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The concept of ‘convergence’ in language education: the importance of language in teaching and learning.

Mike Fleming
I plan to structure my talk in two sections as follows.

1) I will explain why the concept of ‘convergence’ is important in language education and why the Council of Europe sees this idea as central to language and quality education. I will look at different types of convergence and different reasons why convergence is important. I will also consider possible misunderstandings of what convergence means.

2) In the second part of my talk I will concentrate on one aspect of convergence – the use of language in subjects that are not normally seen as  ‘language orientated’  - history, science, geography etc.  I will explain why it is important that teachers at all levels (primary and secondary) and of all subjects need to recognise the importance of language in teaching and learning and adapt their teaching practices accordingly. So there is both a theoretical and strongly practical aspect to the concept of convergence, including when we consider language in other subjects.

Introduction

Let us start by thinking in very straightforward terms what the different elements of language education in a school whether primary or secondary are likely to be.  In other words let us forget about the term ‘convergence’ for the moment or any particular  models of language use but let us just build up a picture in a simple, ‘common’-sense’ way. When we talk about ‘language education in a school what should we think about?
The first most obvious one is the fact that language is used in order to teach subjects in the school. We refer to this as the language of schooling or language of instruction.  In many cases for example in the UK it is normally just one language (in this case English). In many contexts there is more than one language used for this purpose so as a general concept we tend to refer to the plural language(s) of schooling.  

In almost all school the language(s) of schooling is not just used as the medium of teaching and learning but it is also taught as language in its own right. We refer to this as language as subject and   in many cases it is just one language English in England, French in France, Italian in Italy. But again we need to acknowledge that there may be more than one language taught as language(s) as subject. 
In almost all secondary schools and many primary school pupils will learn one or more foreign languages. We need to add that to our list including the fact that some schools teach classical languages so the next category is foreign and classical languages. (Notice this is also teaching language as subject – something I will return to)
So far this seems very logical and straightforward and, some years ago  it have been tempting to say that we have now described all the language elements in schools but we haven’t quite finished yet. We need to add at least two more categories to the list.
One is to recognise the fact that the first language of many children may be different from the language(s) of schooling. In the modern world where there is more movement across borders than ever before it is highly likely that this will be the case. They may be migrant languages or other minority languages such as regional languages
.  Such languages may not be taught as part of the official curriculum in the school but they are important are need to be acknowledged in any comprehensive overview of language in education. So we need to include the category of regional, minority and migration languages.
We are still not yet finished!  We need to add one other category which is the language used by all subjects in the curriculum. In the past this aspect of language education was largely ignored for two related reasons. First of all it was assumed that the specific subject(s) devoted to language would teach pupils all they needed to know about language in order for the pupils to apply those skills in the different subjects.  Secondly language was simply taken for granted as developing naturally – something we do like breathing without thinking. So our final category is language in other subjects
These are the different elements that make up the Council Of Europe platform or resources – I am sure many of you are familiar with the diagram.  
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The idea of convergence is symbolised by the connecting lines. It means that the different elements of language education should not be seen isolation but should be connected to each other in different ways.   
The concept of convergence does not mean that the individual part lose their separate identities and merge into each other. It is more a case of making links and connections  

where it is helpful. And we can think about possible links or convergences in different ways in relation to aims and values,  dispositions and attitudes, pedagogical processes or methods and content. Let’s look at these briefly in turn. 

· Aims and Values 

This should be the start for any thinking about curriculum. All too often we rush into thinking what and how we are going to teach instead of thinking about what the overriding purpose should be. The values of plurilingual and intercultural education provide a focus for unifying the aims for language education across the whole curriculum.  They also highlight the importance of all the languages that are present in the school – something I will return to. These values provide an important foundation for pupils to take an active participation as democratic citizens in modern society. 

· Dispositions and Attitudes

The stress on the importance of values in relation to aims highlights the need to think not just in terms of the ‘head’ but also the ‘emotions’’ or to put it in more academic language – not just in terms of  pure cognitive development and rational understanding but to include more affective dimensions of learning. Developing an appropriate attitude to language(s) includes greater awareness of its function and uses. It is important for all teachers to share a common positive attitude to various kinds of diversity including different languages and cultures, and to seek to develop in learners the same positive attitude. 

· Pedagogical Processes or Methods 

Quality in education is as much about process as content. It is important therefore to look at classroom methods not with a view to imposing one uniform approach but in order to share understanding and to recognise where and why common or different methods may be appropriate. 

· Content

Language is so closely integrated with all learning it may be misleading to refer to ‘language content’ if this is interpreted too narrowly. However aspects of terminology and approaches to text types and genres can be shared with a view to deciding the degree to which these are common or need to be distinctive within subjects. 

Looking at convergence in this broad way gives a clearer view of why the whole notion of convergence or integration is important. 

· To provide a more unified experience for the learner

Unless the curriculum is examined from the perspective of the learners the danger of them having a fragmented experience is high. In the worst case the learner moves from one classroom to another being pulled in different directions and even experiencing confusing contradictions. 

· To promote a more learner centred curriculum

In the past the idea of learner centred approaches was sometimes misinterpreted as leaving the learner to their own devices. From a language perspective the idea of being learner centred means starting out by recognising and acting on the individual learner’s language repertoire (e.g. their home language, other languages spoken) with a view to extending rather than replacing it. 

· To make teaching more effective and efficient

When language education is more coordinated both (i) transversally across the curriculum and (ii) horizontally to ensure progression, the learning is more likely to be consolidated and reinforced with gains in efficiency and avoidance of unnecessary repetition. 

In order to recognise the contribution that language makes to quality education it is therefore important to acknowledge a broad concept of convergence and a range of purposes. 

I plan to focus mainly on language across subjects but before I turn to that topic I want to mention some other types of convergence on a continuum ranging from ‘first steps’ to more ambitious examples. Of course we can refer to policy at national level but I am going to focus more on school and classroom initiatives. 
At a school level a first stage would be teacher meeting to share aims, teaching approaches  and expectations with regard to language. This is particularly pressing in a secondary school to avoid the pupils being given mixed messages. In a primary school because there is usually one teacher taking a class for much of the time the possibilities for consistency and coherence are stronger. But in this situation it can still be very helpful for teachers to meet to share how they are approaching language education both in terms of teaching content and methods and expected pupil progression.

A more complex form of convergence comes when active steps are taking to acknowledge the language(s) that are spoken by the pupils either through pedagogical approaches in the classroom or through the curriculum structure through bilingual teaching.  Languages spoken by different students can at the very least be made to feel welcome in a school. This will be visible in the physical environment and in the attitudes of students and teachers alike in a school that has an ethos that promotes plurilingual and intercultural values. There are also ways of incorporating the languages spoken by students into lessons, for example by asking them to construct bilingual texts. The diversity of languages and cultures in the classroom need to be seen as a valuable resource rather than as a problem. 
Part Two  Language in other subjects

I now move on to the issue of language in subjects that are not normally thought to be ‘language based’ such as science, history, maths and so on.  In some subjects like foreign languages and language as a subject, the topic of language is the main focus. Other subjects like geography, history, mathematics do not have language as the main content or subject matter – that is the sense in which they are ‘non-linguistic’. 
Teachers of all subjects deal with language all the time but that is precisely why language is sometimes taken for granted.   As I said earlier developing language can be seen a bit like breathing – we do it without thinking. That is one reason for its neglect within subjects. It is tempting to think: if language develops naturally why the need for subject teachers to address it specifically?  The other reason is the assumption that it is the language as subject teachers who have the responsibility for teaching pupils language which can then be used in the subject classrooms.   Or in the primary classroom language is taught perhaps for an hour or two each day but the rest of the time language is not given specific attention.  Let us address these two objections to the idea that language needs to be addressed within other subjects.

It is correct up to a point to say that language is acquired  naturally  – as long as a young child is surrounded by language and does not have any physical impairment they will learn to speak language – it would in fact be hard to stop them doing so.  But they learn to speak naturally in this way but learning to read and write are not acquired wholly naturally but need to be taught.    Secondly even with speech certain types of language use may be acquired naturally but not all. The researcher Cummins distinguished between Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and (CALP) Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency. BICS refers to language used in social encounters (face to face conversations, talking on the phone etc.). CALP refers to the language of formal academic learning – it is more demanding cognitively and is more specialized.  It tends to be what is called ‘context –reduced’. In social, conversational language gestures and expressions and other aspects of the context such as objects can help understanding. With academic language there are often fewer clues like that to help. It also tends to use more specialised vocabulary and contain more complex grammar. Interpersonal language may be acquired more ‘naturally’ but not necessarily other registers. I say ‘not necessarily’ because pupils from  more privileged homes may find it easier than others to acquire academic language. This complicates things.    But it is misleading to say that language is acquired naturally.

The second objection was to say that the teaching of language should happen in language lessons where pupils are taught what they need to know in order to use language effectively in other subjects.  It is not that this view is entirely wrong.  Language as a subject still has an important role to play with regard to teaching specific aspects of language. In addition language as subject usually deals with literary/aesthetic content, the study of novels, plays and poetry.   There are two key points here. Firstly, language learning needs to be reinforced in other subjects.  Secondly some aspects of language are specific to the subject.  We need to recognise the importance of the specific context which determines meaning. So it is not enough for pupils simply to learn aspects of language in one part of the curriculum and expect that there will be an automatic transfer to other subjects. 
Do subject teachers need to become teachers of language? We would not put it quite like that. We prefer to say that subject teachers need to become more ‘language sensitive’ They are still very much teachers of their subject but they become more explicitly aware of the language elements.

Of course as I said earlier we know that language is essential to these subjects because it is the medium of teaching and learning.  But the question we need to ask is whether recognising the importance of language has implications for practice in the classroom.  We can address this question under several categories.
i) Language and learning   

We have moved along way from the days when teaching was seen simply as transmission, as conveying knowledge from teacher to pupils. Much educational writing of the last sixty years, through such concepts as scaffolding, dialogism, constructivism and active learning has sought to recognise the active role of the learner who has to be helped to relate what is new to the already familiar.  Pupils in classes are encouraged to be active to talk in pairs , in groups, with the  teacher and to engage in tasks which will help consolidate their understanding.   Many of these approaches to the language dimension come from social-constructivist concepts of learning where social interaction and verbal exchanges are important. 
It is fair to say that ideas about (i) teaching and learning and (ii) thinking about the role of language in subject classrooms have developed in parallel and with similar influences.  I have sometimes heard a question asked about this project – is it really not just about good subject teaching?  Do not good teachers of Geography, Science, History and so on and indeed good primary teachers use varied, active methods and task-based learning in the classroom?  Yes to some degree that is true but we would argue that good teachers who are able to interest their pupils and who have a good grasp of modern learning methods may even so not offer the specific language support to pupils that is often required in the classroom.   
ii) Judging levels of difficulty.  One aspect of classroom teaching that can be enhanced when there is more ‘language sensitivity’ has to do with judging the level of difficulty in terms of language demands. And here I mean judging whether material and task are too difficult.  Primary teachers are probably better at this – sometimes secondary teachers can become so focused on the subject content that they are not sufficiently aware of the  difficulties the language presents whether in terms of unfamiliar vocabulary, complex syntax, unfamiliar idioms and so on.  But it is equally important to be able to  judge whether the language tasks are not challenging enough which takes me on to the next point. 
iii)  The pressure to interest and engage pupils in subject content (laudable though that aim is) may result in lowering the language demands on pupils and as a consequence the intellectual challenge. Some pupils whose language competence is judged to be low may at worst be separated off from the mainstream and given a diet of low level activities (filling in blanks words on worksheets, matching words to pictures, underlining key words) that does not help them to develop their proficiency in different forms of academic writing. That does not mean that the pedagogic solution is easy. It is not a matter of simply instructing pupils in a mechanistic way. The process requires skilled judgment knowing when it is right to explain, instruct, exemplify, illustrate  and so on. Above all judgment is required in knowing how to balance support with appropriate challenge.

It is appropriate to ask the question whether pupils are writing enough?  In progressive classrooms in primary and lower secondary schools, there has in recent years been an emphasis on oral work in teaching and learning process.  This is as it should be. But often the writing is not challenging and thought provoking enough: in most cases it may  amount to copying notes, taking notes,  answering al.  where the demand to write continuous prose is minimal.  .

iv) Supporting and scaffolding tasks that involve language at the level of word, sentence and  text in relation for example  to:
Vocabulary

Most teachers recognise the important of pupils acquiring new vocabulary in subject content so I will not dwell on this too long.  In one of our seminars on language in other subjects we had the example of  a science lesson in which a pupil was asked to describe a simple experiment that had been demonstrated by the teacher. He struggled with the task. When he was given key vocabulary as a form of scaffolding he was able to complete the task much more successfully. 

Genres

There is evidence that whereas subject teacher might be more inclined to be awars of the need to focus on new vocabulary they may be less likely to be aware of the importance of providing support for different writing genres. The issue of genres is in one sense quite a simple matter but it can get very complex! It is another term for ‘category’ and we can divide language into different categories. It becomes complex because there is no one fixed way of forming categories. Genre categories are usually determined on the basis of criteria related to use and convention for example a letter, report, essay, brochure, textbooks. It becomes complex become some people understandably want to argue that personal letters and formal letters are different genres. The categories can go on multiplying. The important point is that by thinking about different categories, language teachers can become more aware of the different types of demand they are placing on pupils and how they might best help them. Some writers argue that thinking too much in terms of genres becomes formulaic and hinders creativity but that does not have to happen if they are used in the right way. 

In  another example for one of our seminars a science teacher had asked the pupils to write up a log of an experiment. She kept coaxing the pupils to get started but they were slow to do so. The transcript of her instructions to the class shows that she was herself confused about what exact writing task she was asking them to do. She was not clear about the writing ‘genre’ and therefore was not able to give instructions clearly or offer the necessary support. 

The use of writing frames has become more common in recent years whereby pupils are given a structure appropriate to the particular genre on which to base their writing.  This can be helpful but it is important that it does not become a mechanistic process as there is a danger of once more reducing the language demands on the pupils.
I have only provided abroad and very general introduction to ideas about language across the curriculum

My colleagues working on this project Helmut Vollmer, Eike Thurmann and Jean-Claude Beacco have worked and are continuing to work on more detailed instruments to support teachers in different subjects. German colleagues have developed a frame of reference for language competences  to  allow subject specialists to specify cognitive and communicative competences and their specific contribution to a coherent cross-curricular language support programme. 

Many supporting documents are available on the Council of Europe web site http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/le_platformintro_EN.asp
· Language(s) in other subject 
· Language and school subjects - Linguistic dimensions of knowledge building in school curricula 
· History

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp": An approach with reference point - 

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp"Items for a description of linguistic competence in the language of schooling necessary for teaching/learning history 
· Sciences

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp": An approach with reference point - 

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp"Items for a description of linguistic competence in the language of schooling necessary for teaching/learning science (at the end of compulsory education) 
· Literature

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp": An approach with reference points - 

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp"Items for a description of linguistic competence in the language of schooling necessary for teaching/learning literature (at the end of compulsory education) 
· Mathematics

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp": An approach with reference points - 

HYPERLINK "http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/langeduc/BoxD2-OtherSub_en.asp"Items for a description of linguistic competence in the language of schooling necessary for teaching/learning mathematics (in secondary education) 
� The term regional or minority languages is used to refer to indigenous languages traditionally used by a minority group over a long period within a country, to non-territorial languages (e.g. Romani) and sign languages. Migrant languages is used to refer to the mother tongues of migrant children, in which they may have varying degrees of proficiency depending on the extent of use and support for these languages.
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