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CLIL AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE: FOUNDATIONS AND APPROACHES

In many countries some form of bilingual and/or multilingual education is promoted. This usually means (1) that part of the curriculum is taught in a different language than the mother tongue, (2) that subject matter is taught in a different language than the mother tongue (3) that (traditional) language teaching continues to play a role although adapted to the specific multilingual learning situation. In recent years this method has been addressed as Content and Language Integrated Learning, CLIL in short [1]. While the acronym is a synonym of Content-Based Language Teaching the terminology refers to more than simple word-play. It illustrates a significant shift of attention from teaching to learning.

One of the core developments of globalisation lies in the increased cooperation and communication across cultures. With this, the integrated competencies in foreign languages and intercultural communication are considered to be keys to successfully engaging and participating in modern life and society. The field of foreign language education is seen as a fundamental building block in fostering intercultural communicative competence (ICC). The dual focussed nature of CLIL-classrooms, i.e. the merging of a foreign language with content subject matter, seems to provide an ideal environment to initiate intercultural learning: content is never culturally neutral [2].

Content and Language Integrated Learning has clearly become a priority concern in the last decade in the European education debate as well. A key reason for this is that the European Commission is now heavily pushing its requirement that every citizen of Europe should speak two further languages in addition to their native language. In order to fulfil this requirement, many countries in the European Union have been opting for integrated forms of language and content communication for some time, and are introducing them to their school systems. As a result of the diverse educational traditions and language contexts, varying models of bilingual teaching have developed in Europe, which are worthwhile comparing because strengths and weaknesses of one’s own model become conspicuous through knowledge of the other models[3].
CLIL potentialities have been summarized as four essential principles: content, communication, cognition, and culture [4]. Their combination makes CLIL a very powerful tool to learn languages and subjects, proposed by European authorities as one of the best strategies to encourage languages learning. The relationship between all these elements demands a focus on methodology, on how subjects are taught and learnt in a foreign language. In this perspective the development of the cognitive dimension in language learning is the real challenge of CLIL.

CLIL type provision is a part of mainstream school education in the great majority of countries at primary and secondary levels. In around a third of them, it also occurs within pilot projects. CLIL exists solely within pilot projects in Belgium (the Flemish Community) and Lithuania.

Of the six countries in which CLIL provision is non-existent, this situation may be partly attributable to historical factors or geographical remoteness. The fact that a CLIL-based approach to learning is part of mainstream school provision does not mean that it is widespread. The situation in Luxembourg and Malta is most unusual in that these are the only countries in which CLIL type provision exists in all schools on a general basis. Elsewhere, it is apparently offered to only a minority of pupils and in just a few schools, mainly where it is part of organised provision in a target foreign language. The situation regarding the availability of CLIL type provision in one or more regional or minority languages varies more markedly in that it is relatively widespread in certain countries, including in particular Spain, Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom (Wales and Scotland). National statistical data available from a few countries indicate overall that this type of provision is offered to between 3 % and under 30 % of pupils at primary or secondary levels (or both). 

Initial experiments with CLIL have been linked to political and administrative factors (in particular the existence of several official state languages and cooperation agreements with neighbouring countries), geographical concerns (small territorial areas, border situations, regional languages or particularities) and demographic considerations (existence of minorities) associated with each country. 

Chronologically, countries with several official languages such as Belgium (the German-speaking Community), Luxembourg and Malta or with one or more regional or minority languages have generally been the first to introduce CLIL type provision in these target languages. Luxembourg and Malta in which CLIL is general practice, introduced it as early as the 19th century. Several countries that offer CLIL provision in regional and/or minority languages, namely Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia and the United Kingdom (Wales) introduced it at the end of the 1940s or in the 1950s.

CLIL type provision in one or more foreign languages has been introduced in later periods at dates that vary. A few experimental initiatives got under way in the 1950s or 1960s (in Estonia, Poland and Bulgaria), but generally this type of provision became available solely from the 1980s or 1990s (and irrespective of whether CLIL was already well established in one or more regional and/or minority languages). 

Aside from the differences to which attention has been drawn, most countries have introduced legislation to establish CLIL, or broadened provision of this kind since the beginning of the 1990s.

In the majority of countries, CLIL provision is offered at primary, lower secondary and upper secondary levels of education. Several countries, namely Belgium (the French and German-speaking Communities), Spain, Italy, Latvia, Poland (in the case of minority languages), Finland, the United Kingdom (Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland) and Romania (in the case of minority languages) also organise activities in another language from pre-primary level onwards. However, depending on the country, this provision varies very widely as it may be available throughout all or just some of the period of pre-primary education. Among other countries making this kind of provision available, the Czech Republic, Estonia and Bulgaria generally offer it at secondary level. In Poland and Romania, CLIL in a regional and/or minority language is provided in both primary and secondary education whereas CLIL in a foreign language is available at secondary level only. While the potential duration of CLIL provision corresponds at least to the period of compulsory education (i.e. a period of 9 or 10 years), its actual duration varies very widely in the majority of countries given the considerable autonomy of the schools concerned.

In general, involvement in CLIL type provision when it is an integral part of mainstream education is open to all pupils. However, some countries have established conditions governing access to CLIL and select the pupils concerned, particularly when the target language is a foreign language. This selection at the point of entry is often based on tests of some kind (written or oral examinations, interviews, etc.) with a view to identifying which pupils have a good general knowledge of curricular subject matter or aspects of the language used for CLIL.

The CLIL methodological approach seeking to foster the integrated learning of languages and other areas of curricular content is a fast developing phenomenon in Europe. At the European level, interest is growing in the approach which, according to various experts, carries with it many benefits for pupils and students. EU initiatives in the field of CLIL have in creased in recent years. Underlying them is the belief that young people should be more effectively prepared for the (multi)lingual and cultural requirements of a Europe in which mobility is expanding.

Aware of this challenge, national policy-makers in the field of education are taking a greater interest in CLIL and offering a wide variety of initiatives consistent with the different circumstances facing them. The present Eurydice survey has sought to review the diversity of this kind of provision in European countries. It is concerned solely with school contexts (other than language lessons) in which various subjects in the curriculum are taught using at least two languages.

Complementing the national profiles reported in the Eurydice survey, various teacher based publications within the framework of the European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz (ECML) provide insights into how CLIL is being carried out in more than 20 European countries. One important concluding fact, transversal to all these studies, is the predominance of the English language. If the pre-eminence of Global English is absolutely clear in EU schools as far as conventional foreign language teaching is concerned (Eurydice, 2005), this is also the case when we deal with CLIL provision, although it has been an opportunity for incorporating a greater number of other EU languages like French, Spanish, German and Italian. Although this type of education resembles the classic immersion type of school, one important difference stands out: contrary to some immersion programs, CLIL does give an important role to traditional language teaching. The relationship between these two facts, we suggest, is a possible interpretation to the provision of multilingual education programs integrating Global English and linguistic diversity.
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