NL Dutch Nl 

Poland PL Polish Pl 

Portugal PT Portuguese Pt 

Slovenia SI Slovene Sl 

Spain ES 
Spanish, Basque, 
Catalan, Galician, 
Valencian 

es, Spanish-Basque 
Spanish-Catalan, Spanish-
Galician, Spanish-
Valencian 

Sweden SE Swedish Sv 
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1 Introduction 

The European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC), the first survey of its kind, is 

designed to collect information about the foreign language proficiency of students in the 

last year of lower secondary education (ISCED2) or the second year of upper secondary 

education (ISCED3) (UNESCO 1997) in participating countries or country communities 

(referred to herein as educational systems). The intention was ónot only to undertake a 

survey of language competences but a survey that should be able to provide information 

about language learning, teaching methods and curricula.ò (European Commission 

2007a). As the European Commission (2005) states, óit is important for Member States to 

be able to contextualise the dataó, and thus the language tests should óbe complemented 

by questionnaires to teachers and pupils to gather contextual informationô.  

The ESLC is a collaborative effort among the 16 participating educational systems and 

SurveyLang partners to measure the language proficiency of approximately 54,000 

students across Europe, to assist the European Commission in establishing a European 

Indicator of Language Competence to monitor progress against the Barcelona European 

Council Conclusions (2002). These conclusions called for óaction to improve the mastery 

of basic skills, in particular by teaching at least two foreign languages from a very early 

ageô and also for the óestablishment of a linguistic competence indicatorô (European 

Commission 2005). As the Commission states, the decision to launch the ESLC óarose 

from the current lack of data on actual language skills of people in the European Union 

and the need for a reliable system to measure the progress achievedô. The ESLC was 

therefore initiated by the Commission with the aim that: óthe results collected will enable 

the establishment of a European Indicator of Language Competence and will provide 

reliable information on language learning and on the language competences of young 

peopleô (European Commission 2007a) as well as providing óstrategic information to 

policy makers, teachers and learners in all surveyed countriesô through the collection of 

contextual information in the background questionnaires (European Commission 2007b). 

Each educational system tested students in two languages the most widely taught of the 

five most widely taught official languages of the EU: English, French, German, Italian and 

Spanish.  This effectively meant that there were two separate samples within each 

educational system, one for the first test language, and one for the second. Each 

sampled student was therefore tested in one language only.  

The ESLC sets out to assess studentsô ability to use language purposefully, in order to 

understand spoken or written texts, or to express themselves in writing.  Their observed 

language proficiency is described in terms of the levels of the Common European 

Framework of Reference (Council of Europe 2001), to enable comparison across 

participating educational systems. The data collected by the ESLC will allow participating 

educational systems to be aware of their studentsô relative strengths and weaknesses 

across the tested language skills, and to share good practice with other participating 

educational systems. 

To ñfacilitate a more productive comparison of language policies, and language teaching 

methodsò (European Commission 2005:5?) context questionnaires were administered to 

the students tested, their teachers of foreign languages, and their institution principals. In 
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addition, system-wide information was collected through the National Research 

Coordinators. The context questionnaires provide information on a range of policies of the 

European Commission aimed at improving foreign language competences. 

The ESLC data adds significantly to the knowledge base that was previously available at 

European level or from official national statistics. The data should prove a valuable 

resource for researchers, policy makers, educators, parents and students and will enable 

them to review progress towards achieving the Barcelona European Council Conclusions 

of learning two foreign languages from an early age.  

SurveyLang recognises the contribution of all of its partners and National Research 

Coordinators (NRCs) in the delivery of the survey. The ESLC is methodologically complex 

and its implementation has required a considerable collaborative effort by the 

participating educational systems with SurveyLang. The in-country administration of the 

survey was the responsibility of the representatives of each educational system (National 

Research Coordinators). Implementing the ESLC depended not only on this collaboration 

but also on pooling the expertise of SurveyLang partners to develop and exploit 

innovative methodologies, test instruments and technologies. 

1.1 Key features of the ESLC 

Key features of the ESLC are outlined in brief below.  

Sample size: Approximately 53,000 students enrolled in schools in 16 participating 

educational systems were assessed in the ESLC Main Study 2011. 

Tested education level: Students were tested at the last year of lower secondary 

education (ISCED2) or the second year of upper secondary education (ISCED3) in 

participating educational systems.  

Tests and questionnaires: The language tests covered three language skills: Listening, 

Reading and Writing in five test languages: English, French, German, Italian and 

Spanish. Each student was assessed in two out of these three skills in one test language 

and also completed a contextual questionnaire. Students were tested at one of three 

overlapping levels on the basis of a routing test. The language tests measure 

achievement of levels A1 to B2 of the Common European Framework of Reference 

(CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001). The pre-A1 level which is also reported indicates 

failure to achieve A1. Language teachers and school principals at sampled schools also 

completed a contextual questionnaire.  

Testing mode: The ESLC was administered in both paper and computer-based formats. 

The Teacher and Principal Questionnaires were administered through an internet based 

system. 

Testing duration: Students had either 30 minutes or 45 minutes to complete each test. 

All Listening and Reading tests were set at 30 minutes. The low and intermediate Writing 

tests were set at 30 minutes, while the high level Writing test and Student Questionnaires 

(including a CEFR self-assessment) were set at 45 minutes. The total testing time for a 

student, including the questionnaire, was thus 105 or120 minutes. 
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Summary of tested languages, levels and testing mode across participating 

educational systems: The table below provide a summary of the tested languages, 

levels and testing mode of each educational system. Further details on the tested 

languages and levels can be found in Chapter 4 on sampling in the ESLC Technical 

Report. 

Table 1: Educational system testing design summary 

Educational 
system 

First most 
widely 
taught

1
 

foreign 
language 

Testing grade 
for óFirstô 
language 

Second 
most widely 
taught 
foreign 
language 

Testing 
grade for 
óSecondô 
language 

Testing 
mode 

Flemish 
Community of 
Belgium (BE nl)

2
 

French ISCED2 English ISCED3  CB 

French Community 
of Belgium (BE fr) 

English ISCED3 German ISCED3  CB 

German 
Community of 
Belgium (BE de) 

French ISCED2 English ISCED3  PB 

Bulgaria (BG) English ISCED3 German ISCED3  PB 

Croatia (HR) English ISCED2 German ISCED2 CB, PB 

England (UK-

ENG) 
French ISCED3 German ISCED3 PB 

Estonia (EE) English ISCED2 German ISCED2 CB, PB 

France (FR) English ISCED2 Spanish ISCED2 PB 

Greece (EL) English ISCED2 French ISCED2 PB 

Malta (MT) English ISCED2 Italian ISCED2 PB 

Netherlands (NL) English ISCED2 German ISCED2 CB 

Poland (PL) English ISCED2 German ISCED2 PB 

Portugal (PT) English ISCED2 French ISCED2 CB 

Slovenia (SI) English ISCED2 German ISCED2 PB 

Spain (ES) English ISCED2 French ISCED2 PB 

Sweden (SE) English ISCED2 Spanish ISCED2  CB, PB 

 

Outcomes ï the ESLC delivers the following outcomes: 

¶ A profile of the language proficiency of sampled students. Contextual 

indicators providing a broad range of information on the context of foreign 

language teaching policies and foreign language learning at student, teacher 

and school level 

                                                      

1
 Note, this refers only to the first and second most widely taught languages out of English, French, German, Italian and 

Spanish. For several educational systems, their first or second most widely taught language is not one of these languages.  

2
 The ESLC was carried out independently in the three constituent communities of Belgium 
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¶ Information on the relationship between language proficiency and the 

contextual indicators 

¶ A resource and knowledge base for policy analysis and research. 

1.2 This report 

This Final Report is concerned with the results of the ESLC. Technical aspects of the 

ESLC are addressed separately in the ESLC Technical Report. 

 Note that England completed the survey later and results are provided in a separate 

appendix to this Report. For clarity, no results in the Final Report include England. 

This report includes the following sections: 

¶ Chapter 2 describes the tested population: the students, the organisational 

structure of the education systems and of language teaching,  

¶ Chapter 3 describes the approach to constructing language tests and linking 

to the CEFR levels. It illustrates the test tasks for Writing, Reading and 

Listening and provides examples of Writing production; it also discusses the 

results of studentsô self-ratings on 16 CEFR-related can-do statements. 

¶ Chapter 4 presents results, globally, by first and second target languages, 

and by tested language, for each skill. 

¶ Chapter 5 presents the descriptive results of the Student and Teacher and 

Principal Questionnaires, showing each educational systemôs status on each 

estimated index. 

¶ Chapter 6 presents the results of the regression analyses which explore the 

relation between questionnaire indices and performance on the language 

tests. 

¶ Chapter 7 offers a brief summary and discussion of the most significant 

outcomes.  

Policy-relevant findings can be found in chapters 4 to 6, and are summarised in chapter 

7.   

The data underlying the major graphs in this report together with standard errors are 

provided in the EXCEL file ESLC Appendix all tables chapters 4-5-6.xls  , available with 

this report. 
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2 Population description 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the different populations in the ESLC (2010-2011) are described. The 

populations differ by educational system and target language. The research-population 

for each target language in an educational system consists of students in the last year of 

lower secondary education (ISCED2) or the second year of upper secondary education 

(ISCED3)3. In addition, students in the research-population are attending educational 

institutions located within the educational system and studying the specific language to 

be tested for a defined minimum period of one academic year prior to the testing year. 

The sampling chapter (chapter 4) of the ESLC Technical Report has further details about 

the testing grades for each educational system. 

The decision to test one or both target languages in some educational systems at 

ISCED3 has been taken when the target language is not taught at ISCED2 in an 

educational system, or has been taught for too short a period for students to have 

completed one academic yearôs study prior to testing. 

In each educational system two target languages were tested: the two most widely taught 

foreign languages in the educational system from the five most widely taught foreign 

languages in Europe (English, French, German, Italian and Spanish). 

2.2 ISCED levels, international grades and age in the population 

2.2.1 Survey design 

Table 2 shows the target languages per educational system, the ISCED level and 

international grade (where international grade 1 is the first grade of compulsory ISCED1) 

in which the students were placed at the time of the test and the studentôs typical age at 

the time of the test (2010-2011). 

In three educational systems students were not tested in the first and second most widely 

taught foreign languages as these were not among the five most widely taught languages 

in Europe that were included in the ESLC. In these educational systems, the languages 

tested are the first and third (Bulgaria and Estonia) or second and third (the French 

Community of Belgium).  

In the majority of educational systems, students were tested at the end of ISCED2, 

except for the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium (second target language), 

the French Community of Belgium, Bulgaria and England where students were tested in 

ISCED3.  

                                                      
3
 For a description of ISCED levels see: OECD (1999). Classifying Educational Programmes ð Manual for ISCED-97. 

Implementation in OECD Countries, 1999 Edition. Paris: OECD. 
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In general, the typical age of the students tested was 14 or 15, but in Bulgaria the typical 

age was 16 and in the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium the typical age of 

the first target language population was 13. 

For the majority of the students, the international grade in which they were enrolled at the 

time of the test was either grade 9 or grade 10. In the Netherlands, the grade in which the 

students were enrolled depended on the school type they were in; for both school types 

the testing grade was the last grade of ISCED2. In the Flemish and German Communities 

of Belgium the testing grade differed for the different populations; grade 8 for the first 

target language and grade 10 for the second target language. In Croatia, students were 

tested in grade 8 in both target languages. 

Table 2: Survey Design 

 Target language 1 Target language 2 

Educational system TL1 
ISCED 
level 

Typical 
age 

Internat
ional 
grade 

TL2 
ISCED 
level 

Typical 
age 

Internat
ional 
grade 

Flemish 
Community of 
Belgium 

BE nl FR 2 13 8 EN 3 15 10 

French Community 
of Belgium  

BE fr EN 
2nd

 3 15 10 DE 
3rd

 3 15 10 

German 
Community of 
Belgium  

BE 
de 

FR 2 13 8 EN 3 15 10 

Bulgaria BG EN 3 16 10 DE 
3rd

 3 16 10 

Croatia HR EN 2 14 8 DE 2 14 8 

England UK-
ENG 

FR 3 15 11 DE 3 15 11 

Estonia EE EN 2 15 9 DE 
3rd

 2 15 9 

France FR EN 2 14 9 ES 2 14 9 

Greece EL EN 2 14 9 FR 2 14 9 

Malta MT EN 2 15 11 IT 2 15 11 

Netherlands NL EN 2 14-15 9-10 DE 2 14-15 9-10 

Poland PL EN 2 15 9 DE 2 15 9 

Portugal PT EN 2 14 9 FR 2 14 9 

Slovenia SI EN 2 14 9 DE 2 14 9 

Spain ES EN 2 15 10 FR 2 15 10 

Sweden SE EN 2 15 9 ES 2 15 9 
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2.3 Organisational structure of the educational systems  

2.3.1 Starting age of compulsory education 

Figure 1 represents the starting age of compulsory education per educational system as 

reported in the national questionnaire. The figure shows that in 10 of the 16 educational 

systems compulsory education starts at the age of 6. In four educational systems, 

compulsory education starts at the age of 5 (England, Greece, Malta and the 

Netherlands) and in two educational systems compulsory education starts at the age of 7 

(Estonia and Sweden). 

Figure 1: Starting age (onset) of compulsory education 
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2.3.2 Duration of ISCED levels 1 and 2 

Figure 2 represents the duration of ISCED levels 1 and 2 per educational system. In the 

majority of educational systems the duration of ISCED2 is shorter than the duration of 

ISCED1; the modal duration of ISCED1 is six years and the modal duration of ISCED2 is 

three years. Exceptions are Bulgaria and Croatia, where the duration of both ISCED 

levels is four years. Malta has the longest total duration of ISCED levels 1 and 2 together 

(11 years), followed by Spain (10 years) and the Netherlands (either 9 or 10 years, 

depending on the school type). 
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Figure 2: Duration of ISCED levels 1 and 2 in number of grades 
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2.4 Organisation of foreign language learning  

2.4.1 Compulsory foreign language learning 

Table 3 shows the number of foreign languages that are compulsory for (almost) all 

students in a particular grade. If two numbers are shown, these are the minimum and the 

maximum number of foreign languages that are compulsory for students if the numbers 

differ for different types of study in an educational system. Grades 0, -1, -2 and -3 are 

grades prior to the first grade of ISCED1 (international grade 1). 
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Table 3: Number of Languages Compulsory for All Students by International Grade 

  BE 

de 

BE 

fr
4
 

BE 

nl 

BG EE EL ES FR HR MT NL PL PT SE SI UK-

ENG 

-3    0 0    0   0  0   

-2 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0  0 0 0 0 0  

-1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0-1* 0 0 0 0 0 

0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0-1* 0 0 0 0 0 

1 1 0 0 0 1* 0-1 1 0 1 1 0-1* 1 1* 0* 0 0 

2 1 0 0 1 1 0-1 1 1 1 1 0-1* 1 1 0* 0 0 

3 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0-1* 1 1 0* 0 0 

4 1 0 0 1 2* 1 1 1 1 1 0-1* 1 1 1* 1 0 

5 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1* 1 1* 1 1 0 

6 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1* 1 1 1-2 1 0 

7 1 1 0-1 1 2 2 1 1 1 2 1-3 2 2* 1-2 1-2 1* 

8 1*-2* 1 0-2 1 2 2 1 2 1 2 1-3 2 2 1-2 1-2 1 

9 1*-3* 0-1 0-2 2 2 2 1 1-2 1-3 2 1-3 2 2 1-2 1-2 1 

10 1-3 0-1 0-3 2 2 2 1 2 1-3 2 1 1-2 1* 1-3* 1-2 0 

11 1-3 0-3 0-3 2 2 1 0-1 1-2 1-3 2 1 1-2 1 1-3 1-2 0 

12 1-3 0-3 0-3 2 2 1 0-1 1-2 1-3 0-1 0-1 2 1 1-3 1-2 0 

13          0-1     1-2 0 

 * Variable starting grade; ǐ=ISCED1; ǐ=ISCED2; ǐ=ISCED3 

As Table 3 shows, there is some variance in the number of languages that are 

compulsory for all students.  

Table 4 shows whether foreign language learning (FLL) is a compulsory subject or a core 

curriculum/entitlement option in the curriculum as specified by the central (or highest 

level) authorities. Foreign languages are a core curriculum option or entitlement option 

when ñschools (according to the centrally determined curriculum) must offer at least one 

foreign language among the set of optional subjects. According to the same centrally 

determined curriculum, each pupil must choose at least one subject (which does not have 

to be a language) from this set of subjects.ò (Eurydice, Key Data on Teaching Languages 

at School in Europe 2008:113). 

                                                      

4
 In the Belgian French Community, more than 20% of students are not taken into account (Region 

of Brussels and in other bilingual areas where compulsory language learning starts earlier : 3rd 

grade of ISCED 1). 



 

16 

 

Table 4: FLL is a Compulsory Subject (CS) or a Core Curriculum/Entitlement Option (CCO) 

in the curriculum* 

Education
al system 

ISCED1 
General 
ISCED2 

Vocational 
ISCED2 

General 
ISCED3 

Vocational 
ISCED3 

 CS CCO CS CCO CS CCO CS CCO CS CCO 

BE de 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 0 2 0 

BE fr 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 0 1 0 

BE nl 2 0 1 0 NA NA 2 0 1 0 

BG 2 0 2 1 NA NA 2 1 2 1 

EE 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 0 2 0 

EL 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 2 2 0 

ES 2 0 2 2 NA NA 2 2 1 1 

FR 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 1 2 0 

HR 2 2 2 2 NA NA 2 2 2 1 

MT 2 0 2 2 NA NA 0 1 2 1 

NL 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 

PL 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 0 2 0 

PT 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 

SE 2 0 2 0 NA NA 2 0 2 0 

SI 2 0 2 2 NA NA 2 2 2 0 

UK-ENG 0 2 2 0 NA NA 0 2 0 2 

* As specified by the central (or highest level) authorities. NA=Not applicable (No 

vocational ISCED2); 0=For none; 1=Only for students in certain types of study; 2=For all 

(or almost all) students. 

In general, foreign language learning is a compulsory subject for all (or almost all) 

students in ISCED levels 1, 2 and 3. Exceptions are: 

¶ ISCED1 in England, where foreign language learning is a core 

curriculum/entitlement option for all (or almost all) students 

¶ ISCED1 in Slovenia, where foreign language learning is a core 

curriculum/entitlement option for some students 

¶ general ISCED2 in the Flemish Community of Belgium, where foreign language 

learning is only compulsory for students in certain types of study 

¶ general and vocational ISCED3 in England, where foreign language learning is a 

core curriculum/entitlement option for all (or almost all) students 

¶ general ISCED3 in Malta, where foreign language learning is a core 

curriculum/entitlement option for students in certain types of study 

¶ vocational ISCED3 in the Flemish and French Communities of Belgium, Spain 

and the Netherlands, where foreign language learning is compulsory for students 

in certain types of study. 

Specific languages that are mandatory in the foreign language curriculum for all (or 

almost all) students are:  

¶ English in ISCED1 and ISCED2 in Greece, ISCED1, ISCED2 and ISCED3 

(general) in the Netherlands, ISCED1, ISCED2 and ISCED3 (vocational) in 

Malta, ISCED1, ISCED2 and ISCED3 (general and vocational) in Sweden and 

ISCED3 (general and vocational) in the German Community of Belgium 
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¶ French in ISCED1, ISCED2 and ISCED3 (general and vocational) in the German 

Community of Belgium and in ISCED1 in the Flemish Community of Belgium. 

Educational systems where no specific languages are mandatory for all (or almost all) 

students in ISCED1 or ISCED2 are: the French Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, 

England, Estonia, France, Poland, Portugal, Spain and Slovenia. In the six other 

participating educational systems the first target language is mandatory in at least 

ISCED1 or ISCED2. In the German Community of Belgium the second target language 

(English) is mandatory for all (or almost all) students in ISCED3. This is relevant 

information as in the German Community of Belgium the second target language 

population was tested in ISCED3. 

2.4.2 Teaching time for foreign languages 

Table 5 shows recommendations for the minimum annual teaching time in hours for 

foreign languages as a compulsory subject during ISCED1 and during general ISCED2 

(on average across grades). As shown in the table, most central (or highest level) 

authorities of educational systems give recommendations for the minimum annual 

teaching time for foreign languages as a compulsory subject. For ISCED1 most 

educational systems recommend between 30 and 80 hours on average per year. In 

general ISCED2 the differences between educational systems are larger. For ISCED1 

and ISCED2, the minimum recommended teaching time is least for the French 

Community of Belgium and most for Malta. 

For four educational systems, central (or highest level) authorities do not give 

recommendations for the minimum annual teaching time for foreign languages as a 

compulsory subject: the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium, England, and the 

Netherlands. 
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Table 5: Minimum Annual Teaching Time (hours=60 minutes) Recommended by the Central 

(or Highest Level) Authorities for Foreign Languages as a Compulsory Subject (on Average 

across Grades) 

  BE de BE fr BE nl BG EE EL ES FR 

ISCED1 * <30 * 30-80 30-80 30-80 30-80 30-80 

General 
ISCED2 

* 30-80 * 30-80 130-180 80-130 80-130 
130-
180 

           

  HR MT NL PL PT SE** SI 
UK-
ENG 

ISCED1 30-80 80-130 * 30-80 30-80 30-80 30-80 * 

General 
ISCED2 

30-80 >180 * 80-130 130-180 30-80 130-180 * 

* No recommendations. ** No separate recommendations for ISCED1 and general 

ISCED2. 

2.5 Population features and outcomes of the ESLC 

When comparing the foreign language results of educational systems we have to keep in 

mind that the populations differ in aspects such as:  

¶ the number of years that students have had compulsory education at the time of 

testing (based on the starting age of compulsory education and the typical age of 

test) 

¶ whether the target language is compulsory for all (or almost all) students in the 

ISCED level in which students were tested 

¶ how many foreign languages are compulsory for students in the testing grade. 

All these aspects in which the populations differ might have an effect on the test results 

and therefore on the outcomes of the ESLC. For example, if a foreign language is not a 

compulsory subject for students, students who did not choose the subject for different 

reasons are not included in the research-population. 
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3 The language tests 

3.1 Overview 

As specified in the Communication from the Commission to the Council ñFramework for 

the European Survey on Language Competencesò (13 April 2007), test performance in 

the ESLC is to be interpreted with reference to the proficiency levels defined in the 

Common European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR).  

This chapter briefly summarises the processes of test development and of standard 

setting to show how the ESLC language tests set out to measure the language ability of 

students in a way that relates validly to the CEFR. Much fuller treatment of these work 

areas is provided in the Technical Report (chapters 2 and 11) 

It considers the status of the CEFR levels: where do they come from? What kind of reality 

do they relate to? Are they understood the same way in different countries?  

Sections 0 and 3.4 make reference to the language test tasks to illustrate how studentsô 

proficiency progresses across the CEFR levels. For the skill of Writing we can illustrate 

studentsô proficiency directly through samples of actual written performance. For the 

indirectly observed skills of Reading and Listening we can illustrate through a sample of 

the tasks developed for the ESLC.  

Finally, Section 3.5 offers a lateral view on language learning achievements: a study of 

the can-do statements included in the Student Questionnaire. The 16 CEFR-related 

statements reflect studentsô self-ratings of their own abilities in Reading, Writing, 

Speaking and Listening. These statements were not, for reasons which are explained, 

used as evidence in finalising standards; but we believe that they do enrich the picture of 

language proficiency given by the ESLC, and indicate areas where further empirical 

research could contribute to our understanding. 

3.2 The link to the CEFR 

3.2.1 The CEFR and the nature of its levels 

The CEFR is two kinds of framework.  Conceptually, it lists the many ways in which 

contexts of learning differ, in terms of purpose, students, teaching methodology and so 

on. It provides a common language for talking about language learning and teaching. 

This is its first purpose. Secondarily it provides a set of reference proficiency levels. It 

claims that despite the differences between contexts of language learning it is possible 

and useful to compare them in terms of level. The levels are a neutral point to which any 

specific context of learning can be referred. They are illustrated by a large number of 

descriptive scales, only a subset of which may be relevant for describing any particular 

context of learning. The variety of scales thus caters partially to the need to describe 

different contexts in different terms. 
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Where do the levels come from? They formalise conceptual levels with which English 

Language Teaching (schools, teachers and publishers) had operated for some years ï 

with familiar labels such as óintermediateô or óadvancedô. As Brian North, a co-author of 

the CEFR says: óThe CEFR levels did not suddenly appear from nowhere.ô (North 2006). 

The 1977 Ludwighaven Symposium was the first discussion of a possible set of ñCouncil 

of Europe levelsò. This was illustrated with reference to Cambridge Proficiency and the 

First Certificate exams (now associated with C2 and B2), and to the Council of Europe-

sponsored Threshold and Waystage learning objectives (now associated with B1 and 

A2).   

So the levels can be seen to reflect an existing reality inhering in large populations of 

language learners.  These learners progress through a series of stages in their learning 

career, each stage supported by appropriate courses, coursebooks and tests, which 

spring up as needed around each language. The levels reflect a progression of steps 

sufficiently accessible as learning targets but sufficiently distinct as learning 

achievements - they have developed in an organic way in response to need (Taylor and 

Jones 2006), (Jones 2005). 

But: there is clearly also a conventional element to the levels. Each educational context, 

and each widely-learned language, may have developed well-embedded understandings 

of levels, and accreditation systems with well-embedded standards. Thus we may expect 

that particular contexts or particular languages may refer the CEFR level descriptors to 

different realities, and thus interpret them differently. 

A common understanding of levels is clearly a goal worth pursuing, for purposes within 

education and beyond it. There are currently no ways of enforcing such an 

understanding, and this would be undesirable, even if possible. More likely is a gradual 

convergence of use across countries and languages, informed by authoritative points of 

reference.  These will arise from studies with an explicitly multilingual focus. As the most 

significant and carefully-designed such study yet, the ESLC can contribute to this process 

of convergence.   

3.2.2 Constructing tests linked to the CEFR 

To link tests in five languages to the CEFR the first requirement is that these tests be 

comparable with each other and relate validly to the CEFR.  As described more fully in 

Chapter 2 of the ESLC Technical Report, the language tests developed for the ESLC set 

out to reflect the CEFRôs action-oriented, functional model of language use, while 

ensuring relevance for 15-year-olds in a school setting. The socio-cognitive model 

adopted is based on the CEFRôs model of language use and learning, and identifies two 

dimensions ï the social dimension of language in use, and the cognitive dimension of 

language as a developing set of competences, skills and knowledge. These were used to 

define testable abilities at each proficiency level. In order that the resulting test construct 

should be implemented comparably across languages, these abilities were mapped to 

specific task types, drawing chiefly on task types used successfully by the consortiumôs 

language partners in their exams.  

Consistency of approach and of level across languages was further pursued in the item 

writing and development process. The language partners followed explicit formal 
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procedures including cross-language vetting of all tasks to achieve a shared 

understanding of the construct and how the tasks should measure it.  

The final set of tasks was narrowed down in three stages: trialling, pretesting and the 

Field Trial, such that only one third of the developed material was used in the Main Study. 

These design and implementation procedures, more fully described in the Technical 

Report (Chapter 2) not only allow us some confidence that the tests constructed for each 

language and skill relate validly to  the CEFR, but also that the difficulty of the tasks 

should be broadly comparable across languages. This was one source of evidence for 

setting standards (see below and Chapter 11 of the ESLC Technical Report). 

3.2.3 Setting standards 

Setting standards for the ESLC in CEFR terms is a complex enterprise. It requires human 

judgment informed by evidence, and given the need to defend the comparability of 

standards across five languages, a process of reconciliation of evidence.   

Standard setting was the focus of a conference in September 2011. This was a major 

event with over 70 participants. Five panels of judges worked separately per language, 

the size of the panels varying from 21 for English to 8 for Italian. Participants included 

NRCs or their nominees, SurveyLang language partners and experts invited by them, and 

representatives of the European Commission, including a member of the expert 

committee for the project.  

The procedures adopted at the conference largely reflect approaches described in the 

Manual for relating examinations to the Common European Framework, (Council of 

Europe 2008). Reading and Listening required a task-based approach, informed by 

evidence on the difficulty of tasks estimated from Main Study data. For Writing, judgments 

focused on examples of performance, again taken from the Main Study. 

Standard setting was preceded by a separate multilingual alignment study for Writing, 

conducted by email, which used in the final analysis the judgments of 80 participants, 

many of whom also took part in the standard setting conference. 

Following the standard setting conference a careful process of reconciliation was 

conducted by SurveyLang experts, to ensure maximum convergence across languages, 

where convergence could reasonably be sought.  The multilingual alignment study for 

Writing provided useful evidence here, as did the language test tasks themselves, and 

the whole test construction and validation process, which aimed at ensuring their broad 

comparability across languages.  

For a full account of standard setting see Chapter 8 of the ESLC Technical Report. 
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3.3 Illustration of CEFR levels: Writing  

The Main Study used 8 Writing tasks: 2 at each of the 4 levels A1-B2. Students were 

tested at one of 3 overlapping test levels: A1-A2, A2-B1 or B1-B2. Students taking the 

lowest level test responded to 3 tasks: 2 A1 tasks and 1 A2 task, or vice-versa. Students 

at the middle test level responded to 2 tasks, at A2 and B1, while students at the high 

level responded to 2 tasks, at B1 and B2. 

As described in greater detail in Chapter 1 of the ESLC Technical Report, Writing 

performances were marked on two criteria, language and communication.   

¶ Communication addresses the question: how completely does the response 

address the task?  - i.e. how successfully is the task fulfilled, in terms of 

communicating the content or information required.  Specific points to address: 

How many of the content points are dealt with clearly? How well are the points 

expanded? Is the style appropriate given the purpose and addressee? 

¶ Language addresses the question:  how adequate to the task is the vocabulary, 

linguistic organisation and accuracy?  Specific aspects of language to consider 

include: coherence, vocabulary, cohesion, accuracy. 

In this report 4 of the 8 writing tasks ï one at each CEFR level - are used to illustrate the 

progression from A1 to B2. In this chapter we include just one illustration, for an A1 task 

in English (Figure 3). Appendix 8.2.2 presents all 4 tasks for each of the 5 languages, 

enabling the reader to judge the comparability of the tasks across languages. 

Figure 3  Example A1 English writing task: ñholiday photoò 

EN - Holiday photo  

 

You are on holiday. Send an email to an 

English friend with this photo of your 

holiday.  

 Tell your friend about: 

 Å  the hotel 

Å  the weather 

Å  what the people are doing 

 Write 20ï30 words. 

Sample performances are then used to exemplify the progression of levels. Appendix 

8.2.2 presents for each task and each of the 5 languages a performance which 

demonstrates ability at the intended level, alongside a performance which fails to achieve 

the level. Figure 4 illustrates for the above A1 task in English. 
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Figure 4  Example performances for English A1 task ñholiday photoò 

Task Achieves A1 Pre-A1 

 

A1 

Holiday 

photo 

"Hi! I living in H otel Bellevue and this is nice, 

We have swimming pool and a nice resturant. 

The weather is very good, its sunny and very 

hot. And the people play vollyball and they are 

nice. 

Good bye!" 

They play voleyball. The namn of the hotel 

is Belleevue. Have a greate s tree.  

The performances used here as examples have been selected using statistical 

information on the ability of the student, as well as a subjective judgment of their overall 

representativeness of the level. They represent clear achievement or clear failure, rather 

than borderline performance. In this report no explanation is offered of why a given 

example achieves or fails, as the purpose is simply to illustrate. However, such 

explanation of criteria for success was important in the ESLC where exemplars were 

used for training and standardisation of markers.  

3.4 Illustration of CEFR levels: Reading and Listening 

Levels of performance for Reading and Listening cannot be illustrated as directly as in the 

case of Writing. Instead of evaluating studentsô productions directly we must look at the 

test tasks themselves and think of the score on each task which would demonstrate 

achievement of a CEFR level. This is a significantly more abstract task.  

Figure 5 below illustrates with an English Reading task at A1 level. All of the publicly 

released Main Study tasks are presented in Appendix 8.2.3.1.   

Figure 5  Example task (English Reading type 2-A1) 

You will read a notice about a cat.  For the next 4 questions, answer A, B or C. 

Leo is lost. Heôs my little cat. Heôs white with black paws. Heôs small and very sweet. He has 
brown eyes. He wears a grey collar. He didnôt come home on Monday and itôs Thursday 
today. Thatôs a long time for a little cat! 

Leo often sits on top of the houses near here between Smithôs bakerôs shop and King Street. 
If you find him in your garden or under your car, please telephone me immediately. Please 
note ï Leo doesnôt like it when people pick him up, and he doesnôt like milk. 

Thank you for your help! 

Sophie Martin 

tel: 798286 
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1 What colour is Leo?  3 Where does Leo like to go? 

 A white and grey   A in gardens 

 B brown and grey   B under cars 

 C black and white   C on houses 

       

2 Sophie saw Leo  4 If you find Leo 

 A yesterday.   A phone Sophie. 

 B a few days ago.   B give him some milk. 

 C a week ago.   C tell the baker. 

 

Figure 6 shows graphically for all the tasks used in English Reading the performance 

level (i.e. the score) needed to demonstrate achievement of a CEFR level. The task 

illustrated above is the third up from the bottom: 2-A1. All the publicly released tasks are 

indicated with a bullet ǒ in the graphic. Appendix 8.2.3.2 presents similar graphics for all 

five languages and the two skills of Reading and Listening.  

Figure 6  Scores demonstrating CEFR levels: Example of English reading  

Reading - English

Type 3 - A1 

Type 1 - A1 

Type 2 - A1 ǒ

Type 5 - A2 

Type 2 - A2 

Type 4 - A2 ǒ

Type 3 - A2 

Type 6 - B1 

Type 5 - B1 ǒ

Type 7 - B1 

Type 7 - B2 ǒ

A1 A2

A2

B1

B1

B2

B2

Type 6 - B2 

A1

Type 8 - B2 

-2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5

<   easiest            ___________________         hardest   >

 

To explain Figure 6: each task is shown as a horizontal line. The left-hand end of the line 

represents a score of 50% on the task - a figure chosen to represent basic mastery in 

relation to that task. The right-hand end represents a score of 80% - a figure chosen to 

indicate full mastery. The vertical lines are the level cutoffs as determined by the standard 

setting. Thus task 2-A1 illustrated above needs a score of about 60% to demonstrate A1 

performance. A perfect score on this task would demonstrate something like A2 

performance.  The horizontal axis represents ability, increasing from left to right on a logit 

scale. The scale units are omitted. 
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This form of presentation is in fact a simpler form of that used at standard setting for 

Reading and Listening. In standard setting, as described in 3.2.3 above and more fully in 

Chapter 8 of the ESLC Technical Report, judges set standards by drawing cutoffs on 

charts which displayed in this way the relative difficulty of tasks as found in the test 

administration.     

Bear in mind that given the targeted testing approach, advanced students were not given 

A1 tasks and low level students were not given B2 tasks. The graphics in fact make clear 

how important the targeted testing approach is given the range of ability in the population. 

Each task measures only within a limited range.  

For more information on other task types not publicly released the reader may consult 

Appendix 1, which describes the full set of task types in terms of testing focus, text type, 

the kind of response elicited, and CEFR levels targeted. Appendix 1 in the ESLC 

Technical report has examples of all of these task types, for a selection of languages. 

3.5 The student questionnaire can-do statements 

3.5.1 The can-do statements 

Students responded to 16 can-do statements, providing a self-evaluation of their 

competence in the tested language. For convenience, the statements were administered 

as part of the Student Questionnaire but were analysed separately from the questionnaire 

responses. 

The purpose of including the can-do statements was to provide potential evidence for 

empirically validating the standards set. The complementary nature of standard setting 

and external validation is emphasized by the Manual for relating examinations to the 

CEFR (Council of Europe 2008 Chapter 7).When standards are set evidence should be 

sought, possibly over a longer timeframe, for their validity. Within the timeframe of the 

ESLC there is limited scope for external validation; however, two aspects of the ESLC 

can be seen to fall under this heading: 

¶ the Alignment Study for Writing, which offers independent empirical verification of 

the comparability of standards across languages. As described in section 8.5 of 

the ESLC Technical Report, it provides confirmatory evidence that these 

standards are indeed comparable 

¶ the can-do statements included in the Student Questionnaire. 

The statements were taken directly or adapted from the descriptor scales used in the 

CEFR to illustrate the levels. Statements were chosen to be relevant to the target 

population. 

Table 6 shows the can-do statements. Statements for Speaking were included, because 

even if Speaking is not a skill tested in the ESLC, it was considered worthwhile to elicit 

studentsô own perceptions of their competence in Speaking relative to the tested skills of 

Reading, Listening and Writing. As shown in FIGURE below, student perceptions of 

relative competence in the different skills were quite stable across the tested languages. 
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Table 6: CEFR can-do statements included in student questionnaire 

 Reading Listening Writing Speaking 

 

 

B2 

I can scan quickly 
through long and 
complex texts, 
locating relevant 
details. 

I can understand 
most TV news and 
current affairs 
programmes.  

I can write clear, 
detailed 
descriptions, such 
as a review of a film, 
book or play. 

I can explain my 
viewpoint on a 
topical issue giving 
the advantages and 
disadvantages of 
various options.  

 

 

B1 

I can recognise 
significant points in 
straightforward 
newspaper articles 
on familiar subjects. 

I can understand the 
main points of radio 
news bulletins and 
simpler recorded 
material about 
familiar subjects 
delivered relatively 
slowly and clearly.  

I can write personal 
letters describing 
experiences, 
feelings and events 
in some detail. 

I can enter 
unprepared into 
conversation and 
express personal 
opinions and 
exchange 
information on 
familiar topics.  

 

 

A2 

I can understand a 
letter from a friend 
expressing personal 
opinions, 
experiences and 
feelings. 

I can understand 
what is said clearly, 
slowly and directly to 
me in simple 
everyday 
conversation, if the 
speaker can take 
the trouble.  

I can write very 
short, basic 
descriptions of 
events, past 
activities and 
personal 
experiences. 

I can tell a story or 
describe something 
in a simple list of 
points. 

 

 

A1 

I can get an idea of 
the content of simple 
informational 
material and 
descriptions, 
especially if there is 
visual support. 

I can understand 
questions and 
instructions if people 
speak carefully and 
slowly, and I can 
follow short, simple 
directions.  

I can write a few 
words and phrases 
that relate to myself, 
my family, where I 
live, my school. 

I can ask and 
answer simple 
questions, make and 
respond to simple 
statements on very 
familiar topics.  

3.5.2 Analysis of student responses to the can-do statements 

Figure 7 shows the number of can do statements endorsed. Scores of zero, and scores 

of 16 (i.e. perfect scores) are more frequent than would be expected from the shape of 

the distributions.  Scores are shown as proportions. For English 22% of students 

endorsed all 16 statements. Similar effects are noted for all languages. The high 

percentage of students endorsing all statements may reflect a ceiling effect, or it may 

equally well reflect a response strategy.  
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Figure 7 Can do scores 

Can Do statements: scores

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

Scores, i.e. no. of statements endorsed

p
ro

p
o

rt
io

n
 a

t 
s
c
o

re

DE

EN

ES

FR

IT

 

As it appeared that a proportion of students had adopted a strategy of simply endorsing 

all the statements, all students with perfect scores were removed from the analysis 

reported below 

Response data were analysed using the FACETS (Linacre 2011) multi-faceted Rasch 

software package. 

Figure 8 summarises an analysis estimating the difficulty of each can-do item, thus giving 

a simple picture of progression by skill, as self-assessed by students. The figure shows 

the calibrated statements arranged in descending difficulty. 
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Figure 8 Calibration of 16 can-do statements  

Writing B2: I can write clear, 

detailed descriptions, such as a 

review of a film, book or play.

Speaking B2: I can explain my 

viewpoint on a topical issue giving 

the advantages and disadvantages 

of various options. 

Writing B1: I can write personal 

letters describing experiences, 

feelings and events in some 

detail.

Reading B2: I can scan 

quickly through long and 

complex texts, locating 

relevant details.

Listening B2: I can 

understand most TV 

news and current affairs 

programmes. 

Speaking B1:  I can enter 

unprepared into conversation and 

express personal opinions and 

exchange information on familiar 

topics. 

Listening B1: I can understand the 

main points of radio news bulletins and 

simpler recorded material about 

familiar subjects delivered relatively 

slowly and clearly.Reading B1:  I can recognise 

significant points in 

straightforward newspaper 

articles on familiar subjects.

Speaking A2: I can tell a story or 

describe something in a simple list 

of points.

Reading A2: I can understand 

a letter from a friend expressing 

personal opinions, experiences 

and feelings

Writing A2: I can write very short, 

basic descriptions of events, past 

activities and personal experiences.

Listening A2:  I can 

understand what is said 

clearly, slowly and directly to 

me in simple everyday 

conversation, if the speaker 

can take the trouble. 

Listening A1: I can understand 

questions and instructions if 

people speak carefully and slowly, 

and I can follow short, simple 

directions. 

Speaking A1: I can ask 

and answer simple 

questions, make and 

respond to simple 

statements on very 

familiar topics. 

Writing A1: I can write a few words and 

phrases that relate to myself, my family, 

where I live, my school.

Reading A1:  can get an idea of the 

content of simple informational material 

and descriptions, especially if there is 

visual support.

Hardest

Easiest
 

Separation by the intended CEFR level is clearer at higher levels. The Listening 

statements at A1 and A2 are perceived to be similar in difficulty, and indeed, appear to be 

rather similar. While Writing is clearly perceived as the most difficult skill at B1 and B2, it 

is not so at the lower levels, the A1 Writing statement being the easiest of all. 

A second analysis allows a summary view of how the difficulty of the four skills is rated by 

students. 
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Figure 9  Can-do statements, all educational systems, by skill and language tested 

Can Do statements all countries, by skill and language 
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In terms of relative proficiency level, students of English rate themselves higher than 

other languages, which is not unexpected given that English is the first target language in 

most educational systems. The relative levels claimed for the other languages are not 

confirmed by the language test outcomes. 

As Figure 9 shows, the perceived relative difficulty of the four skills is similar across all 

five tested languages: generally, Reading is perceived as easiest, followed by Listening, 

then Speaking, then Writing. Italian shows a different order, with Reading and Listening 

nearly equal in difficulty and Writing slightly easier than Speaking. As Italian was tested in 

only one educational system (Malta), this may reflect characteristic features of the 

Maltese context. 

That studentsô perceptions of their relative ability in the different skills are quite similar 

across languages might have motivated, for example, an adjustment to the standards for 

Listening and Reading, to make Reading relatively slightly easier. Within the constraints 

of the ESLC project, without the possibility of further validation, it was decided not to use 

the can-do evidence in this way. However, further research might be worthwhile to 

explore how such evidence might be validly used in future iterations of the ESLC. 

Comparison of studentsô self-ratings with their actual level of performance in the language 

tests reveals an interesting phenomenon: their understanding of CEFR can-do 

statements reflects quite strongly standards in their own educational system. The self-

ratings are normative rather than related to a fixed criterion. 

Figure 10 below illustrates for German Reading and Listening (graphs for all the five 

languages are in Appendix 8.1 below). The horizontal axis shows can-do scores from 1 to 

4, that is, the number of statements pertaining to each skill which students endorsed. A 
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score of 4 indicates that all statements up to B2 were endorsed. For simplicity scores of 

zero are not shown. 

The vertical axis shows the mean ability of the group endorsing a given number of 

statements, as estimated from the language test responses. The lines ranged on the 

vertical axis show the results by educational system.  

Figure 10  Can-do scores and test performance by educational system: German Reading 

and Listening 
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German Listening 
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For each educational system there is a generally positive relationship between the can-do 

self-ratings of students and their estimated ability. However, the actual results of 

educational systems vary considerably. Students in the lowest performing educational 

system who rate themselves at B2 level are actually achieving lower levels than students 

in the highest performing educational system who rate themselves at A1.This general 

pattern is observed for all tested languages, as further shown in Appendix 8.1 below.  

What these graphs also demonstrate is that the can-do statements discriminate far less 

than the language tests. 

Writing produced an unexpected effect where the group of students endorsing 4 

statements tends to perform worse than those of students endorsing 3 or fewer 

statements. This effect is found for all languages. Note that the most difficult statement in 

Figure 8 Calibration of 16 can-do statements above is a Writing statement: ñI can write 

clear, detailed descriptions, such as a review of a film, book or playò.  It may be that there 

is a validity issue with the responses of a proportion of students who endorsed this 

difficult statement. Writing is included in the regression analysis reported below but not 

illustrated here. 

The above figures show for Reading and Listening that although individual studentsô self-

ratings taken alone may not predict their absolute CEFR level very well, within one 

educational system they may predict quite well. Table 7 below reports a multiple-

regression analysis exploring how well language test performance is predicted by the 

factors of Educational system (the mean ability within an educational system, specific to 

the tested skill) and Self-rating (endorsing 1 to 4 statements). A third variable Skill is used 

to deal with the different origin of each skill scale.  The predictive power of the 
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educational system on its own is generally moderate to good, but Self-rating contributes 

further power.  

Table 7  Predicting language test performance from can-do self-ratings 

 
Independent 

variables: 
Educational 

system 

Self rating +  
Educational 

system 

English 
Adjusted R Square 0.563 0.857 

Standard Error 0.776 0.445 

French 
Adjusted R Square 0.693 0.798 

Standard Error 0.769 0.623 

German 
Adjusted R Square 0.703 0.837 

Standard Error 0.580 0.430 

Italian 
Adjusted R Square 0.472 0.746 

Standard Error 1.285 0.778 

Spanish 
Adjusted R Square 0.783 0.868 

Standard Error 0.761 0.593 

 

The fact that the accuracy of these self-ratings can be shown to be at best context-

dependent and relative means that they can contribute little evidence for where the 

criterion-referenced CEFR standards should lie. For this reason it was decided not use 

them in finalising the standard setting. 
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4 Language Tests: results 

4.1 Overview 

Section 4.2 shows the global results as the proportion of students achieving each CEFR 

level in the skills of Reading, Listening and Writing. This is a simple average across the 

participating educational systems.  

Section 4.3 presents the language test outcomes by educational system and by skill. 

Results in first and second target languages are compared.  

Section 4.4 compares performance in the five tested languages. 

The tables included here can be used to make broad comparisons across educational 

systems. However, it is important to remember that there are important differences 

between educational systems and languages, in terms not only of the structure of 

teaching programmes, but of a range of factors lying beyond the realm of formal 

education. Beyond simple comparison of these headline results, the reader is 

recommended to pay attention to Chapter 2 which describes the tested populations, and 

Chapters 5 and 6, which describe the Questionnaire outcomes, and explore the relation 

between language learning outcomes and the range of policy issues addressed by the 

questionnaires.  

4.2 Global CEFR levels achieved 

Table 8 shows the percentage of students achieving each CEFR level (including pre-A1), 

by first and second target language, for each tested skill. In this summary results are 

equally weighted across the participating educational systems. Second target language 

percentages are shown in italics. 

The descriptors are taken from the Common European Framework of Reference, Table 1. 

Common Reference Levels: global scale (Council of Europe 2001:24). Where this table 

identifies ñplus levelsò the descriptor used is the lower of the two, i.e. it describes basic 

achievement of the level. For results summarised by educational system see section 4 

below. 

In order to be able to report an A1 level it is, of course, necessary to report a Pre-A1 

level, identifying students who have not achieved the level of competence intended by 

A1. The CEFR does not provide descriptors for the Pre-A1 level reported in this study ï 

that is, it is defined negatively. This does not imply a problem of measurement or 

interpretation for this survey, because the design of the low-level tests is such as to 

measure well around the A1 threshold, providing fully adequate information for 

distinguishing Pre-A1 students. Thus the A1 threshold is no different to the A2, B1 or B2 

thresholds: it identifies positive achievement of the level.  
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Table 8  Global CEFR levels ï 1
st

 and 2
nd

 target language - all educational systems equally 

weighted  

CEFR   Reading  Listening  Writing 

B2 

1
st

 

28% 

 

2
nd

  

16% 

Can read with a large 
degree of independence, 
adapting style and speed 
of reading to different 
texts and purposes, and 
using appropriate 
reference sources 
selectively. Has a broad 
active reading 
vocabulary, but may 
experience some 
difficulty with low 
frequency idioms. 

1
st

 

32% 

 

 2
nd

 

15% 

 

Can follow extended 
speech and 
complex lines of 
argument provided 
the topic is 
reasonably familiar, 
and the direction of 
the talk is sign-
posted by explicit 
markers. 

1
st

 

14% 

 

 2
nd

 

6% 

Can write clear, detailed 
texts on a variety of 
subjects related to 
his/her field of interest, 
synthesising and 
evaluating information 
and arguments from a 
number of sources. Can 
express news and views 
effectively in writing, and 
relate to those of others. 

B1 

14% 

 

12% 

Can read straightforward 
factual texts on subjects 
related to his/her field 
and interest with a 
satisfactory level of 
comprehension. 

16% 

 

14% 

Can understand the 
main points of clear 
standard speech on 
familiar matters 
regularly 
encountered in 
work, school, leisure 
etc., including short 
narratives. 

29% 

  

17% 

Can write 
straightforward 
connected texts on a 
range of familiar 
subjects within his field 
of interest, by linking a 
series of shorter discrete 
elements into a linear 
sequence. Can write 
personal letters and 
notes asking for or 
conveying simple, 
getting across the point 
he/she feels to be 
important. 

A2 

12% 

 

14% 

Can understand short, 
simple texts containing 
the highest frequency 
vocabulary, including a 
proportion of shared 
international vocabulary 
items. 

13% 

 

16% 

Can understand 
phrases and 
expressions related 
to areas of most 
immediate priority 
(e.g. very basic 
personal and family 
information, 
shopping, local 
geography, 
employment) 
provided speech is 
clearly and slowly 
articulated. 

24% 

 

22% 

Can write a series of 
simple phrases and 
sentences linked with 
simple connectors like 
óandô, óbutô and 
óbecauseô. Can write 
short, simple formulaic 
notes relating to matters 
in areas of immediate 
need. 

 

A1 

32% 

 

40% 

Can understand very 
short, simple texts a 
single phrase at a time, 
picking up familiar 
names, words and basic 
phrases and rereading 
as required. 

23% 

 

35% 

Can follow speech 
which is very slow 
and carefully 
articulated, with long 
pauses for him/her 
to assimilate 
meaning. 

24% 

 

35% 

 Can write simple 
isolated phrases and 
sentences. Can ask for 
or pass on personal 
details in written form. 

 

Pre-

A1 

14% 

18% 
No CEFR description 

16% 

20% 
No CEFR 
description 

9% 

20% 
No CEFR description 
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4.3 Performance in first and second target language, by educational 

system 

Two languages were tested in each educational system, designated first and second 

target language. The designation is at national or regional level ï it does not refer to the 

language learning experience of any individual student.   

In some educational systems a second language is not introduced until ISCED3. It was 

also a requirement of the Terms of Reference that sampled students should have 

completed at least one yearôs study of the language. See chapter 2 on the sampled 

population for more information. 

In the charts the first and second target language is shown below each educational 

system identifier.  

The charts in this and following sections show results in terms of percentage of students 

achieving each CEFR level.  Five levels are identified: Pre-A1 up to B2. It is important 

that A1 should be recognised as a positive learning achievement ï it is not a synonym of 

ñbeginnerò.  The Pre-A1 category denotes students who have not achieved A1.  

Educational systems are shown ordered, to make the charts easier to interpret. The 

ordering principle defines higher performance as having relatively more students at levels 

B1 and B2, and relatively fewer at Pre-A1 and A1.  To be precise, performance is 

summarised as (1-proportion at Pre-A1 + 1-proportion at A1 + proportion at B1 + 

proportion at B2) / 4.  The ordering is done by skill, so that the order of countries may 

vary across skills. 

Different ordering principles would reflect different choices of priority, and produce 

somewhat different results. The principle used here attempts to reflect performance 

across the possible range of achievement. 

The data underlying the graphs in this section together with standard errors are provided 

in the EXCEL file ESLC Appendix all tables chapters 4-5-6.xls, available with this report. 
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4.3.1.1 First target language 

Figure 11: First target language Reading: CEFR levels by educational system 

CEFR levels   First language Reading   
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Figure 11 shows the percentage of students achieving each level in first target language 

Reading, by educational system.  To explain this and subsequent figures: 

¶ The educational systems are ordered from left (lower performance) to right 

(higher performance).  Each column is one educational system (Table 1 in the 

Introduction explains the country codes used in these figures).  

¶ The scale from 0% to 100% on the left shows, for example, that in the German 

community of Belgium (Bde), whose first target language is French (FR), about 

10% of students are at pre-A1, slightly less than 40% of students are at A1 or 

lower, and 60% are at A2 or lower.   

¶ The scale from 100% to 0% on the right can be read downwards: 20% of 

students in the German community of Belgium are at B2, slightly less than 40% 

are at B1 or higher, more than 60% are at A2 or higher, and about 90% are at A1 

or higher.  

Figure 11 shows that in two educational systems (Malta and Sweden) over 50% of 

students achieve B2 in Reading. In two more entities 50% achieve B1 or higher. In five 

more 50% achieve A2 or higher. In nearly all entities at least 80% of students achieve A1 

or higher.  
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Figure 12: First target language Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 12 shows that compared with Reading, Listening has produced more extreme 

results, with relatively more students at B2 in the higher-performing entities. 

Figure 13: First target language Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 13 for Writing shows a rather different profile to Reading and Listening. This may 

reflect the different standard setting procedures applicable to the productive skill of 

Writing, as against the objectively-marked skills of Reading and Listening. Students are 

more evenly distributed across levels, with fewer achieving B2, but also fewer failing to 

achieve A1. 
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What is clear for all the skills is that for first target language, levels achieved vary widely 

across educational systems. In the highest-performing educational systems the majority 

of students demonstrate B2 competence in Reading and Listening, while in the lowest-

performing educational systems the majority of students do not exceed A1 in these skills.  

The first target language is English in all but two cases ï the Flemish and German 

Communities of Belgium, where it is French.  

It seems that a proportion of students are gaining little practical benefit from studying the 

first target language, given that in several educational systems 20% or more of students 

do not achieve A1 in the tested skill. 

4.3.1.2 Second target language  

Figure 14: Second target language Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 14 shows that in most educational systems the majority of students are achieving 

A1 in second target language Reading. In about half the educational systems 20% or 

more of students are not achieving A1. More positively, in more than half the educational 

systems 20% or more of students are achieving B1. 

The two most highly performing entities ï the Flemish and German Communities of 

Belgium ï have English as second target language.  
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Figure 15: Second target language Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 15 shows a similar picture for second target language Listening to that for 

Reading. 

Figure 16: Second target language Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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As with first target language Writing, Figure 16 shows fewer very high (B2) performances, 

but in contrast, quite a high number of students in many educational systems failing to 

achieve A1.  

Generally performance is lower for the second target language, which is not unexpected 

given the generally later onset of learning and possibly much shorter period of learning.  
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For all skills, percentages of students not achieving A1 are high in several educational 

systems. At the same time, in more than half the educational systems 20% or more of 

students are achieving B1. 

4.3.2 Evaluating the differences between educational systems  

For both first and second target languages levels of achievement vary widely across 

educational systems ï in Listening for example, from less than 10% achieving B2 in the 

first target language to almost 80%.  This is not solely an educational system-level effect 

ï for example, Sweden tops the table for Listening in the First target language (English) 

but comes next to last in the second target language (Spanish). Nonetheless, there are 

educational systems which do seem to be doing better or worse at languages generally.  

As the figures in section 4.3 show, three educational systems fall in the bottom half of the 

ranking for both first target language and second target language (France, Poland, 

Portugal). Three educational systems appear in the top half for both languages 

(Netherlands, Malta, Estonia).   

The significance of such differences should be evaluated carefully, taking into account 

the range of factors which make simple comparison of performance difficult (see Chapter 

2). Nonetheless, it is generally accepted that the lower levels of the CEFR require less 

learning time/effort than the higher levels, and that within Europe the A1 level should be a 

readily accessible first target.  The Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE), 

based on membersô experience of their own CEFR-linked examinations, estimate the 

number of guided teaching hours needed to fulfil the aims of CEFR A1 at approximately 

90 - 100 hours, and for A2 approximately 180 - 200 hours. Such estimates offer only the 

broadest guidance, and every learner is different.  None the less, they give some 

indication of what should be achievable.  

4.4 Performance in each language and skill, by educational system 

The graphs in this section show outcomes by each tested language and skill. This 

enables a direct comparison of performance by educational systems in a specific 

language.  

According to the ESLC terms of reference, the two languages to be tested in a given 

educational system are the two most-studied foreign languages of the five tested.  The 

effect of this rule is that the five languages are tested in very different numbers of 

educational systems, from 15 for English to just one for Italian. The comparisons that can 

be made at this level are thus somewhat limited. Certainly the ESLC data cannot give a 

representative picture of how widely the five languages are studied in Europe, or of the 

levels achieved.  

The number (1) or (2) by each country indicates first or second target language. 
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4.4.1 English  

Figure 17: English Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 18: English Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 19: English Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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4.4.2 French  

Figure 20: French Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 21   French Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 22: French Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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4.4.3 German  

Figure 23: German Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 24: German Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 25: German Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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4.4.4 Italian  

Figure 26: Italian Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 27: Italian Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 28: Italian Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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4.4.5 Spanish  

Figure 29: Spanish Reading CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 30: Spanish Listening CEFR levels by educational system 
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Figure 31: Spanish Writing CEFR levels by educational system 
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5 The context of foreign language teaching 

5.1 Introduction 

The ESLC has sought to provide policy-relevant information about studentsô foreign 

language competence. The main goal of the contextual information is to ñfacilitate a more 

productive comparison of language policies, and language teaching methods between 

Member States, with a view to identifying and sharing good practiceò(Communication 

from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council 2005:5). Many of the 

factors contributing to foreign language competences are largely beyond the control of 

the educational systems, such as their general demographic, social, economic and 

linguistic contexts. Other contextual factors can be modified through targeted educational 

policies, such as the age at which foreign language education starts, the intensity of the 

foreign language courses and the initial and in-service training of teachers. For the 

purpose of the ESLC thirteen general policy issues were identified. These policy issues5 

are: 

1. Early language learning; 

2. Diversity and order of foreign language offered; 

3. Informal language learning opportunities; 

4. School's foreign language specialisation; 

5. ICT to enhance foreign language learning and teaching; 

6. Intercultural exchanges; 

7. Staff from other language communities; 

8. Language learning for all; 

9. Foreign language teaching approach; 

10. Teachersô access to high quality initial and continuous training; 

11. A period of work or study in another country for teachers; 

12. Use of existing European language assessment tools; and  

13. Practical experience 

An extensive description of the results of the context questionnaire analyses including 

graphical reports by country can be found in appendix 8.3. This chapter offers an 

overview of the most important findings from the questionnaire analyses in relation to 

policy issues. Four context questionnaires were administered, to students, teachers, 

principals, and a national questionnaire was completed by the NRC. These are referred 

to hereafter as SQ, TQ, PQ and NQ. For each index substantial differences between 

educational systems or target languages will be pointed out. If there are no differences, 

and all educational systems have high values on an index, it may often mean that all 

                                                      

5
 See Chapter 3 of the Technical Report for further details of these policy issues. 
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educational systems have good educational policies and practices in place in the area 

covered by the index. If all educational systems have a low value, this may indicate that 

there is room for improvement. If there are considerable differences in the values 

between target languages in educational systems and/or between educational systems, 

this might point at areas that could benefit from policy changes. Throughout this chapter 

the abbreviation TL means ñtarget languageò and indicates the language in which 

students were tested for the ESLC. 

5.2 Basis for life-long learning of foreign languages 

5.2.1 Early language learning 

5.2.1.1 Onset of foreign language learning (SQ) 

Early language learning is one of the issues highlighted in recent policy documents, 

which the EU is planning to work on in the immediate future (European Commission 

2008). Students generally reported an early onset of foreign language learning, but the 

differences between educational systems are still considerable: between first grade of 

ISCED 1 or before (Croatia, Spain, Poland, German Community of Belgium and Malta6) 

and fifth grade (Flemish and French Communities of Belgium and the Netherlands).  

Within some educational systems there is a marked difference between the onset of the 

first and second TL. In most educational systems the onset of the first TL coincides with 

the onset of foreign language learning, the onset of the second TLs is on average three 

years later. 

Due to the differences in onset and in testing grade (see Chapter 2), considerable 

differences are found in the number of years students have learnt foreign languages and 

the TL at the time of testing. The difference between the reported onset of foreign 

language learning and the testing grade is between three years (students of the first TL in 

the Flemish Community of Belgium) and ten years (Malta). 

In eight educational systems ï i.e. the majority - the difference between the reported 

onset of TL learning and the current testing grade for the first TL is five to six years, 

showing that most students have studied the first TL for five to six years. In two 

educational systems the difference is less than five years: the French Community of 

Belgium (one year), and the Flemish Community of Belgium (three years). In both cases 

the first TL is the second most widely taught foreign language. In five educational 

systems the difference is seven to ten years (the German Community of Belgium, 

Croatia, Spain, Poland and Malta).  

For the second TL in eight educational systems the period of study, i.e. the difference 

between studentsô reported onset and the testing grade is one to two years and in six 

                                                      

6
 Malta: a considerable number of students report they start foreign language learning in grade 3, 

but they report they start English (the first TL) prior to grade 1. 
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educational systems (Spain, Estonia, Sweden, Greece, Croatia and Malta) it is between 

three and four years. In Poland the period of study for the second TL is five years. 

5.2.1.2 Current foreign and TL learning time (SQ) 

The amount of current foreign and TL lesson time a week differs considerably between 

educational systems. Students report having between three and eight hours of foreign 

language lessons a week, of which the number devoted to the TL varies between two 

(Poland, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Greece, Bulgaria for the second TL and the 

Flemish Community of Belgium for the first TL) and four (German Community of Belgium 

and Malta, first TL).  

Two related indices ï reported time spent on TL homework and on test preparation ï 

show only small differences between educational systems. . 

5.2.2 Diversity and order of foreign languages offered 

5.2.2.1 Number of languages learned (SQ) 

A prominent issue within the policy documents is the number of foreign languages 

students should master. The aim is ñé that pupils should master at least two foreign 

languages éò (Action Plan 2004 - 2006 2003:8). In all educational systems it is most 

common for students to learn two foreign languages, except in the Netherlands where 

three foreign languages is the norm. 

 However, on average we find clear differences between educational systems. In seven 

educational systems students of both the first and second TL study on average more than 

two languages (the French Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Malta, the 

Netherland and Sweden). In six educational systems it is only second TL students who 

on average study more than two languages. Only in two educational systems do students 

of both the first and second TL study on average fewer than two foreign languages 

(Croatia and Poland). 

Concerning ancient languages, there are eight educational systems where none or 

virtually none are learned: Bulgaria, Croatia, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, Estonia, Malta 

and Poland. However, in the German and French Communities of Belgium and in Greece 

more than a quarter of students report studying at least one ancient language. 

Some differences are found between educational systems in the order in which students 

learn languages. In most educational systems for most students the first TL is their first 

foreign language. Most students sampled for the second TL report that they studied one 

foreign language previously. 

5.2.2.2 Number of languages on offer (PQ) 

The number of modern foreign languages and ancient languages offered by schools on 

average also differs substantially between educational systems. In four educational 

systems schools offer on average four languages: the German Community of Belgium, 

Greece, Malta and the Netherlands (second TL). In contrast, in Croatia and Poland 
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schools offer on average only slightly more than two foreign languages (a mean of less 

than 2.5).  

5.3 Language friendly living environment 

5.3.1 Informal language learning opportunities 

Another highlighted issue on which the EU is planning work in the immediate future is the 

language-friendly living, learning and working environment. A language-friendly 

environment is an environment where different languages are heard and seen, where 

speakers of all languages feel welcome and language learning is encouraged (European 

Commission 2008). Living in a language-friendly environment where different languages 

are heard and seen creates opportunities for informal language learning.  

5.3.1.1 Informal language learning opportunities through the home and living 

environment (SQ) 

Generally it is only a small proportion of students who indicate that they speak the Target 

Language regularly at home, with the exception of the German Community of Belgium, 

Malta and Estonia (first TL), and Greece (both TLs). Also the incidence of opportunities 

for exposure to the TL in their living environment, e.g. through friends, relatives and 

tourists, tends to be low overall. The lowest means are found for the second TLs of 

Spain, Estonia, France, the Netherlands, Poland and Sweden. Means of 3.0 or higher (on 

a scale from 0 to 7) are found for the first TLs of Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Croatia, Malta 

and Slovenia. 

Concerning the number of first languages students report speaking, only small 

differences are found between educational systems, as the great majority of all 

respondents have just one. Exceptions to this are Malta and the French and German 

Communities of Belgium, where a substantial percentage of students have more than one 

first language. 

Considerable differences are found between educational systems in the perceived TL 

knowledge of the studentsô parents and to a somewhat lesser extent, between the TLs 

within the educational systems (mean value between 0.4 to 2.2 on a scale from 0 to 4). In 

Malta and the Flemish Community of Belgium students of both TLs report that their 

parents know the TL quite well (mean value more than 1.5). In the German Community of 

Belgium, Sweden and the Netherlands parents are reported to know the first TL quite 

well, but the second less well. Relatively weak knowledge of the TL is reported for 

parents in Bulgaria, Spain, Estonia (second TL, which is the third most widely taught 

language in the educational system), Sweden (second TL) and Poland.  

5.3.1.2 Informal language learning opportunities through visits abroad (SQ) 

Informal language learning opportunities through visits abroad differ substantially 

between educational systems. The highest means for studentsô TL exposure and use 

through visits abroad are found among students in the three communities of Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Sweden and Slovenia, where on average students report having visited 
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other countries more than 1.5 times in the past three years. In Bulgaria, Greece, Spain 

and Poland the means are substantially lower (less than one). 

5.3.1.3 Informal language learning opportunities through media (NQ, SQ) 

As informal language learning through the home and living environment is difficult to 

influence, the policies focus particularly on the role of the media. In the Action Plan 2004-

2006 (2003) and in the communication from the Commission on multilingualism (2008), 

emphasis is placed on the use of sub-titles in film and television. 

According to the NQ, in half of the educational systems television programmes and 

cinema films in the TLs are subtitled. In three educational systems (French Community of 

Belgium, Spain and France) both television programmes and films are dubbed. In the 

other four educational systems different situations exist. In Bulgaria cinema films are 

subtitled but television programmes are dubbed, while in Poland films are subtitled but 

television programmes have a voice-over commentary. In Malta television programmes 

and cinema movies are usually broadcast in the original language without subtitles. In the 

German Community of Belgium too television programmes and films in the first TL 

(French) are neither subtitled nor dubbed, while programmes and films in the second TL 

are usually dubbed. 

Substantial differences are found in studentsô TL exposure through traditional and new 

media (means between 0.4 and 2.9 on a scale from 0 to 4). In all educational systems 

large differences are found between the TLs. In general, exposure through traditional and 

new media is higher for the first TL, with the exception of the Flemish and German 

Communities of Belgium. In these two Belgian communities English is the second TL. 

The highest TL exposure through traditional and new media is found in Estonia, Malta, 

Slovenia and Sweden for the first TL (means greater than 2.5). 

5.4  Language friendly schools 

5.4.1 Schoolôs foreign language specialisation 

Policy documents identify several actions relevant to creating a language-friendly school. 

A language-friendly school is one where different languages are heard and seen, where 

speakers of all languages feel welcome and language learning is encouraged. 

5.4.1.1 Schoolôs foreign language specialisation (PQ) 

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), in which pupils learn a subject 

through the medium of a foreign language, is considered an effective means of improving 

language learning (Council of the Europe, 2008). The proportion of principals reporting 

that their school offers CLIL is highest in the German Community of Belgium, followed by 

the Flemish Community of Belgium, Estonia and Malta (above 30%). Educational 

systems in which fewest schools offer CLIL (fewer than 10% of the schools) are France, 

Greece and Croatia.  
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CLIL is not the only way in which schools can profile themselves as specialised in foreign 

languages. Schools can offer more foreign languages than the curriculum requires, allow 

students to study more foreign languages than is the norm, offer extracurricular activities 

related to languages, make an earlier start with foreign language learning, devote more 

teaching hours to languages and have smaller language classes. According to principals, 

schools in the German Community of Belgium, Estonia and Slovenia have the highest 

specialist language profile (a mean above 3 on a scale from 0 to 7). Schools in Greece 

and Croatia on average show a weaker specialist language profile (mean less than 1.5). 

5.4.1.2 Extra lessons in foreign languages (PQ, SQ) 

Educational systems differ considerably in principalsô reported offer of extra lessons in 

their schools, i.e. TL enrichment or remedial lessons. All principals in the German 

Community of Belgium and Poland report that their schools offer extra lessons in the first 

TL. Also in the Flemish Community of Belgium, Croatia, Portugal and Slovenia 90% or 

more of schools offer extra lessons in the first TL. In Bulgaria, Greece and Malta less than 

60% of schools offer extra lessons in the first TL. In all educational systems far fewer 

schools offer extra lessons in the second TL, except for Estonia. 

In contrast to the considerable differences in the offer of extra lessons as reported by 

schools there are fewer differences between educational systems in participation in extra 

lessons as reported by students. More than 40% of students of the first TL in Greece, 

Spain, and Poland report having had extra lessons for the TL; for the second TL such a 

proportion is reported only in Greece. In the French Community of Belgium, France and 

the Netherlands less than 20% of the students of both TLs report having had extra 

lessons. 

5.4.2 ICT to enhance foreign language learning and teaching 

A highlighted policy area in foreign language learning in the EU is Information and 

Communication Technologies (Communication from the Commission about 

Multilingualism, 2008). ñInformation and communication technologies (ICT), offer more 

opportunities than ever before for learners and teachers to be in direct contact with the TL 

and TL communitiesò (European Commission 2008). 

5.4.2.1 ICT facilities in school (PQ) 

Considerable differences are reported by principals in the óAvailability of a multimedia 

(language) lab in their schoolsô. Schools in Bulgaria, Malta, and Slovenia most often 

possess a multimedia lab (more than 45% of the schools for both TLs), either with or 

without specific language learning software. Schools in the German and French 

Communities of Belgium, Estonia, Greece, Poland and Sweden have this facility least 

often (less than 30% of the schools for both TLs). 

Also considerable differences between educational systems are found in the óPresence of 

a virtual learning environmentô such as Moodle, WebCT or Blackboard. Virtual learning 

environments are most common in schools in Portugal, followed by the Flemish 

Community of Belgium, the Netherlands and Slovenia for the first TL (all more than 45%). 
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Fewer than 10% of schools in the German and French Communities of Belgium, Bulgaria, 

Croatia and Poland report having a virtual learning environment. 

Smaller differences between educational systems are found in the availability of software 

for language assessment and language teaching. In four educational systems schools 

report a slightly higher availability of software for language assessment or language 

teaching (means above 0.7 on a scale from 0 to 2): the Flemish Community of Belgium, 

Spain and the Netherlands for the first TL and Sweden for the second TL. In the German 

Community of Belgium, Greece (second TL) and Croatia the availability of software for 

assessment or teaching of languages is very low (means less than 0.3). 

5.4.2.2 Teachersô use of ICT in teaching (TQ) 

Smaller differences are also observed between educational systems in the teachersô 

reported use of ICT. Overall teachers across educational systems on average tend to use 

the computer quite often for teaching, for example, for checking studentsô homework, 

preparing lessons, and for administrative tasks related to their classes  (means between 

1.7 and 2.9 on a scale from 0 to 4). During their lessons they use ICT devices 

infrequently (means between 0.3 and 2.1). Teachers report little use of web content for 

their classes, such as software or websites specifically designed for learning languages, 

online dictionaries, online news media, etc. (means between 0.6 and 1.2). 

5.4.2.3 Studentsô use of ICT (SQ) 

Almost no differences are found between educational systems in studentsô reported use 

of ICT outside school and the use of ICT for doing homework. On average students use 

the computer often for a range of purposes, such as homework, games, entertainment 

and contact with others (means between 2.3 and 3.0 on a scale from 0 to 4). They use 

the computer less often for TL homework (means between 0.7 and 1.9).  

5.4.3 Intercultural exchanges 

The EU has very actively promoted intercultural exchanges through the mobility schemes 

of several educational programmes (Comenius, Leonardo, and Erasmus). According to 

the Action Plan 2004-2006 (2003) all pupils should have the experience of taking part in 

Comenius school language projects, in which a class works together on a project with a 

class abroad, and in a related language exchange visit. 

5.4.3.1 Funding of exchange visits (NQ, PQ) 

According to the NQ, governments in nine educational systems fund intercultural 

exchanges for students in ISCED1, general ISCED2 and ISCED3. In Bulgaria funding 

exists for general ISCED3 and in the French Community of Belgium for ISCED1 and 

ISCED2. Educational systems where the government does not fund intercultural 

exchanges for students include the German Community of Belgium, Estonia, Croatia, 

Portugal and Sweden.  

There are considerable differences in the funding of student exchanges (as reported by 

principals) between educational systems and between TLs. The means for óFunding of 
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student exchangesô for all educational systems is rather low (between 0.2 and 1.0 on a 

scale from 0 to 3). School principals in the Flemish and French Communities of Belgium, 

Spain, France and Malta report the highest level of funding (means greater or equal to 

0.6 for both TLs). The lowest level of funding is reported in Greece, Croatia and Sweden 

(means less or equal to 0.3 for both TLs).  

5.4.3.2 Opportunities for exchange visits and school language projects (SQ, TQ) 

Despite the differences in funding, there are very small differences between educational 

systems in the number of received opportunities for exchange visits reported by students, 

i.e. trips to schools abroad or visiting school classes from abroad. In general the number 

of exchange visits in the past three years is low (means between 0.3 and 1.3 on a scale 

from 0 to 3). Also teachers of all educational systems report only infrequent involvement 

in organising exchange visits (means between 0.1 and 1.3).  

There are also only small differences in studentsô report of received opportunities for 

school language projects. In general the reported participation is low (means between 0.2 

and 0.7 on a scale from 0 to 3). There are however considerable differences in the 

number of school language projects which teachers report organising, such as a 

language club, language competition, European Day of Languages, language projects, 

pen friends or excursions. Teachers in Estonia, Poland and Slovenia report the greatest 

involvement in school language projects (mean above 1.0 on a scale from 0 to 4) and 

teachers in the Netherlands and Sweden the least involvement (mean less than 0.5).  

5.4.4 Staff from other language communities 

According to the Action Plan 2004-2006 (2003) all secondary schools should be 

encouraged to host staff from other language communities. 

5.4.4.1 Guest teachers from abroad (PQ) 

Substantial differences are observed between educational systems in the proportion of 

schools receiving guest teachers from abroad (or other language communities). In the 

German Community of Belgium, the French Community of Belgium (for the second TL), 

Bulgaria (for the second TL), Spain and Malta the highest proportion of school principals 

report receiving a guest teacher in the previous school year (20% or more for one or both 

TLs). In the Flemish Community of Belgium, Greece, Croatia, Poland and Portugal, and 

for both TLs, less than 5% of school principals report receiving a guest teacher from 

abroad. 

5.4.4.2 Training to teach TL as a foreign language (TQ)  

We also assessed whether teachers have received training to teach the TL as a foreign 

language.  

Differences between educational systems are observed in the proportion of foreign 

language teachers that have the TL as a first language (defined as a language spoken at 

home before the age of five). In the German Community of Belgium 92% of the teachers 

of the first TL (French) and in Malta 54% of the teachers of the first TL (English) have the 
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TL as a first language. More than 20% of teachers of the second TL in the French 

Community of Belgium, Spain, France, the Netherlands and Sweden have the TL as a 

first language. However, in Bulgaria, Estonia and Poland less than 10% of teachers (of 

both TLs) have the TL as a first language.  

In all educational systems, at least 75% of teachers have received initial or in-service 

training in teaching the TL as a foreign language. The two educational systems with the 

least teachers trained to teach the TL as a foreign language are France and Sweden. 

5.4.5 Language learning for all 

A language-friendly school is a school where speakers of all languages feel welcome. A 

group of students specifically mentioned are immigrants. In 2008 the Council affirms that 

ñto help them integrate successfully, sufficient support should be provided to migrants to 

enable them to learn the language(s) of the host country, while members of the host 

communities should be encouraged to show an interest in the cultures of newcomersò 

(Council of Europe 2008). 

In nine educational systems more than 10% of the first and/or second TL students have 

an immigrant background, meaning that their parent(s) were born in another country: the 

three communities of Belgium, France, Greece, Croatia, the Netherlands and Sweden. 

The indices of the policy issue óLanguage learning for allô will only be described for those 

educational systems where more than 10% of the students have an immigrant 

background.  

5.4.5.1 Provisions for help in mastering the host language and of formal education in the 

language or languages of origin (PQ) 

Considerable differences are found between the nine educational systems in provision for 

help in mastering the host language and in the provision of formal education in the 

language(s) of origin, as reported by principals. In three of the nine educational systems 

more than 60% of schools offer help in mastering the host language: the Flemish and 

German Communities of Belgium, and Sweden. In two educational systems less than 

30% of schools offer such help: Greece and the Netherlands (first TL). 

In Sweden more than 80% of schools offer formal education in the language(s) of origin. 

In all other educational systems this provision is much less common. In the German 

Community of Belgium and Croatia between 20 and 40% of schools offer formal 

education in the language(s) of origin and in the Flemish Community of Belgium about 10 

to 20%; in the five other educational systems fewer than 10% of the schools offer this. 

In contrast to the considerable differences as reported by schools in offers of help, fewer 

differences are found between the educational systems in the number of students with an 

immigrant background who report receiving help in mastering the host language, or 

formal education in the language(s) of origin.  

The proportion of immigrant students reporting receipt of extra help in mastering the host 

language is relatively low (less than 25%), except in Greece,  where more than 25% of 
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immigrant students reported receiving extra help; this despite the fact that the proportion 

of schools providing extra help is comparatively low. 

The proportion of immigrant students that report receipt of formal education in the 

language(s) of origin is also low (less than 20%) in seven of the nine educational 

systems. In Greece and in Sweden more than 20% of immigrant students reported 

receiving formal education in the language(s) of origin. For Sweden this is in line with the 

report of principals, but for Greece it is not. 

5.4.6 Foreign language teaching approach 

The EU does not promote a particular teaching method with a clear defined set of 

activities, but rather a broad holistic approach to teaching in which emphasis is placed 

upon communicative ability and multilingual comprehension. According to the Action Plan 

2004-2006 (2003 8) ñthe emphasis should be on effective communicative ability: active 

skills rather than passive knowledgeò during secondary education.  

5.4.6.1 Emphasis on language competences (TQ) 

Only small differences are found between educational systems in the relative emphasis 

teachers place on the four communicative skills (Writing, Speaking, Listening, and 

Reading), three linguistic competences (Vocabulary, Grammar, Pronunciation) and the 

aspect Culture and literature. 

In all educational systems least emphasis is placed on Culture and literature in 

comparison to the other aspects of language learning (Writing, Speaking, Listening, 

Reading, Vocabulary, Grammar and Pronunciation).  

In all educational systems the differences in emphasis on the four communicative 

competences (Speaking, Listening, Reading and Writing) tend to be quite small. In most 

educational systems least emphasis is placed on Writing, especially in Poland, and most 

emphasis on Speaking, especially in Slovenia. Departing from this general picture, in 

France it is Reading which receives least emphasis, while in the Netherlands it is Reading 

which receives most emphasis).  

Of the three linguistic competences (Vocabulary, Grammar, Pronunciation), most 

emphasis is reported to be placed on Vocabulary in all educational systems, especially in 

Poland and Slovenia. The difference in emphasis between Grammar and Pronunciation is 

quite small.  

5.4.6.2 Use of the TL during lessons (TQ, SQ) 

We have found clear differences between educational systems in the teachersô and 

studentsô use of the TL during foreign language lessons as reported by teachers and 

students.  

On average teachers report that they ñusuallyò use the TL during their lessons (means 

between 2.0 and 3.6 on a scale from 0 to 4). Studentsô reports of teachers using the TL 

are slightly lower (means between 1.7 and 3.3). Teachers of both TLs claim more 
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frequent use of the TL in the German Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, France and 

Croatia.  Teachers in Malta are more likely to claim this for the first TL (English).  In the 

Netherlands teachers of both TLs report least often that they speak the TL during 

lessons. 

There are also considerable differences between educational systems in studentsô use of 

the TL during lessons as reported by teachers and students. On average teachers report 

that students speak the TL ñnow and thenò during lessons (the means are between 1.6 

and 2.7 on a scale from 0 to 4). Students reports of their own TL use are slightly lower 

(means between 1.2 and 2.5).  

According to both teachers and students, first TL students tend to speak the language 

more during lessons than students of the second TL. An exception is the Flemish 

Community of Belgium, where students of the second TL (English) are reported as 

speaking it more often during their lessons than students of the first TL (French).  

Teachers of the second TL in Greece, Malta, the Netherlands and Portugal report the 

lowest use of the language by students during lessons.. Studentsô report of their own TL 

use is lowest in the Netherlands and in Poland.   

5.4.6.3 Emphasis on similarities between languages (SQ) 

The European Commission emphasises the potential value of a multilingual 

comprehension approach (European Commission 2008), ñIt is important that schools and 

training institutions adopt a holistic approach to the teaching of language, which makes 

appropriate connections between the teaching of ómother tongueô, óforeignô languages, the 

language of instruction, and the languages of migrant communities; such policies will help 

children to develop the full range of their communicative abilities. In this context, 

multilingual comprehension approaches can be of particular value because they 

encourage learners to become aware of similarities between languages, which is the 

basis for developing receptive multilingualismò (Action Plan 2004 - 2006, 2003, p. 9).  

Students report that teachers sometimes or quite often point out similarities between the 

TL and other languages when teaching (means between 1.2 and 2.1 on a scale from 0 to 

3). The differences between educational systems are rather small. In Bulgaria students 

for both languages report most often that their teacher points out similarities between the 

TL and languages familiar to them.  

5.4.6.4 Studentsô perception of TL, TL learning and TL lessons (SQ) 

Studentsô perceptions regarding foreign language learning and foreign language lessons 

were also assessed, as such perceptions may provide important insights. The European 

study of pupilsô skills in English (Bonnet 2002) showed marked differences between the 

pupils of various countries in the perceived importance and appreciation of English.  

Only small differences are observed between educational systems in studentsô perceived 

usefulness of the TL and TL learning. Students of English (the first TL in all educational 

systems except the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium) judge it more useful 

than students of other languages. Maltese students find English most useful (mean 2 on 

a scale from 0 to 3) and French students find English least useful (mean 1.4). Regarding 
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languages other than English, only in Sweden do students tested in the second TL, which 

is Spanish, say it is hardly useful at all (mean 0.2). In the other educational systems 

students find the other TL moderately useful (the mean is between 0.6 and 1.4).  

Similarly, only small differences are observed between educational systems in studentsô 

perceived difficulty of learning the TL. In both Malta and Sweden students tested in the 

first TL (English) say they find learning the TL on average quite easy (mean 1.0 on a 

scale from 0 to 3). In all other educational systems students report finding learning the TL 

more difficult (means between 1.3 and 2.1). In most educational systems students of the 

second TL find learning the TL slightly more difficult than students of the first TL, except 

in the Flemish Community of Belgium and in France.  

With regard to studentsô attitude towards their lessons, teachers and textbook(s), again 

only very small differences between educational systems are found (means from 2.7 to 

3.4). Overall students are positive about their TL lessons, teachers and textbook(s). 

5.4.6.5  Compulsory foreign language learning (SQ)  

In all but one educational system, most students of the first TL indicate that they are 

studying it because it is compulsory. The French Community of Belgium is the only 

educational system that has a large proportion of students (40%) who indicate that they 

chose the TL from among available compulsory foreign language options.  

Concerning the second TL there are only five educational systems where most students 

report studying it because it is compulsory: the Flemish and German Communities of 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Poland and Portugal. In Spain, Croatia and Slovenia most 

second TL students indicate that they chose it as an optional subject. In the other seven 

educational systems most second TL students indicate that they chose the TL from 

among available compulsory foreign language options. 

5.5 Teacher initial and in-service training 

5.5.1 Teachersô access to high quality initial and continuous training 

Improving the quality of initial teacher education and ensuring that all practising teachers 

take part in continuous professional development has been identified as key factors in 

ensuring the quality of school education (Commission of the European Communities 

2007b). European policies and actions have, to a large extent, been aimed at the 

language teacher. The Council affirmed in 2008 that ñQuality teaching is essential for 

successful learning at any age and efforts should therefore be made to ensure that 

language teachers have a solid command of the language they teach, have access to 

high quality initial and continuous training and possess the necessary intercultural skills. 

As part of language teacher training, exchange programmes between Member States 

should be actively encouraged and supportedò (Council of Europe 2008). 
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5.5.1.1 Educational level, certification and specialisation of teachers (TQ) 

Most teachers of the TL indicate that they have completed ISCED 5A or higher. In the 

Netherlands most teachers indicate that they have completed ISCED 5B, as do most 

teachers of the first TL in the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium. 

In all educational systems most teachers of both TLs have a full certificate. In the French 

Community of Belgium, the German Community of Belgium (first TL) and Estonia there is 

a noticeable proportion of teachers who report that they have provisional or temporary 

certification (20% or more). In the Netherlands, Slovenia and Sweden 5% or more of 

teachers for both TLs report that they do not have a certificate.  

In all but one educational system most teachers of both TLs are completely specialised in 

teaching languages or in teaching only the TL (that is, they only teach languages). Only in 

the Flemish Community of Belgium do most first TL teachers (46%) indicate that they can 

teach languages and one other subject.  

In five educational systems most teachers of both TLs specialise completely in teaching 

only the TL: France, Greece, Malta, the Netherlands and Poland (between 28% and 

87%). France has relatively the largest number of teachers completely specialized inz the 

first TL (87%). For second TL the Netherlands has 72% and France 69% of teachers who 

teach only the TL. In contrast, in the three Belgian communities and in Portugal there are 

hardly any teachers who teach only the TL (less than 5%).  

5.5.1.2 Teacher shortage (PQ) 

There are large differences between educational systems in the proportions of schools 

that report TL teacher shortage. The highest proportions of school principals (50% or 

more) reporting teacher shortage over the past five years are found in the French and 

German Communities of Belgium for both TLs. In Sweden and the Netherlands many 

school principals report teacher shortages for the second TL and in the Flemish 

Community of Belgium and in Bulgaria for the first TL. The lowest proportions (less than 

5%) of school principals reporting teacher shortage are found in Malta, Spain, Greece 

and Portugal.  

5.5.1.3 Financial incentives for in-service training (PQ, TQ)  

Substantial differences are observed between educational systems in the number of 

financial incentives reported as being available to teachers from school for in-service 

training. Principals in Slovenia, Estonia and Croatia (for the first TL) report on average 

that their teachers can get more than 2.5 different financial incentives for in-service 

training (on a scale from 0 to 4) from their school. In France, Malta and Portugal the 

number of financial incentives is on average somewhat lower (means less than 0.8).  

However, teachersô report of the number of financial incentives available to them show 

smaller differences between educational systems. Teachers of both TLs in the Flemish 

Community of Belgium and Slovenia report that on average two or more financial 

incentives are available to them (on a scale from 0 to 4). Teachers in Malta, Greece 

(second TL) and Portugal report on average that fewer than one financial incentive is 

available to them.  



 

63 

 

5.5.1.4 Organisation of in-service training (TQ) and in-service training obligatory or 

required for promotion (TQ) 

In the three Belgian communities, Bulgaria (the second TL), Estonia, France (first TL), 

Croatia, the Netherlands (first TL), Slovenia and Sweden (first TL), more than 50% of 

teachers report that they can follow in-service training during their working hours with a 

substitute teacher taking over their classes. In contrast, in Spain, Malta and Portugal 

more than 50% of the teachers report that they can only participate in in-service training 

outside their working hours.  

As reported by teachers there are considerable differences between educational systems 

in whether in-service training is obligatory and whether it is required for promotion. In 

Croatia and Malta more than 80% of teachers report that participation in in-service 

training is an obligation. In the French Community of Belgium, Spain, Estonia and Greece 

over half of teachers report that in-service training is obligatory.  

In Bulgaria, Poland, Portugal and Slovenia more than 40 % of teachers report that in-

service training is required for promotion. The figure is lower in Estonia and Croatia (20-

40%) and lower still in other educational systems (less than 20%).  

5.5.1.5 Mode and focus of in-service training (TQ) 

Even though virtually all teachers have participated in in-service training at least once 

over the past five years, substantial differences are found between educational systems 

in how teachers participated: in their own school, in another institute in their educational 

system, in an institute abroad (in a TL-speaking country or another country), or online. In 

the French Community of Belgium, Spain, Estonia, Croatia, Poland and Slovenia 

teachers participated in in-service training on average in more than two ways. In all other 

educational systems on average teachers participated in 1.5 to 2 different ways. 

We found small differences between educational systems in the general focus of the in-

service training which teachers followed. In almost all educational systems teachers of 

both TLs followed more in-service training on language related themes than on teaching 

related themes. Only in the Netherlands and Sweden is the reverse reported by first TL 

teachers.  The strongest focus on language-related themes is found in the German 

Community of Belgium (first TL), Estonia (both TLs) and France (second TL).  

5.5.2 A period of work or study in another country for teachers 

In the Action Plan 2004-2006 (2003. 34-35) it is recommended that future teachers 

should stay for an extended period in the country where the language to be taught is 

spoken.  

5.5.2.1 Financial incentives for exchange visits and stays abroad from the government 

(NQ) 

National Research Coordinators were asked whether the government in their country 

(including local, regional, state and national government) offers financial incentives for 
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exchange visits or stays abroad for (foreign language) teachers. In seven educational 

systems the government offers financial incentives to (foreign language) teachers of all 

ISCED levels for exchange visits or stays abroad both during initial training and on-the-

job (in the Flemish Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Spain, Malta, the Netherlands, 

Poland and Slovenia). In seven other educational systems the government does not offer 

financial incentives to teachers in any of the ISCED levels. In Greece, the government 

does offer financial incentives to teachers in all ISCED levels for exchange visits or stays 

abroad on-the-job, but not during initial training. In England, the government offers 

financial incentives for exchange visits or stays abroad to teachers in ISCED1 only, both 

during their initial training and on-the-job. 

5.5.2.2 Funding of exchange visits (PQ) 

In almost all (fourteen) educational systems less than 40% of the school principals report 

any of the teachers or guest teachers receiving funding for exchange visits in the 

previous school year, through the European Union, the government or benefactors. Only 

in the German Community of Belgium do more than half of the schools reporte guest 

teachers receiving such funding. In Greece, Croatia, Poland and Sweden the percentage 

of schools with guest teachers for one or both TLs who received funding is less than 

10%. 

5.5.2.3 Teachersô exchange visits (PQ) and stays in the target culture (TQ) 

According to principals in all educational systems very few schools have TL teachers who 

have participated in exchange visits. Educational systems in which more than 10% of 

schools have such teachers are the French Community of Belgium (second TL), Bulgaria, 

Spain and Poland (first TL).  

Substantial differences are found between educational systems, however, in the number 

of visits by teachers to TL-speaking countries for longer than one month, for a range of 

reasons (for holidays, for study or courses, for teaching, for other jobs than teaching or 

living with their family). Teachers report extended stays in a TL speaking country for the 

greatest number of reasons in Greece, Poland and Sweden for the second TL, and in 

Spain and France for both TLs (a mean higher than 1.5 on a scale from 0 to 5). Teachers 

who least often report stays longer than a month in a TL speaking country (a mean less 

than 0.5) are found in Bulgaria, Estonia and Portugal for the first TL, which is English.  

5.5.3 Use of existing European language assessment tools 

Another effort to increase foreign language competence and motivation for foreign 

language learning of both teachers and their pupils is the use of the European Language 

Portfolio (Council of Europe, 2008a), which is based upon the CEFR (Council of Europe, 

2008b). In 2008, the council invited Member States to ñuse existing tools to confirm 

language knowledge, such as the Council of Europe's European Language Portfolio and 

the Europass Language Portfolioò (Council of the Europe, 2008). 
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5.5.3.1 National recommendation for the use of the CEFR (NQ) 

The use of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is recommended, or 

sometimes made obligatory, by the central (or highest level) authorities in fourteen 

educational systems and in ten of those educational systems for all five purposes stated 

in the NQ (curriculum or syllabus development, teacher training, testing or assessment, 

development or selection of instructional materials, and communication with 

stakeholders). In Spain and Croatia the CEFR is not recommended for communication 

with stakeholders. In the Netherlands and Poland the CEFR is obligatory or 

recommended (Poland) for curriculum or syllabus development only. In the French 

Community of Belgium and England the CEFR is not recommended or obligatory for any 

purpose  

5.5.3.2 Teachersô use of the CEFR and training in its use (TQ) 

We have found considerable differences between educational systems in the extent to 

which teachers have received training in the CEFR and use the CEFR. The percentages 

of teachers who received training in the use of the CEFR vary between 22% and 84%. In 

Estonia, France and the Netherlands more than 60% of the teachers of both TLs received 

training, in the German Community of Belgium more than 60% of the first TL (French) 

teachers and in Malta the second TL (Italian) teachers. Less than 25% of the teachers of 

English in Sweden (first TL), the French Community of Belgium (first TL), and the Flemish 

Community of Belgium (second TL) received training in the use of the CEFR.  

Overall teachers do not use the CEFR very often. In Bulgaria, Estonia, and France both 

teachers of the first and second TL report they use the CEFR ñsometimesò, or slightly 

more (means are between 1.0 and 1.5), as well as teachers of the first TL in the German 

Community of Belgium, and teachers of the second TL in Spain, Greece, Malta and 

Slovenia. The other teachers report that they use the CEFR on average less than this. 

5.5.3.3 Teachersô use of a language portfolio and training in its use (TQ) 

The differences between educational systems in the use of and in the training in the use 

of a language portfolio are smaller than for the CEFR. Between 17% and 73% of the 

teachers report having had some training in the use of a language portfolio. In Estonia, 

France, and Greece more than half of the teachers of both TLs received some training. 

Only in the French Community of Belgium have less than 25% of the teachers of the first 

TL and in Portugal less than 25% of the teachers of the second TL received training.  

However, the actual use of a portfolio is far smaller. In all educational systems less than 

25% of teachers report that they use a language portfolio.  

5.5.4 Practical experience 

Foreign language teaching requires considerable practical skills. According to the Action 

Plan 2004-2006 (2003) ñInitial training should equip language teachers with a basic 

ótoolkitô of practical skills and techniques, through training in the classroomò. 
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5.5.4.1 Duration of in-school teaching placement (TQ) 

We have found small differences between educational systems in the duration of the 

traineeships or in the in-school teaching placement that teachers report. Greece and 

Slovenia have the smallest mean duration of in-school teaching placement (close to 1 

month) whereas Croatia and Portugal have a mean of about 3 months. The other 

educational systems fall somewhere in between. There is a notable difference between 

teachers of the first and second TL in the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium, 

France and Greece; in these educational systems teachers of the first TL have had 

longer in-school teaching placements than teachers of the second TL. 

5.5.4.2 Experience in teaching (TQ) 

We found only small differences between educational systems in the number of years 

teachers have been teaching the TL. In most educational systems teachers have been 

teaching the TL between 10 and 20 years. In Estonia (second TL) teachers have on 

average more than 20 years of experience and in Poland (first TL) and Sweden (second 

TL) teachers have somewhat less than 10 years of experience. 

There are substantial differences between educational systems in the number of 

languages teachers report teaching over the past five years and in the number of years 

they report teaching languages other than the TL.  

In Bulgaria, France, Croatia (second TL), Greece, Malta, the Netherlands (second TL) 

and Poland teachers have somewhat less experience in teaching other languages than in 

other educational systems: they have taught on average other languages for less than 

two years and on average less than 1.3 other languages.  

In the Flemish and German Communities of Belgium (second TL), the French Community 

of Belgium (both TLs), Portugal (second TL) and Sweden (first TL) teachers have on 

average more experience: they have taught on average other languages for more than 

ten years and taught on average 1.75 other languages. Other educational systems fall 

somewhere in between.  

5.6 Main findings  

Early language learning: Students generally reported an early onset of foreign language 

learning (SQ), but the differences between educational systems are still considerable: 

between 1st grade of ISCED 1 and 5th grade. Due to the different onset and different 

testing grades the duration of TL learning also differs considerably: between one and ten 

years for the first TL and between one and five years for the second TL. Also the amount 

of current foreign and TL lesson time a week (SQ) differs considerably between 

educational systems: between three and eight hours, of which between two and four 

hours are devoted to TL lessons. 

Diversity and order of foreign languages offered: In all educational systems it is most 

common for students to learn two foreign languages or even three, but on average we do 

find differences between educational systems in the number of languages learned (SQ): 

from on average 1.5 to 2.8. The number of modern foreign languages and ancient 
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languages schools offer (PQ) differs also clearly between educational systems: from on 

average a little more than two up to four foreign languages. 

Informal language learning opportunities: Overall, the use of the TL at home (SQ), the 

number of first languages (SQ) and the exposure to the TL in the living environment (SQ) 

is low. However, considerable differences were found between educational systems in 

the perceived TL knowledge of the studentsô parents (SQ): from just a little to quite good. 

Also the informal language learning opportunities through visits abroad differ substantially 

between educational systems: from on average less than once in the past three years to 

more than one and a half times on average. 

The clearest differences between educational systems were found in the informal 

language learning opportunities through media. Five educational systems use dubbing (or 

voice-over), whereas half of the educational systems use only subtitles (NQ) on television 

and in movies. Also studentsô TL exposure through traditional and new media (SQ) differs 

substantially. In general, exposure through traditional and new media is higher for the first 

TL than for the second TL.  

Schoolôs foreign language specialisation: The percentage of schools reporting that 

they offer Content and Language Integrated Learning (PQ) ranges from less than 10% to 

above 30%. Three educational systems have quite high specialist language profiles (PQ) 

and only in two educational systems do schools on average show very low specialist 

language profiles. There are considerable differences between educational systems in 

the proportion of schools that report to offer extra lessons in foreign languages (PQ): from 

less than 60% to 100%. However, fewer differences between educational systems were 

found in studentsô reported participation in extra lessons (SQ): from less than 20% to 

more than 40% of the students. 

ICT facilities to enhance foreign language learning and teaching: Considerable 

differences were found between educational systems regarding the presence of a 

multimedia lab (PQ) in schools (from less than 25% to more than 45% of the schools) and 

the presence of a virtual learning environment (PQ) (from less than 10% to over 45% of 

the schools). The availability of software for language assessment and language teaching 

(PQ) is, however, overall quite low. We have also found few differences between 

educational systems in the use of ICT. Overall teachers tend to use ICT for teaching 

outside their lessons (TQ) quite often. Less frequently, they use ICT devices during their 

lessons (TQ) and they do not very often use web content (TQ) for their classes. Overall, 

students use the computer outside school (SQ) often for various reasons. They use the 

computer for TL homework (SQ) less often.  

Intercultural exchanges: According to the national information, the governments in most 

(nine) educational systems fund intercultural exchanges (NQ) for students at all 

educational levels; only in five educational systems does the government not fund 

intercultural exchanges for students. Also principals report considerable differences in 

funding of student exchanges (PQ) between educational systems. Despite the differences 

in funding, the received opportunities for exchange visits (SQ) are overall rather low and 

studentsô participation in school language projects (SQ) is overall low as well. Also 

teachers of all educational systems report being involved only infrequently in organising 

exchange visits (TQ). We did find considerable differences, though, in the number of 

school language projects organised (TQ) by the teachers.  
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Staff from other language communities: We have found substantial differences 

between educational systems in the proportion of schools receiving guest teachers from 

abroad (PQ): from less than 5% of schools to 20% or more. Despite the differences 

between educational systems in the proportion of teachers with the TL as a first language 

(TQ) (between less than 10% and more than 20%), in all educational systems more than 

75% of the teachers received initial or in-service training in teaching the TL as a foreign 

language (TQ).  

Language learning for all: In nine educational systems more than 10% of the first TL 

and/or second TL students have an immigrant background. In contrast to the 

considerable differences found in the provisions for help in mastering the host language 

(PQ) (less than 30% and more than 60% of the schools) and in the provision of formal 

education in the language or languages of origin (PQ) (between less than 40% and more 

than 80% of the schools), we found few differences between the nine educational 

systems in the amount of students with an immigrant background that received help in 

mastering the host language (SQ) and received formal education in the language(s) of 

origin (SQ).  

Foreign language teaching approach: We found only small differences between 

educational systems in the relative emphasis teachers place on the four communicative 

skills (Writing, Speaking, Listening, and Reading), three linguistic competences 

(Vocabulary, Grammar, Pronunciation) and Culture and literature. In all educational 

systems least emphasis is placed on ñCulture and literatureò. We have found clear 

differences in the use of the TL during lessons. Teachers use the TL (TQ) during their 

lessons ñevery now and thenò or ñusuallyò and, according to the teachers, students use 

the TL (TQ) ñnow and thenò during lessons, but students of the first TL more often than 

students of the second TL. Overall, students report that teachers ñsometimesò to ñquite 

oftenò point out similarities between the TL and other languages (SQ) when teaching.  

Most students of the first TL indicate that they are studying it because the TL is 

compulsory (SQ). In contrast, in ten educational systems most students report that the 

second TL is to some extent optional. Overall students have a positive attitude towards 

their TL lessons, teachers and textbook(s) (SQ). The perceived usefulness of the TL and 

TL learning (SQ) tends to be higher for English than for other languages. In most 

educational systems perceived difficulty of the learning of the TL (SQ) is a bit higher for 

the second TL than for the first TL. 

Teachersô access to high quality initial training: In some educational systems a 

substantial percentage of schools report TL teacher shortage (PQ) (from less than 10% to 

50% or more of the schools). Most teachers of the TL indicate that they have a high 

educational level (TQ) (ISCED 5A or higher). In all educational systems most teachers of 

both TLs have a full certification (TQ) and in all but one educational system most 

teachers are completely specialised in teaching languages (TQ) or specialised in 

teaching only the TL.  

Teachersô access to high quality in-service training: We found substantial differences 

between educational systems in the number of financial incentives from school for in-

service training (PQ) that teachers can get (on average less than one to on average 

almost three). However, we found smaller differences between educational systems in 

the teachersô report of the number of financial incentives for in-service training (TQ) 

available to them from school or elsewhere (on average less than one to on average 
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two).  

As reported by the teachers there are considerable differences between educational 

systems in the percentage of teachers reporting that in-service training is obligatory (TQ) 

(from less than 20% to 90%) and that it is required for promotion (TQ) (from less than 

10% to over 40%). Also the organisation of in-service training (TQ) differs between 

educational systems, even though in most educational systems most teachers report that 

they can follow in-service training during their working hours with a substitute teacher 

taking over their classes.  

The majority of the teachers have participated in in-service training at least once over the 

past five years. Overall, the general focus of the in-service training (TQ) tends to be on 

training with language related themes rather than on training with teaching related 

themes. We did find differences between educational systems in the mode of in-service 

training over the past five years (e.g. in their own school or on-line).  

A period of work or study in another country for teachers: In seven educational 

systems the government does not offer financial incentives for exchange visits and stays 

abroad (NQ) to teachers in any of the ISCED levels, in the other educational systems it 

does so for all or some (future) teachers. In all but one educational system less than 40% 

of school principals report that in the previous school year any of the teachers or guest 

teachers received funding for exchange visits (PQ). Very few schools (less than 20%) 

have teachers of the TL who have participated in exchange visits (PQ). We found 

differences between educational systems, however, in the number of different reasons for 

which teachers stayed in a TL speaking country for longer than one month (from less 

than one reason on average to more than two reasons on average).  

Use of existing European language assessment tools: In thirteen educational 

systems the use of the Common European Framework of Reference is recommended 

(NQ) by the central (or highest level) authorities. We have found considerable differences 

between educational systems in the extent to which teachers have received training in 

the CEFR and use the CEFR (TQ): between 22% and 84% of the teachers received 

training. Overall teachers do not appear to use the CEFR very often (TQ).  

The differences between educational systems in the use of and in the training in the use 

of a language portfolio (TQ) are smaller than for the CEFR. Between 17 and 73% of the 

teachers report having some training in the use of a language portfolio. However, the 

actual use of a portfolio is far smaller: less than 25% of the teacher report that they use a 

language portfolio.  

Practical Experience: We have found small differences between educational systems in 

the duration of traineeships or in the in-school teaching placement (TQ) that teachers 

report : from close to one month to on average three months. Also the differences in 

teaching experiences are not great. In most educational systems teachers have 10 to 20 

yearsô experience in teaching the TL (TQ). We have found substantial differences 

between educational systems in the number of languages teachers have taught (TQ) 

over the past five years and in the number of yearsô experience in teaching other 

languages than the TL (TQ).  
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6 Relation of context factors with foreign language 

proficiency 

6.1 Introduction 

To measure and compare language proficiency levels in school settings across Europe is 

a challenging task. Languages are introduced at very different ages, taught with different 

duration and intensity, and as compulsory or optional subjects. Exposure to languages 

outside school varies, as does the impact of the culture which the language represents. It 

is the questionnaire data which allow us to interpret the language test outcomes and to 

detect context factors that are related to foreign language achievement. Indices of three 

questionnaires have been included in the regressions ï Student, Teacher and Principal 

questionnaires - referred to hereafter as SQ, TQ and PQ. 

In this chapter the relationship between contextual factors that are related to foreign 

language achievement and the results on language tests are described. Regression 

analyses have been done for educational systems, languages and skills separately. For 

the skills of Listening and Reading there is one score per student; for Writing the students 

received scores for two aspects; communication and language. 

All the regressions have been carried out separately for each educational system, each 

target language and each skill. Any index that shows no variance within the educational 

systems has therefore not been included in the regressions, as an effect of a variable that 

is constant cannot be demonstrated. A detailed description of the regression analyses 

can be found in Chapter 12 of the ESLC Technical Report. 

Technical notes: Below are some technical notes to assist readers in the interpretation 

of the results presented in this chapter. 

1) The effects of student-level indices that are described in this chapter are based 
on Bayesian T-tests on expected school means, based on regression models 
including all student-level indices; differences of more than two standard 
deviations are considered significant. The effects are conditional effects, 
corrected for the effects of all other student-level indices. 

2) For this chapter we used a rule-of-thumb for determining whether an overall 
effect is found or not. This rule-of-thumb is: if two thirds of the effects are in the 
same direction (either positive or negative) and one third of the effects are 
significant, we say that there is an overall effect. 

3) To ensure anonymity and participation of teachers, the survey was designed 
such that no direct link can be made between individual teachers and students. 
As a consequence there is no direct link between information from the TQ and 
language proficiency. For this reason the information from the TQ was 
aggregated to the school level. That is, characteristics of teachers are used for 
explaining differences between schools. 

4) The school-level indices (based on TQ and PQ) have been correlated with the 
plausible school means from the student-level regressions. These are marginal 
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effects, which means that they are not corrected for the effects of other school-
level indices. The calculation of conditional effects was not possible for two 
reasons: (1) The number of schools in educational systems is too small 
(maximum approximately 70 schools per educational system and target 
language); (2) There are too many missing responses for individual 
questionnaire items. For the calculation of conditional effects, a missing 
response of a school for one or more TQ or PQ indices would exclude the 
school from the analysis, leaving too few schools in the analysis to find reliable 
results. 

5) Chapter 3 of the ESLC Technical Report explains why indices have been 
included in the conceptual framework. In the present chapter we briefly 
introduce each policy issue before describing the effects. Where effects are 
termed ñexpectedò or ñunexpectedò this reflects the original premise for the 
policy issue and hence for including an index in the conceptual framework.  

6) Not all SQ indices have been included in the regressions, as many indices are 
highly correlated. Inclusion of highly correlated indices in a regression would 
mean that effects would compensate for each other and disappear. Therefore, 
we have included the most informative index of pairs or groups of correlated 
indices of each policy issue. This has also been done for school-level indices 
(based on TQ and PQ), although we did not calculate conditional effects for 
these. 

7) Differences in properties of the populations between educational systems and 
target languages are of much less importance for interpreting the results of the 
regressions than for interpreting the results of the analyses described in 
Chapters 5 and 8.3 about the context of foreign language teaching. The reason 
for this is that we describe the regression effects in general and we do not 
compare educational systems or target languages. 

All regression effects described in this chapter can be found in the EXCEL file ESLC 

Appendix all tables 4-5-6.xls   supplied with this report. 

6.2 The effect of a basis for lifelong learning of foreign languages 

6.2.1 Early language learning 

Early language learning is one of the issues highlighted in recent policy documents which 

the EU is planning to work on in the immediate future (European Commission 2008). 

Starting foreign language education at an earlier age usually coincides with an increased 

duration of foreign language education and an increased total teaching time for foreign 

language education. Foreign language teaching time and onset may vary between 

individual students because the target language may be a curricular option, changes of 

school and/or programmes may have occurred and the national curriculum may have 

changed during the educational career of students. Therefore, we measured the student-

level effect of onset of foreign language learning and the time spent weekly on target 

language learning (lessons and homework). 

The index óOnset of foreign language teachingô represents the earliest international grade 

in which students say they were taught one or more foreign languages. 
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For the majority of educational systems, languages and skills, the effect of óOnset of 

foreign language teachingô is negative, which means that an earlier onset of foreign 

language teaching means a higher score on the language tests. This is even truer for 

Writing - for which the majority of the negative effects are significant - than for Reading 

and Listening. That some effects are not significant might be due to the fact that in some 

educational systems the variance of this index is small, which means that almost all 

students in an educational system had the same onset of foreign language teaching. 

In five educational systems the majority of the population has been taught foreign 

languages from grade 1 or before grade 1: the German Community of Belgium, Croatia, 

Malta, Poland and Spain. Educational systems that have a relatively late onset of foreign 

language learning (international grade 5) are the French and Flemish Communities of 

Belgium, Bulgaria and the Netherlands. 

The index óTarget language lesson time a weekô represents the lesson time students say 

they have for the target language per week. This index has been calculated on the basis 

of the reported number of lesson periods a week and the average duration of a lesson 

period for the target language. 

For the majority of educational systems, languages and skills, the effect of óTarget 

language lesson time a weekô is positive, although less than a half of the positive effects 

are significant. However, overall more lesson time for the target language per week 

means a higher score on the language tests, at least for Reading and Listening. For 

Writing several effects are even significantly negative, meaning that more lesson time 

goes with lower scores for Writing. However, also for Writing we found more significant 

effects that are positive than negative. 

Six educational systems have on average more than three hours of lesson time per week 

for target language: the French Community of Belgium (second target language), the 

German Community of Belgium (first target language), Spain (first target language), 

France (both target languages), Malta (first target language) and Portugal (first target 

language).  

The index óTarget language learning time a week for testsô represents the amount of time 

students say they spend for target language per week learning for tests and assignments. 

Likewise, the index óTarget language learning time a week for homeworkô represents the 

amount of time students say they spend per week on target language learning for 

homework. 

óTarget language learning time a week for testsô shows mixed effects, although the 

majority of the effects are negative; less than half of these negative effects are significant. 

For Writing several effects are even significantly positive, meaning that more learning 

time spent on preparing for tests is related to higher scores for Writing. However, overall 

more time spent on preparing for target language tests is related to a lower score on the 

language tests.  

óTarget language learning time a week for homeworkô shows the same mixed effects as 

óTarget language learning time for testsô. Overall, for Reading and Listening, more time 

spent on homework for the target language is related to a lower score on the language 

tests. For Writing, effects are about equally often positive as negative.  




























































































































































































































































































































