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One school, many languages
Creating an environment where all languages are valued
A toolkit for schools
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A B O U T T H I S TO O L K I T

This toolkit has been developed to disseminate the learnings
from the ECML Conference “Supporting Multilingual Classrooms”,
which took place in Ireland on 27th and 28th September 2021.
The toolkit is intended as a quick reference guide to key
principles with links to relevant resources, practical ideas to
apply in the classroom and in the whole school and teachers’
reflections on their practice.

3

The plurilingual child

In this toolkit we have
collected resources on

The plurilingual classroom

The plurilingual school
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THE WHY

Embracing linguistic diversity supports the learning of all
students.
Changing from a monolingual to a plurilingual mindset benefits
both students whose first language is different from the
language of schooling and native speakers of the first language.
In and outside of school, formally and informally, all children
learn more than one foreign language and master different
varieties of their first language (dialects, hobby-related
registers, language use typical to certain communities, etc.).

From a monolingual to a plurilingual mindset
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THE WHY

Languages need to be seen as a valuable resource
that learners can draw on when using a language
for a particular purpose.
All language teaching should enhance learners’
individual and multilayered language repertoires
and support the development of a holistic linguistic
identity.

(Cited from Maledive)
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THE WHY

Children who are exposed to multiple languages develop...
Sensitivity

Curiosity

Motivation

to the existence of other
languages and diversity

about a multilingual or
multicultural environment

to study or compare the
functioning of different
languages or cultures

Openness

Ability

Confidence

to the diversity of languages /
to difference / towards the
unfamiliar

to deal with what is new /
different in the linguistic
behaviour of others

in one's own abilities in
relation to languages
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TEACHERS’
VOICES

Shifting towards a plurilingual approach is beneficial for
children and very rewarding for teachers too!
Read about teachers’ experiences of plurilingual practices in
Ireland.

Multilingualism makes children strong

Why bother exploring language with
young people?

How teachers can use linguistic
diversity to everyone’s advantage

Exploiting the creative potential of
multilingualism

What teachers say
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The plurilingual child
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Personal linguistic landscapes, skills & attitudes

Languages are sometimes “hidden” and not spoken about.
Discussing personal experiences of languages helps children to
learn about one another and to share their entire linguistic
experience.
Visual techniques are an excellent way to reflect on linguistic
experiences.
Click on the image to see examples of work made by
children to create a visual representation of their languages.
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Language portraits
TRY THIS

One of the ways for children to visually represent their language skills and
experiences involves creating a language portrait.
How does it work?

Everyone draws a
silhouette

Ask children to think of any
languages or dialects they speak
and to locate each in a different
part of their body.

Ask them to choose a colour or
draw something inside the
silhouette to associate with
each language

Finally, discuss the
choices made.
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TRY THIS

Identity Texts

Another method for encouraging children to reflect on their
linguistic repertoire involves the production of identity texts.
Encourage children talk about themselves and then write up a
text. They can do this in any language of their choice, and
parents can help to write in the family languages.
Click on the image to see the full lesson plan.
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TRY THIS

Diary

The class share a diary where each child gets to write what
they did after school. Children are encouraged to write in
English and in another language (Irish or their home language)
Click on the image to see the full lesson plan.
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Discussing
language use at
home
You might find that some children are
really enthusiastic about talking about
the languages spoken by their family
members, and some might be slower at
sharing.
The Mother Tongues Podcast can be a
helpful tool to get the conversation
started. You can listen to stories of
plurilingual families in Ireland and
read articles about the family
traditions and use those as
conversation starters. You can also
make your own podcast and involve
parents in the conversation.

Check out the
podcast
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TRY THIS

Other examples of inspiring practice
in the early years and primary school years

From setting up language corners to multilingual storytelling,
here are more ideas that can be implemented in your
classroom.
Click on the image to read more.
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The plurilingual
classroom

16

THE WHY

Many children speak a language at home that is different of
the language of school.
These children are often plurilingual and it is important for
them to recognise the links between their own or their
parents' cultural background and that of the school language
- and at the same time to enrich the cultural and linguistic
experience of all learners.

Developing plurilingual approaches to teaching
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THE WHY

It is important to remind children that their native
language is valuable and can be an advantage to learning
new languages.
The use of children’s mother tongues, if integrated into
the curriculum, supports their academic and intellectual
development and enables them to better participate in
curriculum activities and benefit from their full range of
linguistic resources. It also strengthens their cultural and
linguistic identities.

(Cited from Maledive)
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Benefits

THE WHY

Plurilingual teaching practices encourage children to:

develop
curiosity /interest in
languages (and cultures)

stimulate their
observation and
analysis skills

stimulate the
development of
learning strategies

learning of new words
or linguistic patterns

valorise languages
spoken in their
community
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TEACHERS’
VOICES

Teachers have been implementing plurilingual approaches to
teaching in Irish schools and have found many benefits to
simple routines and to a shift towards pluriligualism.
Watch

What teachers say
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TRY THIS

Developing plurilingual approaches to teaching
To develop linguistic awareness of similarities and differences between languages
and reflect on all the languages of the classroom, try one of the following activities

Basic tasks with a pluri-touch

Multilingual grammar project students analysing language

Building on plurilingualism with
literature and other genres

Plurilingual website analysis

Cultural expressions and
idioms

Intercultural role-play

Click the circles to
find out more

Click here for
more lesson ideas
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The plurilingual school
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THE WHY

By embracing plurilingualism teachers can inspire children
to learn new languages and become curious about people
who speak other languages.
A teacher alone can make a difference, but a whole school
approach is more impactful.
The whole school community can support plurilingualism,
by promoting a shared vision where languages are seen as
an asset and an integral part of the school curriculum and
of the children’s health and wellbeing.

Why a whole school approach?
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TRY THIS

If your school is committed to plurilingualism, a policy can help you to share your values
with the entire school community.
Before framing your policy think about:
The purpose

Who are the stakeholders

What you would like to include

Framing a policy

This Questionnaire can be
helpful in deciding on the
guiding principles of your policy
and this tool can help you in
your reflection on where and
how you would like to see
progress
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THE WHY

Parents are key in the development of a policy and also
in supporting plurilingualism throughout the child’s
educational experience.
This quick guide
can provide some points to get started

Involving parents
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THE WHY

Benefits of involving parents

Parents become aware that all
languages/cultures are considered
to have equal value in the school

Parents are encouraged to play an
active part in their children's school life

Parents feel encouraged to keep
up their mother tongue
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Parents in the
classroom
Engaging parents in classroom
activities during school hours can
enhance your plurilingual policy and
approaches.
In this example from an Irish school,
you can hear about parents and
teachers about the benefits of this
approach.

Watch the video
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Parents are key to language maintenance
It is really important to keep in mind that in many cases parents are the only
source of language input in the language of the home. This is why they should be
encouraged to keep it up and to value it as a key tool to enhance their children’s
educational and emotional growth.
These videos contain tips for parents to enhance children’s literacy and numeracy
at home while keeping up their linguistic heritage.

English

Romanian

Arabic

Portuguese

Polish
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Where are you
on this journey?

Learning environments change and evolve
over time. Explore the full potential of your
school community and identify some key
actions that you can implement to start or
continue the journey to plurilingualism!
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Mother Tongues is a social enterprise working to promote multilingualism and intercultural
dialogue in Ireland and beyond.
Our goal is to create a space that fosters belonging and celebrates linguistic and cultural
identities through education and the arts. We do this by educating, empowering and
supporting families, educators and organisations passionate about keeping languages alive
at home and throughout the community.
Mother Tongues supports primary school teachers in applying simple techniques to make
sure that all languages and cultures are valued in the classroom.
We also work closely with Community Based Heritage Language (CBHL) schools to share
best practice in heritage language education.

About Mother Tongues
w w w . m o t h e r t o n gu e s . i e

Mother Tongues,
Minority and Heritage Language Association
Rua Red South Dublin Arts Centre
Tallaght, Dublin 24
D24 KV8N
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Supporting Multilingual Classrooms
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