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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This article addresses the declining interest in Modern Foreign Languages i/IOdem F?rseign d
(MFL) education in the Netherlands, particularly for languages other than ATBHABES; SECOne

. o . Language Acquisition;
English, and argues for a revitalized approach centered on intercultural

R - Language teaching;
communicative competence. We, representing the Meesterschapsteam Meesterschapsteam,
Moderne Vreemde Talen, advocate for integrating language competence, Curriculum reform:;

language awareness, and cultural awareness in secondary and higher education = Intercultural
curricula. We highlight the limitations of skill-focused, exam-driven  communicative
instruction, and instead propose a broader, research-informed vision that  competence; Language

connects language learning to cultural, historical, and social contexts. This ~ 2Wwareness; Cultural

. . . . .. . . . 3 awareness; Language
contribution emphasizes individualized, engaging, and content-rich learning > Langlag

environments, discusses the dynamic and non-linear nature of second language competence
acquisition, and calls for assessment methods that value ongoing development.
The goal of MFL education is not limited to the development of language
proficiency; it also fosters personal growth, intercultural understanding, and
societal enrichment, making it essential in a rapidly changing, multilingual

world.

Introduction: Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) in the Netherlands

For many years, school-based language learning and teaching in the Netherlands have seen
a decline in interest among secondary school students and the wider public (DIA, 2025;
Michel et al., 2021; Stam, 2025). This decrease is also felt in higher education, where fewer
students each year decide to pursue language and culture studies and even fewer enter
further training to become language teachers (UNL, 2025). At present, this trend raises

B4 *Contact: Eva Knopp, eva.knopp@ru.nl, Radboud University, PO Box 9103, Nijmegen 6500 HD, The Netherlands

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Radboud University Press.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License. CC BY permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms
under which this article is published allow the author(s) or a third party, with the author’s permission, to deposit the
accepted manuscript in a repository.


https://duitslandinstituut.nl/naslagwerk/1223/feiten-en-cijfers
https://doi.org/10.1515/eujal-2020-0020
https://www.volkskrant.nl/columns-opinie/opinie-stop-met-duits-op-de-middelbare-school~b7afc228/?referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F
https://universitaireaanpaklerarentekort.nl/feiten-en-cijfers
mailto:eva.knopp@ru.nl
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

2 (& Knopp etal

questions about the vitality of languages other than English (LOTE), such as German,
French, and Spanish. For example, in the academic year 2024/2025, fewer than 30 students
across all Dutch universities enrolled in an educational master’s program to teach German,
French, or Spanish in upper secondary education (UNL, 2025). The situation is similar for
teacher education in lower secondary education, where enrollment numbers for German
and French have decreased by 50% and 30%, respectively, over the past 5 years (Vereniging
Hogescholen, 2026). Some fear that the introduction of generative Al in 2023 and other
tools that draw on large language models (LLMs) may exacerbate this downward spiral,
under the positivist assumption that such technologies make the need for humans to engage
in language learning redundant. Indeed, a utilitarian perspective on the usefulness of
modern foreign language (MFL) knowledge other than the multilingua franca English
(Jenkins, 2015) reiterates the question: how much need is there to learn a language if
machines can mediate or even take over communication in multilingual settings?

In this article, the Meesterschapsteam Moderne Vreemde 7Talen (MT-MVT,
https://modernevreemdetalen.vakdidactiekgw.nl) presents a visionary answer to this
question. Commissioned by their faculties, the MT-MVT is a Dutch think-tank of university
researchers and teachers who specialize in second language development, literature and
culture studies, language pedagogy, and didactics. The goal of the MT-MVT is to build a

bridge between research and practice in MFL learning and teaching. In 2022, we published
a vision paper in Dutch (MT-MVT, 2022) in which we presented our perspective on how
MFL learning could be implemented in (high) school education to strengthen the field for
the future. This vision forms the basis for the present article, anno 2026, in which we
advocate that language learning can and should remain an integral part of school-based
learning by foregrounding the rich disciplinary content of language and culture studies.
More specifically, at the heart of the MT-MVT vision, we propose a stronger connection
between language and culture studies in secondary and higher education, leading to content
covering areas as wide as linguistics, literature, culture, history, politics, and other aspects
of the geographical area(s) where the target language is a means of communication.
Although many individual teachers successfully dedicate their class time to these kinds of
relevant language-related content, too often current high-school practice in the
Netherlands has a narrower focus on language as a system, primarily focusing on skills
(reading, listening, writing, and speaking), grammar, and vocabulary. In particular, MFL
classes in the final years of secondary education often spend extensive time and energy on
preparatory training sessions for the central national exams (Rouffet et al., 2023). Given that
these multiple-choice exams exclusively test reading comprehension and strategies, they
create a strong negative washback and induce teaching to the test behaviors (Green, 2007;
Rouffet etal., 2023). In the first place, such practices, which often take place across different
target languages, tend to make Dutch MFL education unengaging (for both students and
teachers), and in the second place, they leave many students with a feeling that they still
cannot communicate well in the target language after five or six years of MFL instruction.
Yet, more importantly, this narrow focus on language skills deprives students of
opportunities to experience the specificities, as well as the full richness and beauty, of
foreign language and culture studies.
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Accordingly, we argue that secondary education has the responsibility to introduce
students to, and support their development in, three key areas that make engagement with
foreign languages and cultures meaningful and motivating: /anguage competence, language
awareness, and cultural awareness. This triptych aligns well with the discipline in academic
studies and, therefore, prepares students for studying languages and cultures. After all,
developing knowledge and skills in these three areas not only enables young people to
communicate effectively using their entire plurilingual repertoire but also makes them
culturally aware and interculturally competent, which are vital skills in today's society. The
first area, language competence, draws on more traditional aspects of language learning such
as learning to use (or mediate) a target language for communicative purposes, across
receptive (i.e., reading and listening) and productive (i.e., writing and speaking) modes
(CEFR, Council of Europe, 2020). The second area, /anguage awareness, guides students to
reflect on their language(s) and language use, in order to develop a deeper understanding of
how languages are structured and function as cognitive and social phenomena. This
reflection enables them to regard language as an object of study in its own right, including
knowledge about language use as well as language learning processes. The third area,
cultural awareness, concerns the way in which linguistic repertoires contribute to the
identities and cultures of individuals and societies. By reflecting on their own language(s)
and culture(s) and those of others, young people learn to position themselves within the
immediate social contexts of their home society, or more broadly within Europe and the
world. Such reflections may include individuals and groups encountered in real life or in
narratives students read, listen to, or watch. Accordingly, these encounters with “the other”
contribute to the development of (global) citizenship. This third and final area of language
education is expected to facilitate growing cultural awareness, in which students learn how
to reflect on their own culture through the lens of a newly learned and actively used
language. We accordingly adopt contemporary viewpoints on intercultural
(communicative) competence by defining intercultural competence as stated in Beacco et
al. (2016): “the ability to experience otherness and cultural diversity, to analyze that
experience and to derive benefit from it.” It is only through participating in different
cultures (pluriculturality) that intercultural competence can develop.

Figure 1

Three core areas of intercultural communicative competence
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Together, these three areas depicted in Figure 1 form components of the concept of
intercultural communicative competence, as defined by Byram (1997, p. 34). It refers to the
ability to communicate and interact across cultural boundaries. Through engagement with
source materials, learners encounter culture-specific elements, experience different
worldviews, and learn to relativize their own perspective. Most importantly, authentic texts
in and of a target language community allow students to experience other cultures from
within, through individuals’ perspectives rather than through “dry” factual knowledge.
Engaging with materials in another language and from another culture can broaden
learners’ horizons and cultivate attitudes of openness and empathy toward others (Schat et
al., 2023b). In short, the three components contributing to intercultural communicative
competence should be the core of any citizenship and MFL education program, which is a
major goal of compulsory education in the Netherlands.

As MT-MVT, we are convinced that engagement with modern foreign languages
that integrates these three components makes language learning exciting, challenging, and
enriching. It has the potential to strengthen the position of languages in education, and
more importantly, in society at large, in sustainable ways. As such, this article can be
understood as supportive of the recent curriculum reform for the MFL in the Dutch school
system (i.e., vakvernieuwing MVT, SLO, 2025a) that has resulted in the development of (1)
new core learning goals for the primary and lower secondary school years (i.e., kerndoelen)
and (2) new attainment goals (i.e., examenprogramma’s) for the final exams of secondary
education in the Netherlands. These new learning and attainment goals, partially inspired
by the MT-MVT, acknowledge the above-described developments in MFL in the
Netherlands (cf. SLO 2021, 2023) and pave the way from a predominantly skills-oriented
MFL curriculum to one that integrates skills-oriented learning of communicative
competence (i.e., domein A within the Dutch system, cf. SLO 2025b, 2025c) with content-
related learning goals in the areas of language awareness (i.e., domein B, cf. SLO 2025b,
2025c¢) and cultural awareness (i.e., domein C, cf. SLO 2025b, 2025c). While the new MFL
curriculum overlaps with our framework (Figure 1), we would like to stress that our
proposed vision cannot be read as congruent. As scholars in language and culture studies
and SLA research and pedagogy, we take a broader, more research-oriented perspective that
transgresses the systemic and legal boundaries that a curriculum framework must adhere
to. At the same time, in this article we sketch and propose ways in which the (old) skills-
oriented learning goals can and should be integrated with more content-oriented learning
goals related to language and cultural awareness in teaching and examination.

In what follows, we will lay out our insights from research and practice to answer
the question: why is it important and useful, and why is it challenging and enjoyable to
engage in MFL learning? As we go on, we tap into the broad construct of Second Language?
(L2) competence — or better: intercultural communicative competence — and its
development, on L2 teaching theory and practice, as well as language assessment. We

2 Asis customary in the field, we will use the label secondlanguage and its abbreviations 22and SLA (for Second Language
Acquisition) as umbrella terms for the concepts we refer to. We are well aware that many pupils in school-based language
education have a much richer language repertoire as they might build on standard and non-standard home language(s),
the dominant language in education, and other school-based MFLs. As such, the reality we refer to will often entail
engagement with a 39/4%/X Janguage, where ZX might be more appropriate than Z2.
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conclude by providing some answers to the why-question and formulate desiderata for
future research and practice.

Building intercultural communicative competence in Modern Foreign Languages

Before we dive deeper into L2 development, we need to define the construct of language
competence, that is, outline the aim of MFL education. In our view, a proficient user of a
language is well-equipped to function in the newly acquired language in a variety of
communicative and cultural contexts. This ties in closely with Byram’s (1997, 2021) concept
of intercultural communicative competence, defined as “Knowledge of others; knowledge
of self; skills to interpret and relate; skills to discover and/or to interact; valuing others’
values, beliefs, and behaviors; and relativizing one’s self” (1997, p. 34).

To employ a language effectively, one needs more than versatility in the narrow
construct of proficiency, typically involving vocabulary, pronunciation, and a certain level
of grammatical accuracy. Effective language use also conforms to standards of social
interactions and cultural values in the target-language community (Ortega, 2011). Language
proficiency in this broad sense encompasses Canale and Swain’s (1980) seminal notions of
grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic abilities, which have more recently
been taken on board in L2 research by adding communicative or functional adequacy to the
linguistic aspects of proficiency (e.g., De Jong et al., 2012; Kuiken & Vedder, 2017; Pallotti,
2020). This perspective on language proficiency aligns well with the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2020), which describes the
development of language competence in terms of effective language use across increasingly
complex and varied plurilingual communicative situations. The CEFR also acknowledges
“plurilingual competence” (Council of Europe, 2020, 28f.), where the construct of
“mediation” refers to common situations in which a language user mediates between
different (varieties of) language(s), sources and outputs, drawing on a wide range of their
plurilingual repertoire. For example, it entails someone listening to a news item in language
A, reading about the same topic in variety B, and reporting on it orally in yet another
language C. In such contexts, L2 users can flexibly draw on their full linguistic repertoire
employing translanguaging techniques to fulfill their communicative potential (Duarte,
2019). As such, our vision moves away from the native speaker as a benchmark with an
underlying deficit perspective in more traditional, monolingually-biased understandings of
MFL competency and instead advocates a positive perspective on language competence
(Dewaele & Saito, 2022).

Assuming that explicit instruction in forms and rules will directly lead to
internalized competence, MFL education in the Netherlands still often takes a very form-
oriented approach. This focus on vocabulary and grammar emphasized explicit knowledge
of the linguistic system as the primary way to support language learning. However, research
has consistently shown that an explicit focus on forms is not the most effective guiding
principle of language education and may even be unnecessary for successful L2
development (e.g., Piggott, 2019; Rousse-Malpat et al., 2022). More importantly, engaging
in decontextualized learning of grammatical rules and words alone is not sufficient to
develop the communicative competence mentioned earlier (Bachman & Palmer, 1996;
Canale & Swain, 1980; Celce-Murcia, 2007; Van Ek, 1986). More recent communicative
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approaches focus on language use, based on the insight that what aids in developing
language proficiency in all its aspects is authentic engagement with language (both
receptive, i.e., reading/listening, and productive, i.e., writing/speaking, cf. Van den
Branden, 2022) across a variety of contexts. When genuine interaction connects input and
output (Long, 1996) and interactional feedback promotes development (Krashen, 1982;
Ellis, 2002; Goo & Mackey, 2013; Swain, 2005), extensive use of a language contributes to
the development of both implicit and explicit knowledge. By engaging in meaningful real-
life communication on relevant topics, both receptive and productive competencies may
grow. Such authentic engagement with language also supports processes of automatization
and proceduralization. That is, over time, skilled and versatile language users can rely on
proceduralized linguistic knowledge that requires little controlled attention (DeKeyser,
2020; Van den Branden, 2022). Yet our view goes one step further. We argue that the
development of students’ intercultural communicative competence in MFL education
cannot rely on communicative approaches alone. Rather, authentic engagement with
language in communicative approaches should be integrated with knowledge that is
inseparable from and supportive of this competence, namely, language and cultural
awareness, which form the core content of language and culture studies.

Language awareness

As we have outlined in our vision document (MT-MVT, 2022), intercultural
communicative competence encompasses knowledge about language and languages as both
a cognitive and social phenomenon, usually coined as Language Awareness (LA). LA is
defined as “explicit knowledge about language, and conscious perception and sensitivity in
language learning, language teaching and language use” (Svalberg, 2012). Accordingly, LA-
oriented MFL education is much broader than traditional grammar teaching. A focus on
language as a formal, cognitive phenomenon with regularities and systematicities within
and between language(s) allows students to discover crosslinguistic similarities and
differences between the languages and dialects they know, which can have positive effects
on their language competence in those languages (Hawkins, 1999; Roehr-Brackin, 2018;
Sierens et al., 2018; McManus & Marsden, 2017, 2018, 2019). Moreover, such an approach
allows learners to make use of their whole plurilingual repertoire when encountering,
learning, and using new and unknown languages and varieties, which has been found to

increase motivation and specifically boost the confidence of multilingual language learners
(Sierens et al., 2018; Turner et al, 2023). In addition, language awareness entails
engagement with language as a social, cultural, and political phenomenon. As such, it
enables learners to critically evaluate language use in different contexts (e.g., political
framing) and to understand how different languages and language varieties function as
markers of (cultural) identity in different social and historical contexts. This allows students
to connect language to broader cultural and historical phenomena and developments, while
it is also expected to increase their motivation to engage with different languages and
varieties (Sierens et al., 2018). Finally, awareness and knowledge of the cognitive, affective,
and sociocultural underpinnings of language learning and development (language learning
awareness) help to understand, monitor, and steer their own language learning. This
supports greater autonomy and agency in that process and, thus, prepares learners better
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for challenges they might encounter along their own learning path (Jessner, 1999; Sierens
et al., 2018) — a notion that ties in with the idea of language learning as humanization and
a whole person approach (Zheng et al., 2025).

Recent language pedagogic research that includes material development provides
showcases of what such language-awareness-oriented activities might look like. For
example, Abel-Hardenberg et al. (2025) draw on crosslinguistic similarities (e.g., Dutch and
German both put a conjugated verb in sentence final position in subordinate clauses) using
an implicit teaching approach, thereby, successfully eliciting heightened language
awareness. Such pedagogical interventions contribute to students’ understanding and have
been shown to increase motivation and interest in MFLs (Leenders et al., 2024). Yet such
research and material are scarce and more initiatives for material development are necessary
in order to cover the wide range of topics relevant to language awareness.

Cultural awareness

Someone who is culturally aware knows that the behavior, expectations, perspectives, and
values of an individual or a group of people might be related to their cultural background
and experiences (Dasli, 2011). From a more static perspective on culture, we can identify
cultural norms or clichés such as “Italians love pizza and Germans eat sausages” that
transport superficial aspects of culture. A more dynamic perspective views culture as one
factor contributing to an individual’s repertoire intersecting with age, gender, ethnicity,
and other individual features (Dervin, 2015). Culture can change over time as one grows
with experience, and, as such, language, culture, and identity are shaped by those
experiences throughout a lifetime. Education that aims to foster this awareness encourages
learners to actively explore different aspects of their own and other cultures, so that the
reflection about differences and similarities develops into intercultural competence
(Liddicoat, 2005, 2019; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013).

Given the inseparable connection between language and culture, the MFL classroom
is an important locus for (world) citizenship education and for increasing learners’ cultural
awareness and intercultural competence. In fact, teaching language without reference to
and incorporation of cultural aspects of a target language seems meaningless if not
impossible. Hence, active engagement with cultural phenomena from the target language
culture(s) that may initially strike learners as odd and other can lead to a critical reflection
and reevaluation of students’ own beliefs and cultural situatedness (Immers et al., 2022).
Yet explicit integration of language and culture in Dutch MFL classes is rare and too often
culture plays a subordinate role, as indicated by recent research on German as a foreign
language coursebooks in the Netherlands (Ciepielewska-Kaczmarek et al., 2020). One
exception might be in literature education. Literature classes in the Netherlands, however,
remain quite marginal, even though research highlights the potential of literature to
develop cultural awareness and cultural literacy (Schat et al. 2023a; Toonen et al., 2024).
Also, literature in the MFL classroom is often confined to upper secondary school, although
integrating literature in lower secondary MFL classes can benefit the development of
reading and literary competence, including cultural awareness (Lehrner-ter Lindert, 2020).
Typically, literature classes focus on authors and works that are part of the literary canon
(Delhey et al., 2025). However, a more integrated approach that includes text, context,
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readership, and language can give learners a multifaceted view of culture in the target
language. By treating formal elements of literary texts in conjunction with the social,
cultural and historical elements represented in literature, the text is studied from different
perspectives. Literature, then, can be a rich source of creative language use in context and
may help develop cultural literacy and critical cultural awareness (Bloemert, 2019; Segal,
2015).

To sum up, the above overview argues that school-based MFL education cou/d and
should entail much more than a narrow focus on language competence. In contrast, there
is immense value in aiming for an integrated approach to MFLs. In such a context, using
the language to learn its system (grammar and vocabulary) goes hand in hand with studying
and fostering language awareness and cultural awareness. The aim is that students develop
their intercultural communicative competence as a whole. When conceptualizing those
different aspects of L2 competence as the ultimate attainment goal of language education,
it is important to acknowledge the processes underlying its development.

How does second language competence develop?

Research on second language development covers many aspects and dimensions, and its
outcomes are not always directly applicable to language pedagogy. However, one important
outcome of these studies is that language learning is characterized by a nonlinear and
variable developmental trajectory, in which input and interaction are key (Atkinson et al.,
2025). Second language proficiency does not develop in a straight, predictable manner but
emerges over time, with many moments of rapid development, periods of slowing, and even
periods of language attrition. Although general patterns and stages may be identified, they
are hardly ever the same across individuals. Language learning is shaped by numerous
interrelated factors, including the learner’s first language, motivation to learn, aptitude for
language learning, the time available for learning, the amount, intensity, and quality of
contact with the target language, personal history and associations, and personality traits
(Dornyei & Ryan, 2015) and even musical ability (Jansen et al., 2023), and circadian rhythm
(De Bot, 2013).

School-based instruction may modulate some of these factors, but not all. It is
therefore not surprising that language development over time is highly individual. This has
been illustrated by a study on the second-language development of first-year secondary
students in the Netherlands (Verspoor et al., 2021). The data for this study were collected
at a so-called bilingual school in the Netherlands where a major part (around 50 percent) of
the curriculum is taught in students’ L2 (English), implementing a content and language
integrated (CLIL) approach (De Graaff et al., 2007). Considering the students’ background
characteristics, such as their verbal intelligence, socioeconomic status, and language
learning environment, the group of learners turned out to be surprisingly homogeneous. In
the study, all students in one class were given a similar writing assignment every week for
15 weeks. These writing products were then blind assessed on holistic writing quality (both
for student and for week) by a group of trained raters. Each product was evaluated by three
raters, with a fourth added if there were large discrepancies. Since half the lessons at the
school were taught in English, we could expect significant progress in English during that
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time. And indeed, when we look at the group average at the beginning (first two weeks)
and end (last two weeks) of the data collection, we see exactly that (Figure 2).

Figure 2
The group scores of the rated writings at an early and a later moment during the first half year (see
figure 4, Verspoor et al., 2021, p. 6)
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However, the picture changes when we look at the development of individual
students (see Figure 3, where each line represents an individual student). What stands out
most here is the wide variation within the same learner. These data show that the writing
development of the students does not follow a straight line but is marked by strong week-
to-week fluctuations. While the group average shows a positive trend, the individual
language learner's development is hardly predictable. Some variability may be assigned to
the fact that students did not write about the same topic every week, to prevent them from
losing interest. However, the statistical analyses showed that topic variability could not
account for the strong week-to-week fluctuations in the rated scores. Similar findings of
highly variable language learning trajectories have been reported in other studies, such as
in the work of Derwing and Munro (2013) on the development of English pronunciation
among a large group of immigrants in Canada. Similarly, a longitudinal study of the English
development in Chinese twins, who strongly share personal preferences, living
environments, schooling, and amount of contact with the second language, also showed
considerable individual variability in development (Lowie et al., 2018).

Figure 3
The individual scores of the rated writing products of the individual learners (see figure 5, Verspoor
etal, 2021, p. 6)

6

rating

© 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
development (weeks)


https://doi.org/10.1515/lingvan-2020-0034
https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12000
https://doi.org/10.1515/lingvan-2020-0034

10 (8 Knopp et al.

Our best understanding of the principles and mechanisms of second language
development comes from a holistic perspective that recognizes the inherent complexity of
language learning (Michel et al., 2025). This includes the evolving individual differences
among learners as well as the influence of the learning environment. Language learning is
not a fixed state but a relational, ecological, and dynamic process in which learners and
their contexts continuously shape one another. For instance, a well-documented individual
factor that interplays with context is Willingness to Communicate, which fluctuates in real
time as communicative opportunities emerge or fade in relation to the individual’s abilities,
dispositions, and the situational affordances available (Henry & Maclntyre, 2024, pp. 7-8).
Because language functions as a form of social action and contributes to identity formation,
it is fundamentally learned through interaction with others. Rich social interaction enables
new connections between linguistic forms, their uses, and their meanings to emerge and
become reinforced. Engaging with a language in authentic social contexts, including
classroom settings, provides some of the most natural conditions for MFL development.
Much language learning unfolds within the complex environment of direct, dialogic
interaction with other speakers, whether in real or virtual contexts. Other forms of language
contact, such as watching films, reading books, or interacting with target-language
materials, also contribute meaningfully to second language acquisition.

We argue that such content, firmly rooted in language and culture studies, provides
the ideal foundation for content and language integrated learning (CLIL; Mearns & De
Graaff, 2018) in MFL education — CLIL teaching that promotes language competence while
also fostering the development of intercultural communicative competence. It is here that
teachers play a pivotal role in instructed second language acquisition. Educators can choose
which content to prioritize, direct their students to valuable and interesting materials, and
create strategies for working together with students on those topics. However, MFL course
book material often focuses on a wide range of themes that are not directly related to
language and culture (e.g., climate change, healthy living) — even though, as we have argued
above, language and cultural studies offer a wealth of compelling content with strong
potential to engage and motivate students in school contexts. Some MFL teachers, drawing
on their own experiences with such content during their own studies in higher education,
work with (self-created) materials. Those integrate language education with topics such as
the role of language in shaping and expressing social or regional identity, the way language
is used in politics and advertising, and how language and culture have shaped colonial
history — to name just a few. By drawing on relevant and meaningful content that relates to
language awareness and cultural awareness, as proposed in Figure 1, they support the
construction of meaningful communicative interactions for their students.

How to teach MFL?

Over the years, many different approaches to language instruction have dominated the field
(Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Since the communicative turn, it has, however, become evident
that developing communicative competence requires extensive language use (see Andringa
et al, 2011; Gombert et al, 2024; Rousse-Malpat et al., 2022; Piggott, 2019). Different
pedagogical approaches emphasize substantial, authentic, and rich language use as a
prerequisite for language learning (e.g., Van den Branden, 2022) because, as Sato et al. (2025,
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p- 4) state: “Simply put, without input, there is nothing to be learned.” Input, however, only
becomes meaningful in the context of language use, including production and interaction,
in short, when L2 is part of communication and conversation. In addition, Thorne and
Hellermann (2022) introduced the concept of “rewilding the classroom”, that is, to
“integrate formal language-learning settings with the vibrancy of diverse linguistic,
experiential, and situational contexts elsewhere in the world” (Sato et al., 2025, p. 24). In
many classrooms, language learning is still very much guided by explicit grammar learning
activities, also in the Netherlands. Yet language learning is not “simply” a matter of
transferring explicit knowledge from an expert (the teacher) to the learner (Andringa &
Rebuschat, 2015). Explicit instruction, that is, sharing facts about the target language and
explaining differences in language structure, may lead to knowledge about the language.
However, it may not automatically lead to language learning.

The more recent emancipation of Instructed Second Language Acquisition (ISLA) as
its own field of enquiry has resulted in evidence-based pedagogical implications that are
applicable in the language classroom (Sato & Loewen, 2019). This ranges from more implicit
techniques, such as L2 input modification and corrective feedback, to more explicit forms
such as explicit attention to specific linguistic forms or form-focused production and
elicitation activities. Often, evidence-based techniques guide learners towards making more
effective use of language learning opportunities by instruction on metacognitive skills, by
enhancing their language awareness, and by strengthening cognitive-affective factors such
as motivation in order to enhance L2 engagement (Sato et al., 2025). Another innovative
way forward might be the combination of task-based (TBLT) and dynamic-usage based
(DUB) approaches (Lowie et al., 2020). For example, Salama et al. (in press) propose a DUB-
TBLT pedagogy, where learners work on a series of (self-directed) task cycles that follow
and guide individual trajectories of L2 development. Another evidence-based combination
is an integrated focus on content and language education.

As we have established in the preceding section, the development of a second (or
third, or fourth) language is highly individual. It is an active, internal developmental process
that leads to implicit (and largely unconscious) linguistic knowledge. The right kind of
feedback at the right moment, and in the right context, can (sometimes indirectly)
contribute to this, but the effect is difficult to predict. Recognizing variability in the
learning process (see Verspoor & De Bot, 2022) and acknowledging individual differences
between learners (e.g., Dornyei, 2005) requires a different role for the language teacher
than we may be used to. It requires not someone who explains grammar rules and/or
vocabulary items to a group and then tests students’ knowledge of these rules and words,
but someone who creates the optimal conditions and an optimal context for each
individual’s learning to take place.

Fostering individual learning opportunities through engagement

The above insights would imply that individualized, learner-centered teaching is more
likely to be effective than teaching large groups of students such as entire classes in the same
way — as is common practice in most institutionalized compulsory education. In this light,
it is not very surprising that personalized language instruction offered by private institutes
like the Dutch Regina Coeli (https://www.reginacoeli.com) is popular and successful for
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those who can afford it. Yet the reality of compulsory MFL education (e.g., in secondary
schools) is different, and we need another take on teaching in these more common contexts
to build on the insights of research into L2 development. The important question for the
here and now is what we can do in mainstream education to increase success. In our view,
it is important for teachers and learners to have a better understanding of what and how
we Jearn when learning a language — and then build on those understandings to create a
supportive classroom environment.

Given the large number of individual differences, many of which may change over
time, successful language instruction by a particular teacher may seem virtually impossible
(but is becoming increasingly possible in the era of Al, in which individualized algorithms
can support learners). However, despite the many individual differences, research does
show fairly clearly which factors can contribute to optimal conditions for language
learning. One of the most important conditions for learning, and thus for second language
development, is engagement with both the learning goals and the learning process. The role
of engagement has been studied through cognitive, affective, and social indicators, and is
crucial across all of these areas (see Hiver et al., 2024, for a comprehensive overview).
Research also shows that the learning environment, and especially the teacher, can play an
important role in increasing engagement and motivation, particularly in the first years of
language learning (Nikolov, 1999). By fostering a sense of competence, autonomy, and
relatedness, and by focusing on positive psychology (Dewaele & Saito, 2022; Gabrys-Barker
& Gatajda, 2016), the learning environment can boost learner engagement. Hiver et al.’s
review concludes that the main implications for increasing engagement in education have
to do with technology. Video games, authentic social media, and web-based language use
have proven effective in increasing engagement (see Kassenberg et al. 2020 for an
implementation in Dutch higher education, and Pattemore & Gesa, 2025, for further
examples). In person and virtual exchange and intercultural communication also contribute
to this (Heinzmann et al., 2024; Hermann et al., 2026; O’'Dowd, 2021; The EVALUATE
Group, 2019). In such contexts, the boundary between language use inside and outside the
classroom becomes blurred, and learning is less structured — comparable to the above-
mentioned notion of rewilding the classroom (Thorne & Hellermann, 2022). More
importantly, this leads to authentic and meaningful language use, thereby enhancing
learner engagement (see, for example, Mercer, 2019). We may also expect that engagement
itself can reshape the learning environment (the classroom). In other words, the
opportunities the environment provides for learning and for engagement mutually
influence one another.

Integrating language and content

Several decades of research into CLIL-based teaching demonstrate that integrating language
and content has strong potential to foster language development (Hidalgo & Ortega-
Sanchez, 2023). Interestingly, most of the research focused on advancing language rather
than on content learning. Yet if we consider a CLIL approach for the language classroom,
that is, growing disciplinary content knowledge as the aim of language education, we see
that there is just as much to be gained. Indeed, empirical studies implemented in Dutch
secondary schools demonstrate that drawing on language awareness and cultural awareness
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can achieve exactly this. For example, Schat et al. (2023a) implemented a CLIL-based
literature intervention fostering intercultural competence. The longitudinal experimental
project provided evidence that not only intercultural competence but also reading
proficiency improved, indicating that working with literary texts can support language
development and intercultural competence in parallel. More importantly, students reported
that they appreciated the social relevance of the literary content — a finding that reiterates
earlier work showing that disciplinary literature content was found to promote learners’
motivation (Schrijvers et al., 2019). In a similar vein, Abitzsch et al. (2024), who investigated
the motivations of Dutch foreign language learners of German who, against the current
trend, did enroll in German Language and Culture degrees in the Netherlands, found that
their primary motivation, besides having had an enthusiastic German teacher, were their
enthusiasm for culture, politics, society, and the language as such. And finally, Abel-
Hardenberg et al. (2025) demonstrated that even a short-term implementation of
pedagogical translanguaging techniques to implicitly foster language awareness in German
classrooms in Dutch secondary education managed to engage students in meaningful
activities that positively influenced their language learning as well as crosslinguistic
awareness.

How to assess language proficiency?

In addition to the implications that the dynamic nature of language learning has for a
stimulating and engaging learning environment, important conclusions can also be drawn
regarding assessment, both in terms of its content and the way it is conducted. Language
testing often takes the native speaker as the norm, with deviations labeled as “errors”. Apart
from the fact that native norms are themselves variable and may not form a reliable
benchmark, it is hardly motivating to define a learner as a deficient native speaker (Dewaele
& Saito, 2022). With his idea of multi-competence, Cook (1999) already posited that
someone learning an additional language or who is multilingual, will notice that these
multiple systems influence each other which does not only affect linguistic abilities but
impacts cognitive functions and processing, “offering bilinguals or multilinguals a broader
range of cognitive skills, such as enhanced problem-solving abilities and creativity”
(McCray & Hanks, 2024, p. 178). Partly for this reason, the Common European Framework
of Reference (CEFR) was developed around what learners can do. The CanDo descriptors
are based on communicative competences and are elaborated for different skills and levels
(A1-C2). When it was introduced in 2001, the CEFR was primarily intended as a tool for
learners to profile themselves as multilingual Europeans. Since then, however, ownership
of the CEFR seems to have shifted to testing agencies and publishers, who prefer to work
with the now familiar labels. It should be clear that the CanDo approach aligns much more
closely with a dynamic, individual process of self-development than with testing against
native-speaker norms (“errors”). Ideally, a language learner is not characterized by a single
label (B1), but by a dynamic, individual profile across competencies (for example, B1 for
spoken production and B2 for receptive competencies like listening). This use of the CEFR
remains possible in the future.

What many people, including professionals in education, are less familiar with is
that the CEFR is not limited to the well-known labels, but also includes a European
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Language Portfolio (ELP, Council of Europe, n.d.). The ELP was designed as a tool for
learners to record their language development, learning experiences, and intercultural
encounters. Instead of a one-time test, the learner continuously collects evidence of
developing communicative competencies. From the perspective of learning as a dynamic
and variable process, the portfolio is a more suitable form of assessment than a test at a
single moment in time, as it views language development as an evolving process. As a
learner tool, a portfolio can also strengthen engagement in the learning process. It is,
therefore, unfortunate that the ELP did not succeed in practice, mainly because of its
complex structure and burdensome administration. But this does not mean that education
cannot make use of portfolios to help learners gain insight into their individual
development. Some form of continuous assessment is therefore highly commendable.
Apart from what would be the most appropriate form of assessment for languages,
we are confronted with the needs of schools to provide grades based on single observations,
such as a final examination. In practice, the content and the form of the final examination
largely determine the curriculum, due to washback effects (Green, 2007). Taking the Dutch
context as an example, the central final examination consists of a multiple-choice reading
exam, in which students answer questions about a number of texts. In preparation for this
exam, an important focus in the MFL classroom is on reading, but also on strategically
answering MC-questions about texts (Rouffet et al., 2023). We are hopeful that the ongoing
reform of language education at the secondary school level in the Netherlands, with its
newly formulated learning and attainment goals (see above; SLO, 2025a, 2025b, 2025c¢), will
lead to the design of new examinations that assess not only (aspects of) language competence
but also knowledge related to language awareness and cultural awareness. In light of this
development and considering a recently published exploration of CLIL-based assessment

practices in the Netherlands (Mearns et al., 2025), it seems particularly important to support
teachers in developing and designing integrated approaches to assessment. Given that a
CLIL approach aims to foster both content learning and language development, it is
essential that assessment likewise integrates both dimensions from a strongly integrative
perspective (Sato, 2023). Implementing a high-demand, high-support context ensures that
both are integral parts of subject learning while taking into account that the dynamically
developing L2 competence might affect how a learner is able to communicate about their
content knowledge. In practice, assessment in an integrated curriculum in mainstream
education that aims to foster intercultural communicative competence requires informed
pedagogic decisions about (a) what aspects of language competence and content knowledge
count (b) to what extent to a grade, and (c) what linguistic support students might be
allowed to consult during the assessment.

Why do we need MFL education? Language Learning as Humanization

As we have laid out so far, our perspective is that intercultural communicative competence
can be fostered by targeting MFL education not only to develop language competence but
also to give equal weight to developing language and cultural awareness. We are yet to
answer an even more fundamental question: why do we need MFL education in the first
place? Indeed, in the era of generative Al and technological advancements, one might ask,
why anyone would engage in MFL learning — or more importantly, why we consider it
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important that general education should have students engage in school-based language
learning (cf. Stam, 2025; Zheng et al., 2025).

From the above, it has become clear that, in our view, language learning is not “just
a skill” like playing basketball or doing embroidery. Language learning opens students’
worlds in many directions. First and foremost, it enables real and direct contact with people
who speak another language. Yet language learning is more. As Michel et al. (2025, p. 97)
recently put it, language learning is closely related to humanization. This concept “[...]
builds on the Humboldtian notion of Bi/dung where the aim of education is to form valuable
human beings, building character in the sense that encountering ideas and realities beyond
one’s own limited experience allows one to engage with the world beyond one’s head,
ideally as a co-conspirator rather than competitor or aggressor: Language learning
exponentially expands the scope of experience and, potentially, the scope of understanding
as well.” Similarly, Zheng et al. (2025) argue that language education is an ideal context for
building the person as a whole beyond being competent in a language. In the language
classroom, students can learn how to be agentic and well-prepared to become lifelong
learners who are “resilient, tenacious, and highly motivated, and who can regulate their
learning processes and create learning opportunities for themselves” (Zheng et al., 2025, p.
71). This is supported in a recently published study investigating teachers’ perspectives on
the didactic role of in-person school exchange in the context of neighbor language learning
of Dutch and German (Hermann et al., 2026). Language teachers and their colleagues from
other disciplines who had participated in such an exchange indicated that it contributed to
much more than the foreign language competence of participating learners, enhancing their
cultural awareness and personality as global intercultural citizens. In other words, MFL
education can be the locus of learning that enables young people to reach their goals and
develop new identities in a new linguistic and cultural context.

For those who are in need of support in convincing doubting others (e.g., parents,
friends, school leaders) why it is a valuable and positive choice to focus on language and
culture studies, most importantly, young people with a genuine interest in language
learning, the MT-MVT has published a poster with a set of 10 reasons why language studies
are meaningful (see Figure 4).

10 Reasons for choosing languages (translated from the Dutch original, see figure 3 below)
1. Language studies allow for real contact.

Language learning is brain gymnastics.

Your own culture becomes less obvious.

You develop understanding for the perspectives of others.

You develop new sides of yourself.

Language studies are exciting and challenging.

Language studies trigger creative thinking.

We need linguistic expertise for the development of Al

Multilingualism has great value in the job market.

10. ... and yes, it also comes in handy when you want to ask for the wifi-code at the
hotel reception desk.

00NNV W
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Figure 4
Poster with 10 reasons for choosing languages (see taalwijs.nu, 2025 for a full Iist of references with
research supporting each of the statements).

KIES vOOR

1. Talenkennis 2. Taalleren is 3.Je eigen

maakt echt gymnastiek o ur wordt
voor je minder
hersenen vanzelfsprekend

4, Je krijgt 6. Een
begrip voorde  ni <: talenstudie is

levi ;
van anderen

talenstudie
stimuleert je

10. ...en ja, je
kunt ook bij de
hotelreceptie
vragen om de

Talenstudie
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Outlook for research and education: Desiderata

Seeing language learning as an individual and variable process helps us to understand that
successful language education depends on creating optimal learning conditions, in which
learner engagement plays a crucial role and in which language development is fostered and
assessed in a realistic way. In the ongoing curriculum reform of language education in the
Netherlands, serious efforts are underway to make language teaching more relevant,
challenging, and engaging, with language awareness and cultural awareness as meaningful
goals (SLO, 2025b, 2025c). This is also an opportunity to take a fresh look at language
teaching methodology, with greater attention to the individual and dynamic process of
language development.

For the future of language education in general, we hope that this article has inspired
teachers as well as those responsible for designing coursebook material and standardized
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assessment to view language learning as an individual process and to recognize that
engagement with the target language and culture is much more important than explicit
instruction about rules and facts. To foster such engagement, challenging and exciting
disciplinary content is key to language education. Studying language as both a phenomenon
and a carrier of cultural identity is important to open young people’s minds to new
perspectives and ways of understanding the world. The scenario sketched by Thompson et
al. (2025), in which the closure of language programs at universities might be a canary in
the coal mine signaling the onset of undemocratic and inward-looking societies, should be
avoided at all costs.

For the Netherlands, specifically, we are positive that the ongoing revision of the
national curriculum, taking on board several of the MT-MVT recommendations described
above, is indeed able to change MFL teaching practice in high-schools. The current decline
in interest in language studies, as well as in enrolments in teacher education, is extremely
worrying. In our view, one way forward would be to ensure students (and their significant
others, including parents) see the value of language learning for themselves and society at
large. We believe that engaging in meaningful content, which is the core of language and
culture studies, plays a pivotal role there. Once young people show an interest in language
and culture studies, society needs to nurture this potential and encourage students to enroll
in these programs in higher education. Only if we value the contribution of MFLs to society
—not in a purely utilitarian way, but as a form of conceptual enrichment that supports the
holistic formation of young people — can the vicious circle be reversed. When people express
an interest in entering language teacher education, societal support should be even stronger,
as well-trained and inspiring teachers play a key role in delivering engaging MFL classes in
secondary schools and thus have the potential to turn the current decline into a virtuous
circle.

Future research and policy efforts should specifically look into ways to nurture
interest in and positive attitudes towards MFL. Such research may benefit from
international collaborations, as the challenges faced in the Netherlands are not unique.
Furthermore, in light of genAl, it is imperative to integrate technological advancements
into language and culture studies and consider how MFL education can support students’
knowledge, skills, and abilities at a meta-level: that they learn how to use those tools
critically and develop transformative skills that allow them to continue doing so in the
future.

Finally, the more practical outlook would require a strong focus on material that
integrates language competence, language awareness, and cultural awareness to foster
intercultural communicative competence (Figure 1). Developing such material is equally
important as gathering and improving existing material for both teaching and assessment.
Additionally, in line with principles of educational design research, the evaluation of the
material should be conducted through iterative design cycles, guided by four key evaluative
questions concerning the relevance, consistency, practicality, and effectiveness of the
newly developed material and pedagogy (e.g., Plomp, 2013). Development should occur in
close co-creation with key stakeholders, particularly students and teachers. In this way,
classroom realities are systematically incorporated into the design process, ensuring
ecological validity. Encouragingly, there is a strong research agenda into language
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pedagogy, with numerous teachers involved as researchers (see vakdidactiekgw.nl). To keep

the workload for teachers amenable, it seems essential to guide both beginning and in-
service teachers towards using and creating such material while also strengthening sharing
practices as open educational resources.

The beauty of MFL competence, both from a language and culture perspective, is
that it enriches personalities. As a society, we should prevent it from becoming an elitist
privilege. Therefore, MFL learning should remain core to compulsory education as it allows
young people to grow, discover themselves and others, and continuously open their worlds
and minds to new encounters.
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