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1. Introduction 
 
Knowledge of language is widely recognised to be integral to the successful social and economic 
integration of immigrants.  This is evidenced by the growing trend among EU Member States to 
arrange language courses for newly arrived immigrants.  In 2012 the OECD noted that language 
training is the single most important expenditure related to integration that is directly targeted at 
immigrants (Jobs for Immigrants, Volume 3, 2012).  It is against this backdrop that the EWSI Editorial 
Committee has decided to take a closer look at language courses for adult immigrants in the EU.   
 
This topic was inspired by the European Day of Languages on 26 September, the purpose of which is   
educating, informing and raising awareness among the public at large about plurilingual and 
intercultural education issues. Its aims are to:  
 

 alert the public to the importance of language learning and diversifying the range of 
languages learnt in order to increase plurilingualism and intercultural understanding;  

 promote the rich linguistic and cultural diversity of Europe, which must be preserved and 
fostered;  

 encourage lifelong language learning in and out of school, whether for study purposes, for 
professional needs, for the purposes of mobility or just for pleasure and exchanges. 

 
Whenever not differently specified, the term immigrant refers to third-country nationals. 

2. Language courses – state of play in the EU and its Member States 
 

2.1  European Institutions 
 
There are no uniform EU rules regarding the language courses offered to and/or required of 
immigrants in the Member States. The EU institutions have, however, issued recommendations which 
demonstrate a commitment to the idea that such courses play an important role in the integration 
process of third-country nationals in the EU:   
 

 The Common Basic Principles for Immigrant Integration Policy were adopted by the Justice 
and Home Affairs Council in November 2004. Common Basic Principle 4 is based on the 
importance of basic linguistic, historical, and civic knowledge to enable immigrants to quickly 
find a place in the key domains of work, housing, education, and health, and help start the 
longer-term process of adaptation to the new society. 
 

 

 The 2005 Common Agenda for Integration. Framework for the Integration of Third-Country 
Nationals in the European Union offers more concrete guidelines for the EU and Member 
States’ integration policies.  

 
Common Basic Principle 4: Basic knowledge of the host society’s language, history, and institutions is 
indispensable to integration; enabling immigrants to acquire this basic knowledge is essential to 
successful integration. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=38399
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/EU_actions_integration.cfm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/jha/82745.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/jha/82745.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0389:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0389:FIN:EN:PDF
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 The first edition of the Handbook on Integration for policy-makers and practitioners was 
published in November 2004. The first chapter deals with the design and implementation of 
introduction programmes that help newly arrived immigrants to learn the country language. 
It further encourages governments to regularly evaluate programmes. 
 

 The 2011 European Agenda for the Integration of Third-Country Nationals  recommends that 
Member States ensure the provision of language courses, reflecting migrants’ varying needs 
at different stages of their integration process. They also recommend the organisation of 
introductory programmes for newly arrived migrants, including language and civic 
orientation courses. The Commission specifies that these programmes should address the 
specific needs of migrant women in order to promote their participation in the labour market 
and strengthen their economic independence. 
 

 In 2012, the Draft European Modules on Migrant Integration were published.  The modules 
were intended to be a collection of practices and experiences at national level to be used as 
recommendations on future actions. The first Module focuses on introductory and language 
courses for newly arrived third-country nationals and deals with pedagogic schemes for 
language tuition, incentives structures and evaluation and quality assessment. 
 

 The European Fund for the Integration of Third-country Nationals has supported integration 
strategies, policies and measures as well as exchange of experience of integration practices, 
including language courses, across the EU during the period 2007-2013.  

2.2 Language Courses in the Member States 
 
The information available on the EWSI reveals that language courses in some form are available in all 
of the Member States. The ways in which courses are organised and run vary widely, in terms of 

On a national level, the Commission proposes the following guidelines: 
o Strengthening the integration component of admission procedures, e.g. through pre-departure 

measures such as information packages and language and civic orientation courses in the country 
of origin. 

o Organising introduction programmes and activities for newly arrived third-country nationals to 
acquire basic knowledge about language, history, institutions, socioeconomic features, cultural 
life and fundamental values.   

o Offering courses at several levels taking into account different educational backgrounds and 
previous knowledge of the country. 

o Reinforcing the capacity of introduction programmes and activities for dependants of  
persons subject to admission procedures, women, children, elderly, illiterate persons and people 
with disabilities. 

o Increasing the flexibility of introduction programmes through part-time and evening  
courses, fast track modules, distance and e-learning systems. 

o Targeting introduction activities at young third-country nationals with specific social and cultural 
problems related to identity issues, including mentoring and role-model programmes. 

o Pooling resources enabling adjacent municipalities to offer different types of courses. 
 

On a European level, the following guidelines are offered: 
o Stimulating trans-national actions, e.g. adaptation of good practices to different contexts, 

exchange of personnel, joint development of programmes, common dissemination of results. 
o Supporting innovative integration programmes or models incorporating language and 

communication training, and the cultural, political and social characteristics of the host country. 

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=1212
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/news/intro/docs/110720/1_EN_ACT_part1_v10.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=25494
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/funding/publprogtenders.cfm
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whether they are offered by State institutions or non-governmental organisations, course length and 
means of assessment. The EWSI Country Information Sheets show that a number of Member States 
have adopted a structured language programme for third country nationals either at national or 
regional level, which are either free or heavily subsidised (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, 
Finland, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden and the UK). On the other 
hand, a number of Member States lack a structured programme and dedicate little or no funding to 
the provision of language courses.  In these countries, courses tend to be funded in whole or in part 
by the European Fund for the Integration of Third Country Nationals and are often provided by non-
governmental organisations (Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Slovakia). Other 
Member States have structured programmes for certain types of immigrants only, such as refugees 
(Bulgaria, Hungary, Ireland and Poland).   
 
We can use the EWSI to look in more detail at the following examples: 
 
COUNTRY EWSI HIGHLIGHTS OF Language Courses 

Austria The Integration Agreement is intended to enable the integration of foreign nationals lawfully 
settled in Austria by providing in-depth German language skills with an aim to enable third-
country nationals to participate in social, economic and cultural life in Austria.  The Integration 
Agreement is comprised of two sequential Modules. Only Module 1 (language skills at A2 level) 
is mandatory when certain residence titles have been granted. Module 1 must be fulfilled 
within two years. The sanction for failure to do this is an administrative penalty and possible 
deportation. In some specific cases the Federal Government will refund up to 50% of the costs 
of the course. Module 2 (language skills on B1 level) is not mandatory, but is required for 
obtaining a long-term residence permit and Austrian citizenship. The cost of Module 2 must be 
covered by the student. 

Belgium In the Flanders region there are free compulsory language and introductory courses (called 
“inburgering”) for all third-country national newcomers. Attendance of the “inburgeringscursus” 
is considered to be sufficient proof of knowledge of language to satisfy the new acquisition of 
citizenship requirements which came into force in 2013. In Brussels and Wallonia, structured 
programmes have been adopted but have not yet been implemented. 

Czech 
Republic 

Under “Updated Policy for the Integration of Immigrants – Living Together” the Foreign 
Nationals Integration Support Centres (funded by the European Fund for the Integration of 
Third Country Nationals) are responsible for providing basic Czech courses for immigrant adults. 
These courses are either free or heavily subsidised through the European Fund for the 
Integration of Third Country Nationals.  

Denmark Courses in the Danish language are offered in the Danish Education Programmes 1, 2 and 3: 
three different educational programs that are targeted towards foreigners with different levels 
of education and skills. Taking part in the Danish courses is part of the “Integration Programme” 
which is compulsory for refugees and immigrants who come for family reunification purposes.  A 
voluntary “Introductory Programme” exists for other immigrants. The Integration Programme 
consists of courses in Danish society, culture and history, activities aimed at gaining employment 
and courses in Danish language. The specific content of the Integration Programme is agreed 
upon in an integration contract between the immigrant and the relevant municipality.  Both the 
mandatory Integration Programme and the voluntary Introductory Programmes last 3 years at 
most and are free for immigrants who, among other things, are at least 18 years old, have a 
residence permit and are registered in the National Register in his/her municipality of residence.   
The courses are offered by both private and public providers, and are inspected by the 
municipalities. 

Estonia Voluntary language courses are organised by the Integration and Migration Foundation Our 
People (MISA) though the Development of Language Training Programmes, which are financed 
by the European Social Fund. The courses are put out to tender and delivered by a variety of 
providers.  Classes are free for certain priority groups (e.g. in 2013 and 2014 free classes are 
offered to third country nationals who are unemployed).  For those who have to pay for the 
classes, there is the possibility to have the fees reimbursed upon passing the Estonian language 
exam at A2, B1, B2 or C1 level. 

http://www.migration.gv.at/en/living-and-working-in-austria/integration-and-citizenship/integration-agreement.html
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=29656
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37637
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37637
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=29488
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37433
http://www.meis.ee/eng
http://www.meis.ee/eng
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Finland The Government’s Integration Programme for 2012 – 2015 provides for the provision of free 
language courses to third-country nationals. The courses are provided by Employment and 
Economic Development Offices, municipalities and non-governmental organisations.  Failure to 
attend can result in withdrawal of State support. 

France Up to 400 hours of free French classes are offered by the French Office for Immigration and 
Integration through the “Contrat d’acceuil et d’integration”. The contract has been compulsory 
from 2007 for all adult third-country national newcomers (with the exception of intra-company 
transfers and immigrants granted a “competence and skills” permit).    

Germany Integration Courses, consisting of German language courses and orientation courses, have been 
available since 2005. Attendance of the courses is on a voluntary basis, although participation 
may under certain circumstances become mandatory, particularly in the case that a third-
country national is unable to communicate in German at a basic level (possible sanctions for 
failure to attend include a fine, curtailment of social welfare benefits and denial of residence 
permit). The courses are heavily subsidised but immigrants are required to pay a contribution of 
1 euro per lesson.     

Hungary Official language courses exist only for refugees and those benefitting from subsidiary 
protection, who are offered 520 hours of free language tuition (the courses are not obligatory 
but financial support from the State after the first year of residence is conditional on completion 
of such a course). 

Italy Free language courses are provided by the Permanent Territorial Centres (CTP) (which are in the 
process of becoming Provincial Adult Education Centres (CPIA)). CTPs are managed by the 
Ministry of Education and funded by the State.   

Luxembourg There are three official language courses offered in Luxembourg: 

 Language courses in the context of the Integration Contract. These courses are 
voluntary and immigrants benefit from a reduced tariff. 

 Language courses in the context of the citizenship test, also voluntary. 

 Linguistic leave to learn the Luxembourgish language which allows employees who 
have been legally resident for at least six months to attend up to 120 hours of language 
training for which their employer is reimbursed.   

The 
Netherlands 

Under the new Civic Integration Law, which came into force on 1 January 2013, the attendance 
of language courses by newcomers continues to be obligatory, although responsibility for 
sourcing and paying for the courses is placed with the immigrant. Government loans are 
available to pay for courses attended in a quality approved school or establishment. 

Poland In Poland only two categories of immigrants are entitled to integration/introductory courses: 
foreigners granted refugee status or subsidiary protection, as well as repatriates and members 
of their immediate families (including foreign spouses). Polish language courses for other 
immigrants are not organised by the Polish State, although there is a wide range of classes 
organised by non-governmental organisations which are usually free of charge (or for a small fee 
in order to motivate foreigners to take part in these courses).  

Standards in language courses are set in the ordinance of the Minister of National Education of 
2011 on a Framework Curriculum of Polish Language Courses for Foreigners which sets out that 
courses should be adjusted to the age, origin, needs and abilities of participants. These 
standards were developed by the Foreign Language Teaching Foundation Linguae Mundi, the 
most experienced language school in teaching foreigners in Poland.  

Portugal In Portugal the National Integration Strategy deals with language courses in the “Portuguese for 
All” programme. Generally the courses are implemented by governmental bodies dispersed all 
over the country; the attendance is voluntary and free of charge for migrants. In terms of 
contents they are mainly focused on the acquisition of Portuguese language skills that facilitate 
social interaction and labour orientation.  If the participants complete the language courses and 
obtain a certificate of level A2 they are exempt from sitting the language test for the purpose of 
naturalisation, long-term residence status and permanent residency.  

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=12315
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=4117
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=9838
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=9838
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=30236
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37844
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37844
http://www.linguaemundi.pl/jezyk_polski_o_projekcie.html
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=18415
http://www.acidi.gov.pt/es-imigrante/servicos/portugues-para-todos
http://www.acidi.gov.pt/es-imigrante/servicos/portugues-para-todos
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Romania 
 

In Romania, there are two major categories of providers of language courses for third country 
nationals with legal stay. The law stipulates that, on the one hand, language courses are 
organised by the Ministry of Education in collaboration with the General Immigration 
Inspectorate, but that they can also be subcontracted to NGOs. In both cases, participants 
receive attendance certificates issued by the Ministry of Education.  However, these certificates 
cannot be used to enrol in the state school system or for the citizenship examination. The state-
organised classes are held by the County Education Inspectorates, only upon request of the 
beneficiaries, and only if a minimum number of 10 requests are registered. Third country 
nationals are entitled to 140 hours of free Romanian language classes. 

Slovenia In 2011 the Minister of Education and Sport adopted the Early Integration of Migrants (EIM) 
programme. The EIM programme includes, among other things, free Slovenian language 
courses, including a free pre-test of knowledge of Slovenian language.  The number of hours to 
which third country nationals are entitled (either 180, 120 or 60 hours) depends on how long 
they have been residing in the Republic of Slovenia, and what type of residence permits have 
been issued to them.  If they qualify the administrative unit issues a certificate of eligibility for 
participation, with which they choose one of the 14 contractor educational institutions.  
Following completion of the language course, third country nationals can apply at the 
administrative unit in which they are registered for a free examination of the Slovenian 
language at basic level. The exam is designed for adults who need a recognized certificate for 
personal or official purposes (for example to obtain Slovenian citizenship). 

Sweden The courses offered in Sweden for newly arrived immigrants are called SFI (“Swedish for 
Immigrants”) and are part of the regular school system in Sweden.  Any course providers who 
want to organize a course in “Swedish for Immigrants” are regulated by these laws. The course 
providers are regularly scrutinized by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen).  
Courses in Swedish for Immigrants are free and open to anyone who is registered in the 
municipality where they want to study and has a national registration number. Learners must 
also have a residence permit and be at least 16 years old. All participating schools are obliged to 
offer lessons during both day and evening hours. The daytime courses typically involve 15-20 
hours per week, while evening courses are about 6 hours a week.  Some SFI schools also offer 
courses at distance. Students can combine their studies with work, training or courses in other 
subjects.   At present the system operates a “language bonus” whereby immigrants in some 
municipalities are eligible for a cash grant if they complete a SFI course within a certain 
timeframe.  This will be abolished in 2014 following research concluding that positive effects are 
confined to metropolitan areas. 

UK Under its Knowledge of Life and Language (KoLL) requirement, the UK Government requires all 
people (unless exempt) applying for either settlement (indefinite leave to remain) or 
naturalisation to demonstrate their level of knowledge of the UK through taking a ‘Life in the 
UK’ test. Applicants with language skills below the English for Speakers of Other Languages 
Entry Level 3 from non-English-speaking nations are required to attend combined ESOL and 
Citizenship classes.  Full subsidies for the courses are only offered for those in receipt of certain 
state benefits such as Employment Support Allowance. For those who do not meet the criteria 
for subsidy, the cost of an ESOL course is usually around £400 (€470) but can be up to £1000 
(€1180), of which people not in receipt of welfare benefits need to pay half.  
   
The prevalence of the ESOL qualification has sparked an industry of further ESOL related 
courses, which have ESOL Level 2 or 3 as prerequisites and seek to advance learners’ proficiency 
on topics from beauty therapy and food preparation to economics and business studies.  

3. Designing Language Courses: technical and quality aspects 
 
The Council of Europe has elaborated language policy guidelines, with reference tools developed to 
support their effective implementation based on the following principles: 
 

o Implement language programmes that provide a clear response to migrants’ 
language needs for personal, social and working life; 

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=3606
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/practice/details.cfm?ID_ITEMS=16277
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/practice/details.cfm?ID_ITEMS=16277
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/news/newsdetail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=13897
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/news/newsdetail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37894
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/liam/Guiding/Guiding_principles_EN.asp
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o Ensure that programmes are sufficiently open to accommodate the diversity of 
migrants; 

o Support migrants in developing independent learning skills; 
o Monitor language and culture courses to ensure they meet internationally accepted 

standards of quality assurance; 
o Define required proficiency levels in a realistic  and flexible manner that reflects the 

actual needs and capacities of migrants; 
o Ensure that formal tests, where used, conform to accepted standards of quality and 

are not misused to exclude migrants from society; 
o Devise effective incentives rather than ineffective sanctions; tangible rewards for 

language learning, such as speedier access to employment or social benefits, provide 
enhanced motivation; 

o Value migrants’ languages of origin and their unique plurilingual and pluricultural 
identities.  
 

The practical implementation of these principles depends on the design of language training, i.e. the 
general approach to developing language courses for immigrants.  The following points are put 
forward by both the Council of Europe and the Draft Modules for Immigrant Integration as being 
effective approaches to designing language training.     

3.1 Needs-based approach 
 
A needs-based approach should be taken when designing language courses for adult immigrants.  
This involves profiling the learner groups concerned and defining the language needs.  This 
approach acknowledges that efforts need to be taken to design courses in which attainment goals 
match the language learning needs of particular groups of learners, and different courses are 
developed for groups with different needs.  In addition, it recognises immigrants’ right to use their 
mother tongue in certain situations and to pass it onto their children, while at the same time 
stimulating them to functionally use the second language in other situations.  This, in turn, 
nurtures language diversity in Europe (see Language learning, teaching and assessment and the 
integration of adult immigrants. The importance of needs analysis).   

 

P R A C T I C E  H I G H L I G H T S  
 

 Austria: In 2013 the Public Employment Service of Vienna (AMS Vienna) installed a new system which 
offers free customised German language classes for unemployed migrants based on the language 
level and speed of learning.   

 Germany: The Integration Courses offered to immigrants typically include 600 hours of language 
education. In addition to this, nation-wide integration courses have been designed for special target 
groups which offer 900 teaching units. Such programmes include a literacy course, a course for young 
people, and a course for parents. Similarly, for candidates with prior knowledge of the German 
language there is the possibility to attend a shorter course of 430 teaching units.  

 UK: Cardiff ESOL Police is a course that teaches English as it builds relationships between law 

enforcement officers and the new migrant community. It also focuses on providing students with 
practical knowledge about law and policing in the UK. Designed as a series of ten two-hour sessions, 
the course includes topics such as "An Introduction to the Police", "Dealing with an Emergency", "Child 
Safety in the UK" and "Driving in the UK."   

 The CinaMI project offers Italian language courses to Chinese adults, focussing on the language used in 
the labour areas where participants are involved (restaurants, wellness, commerce), adding 
information on civic education, hygiene and job security. During the project, participants were tested 
in order to be prepared for the driving-licence exam and the language exam for a long-term residence 
permit. 

 Portugal: The Programme Português Para Todos (PTT) (Portuguese For All) provides immigrants with a 
certified technical Portuguese language courses (25 hours) for those who need additional knowledge 

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=38214
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=38214
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/news/newsdetail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=36454
http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/intv/
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/practice/details.cfm?ID_ITEMS=22685
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/practice/details.cfm?ID_ITEMS=33938
http://www.acidi.gov.pt/es-imigrante/servicos/portugues-para-todos
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for their employment.  The technical courses focus mainly on four different sectors: retail, hostelry, 
beauty care, building construction and civil engineering.   

 Sweden: In most municipalities, classes in Swedish for Immigrants have different professional 
specialisations for occupations such as child care, retail workers or truck drivers. For immigrants who 
already have a university degree, Swedish for Academics is available. 

 Poland: According to the  Framework Curriculum of Polish Language Courses for Foreigners, it is very 
important to take into account cultural differences between various groups of foreigners and the 
degree of similarity between the mother tongue of a course participant and the Polish language. For 
example, the total number of hours provided for the implementation of the language course should be 
higher for foreigners from outside the European cultural circle and those whose native language 
alphabet is not based on the Latin alphabet (100 hours instead of 75 for A level and 100 hours instead 
of 75 for B level).  

 
The Council of Europe’s Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) is a useful 
tool in implementing the needs-based approach.  It was designed to support the teaching and 
learning of foreign languages by: 

 providing language professionals across Europe with a common basis for the elaboration of 
language syllabuses curriculum guidelines, examinations, textbooks, etc, 

 helping language professionals overcome the barriers to communications arising from the 
different educational systems in Europe; 

 defining levels of proficiency by which to measure the language learners’ progress at each 
stage of learning and throughout his or her life.  Proficiency is defined at six ascending levels 
(A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2) in relation to three kinds of language activity: reception (listening 
and reading), production (speaking and writing), and interaction (spoken and written).   
 

The CEFR is not a normative instrument but rather a framework of reference to be drawn on to 
design language courses in response to the characteristics and needs of the specific group of learners.   
Using the CEFR to develop a programme of language learning involves selecting and adapting the 
available material to the needs of the learners in question.  The CEFR provides a list of questions for 
course providers to ask in order to establish the needs of their learners and design the course 
accordingly.  This analysis, which considers the context in which immigrants are expected to 
communicate, allows providers to then specify the communication themes they need to cope with, 
the tasks they should be able to perform and the communicative goals to be met.  This information 
can be used to identify the varieties of language activity, e.g. listening, reading, speaking or writing, 
that they need to master and the proficiency level at which they need to be able to perform.   
 
The CEFR was never intended to be used to test knowledge.  Nevertheless, language requirements to 
secure rights of entry, permanent residence or citizenship are usually defined in terms of the 
proficiency levels of the CEFR (Language requirements for adult migrants in Council of Europe 
member states: Report on a survey). 

3.2 Flexibility 
 
According to the results of the Immigrant Citizens Survey 2012, lack of time to study is the major 
problem in language learning.  Therefore, flexibility in language education is key.  Flexibility may refer 
to tailor-made courses as discussed above, or to flexibility in course schedules, locations and other 
policies which facilitate the immigrants’ ability to fit language learning into their lives.  It can also 
refer to informal approaches to language learning which can be effective in helping immigrants to 
build social networks. 

P R A C T I C E  H I G H L I G H T S  
Luxembourg: Linguistic leave is available to immigrants who have been legally resident for at least six months.  
It allows immigrants to take up to 120 hours of leave from their job to attend classes in the Luxembourgish 

http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=37844
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=38063
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=38063
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=28112
http://ec.europa.eu/ewsi/en/resources/detail.cfm?ID_ITEMS=11441
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language for which their employers receive compensation.   
 
Italy: The Groppo Abele Association offered free language classes for immigrant women and provided a 
babysitting service for mothers of young children. 
 
Ireland: The Fáilte Isteach project involves older people volunteering their time to teach conversational English 
classes to new immigrants. The student-centred approach adopted by the programme provides basic language 
support in a practical, welcoming and inclusive manner.  

 
The role of ICT in language learning is instrumental in the design of language courses that give 
pride of place to active self-learning and flexibility. In 2011 the European Commission, in 
partnership with JRC Technical Notes, published a study on “Language Learning by Adult Migrants: 
Policy Challenges and ICT Responses” which identified the role of ICT in responding to language 
learning challenges.  It found that ICT can be used to address the personalisation of learning, as it 
offers greater flexibility in delivery.  It also highlighted the benefit that language learning through 
ICT addresses not only the acquisition of language skills, but also technical skills.  The limitations of 
ICT include poor support for speaking skills, and challenges related to lack of awareness and 
information about ICT opportunities, lack of access to ICT in isolated areas and knowing how to 
choose the right ICT support for immigrants’ specific needs.  The report reinforces the idea that ICT 
learning must be combined with other approaches, including classroom teaching, group learning 
and interactive role plays, to get the best results.   

 

P R A C T I C E  H I G H L I G H T S  
Estonia: A free online language course has been made available by the Ministry for Education and Research for 

all adults who are interested in learning how to communicate in everyday situations. Currently the course 
consists of 16 comprehensive language learning units that include a total of 200 animations, over 100 videos 
that explain grammar and roughly 1200 exercises in the version for Russian-speaking learners. In 2013 and 
2014 the course will be translated and amended to meet the needs of English-speaking learners.    
 
Latvia: In 2011 the Latvian Language Agency (Latviešu valodas aģentūra) created the online Latvian dictionary 
“e-Pupa” to enhance the use of online resources by learners and teachers of the Latvian language. The online 
dictionary is available free of charge. The resource includes etymologic, word formation, grammatical and 
lexical information, with rich materials about folklore and the use of words in different contexts. The dictionary 
is intended to help pupils to become more interested in the learning process, enhance cognitive action and 
improve their socio-cultural, linguistic and communication competences.  By April 2013 it had approximately 
1500 registered users. It is used by teachers in a combined approach of classroom and individual learning.   

 

3.3 Assessments 
 
Assessments can be carried out by the course providers, by the learners themselves in the form of 
self-assessment or in the form of official tests in order to demonstrate that the learners have reached 
a level required for residence or citizenship for example.  No matter what the method of assessment, 
great care is needed to ensure that they are valid, fair and reliable, and that migrants have access to 
relevant training to help prepare for the examinations.  In the case of official exams to acquire certain 
legal status, it is of the utmost importance that these do not have the effect of excluding immigrants 
from the integration process. 
 
In this respect, it may be interesting to look at a method of assessment that is ongoing and helps the 
immigrant to continue to learn independently once a specific language course has come to an end. 
The European Language Portfolio was designed by the Council of Europe specifically for adult 
migrants and accompanied by a guide for teachers and self-assessment checklist.  It enables adult 
migrants regularly to assess and record their progress in any of the languages in their repertoire 
including the language of the country they have migrated to.  The European Language Portfolio has 
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been tested by a consortium of organisations working with immigrants in Spain, Slovenia, Italy, and 
Lithuania in a project which put forward recommendations aimed at language course designers and 
practitioners.    
 

3.1 Quality of Language Courses  
 
To ensure that language courses meet their aims, it is essential that the overall quality and impact of 
the training is assessed regularly.  Quality assessments generally take into account the qualifications 
required of trainers and the relevance of training resources through external auditing of the training 
programmes and surveys of the opinions of students and other stakeholders (employers, for 
instance).  Evaluations seek to ascertain whether the activities have led to the intended results and 
can be used as the basis for the development of future policy on language training.      
 
At present, most Member States lack the systematic approach to quality assessment and evaluation 
in adult language education that is characteristic of national school systems.   For example, very few 
Member States regulate the curriculum of courses at national level (e.g. Germany and Denmark) and 
evaluations of language programmes as a whole have been conducted in Flanders, Denmark, 
Germany, Sweden and Estonia only, with one planned in Portugal in 2013.   
 

P R A C T I C E  H I G H L I G H T S  
Sweden: The language courses, “Swedish for Immigrants” are regulated by the regular school laws and fall 
under the responsibility of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen) which regularly assesses their 
quality through student surveys and other indicators.  In recent years it has initiated a number of reports to 
investigate the effectiveness of the courses and issued recommendations to improve courses across the board.    

4. Motivating immigrants to attend language courses 
 
In many Member States motivating immigrants to learn the country’s language takes the form of 
imposing conditions which can result in penalties and sanctions.   The Council of Europe’s Language 
requirements for adult migrants in Council of Europe member states: Report on a survey shows that 
migrants can fail to qualify for entry, resident permits and naturalisation if they cannot demonstrate 
knowledge of the country’s language.  In addition to this, some Member States make attendance of 
language courses compulsory (e.g. Austria, Germany and Flanders) with sanctions ranging from the 
withdrawal of social benefits and fines to possible deportation.   

 
A number of studies question whether such negative methods are effective in raising standards of 
language learning.  The INTEC project: Integration and Naturalisation tests: the new way to European 
Citizenship (2010) looked at the requirement for immigrants to pass language and integration tests as 
a means to attaining citizenship in nine EU Member States (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Hungary, Latvia, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom).  The study found that such a 
connection is not necessary to motivate migrants, and inevitably leads to the exclusion of certain 
groups from a secure legal status. The effects of this exclusion may hamper their integration, rather 
than promote it. With regard to language requirements for admission, the exclusion also affects 
family life and may violate the right to family reunification.   

 
With regard to the impact of compulsory language classes, a 2010 evaluation of the Integration 
Courses in the Belgian region of Flanders concluded that the compulsory nature of the courses did 
not have a positive impact on motivation to attend.  The INTEC project similarly found that 
immigrants do not seem to be motivated by the obligation to attend a course, but because they like 
to learn the language and get in touch with other participants. However, it found that for some very 
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specific groups, the obligation to attend the course can have a positive effect on their motivation or 
actual participation. This particularly concerns women who are not supported by their husbands to 
integrate and migrants who face difficulties combining the courses with their daily activities, such as a 
fulltime job or raising and taking care of young children. 

 
The Council of Europe recommends that migrants are more likely to succeed when language 
programmes provide them with success in meeting needs-related, realistic, attainable objectives, and 
develop the strategies and confidence for further learning as their current needs expand and 
gradually become more apparent to them. Their motivation to learn the language well is more likely 
to increase where they can see the results in their daily lives and official requirements are clearly 
linked to tangible incentives or rewards such as a partial reimbursement of fees, more rapid access to 
citizenship, or greater opportunities on the labour market.  
 

P R A C T I C E  H I G H L I G H T S  
Estonia: Immigrants participating in language courses in the context of the Language Training Development 
Programmes have the right to compensation of course fees when they pass the Estonian language proficiency 
exam at A2, B1, B2 or C1 level. At each level, a person can have their tuition fees reimbursed in a sum of up to 
320 Euros.  A survey of the immigrants participating in the programme showed that 62% found that the option 
to receive compensation for language training costs had influenced their Estonian language learning. Without 
the compensation they would have attended fewer or cheaper language courses, postponed their attendance 
of a course or given it up altogether. 37% of compensation recipients used the compensation to pay for further 
Estonian classes. 

 
 

Experimentation of what works and does not work to incentivise language learning is needed.  
Sweden has recently decided to abolish its system of offering a cash bonus for learning Swedish 
within a certain timeframe following research that found that the positive impact is limited to 
metropolitan areas only.   
 
Finally, the Draft European Modules for Migrant Integration recognise that motivation to participate 
in courses may decrease if high quality courses that truly improve their skills and labour market 
perspectives are not delivered.    This conclusion was supported in the document “Open Forums on 
Integration: Report on Recommendations by Third-Country Nationals regarding Estonia’s Integration 
Policy“, where the low quality of language courses was cited as one of the main impediments to 
learning Estonian. 

5. The Impact of Language Courses on Integration 
 
The texts adopted at EU level, including the Common Basic Principles on Integration, highlight the 
view that basic knowledge of the country’s language is indispensible to the integration of immigrants.  
This view was shared by the Eurobarometer 2011 focus groups in 14 EU Member States, including 
both non-EU migrants and the general public, who thought that speaking a common language was 
the most important factor to facilitate integration.  But are the courses available in the Member 
States effective in facilitating the integration of immigrants?  A number of research projects available 
on the EWSI shed some light on this question. 
 
A number of studies have looked in particular at the impact of language courses on immigrants’ 
employment prospects.  The latest in the series of OECD Reports “Jobs for Immigrants" (Volume 1 – 
2007; Volume 2 – 2008; Volume 3 – 2012) noted that, in general, the available evidence in the 
countries studied so far (Australia, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland) 
suggests that the impact of the courses on labour market integration is questionable (with the 
exception of vocation-specific training “on the job”). This conclusion is borne out by research from 
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other sources: 
 

 Evaluations in France have found that the language courses forming part of the “Contrat 
d’Accueil et d’Intégration” were insufficiently funded to give adequate language support to 
immigrants.  As a result, the unemployment rate among participants remains high after two 
years (24%).   

 The 2010 report of the schools inspectorate in Sweden argued that the courses would offer 
an improved service if they catered more to the needs and experiences of the individuals 
concerned and if there was greater collaboration between the courses and other municipal 
agencies, such as employment.   

 A report from 2011 investigated the causal effect of compulsory language training on the 
integration of non-western family migrants in the Danish labour market and concluded that 
it does not increase labour participation in the long run.  
 

It is clear that the impact of language training on employment prospects depends on the particular 
course attended and whether it is sufficiently targeted.  This was one of the conclusions of the 
detailed analysis of the results of the Immigrant Citizens Survey carried out in April 2013 (“What good 
is an integration course for finding a job? What immigrants have to say”).  Participants of the 
“Portuguese for All” programme found the courses very helpful in helping them to find a job, while 
participants in courses in Belgium and Spain more often found that they did not help.   
 
Other studies have looked at the impact of language courses on other aspects of integration.  The 
INTEC project: Integration and Naturalisation tests: the new way to European Citizenship (2010) 
indicates that language and integration courses improve the language abilities and social contacts of 
immigrants, as well as their independence and self-confidence. The results of the Immigrant Citizens 
Survey 2012 showed that the courses helped most participants to get more involved in their 
community.  Again, general conclusions should be treated with caution given the disparate results of 
evaluations carried out at Member State level:   
 

 In Germany, recent research carried out by the Integration Panel of the Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees analysed the long-term integration of migrants three years after their 
participation in integration courses. This long-term perspective revealed positive integration 
results in many areas of life including contact with the school and teachers of their children, 
increased access to German media, increased access to the labour market and greater social 
interaction with Germans (reflecting the positive findings of earlier research in 2011).  

  In contrast, a 2010 evaluation of the Integration Courses in the Belgian region of Flanders 
found that the benefits enjoyed by participants were limited in time to one year and that any 
advantage gained in comparison to immigrants who do not follow the course or dropped out 
are lost after a couple of years’ stay in Belgium.  After three to four years, about 50% of the 
immigrants having started the integration courses only spoke very basic Dutch, enough to 
survive.   

 In Estonia, a survey was carried out among immigrants and course providers involved in the 
Language Training Development Programmes which found that, while participants gained 
more knowledge of the language and confidence to speak, they found it difficult to retain 
their language skills due to the lack of possibilities to practice.  The survey revealed that the 
impact of language studies on integration was not as high as expected: participants did not 
enjoy greater access to Estonian media or communication with native speakers.   

 
Given the resources directed into language training in many Member States, more evidence of their 
impact on the social and economic integration of immigrants is needed.  In this respect, the OECD 
calls for all national programmes to have the necessary infrastructure to measure the outcomes of 
language training on the target population. Only then can meaningful comparative analysis be carried 
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out and best practices identified and implemented across the EU. 


