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1.
The Committee of Ministers has taken due note of Recommendation 222 (2007) of the Congress on “Language education in regional or minority languages”. It has brought it to the attention of the governments of member states so that they may give proper consideration to all the measures recommended by the Congress.
2.
The Committee of Ministers concurs with the Congress in its approach as regards the close relationship between language and culture. It considers linguistic diversity to be a source of mutual enrichment and one of the essential features of Europe’s cultural life, one whose incalculable value is undisputed. It recognises the importance of guaranteeing the full, effective equality of persons belonging to national minorities, and of safeguarding and developing their identity and languages in an integrated, cohesive society, as stipulated in particular by the European Convention on Human Rights, the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages. The Committee of Ministers encourages member states which have not yet done so to sign or ratify the latter instruments when there is no constitutional obstacle to it.

3.
In view of the keen interest the Congress shows in the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, to which it extensively refers in its recommendation, the Committee of Ministers has asked the Committee of Experts on the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages for its comments (see Appendix 1 to this reply).

4.
The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities is also of particular interest with regard to education standards, insofar as, in the 39 States Parties which have ratified the Framework Convention, it offers a broad, legally binding framework for the teaching of minority languages and in minority languages. Articles 12 and 14 of the Framework Convention are particularly relevant in this context as they encourage the States Parties to promote the teaching of minority languages, without imposing a specific model, to ensure that account is taken of the diversity of national situations. The Committee of Ministers considers this to be the approach to be kept up.

5.
Reference should be made in this context to the experience acquired by the Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention in monitoring its application. On the basis of this experience it drafted and published, in 2006, a document entitled “Commentary on Education”, which offers States Parties to the Framework Convention valuable guidelines for the continuous teaching of minority languages.

6.
The Committee of Ministers gives considerable attention to the protection and promotion of the linguistic rights of persons belonging to national minorities, as can be seen from the recommendations concerning various countries that it adopts in accordance with the monitoring mechanism of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities.

7.
In the field of teaching regional and minority languages, the Committee of Ministers relies on the work of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED), whose activities help maintain and enhance linguistic and cultural diversity through co-operation with the member states in devising policies for the advancement of bilingual and multilingual education. It has accordingly forwarded Recommendation 222 (2007) to the CDED and draws the attention of the Congress to the comments on the recommendation made by that Committee’s Bureau (see Appendix 2 to this reply). 

Appendix 1 to the reply

Comments of the Committee of Experts on the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages on Congress Recommendation 222 (2007)
The Committee of Experts of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages has taken note of the invitation of the Committee of Ministers to give its comments on the aforementioned Recommendation 222 (2007).

As a body of independent experts established on the basis of the Charter for the purpose of monitoring the application of the Charter by the States Parties, the Committee of Experts has restricted its comments to matters having a direct bearing on its own field of competence.

The Committee of Experts welcomes the initiative taken by the Congress in raising the crucial issue of the use of regional or minority languages in education. Successful regional or minority language education contributes substantially to language maintenance and is therefore one of the most important areas of regional or minority language protection and promotion. 

The Committee of Experts underlines the importance of a broad European commitment to the protection and promotion of regional or minority languages which includes the use of such languages in education.  Being a party to the Charter is the most efficient way to ensure a continuous protection and promotion of regional or minority languages.  The Committee of Experts therefore welcomes the Congress’ recommendation of further ratifications (paragraph 6.a) and emphasises the need for the states concerned to make all the necessary efforts so that the ratification process can be completed without further delay.

The Committee of Experts also welcomes the recommendations that reflect or are based upon the requirements of specific undertakings of the Charter (for example paragraph 6.e which is based upon Article 8.1.i of the Charter). 

In its monitoring practice, by taking a holistic approach, the Committee of Experts pays great attention to those criteria that contribute to ensuring a sustainable and effective form of education. The Committee of Experts therefore endorses the Congress’ recommendations concerning the need for the provision of continuity in education from pre-school through to secondary education (paragraphs 6.b.iv, x and f.iii). 

With regard to the recommendation concerning regional or minority language inspection (paragraph 6.e.i.), the Committee of Experts is of the view that it suffices if the inspectors have a knowledge of the specificities of education in or of the regional or minority language in question. 

While welcoming the recommendations brought forward by the Congress on guaranteeing minimum standards in education (paragraph 6.f.ii), the Committee of Experts underlines that, within the monitoring work that it carries out, it bases its assessment of the fulfilment of a State Party's undertakings on concrete cases. The Committee of Experts points out that the Charter was drafted on purpose in such a way as to allow the Committee of Experts a certain margin of appreciation in the interpretation of the individual undertakings. Therefore the Committee of Experts will not limit its freedom of assessment. The Charter covers very different types of languages for which it would be difficult to develop and apply the same set of minimum standards, even if the ultimate goal is to reach such a level of protection that guarantees the survival of each regional or minority language. The promotion of all regional or minority languages through measures taken in the field of education is crucial for this, whereby the Committee of Experts agrees with the view of the Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education (see Appendix 2 of the present document) that due attention should be given to the difference between teaching a (regional or minority) language as a modern/foreign language and using it as a language of instruction.

The Committee of Experts wishes to point out another crucial aspect concerning regional or minority languages in the field of education: in a number of instances, the Committee of Experts has witnessed that the lack of awareness of regional or minority languages and the cultures, traditions and history they represent, provides a fertile soil for growing prejudice, misunderstanding and intolerance from majority language users towards regional or minority language users. The Committee of Experts therefore underlines the need for raising awareness about these languages as an objective in the school curricula of the majority population at large (see also Articles 7.3. and 8.1.g) of the Charter). 

Finally, the Committee of Experts welcomes the fact that the recommendations of the Congress are addressed to all member states of the Council of Europe, regardless of whether they are party to the Charter.
Appendix 2 to the reply
Comments of the Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED) on Congress Recommendation 222 (2007)
The Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education:
Notes with interest the recommendation's measures to promote language education in regional or minority languages, and in particular the proposal to use its Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) for this purpose (paragraph 5). It draws attention however, to the fact that this instrument is designed for modern/foreign languages rather than for the languages of instruction. The CEFR may indeed be helpful for these languages as a transitional measure in the early stages of education, particularly where it is a matter of teaching of rather than in the language;

Draws attention to its current work to develop a new framework of reference for the languages of instruction which in due course will be a more appropriate instrument and recommends that the work in progress be taken into account by those responsible for teaching regional or minority languages;

Considers that the reference to prescribing minimum standards (paragraph 6.f.ii) is not desirable in the form expressed in so far as these are intended to refer to language competence standards. Such competence standards could usefully serve as common reference points and provide guidance to ensure that pupils manage to progress successfully through each successive stage of education, but cannot be universally prescribed;

Concerning the reference to developing education models (paragraph 6.b.i), wishes to stress that there is no uniform model that suits all situations and that models need to be developed that are appropriate to specific education contexts;

Moreover, taking into account the frequent references in the recommendation to key provisions in the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, and the close links and synergies now established with the Charter, considers that a number of the proposed measures in the recommendation would benefit from the opinion of the Charter's Committee of Experts.  
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