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The visit was chosen to further my research on modern language 
learning in Europe with particular reference to primary schools in 
Ireland. Now that Ireland is an integral part of the European Community 
modern language learning needs to be introduced and structured in Irish 
primary schools. Modern language learning in Irish primary schools 
needs to be afforded the due recognition it long deserves.   

 ‘We must be hopeful’ This was the overriding theme of the study visit 
held in Università per Stranieri ‘Dante Alighieri’, Reggio di Calabria, Italy. 
Southern Italy has faced many issues regarding emigration over the 

years and now it faces the challenge of immigration. The central theme of this week-long study visit was the issue of 
immigration and integration in Calabrian society and its impact on education in the region. Along with this theme are 
the various subthemes of motivation to learn the Italian language; language support in schools; the language barrier 
and the culture barrier. During the study visit we learnt that there are three universities for foreign students in Italy 
and we attended the only one in the south. We were introduced to the university system in place in Reggio di 
Calabria as well as the pre-primary, primary and secondary education system. This was a valuable educational and 
cultural experience. In addition we viewed many secondary schools and listened and conversed with many Italian 
teachers, principals and faculty members. These educators informed us that education in the south has improved 
greatly over the past generation. However the positive contributions immigrants can bring to the educational system 
of the region have yet to be fully realised. It is believed that young people are like a bridge between their 
communities and the Italian community, a fact that must be explored in more detail going forward.  There are ample 
opportunities to harvest learning, to compare cultures and to share ideas between these two communities. 
Furthermore, learning a foreign language opens the mind, improves social and democratic processes, fosters cultural 
awareness and multicultural respect and supports mobility and coexistence. Most importantly the voice of all 
stakeholders must be heard. Indeed, the issue of migration was one that resonated with all participants of this study 
visit.   

Another finding of this study visit was the emphasis placed on modern language learning at primary and post-
primary level. In the course of round-table discussions and presentations we observed a wide variety of interesting 
and effective pedagogical approaches to modern language learning. Of significance we discovered that the modern 
language taught in a particular country can sometimes be linked back to that country’s history and that modern 
language teaching is not taught with the same importance in all EU member states. For example, modern language 
teaching no longer takes place in Irish primary schools. It is apparent that in countries where the mother tongue is 
English, there has been little emphasis on modern language learning in the primary curriculum (Eurydice, 2000: 61).  

The study visit took the form of morning presentations and round-table discussions on the topic of modern language 
learning in each of our countries followed by a break for lunch and concluding with afternoon excursions. In the 
course of round-table discussions and presentations we observed a wide variety of interesting and effective 
pedagogical approaches to modern language learning. Of significance we discovered that the modern language 
taught in a particular country can sometimes be linked back to that country’s history and that modern language 
teaching is not taught with the same importance in all EU member states. We discovered that emphasis is placed on 
the importance of native speakers in teaching modern languages to students in Italy. Interestingly the majority of 
language teachers that we spoke to did not have an educational background but were working in high-schools based 
on their language proficiency as native speakers. 

 



The afternoon excursions were both educational and cultural. During the course of the study visit we visited three 
different types of secondary schools. For example, one afternoon we visited a school that specialises in science from 
the age of 14 to 18 years of age. During our visit pupils explained and carried out the experiments for us in English. 
As a group we realised that a similar approach is in existence in most other European countries. Although there are 
many similarities present in the EU countries represented on the study visit, there are also many significant 
differences. Firstly, pupils learn foreign languages at different stages of their primary education. For example, some 
pupils begin learning a foreign language in kindergarten, while others learn at year three of their primary education. 
In year three of their primary education learning a foreign language is compulsory for pupils.  

Regarding our cultural excursions the group visited the Bronzi di Riace, the town of Pentedattilo and tasted local 
cuisine. The Bronzi di Riace are two famous full-size Greek bronzes of nude bearded warriors, cast about 460–450 
BC. The ghost town of Pentedattilo or ‘five fingers’ is located 250 m above the sea level, on the Monte Calvario, a 
mountain whose shapes once resembled that of five fingers. We also attended an exhibition of the bergamot plant 
(specific to the Calabrian region and used widely by both French perfumeries and by the Earl Grey tea-house). 
Additionally we visited Gallicianò, a village in southern Calabria inhabited by the Calabrian Griko people. These 
inhabitants traditionally speak a dialect of the Greek language and are a small remnant of a once larger Greek 
community of southern Italy.  

The following is a brief overview of examples of good practice 
administered in the various participating countries: 

• The Swedish education system provides a teacher for a 
particular mother-tongue provided 5 or more participants involved. 
Furthermore they are entitled to linguistic support in their mother 
tongue in the teaching of all subject areas. 
 

• In Austria since 2003/04 children must study a first 
foreign language in primary school, which invariably is English. During 
the first two years children study the first foreign language for 32 hours 

per year, while in their 3rd and 4th year the study is 1 hour per week. The study of a second foreign 
language is compulsory in upper secondary general school. The choice of language is usually Latin, 
French, Spanish or Italian. The choice depends on where one lives in the country and on the student’s 
preference. 

 
• In France, immigrant children are withdrawn from the classroom and provided with extra language 

tuition. Pupils are integrated in CLIN classes (for primary education) and in CLA classes (for secondary 
education) to learn French as a second language. The aim is for the ‘newcomers’ to integrate with 
their new class as soon as possible. This practice is unequally adhered to throughout France.  
 

• In Germany the appreciation of the native German language goes beyond the school hours and 
addresses the parents of the community. After-school classes exist where parents of children engage 
in language classes. Furthermore, a network of teachers with a migration background has been 
founded in order to exchange ideas on best practice. 

 
• In Lithuania, foreign language use is widely advertised, appreciated and encouraged. Additionally, two 

foreign languages are compulsory in the secondary education. The study of only one or two foreign 
languages is then selected along with intensity levels for the last 2 year of secondary education. 

 
• In Slovakia, the study of two foreign languages is compulsory in secondary education.  

 
• In Poland, it is compulsory to learn a second language at 6 years of age. In 4th class the children learn a 

second foreign language. 
 

• In Ireland, it is a requirement for all children to learn Irish or Gaeilge from the age of 5 years until they 
leave secondary education at 18 years of age. Limited exceptions to this rule exist.  

 



The programme was beneficial because it contained the following essential qualities; 

• Close interaction with each participant of the study visit including sharing of best 
practices and upcoming conferences being held in each represented country 

• Daily visits to local secondary schools 
• Study of best practice at the Università per Stranieri ‘Dante Alighieri’ 
• Cultural excursions detailing local history, which in turn provided a better 

understanding of immigrant issues in the region 
• A network was created by the participants of the study visit to facilitate future 

interaction and dialogue 
• Exchange programmes are in the process of being created between teachers, 

students and staff of the relevant institutions of the participating countries 
• The establishment of an Italian internship between the university in Reggio di Calabria and one of the 

participating countries 
 


