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How can plurilingual and intercultural competence be taken into account in 
European Language Portfolios? 

 
 
It is essential that the European Language Portfolio (ELP) models take plurilingual and intercultural 
competence into account for a number of reasons: 
 

- Promoting plurilingualism and intercultural education is a clearly stated objective of the project, 
alongside developing learner autonomy and transparency of qualifications and teaching and 
learning arrangements. 

- Plurilingualism, like intercultural competence, seems to be one of the few dimensions of the 
Council of Europe's education project that cannot be fully covered by tools concerning the 
learning/teaching of a specific language. 

- Extending the current debate to all the language competences that play a role in pupils' or 
students' training confers a broader scope on the concept of plurilingualism than in the Council of 
Europe's earlier work. 

 
Inclusion of this competence is now feasible for all ELP models for three different reasons: 
 

- The increased number of validated models has opened up new possibilities and provided 
imaginative solutions accessible by all the designers. 

- New tools, particularly as regards mediation activity, which plays a key role in the 
implementation of plurilingual competence, have been made universally available notably in 
connection with Switzerland's HARMOS project. 

- The work currently being done on languages of schooling as both school subjects and mediums of 
learning other subjects has brought to light certain transversal characteristics common to all the 
components of plurilingual and intercultural competence. 

 
The ways in which this competence is taken into account can only be diverse and complementary in 
nature.  
 
Designers can follow three lines of development: 
 
1) In the section devoted to reflection on the learning of any language and proficiency levels attained 
in that language every effort must be made to ensure that the latter are regarded as components of the 
broader competence constituted by individual plurilingualism. This is because education in 
plurilingualism is a cross-cutting element of all language learning experiences. 
 
An example is offered by the way the self-assessment descriptors are presented in the ELP: 

 
- either the descriptors are common to a number of languages (example: link to Appendix 1). Users 

then have an overview, on the same page, of the descriptors they master in one or more 
languages, enabling them to become aware of their skills' complementarity and of differences and 
to set themselves learning objectives; 
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- or the descriptors are intended for self-assessment in a single language. In this case they come 
with clear indications that they can be used for different languages and users are encouraged not 
to confine their reflection to just one language that they are learning or know; a field is made 
available for entering the name of the language concerned and users are reminded that these 
pages should be photocopied before being completed. 
 

Whether they concern languages of education or languages learned outside the school context, sections or 
pages devoted to reflection on ways of learning (example: link to Appendix 2) will help to make users 
specifically aware that  

- the strategies implemented and the learning techniques applied are transposable to other learning 
experiences; 

- progress made and experience acquired in the learning of any language are rich in potential for 
the simultaneous or subsequent learning of other languages. 
 

2) Specific consideration of plurilingual and intercultural competence in the European 
Language Portfolio necessarily encompasses a number of aspects: 

 
a) the real state of the learner's language repertoire: it must be possible to mention all the 
languages the learner knows, even if he or she has only limited competence in them. The ELP must 
help the learner realise the value of this repertoire, in particular through the importance attached to 
mentioning all the learner's languages. The ELP must provide users with a space and tools enabling 
them to take stock of their levels of proficiency in each of these languages and to comment on them 
in the following ways:  

- by either using the descriptors in the checklists or directly completing the self-assessment 
grid in the Language Passport,  

- where competences are not directly reflected in the grid or where its precise 
comprehension is not easy for users, by means of a section in which users are invited to 
describe what they can do with their languages, 

- lastly, by means of specific fields or grids inviting users to take stock of the language or 
cognitive competences they have acquired through learning of the language(s) of 
schooling and through using those languages for learning other subjects. 

 
b) the presence of linguistic and cultural diversity within the user's family, school context and 
environment and possibly, depending on users' age or specific circumstances, within a broader 
sphere. This aspect cannot be confined to a series of sections to be completed in the Language 
Biography but must be the subject of active reflection aimed at fostering an awareness of this 
situation, of its benefits and of its intercultural and linguistic implications (example: link to 
Appendix 3). 

 
c) all the user's experiences of encounters with and of use of languages. The ELP must  
- invite users to take stock of the situations concerned  
- and/or accompany the competence descriptors in the checklists with a variety of 

examples covering the broadest possible range of tangible situations in which it is 
possible to experience what the descriptors describe (example: link to Appendix 4). This 
must of course cover experiences within school (in language lessons or in the context of 
learning or applying other subjects in different languages) and also out-of-school 
experiences (recreation, work, meetings, exchanges, etc.). Rather than seeking to increase 
the number of self-assessment descriptors, it is preferable to confine oneself to a limited 
number of descriptors, albeit sufficient, and instead increase the number of practical 
examples, and then allow users to add their own examples. 

-  
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Furthermore, it is desirable to give users the opportunity (space for free expression, open list of 
items, etc.) briefly to describe their experience, and the competences acquired, when using 
different languages in specific domains (personal, educational, occupational, public, and so on); 

 
d) the specific contribution of reflection on use of language for learning other subjects: the more 

recent studies on languages "in education and for education" have also shown the benefits of 
fostering awareness of the transversal dimension of learning any language for both its 
communicative aspects and its discourse functions (naming, describing, explaining, reasoning, 
assessing, negotiating) or for learning different types of texts (summaries, comparisons and so on) 
(example: link to Appendix 5) 
 

e) synergy in the learning of lexical elements: the European Language Portfolio can contribute to 
development of a lexical competence making it possible to take advantage of knowledge of 
certain recurring items in word formation (roots, compounding, derivation, etc.) and of terms or 
concepts common to a number of different subject matters or languages while being aware of 
their semantic values in specific contexts (example: link to Appendix 6) 

 
f) the activity most specific to plurilingual competence, namely mediation. This language activity 

can/should also be taken into account in a number of ways: 
- inclusion in the ELP of specific descriptors, such as those developed in the context of the 
HARMOS project, 
- reflection on the learner's experience of mediation in the school or out-of-school context: 
mediation between two foreign languages, between a foreign language and the language of 
schooling, between the language of schooling and another first language, between two forms 
of written or oral texts (summary, vulgarised version, etc.) or using different registers 
(example: link to Appendix 7). 
As for all language activities, mediation can/must be the subject of a reflection as to the most 
appropriate strategies, training needs, achievements to be highlighted and the objectives 
users can set themselves (example: link to Appendix 8). 
- inclusion in the parts of the ELP devoted to the user's language skills profile of a field that 
learners can use to highlight their experience and skills in this activity. 

 
g) the link between plurilingual competence and its intercultural dimension: whether consideration 

is being given to experience of encounters with and use of languages (point c) or to mediation 
(point d), the intercultural dimension must be taken into account and adequately addressed 
(example: link to Appendix 9). To avoid unnecessary repetitions and give this key component of 
education in plurilingualism its full importance, reference can and should be made to the 
Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters.1 
 

h) users' own vision of the language and cultural competences they wish or intend to acquire in 
relation to their personal projects or needs (example: link to Appendix 10). 

 
 
3) An individual's plurilingual repertoire is made up of languages, competences and elements of 
knowledge that differ greatly as regards their importance to personal identity or in a given context, their 
social and educational role, their degree of mastery and the domains in which they are utilised. It is 
pointless to seek to record them in single ways and forms. 
 
For a given ELP model it is possible to envisage adopting different approaches depending on whether the 
language(s) is(are) spoken within the family circle, constitute(s) language(s) of schooling, foreign, 
minority or regional language(s) other than the language(s) used within the family circle, language(s) 
                                                 
1 The Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters can be found at http://www.coe.int/t/DG4/AUTOBIOGRAPHY/ 

http://www.coe.int/t/DG4/AUTOBIOGRAPHY/
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used for accessing other subjects without being the dominant language of schooling in the given context, 
and so on. 
Recognition of the diversity of languages of education for each individual does not however mean that 
the ELP must deal separately with each of these components, which would run counter to the very 
notion of plurilingual competence. 
 
Taking into account their different statuses in the individual training process can/should result in overlaps 
which are at least as important as the distinctions drawn. 
 
Firstly, it can be considered that, up to proficiency level B1, it is possible to reflect on and record 
competences acquired in all the languages by using the CEFR scale of proficiency levels and the 
related descriptors. By making use of the scale and descriptors of proficiency levels in this way one 
naturally cannot claim to cover the whole wealth of experience acquired in these languages: these 
competence descriptors disregard, at least in part, the cultural and intercultural dimension intrinsic to any 
language learning experience; the essential function of languages of schooling in cognitive and personal 
training cannot be reduced to these levels of proficiency. Other sections of the Language Biography must 
necessarily supplement the information provided in the checklists. 
It is therefore desirable that the self-assessment checklists up to level B1 should include, among the 
languages covered, all of the languages listed above while providing for different examples of uses of 
these languages for each descriptor (see part 2 c above). 

 
Secondly, the study on languages "in education and for education" has made it possible to identify a 
limited number of acts of language usage (describing, comparing, deducing, etc.) which are on the one 
hand transversal to all uses of the language and on the other hand linked to cognitive activities rooted 
in different subject fields. It seems difficult to measure tangible progress in these acts of language usage 
and cognitive abilities in terms of levels of proficiency, as is the case with the communicative dimension 
of foreign language learning. The European Language Portfolio also cannot list all of the descriptors 
present in the curricula of the different  
 
subjects. It is not intended to replace school curricula or programmes. At the same time, the ELP can aid 
and foster personal development by: 

- enhancing individual reflection on experience of these acts of language usage in the greatest 
possible number of subject fields or communicative situations; 
- raising awareness of specificities (textual genres, rhetorical devices, specific wordings, etc.) and 
of linguistic and cognitive tools common to all these experiences; 
- adding more complex linguistic means of carrying out these acts.  

This should inter alia make it possible to combine reflection on experience of language(s) of schooling as 
subjects or as mediums for learning other subjects and reflection on using other languages for such 
learning (bilingual teaching, immersion, CLIL/EMILE). 
 
It can be seen that plurilingual and intercultural competence is a transversal element of all aspects of the 
European Language Portfolio and requires significant additions to the existing models. Some of the points 
mentioned above have so far not really been applied in the ELP models. Appendices 5 and 6, for instance, 
are simply attempts to illustrate ways of taking into account certain dimensions of plurilingual 
competence; the activities proposed there have been neither tested nor validated in the context of 
utilisation of an ELP. Further, it goes without saying that full incorporation of all the approaches 
mentioned above could result in a significantly more voluminous ELP model and thus hinder its effective 
use. 
 
A number of possible solutions can be envisaged: 

- including all of the desired points in an electronic ELP model, offering users a large number of 
elements accessible in a dynamic, interactive way, without this complexity giving an impression 
of unwieldiness and without it appearing compulsory to consult all these elements; 
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-  when designing an ELP model choosing between these various facets of plurilingual competence 
in the light of the educational context and users' needs and likely experience, while being aware 
that priority should be given to transversal aspects of the learning experience; 

- for the Language Biography devising a series of modules which users can choose to incorporate 
in this part of the ELP according to their needs and priorities, while naturally being extremely 
careful to ensure that none of these modules is devoted solely to a given language; 

- confining the Language Biography to the most transversal aspects of plurilingual and intercultural 
competence, fully integrating languages of schooling as subjects and as mediums for learning 
other subjects; however, this solution is feasible only where developments in the relevant 
educational context make it possible to use specific teaching materials to deal with aspects linked 
to the learning of a given language. 

At all events, whatever the choices made, all of the aspects mentioned above should have a significant 
impact on any new model of the European Language Portfolio, even if the choices reflect them only 
in part. 

 
Francis Goullier 
October 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NB : Les extraits de modèles de PEL reproduits dans les annexes 1 à 4 et 7 à 10 ne sont que des exemples 
d’application des principes énoncés plus haut. Ils ne peuvent être considérés comme des modèles de mise 
en œuvre. 
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Appendix 1 
 

 
 
 

ELP model for young learners aged 7 to 11, Conférence suisse des directeurs cantonaux de l’instruction publique, 
Schulverlag (No. 67.2005 rev. 2007) 
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Appendix 2 
 

 
 

ELP model for lower-scondary learners (Collège), Editions Didier, CIEP et ENS Lettres et sciences 
humaines (France), (No. 44.2003) 
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Appendix 3 
 

 

 
ELP model for learners aged 15 +, Editions Didier et CRDP de Basse-Normandie (France),  
(No. 5.2000 rev. 2006) 
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Appendix 4 

 
 
 

 
 

ELP model for young learners aged 6 to 10, Editions Didier (France), 2009 (No. 104.2010) 
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Appendix 5 
PAGE A PHOTOCOPIER 

 
J’ai fait une description  
 

Je suis 
très 

satisfait 

J’ai 
eu 

besoin 
d’aide 

Je souhaite 
m’améliorer 

en 
……………………………………...……. 

   

(dans quelle matière ? dans quelle langue ?) Coche la ou les cases qui correspondent à ce que 
tu en penses. 
Sujet : ……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
Ce que j’ai retenu en particulier (mots très utiles, expressions, structures grammaticales, 
organisation du texte, différences et similitudes avec d’autres matières, etc.) : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
 
Ce que j’ai pu réutiliser de ce que j’ai déjà fait sur un autre sujet ou dans une autre discipline : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
 
Ce qui me semble pouvoir être réutilisé pour d’autres sujets, d’autres disciplines, d’autres 
langues : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
 
J’ai fait une description  
 

Je suis 
très 

satisfait 

J’ai 
eu 

besoin 
d’aide 

Je souhaite 
m’améliorer 

en 
……………………………………...……. 

   

(dans quelle matière ? dans quelle langue ?) Coche la ou les cases qui correspondent à ce que 
tu en penses. 
Sujet : ……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
Ce que j’ai retenu en particulier (mots très utiles, expressions, structures grammaticales, 
organisation du texte, différences et similitudes avec d’autres matières, etc.) : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
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………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
 
Ce que j’ai pu réutiliser de ce que j’ai déjà fait sur un autre sujet ou dans une autre discipline : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
 
Ce qui me semble pouvoir être réutilisé pour d’autres sujets, d’autres disciplines, d’autres 
langues : 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……. 
Pour chacun des exemples ci-dessus, indique comment tu as réalisé cette description 
 

avec 
beaucoup de 
recherche et 
de soin 

     

de façon 
construite 

     

de façon très 
simple 

         

Situation : géograp
hie 

anglais biologie   

Langue : français anglais anglais   
 
NB : Cette page n’est donnée que comme exemple ; un tel document devrait être élaboré 
pour toutes les fonctions discursives jouant un rôle central dans la dimension communicative 
de la compétence plurilingue ainsi que pour les types de texte les plus fréquents dans 
l’apprentissage scolaire. 
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Appendix 6 
 

PAGE A PHOTOCOPIER 
 
Des mots ont une importance particulière pour comprendre certaines matières ou en parler. 
Ces mots peuvent avoir un lien apparent avec ceux que tu connais par d’autres disciplines ou 
d’autres langues. Mais leur signification peut aussi être différente selon les matières. 
Chaque fois que tu rencontres un exemple de ces points communs et/ou de ces différences, tu peux 
les noter dans l’un des cadres ci-dessous et faire le point. 
 
A. 

Mot rencontré En quelle langue ? Dans quelle matière ? 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

Ce mot est semblable à un ou d’autres mots … 
que je connais dans 

une autre langue 
ayant une racine commune construit(s) de la même 

façon 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

 
 

Mot rencontré En quelle langue ? Dans quelle matière ? 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

Ce mot est semblable à un ou d’autres mots … 
que je connais dans 

une autre langue 
ayant une racine commune construit(s) de la même 

façon 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

 
 

Mot rencontré En quelle langue ? Dans quelle matière ? 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

Ce mot est semblable à un ou d’autres mots … 
que je connais dans 

une autre langue 
ayant une racine commune construit(s) de la même 

façon 
……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 

……………………
………………. 

………………………………
……. 

……………………………
………. 
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B.  
J’ai remarqué des différences dans la signification du mot : 
……………………………………………………… 
matière /domaine / contexte signification particulière du mot 

………………………………
…… 

………………………………………………………………
………………….. 
………………………………………………………………
………………….. 

………………………………
…… 

………………………………………………………………
………………….. 
………………………………………………………………
………………….. 

 
J’ai remarqué des différences dans la signification du mot : 
……………………………………………………… 
matière /domaine / contexte signification particulière du mot 

………………………………
…… 

………………………………………………………………
………………….. 
………………………………………………………………
………………….. 

………………………………
…… 

………………………………………………………………
………………….. 
………………………………………………………………
………………….. 
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Appendix 7 
 

 
ELP model for learners aged 14 to 19, Italy, Val d’Aoste and Bolzano (No. 101.2009) 
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Appendix 8 
 
 
 

 
 

ELP model for learners aged 15 +, Editions Didier et CRDP de Basse-Normandie (France),  
(No. 5.2000 rev. 2006) 
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Appendix 9 
 

 
 

ELP model for learners aged 12 to 16, Estonia (No. 93.2007) 
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Appendix 10 
 

 
 
ELP model developed by Verband Österreichischer Volkshochschulen, (No. 91.2007) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 


