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The Language Friendly School
An Inclusive and Equitable Pedagogy

he Language Friendly School

network is a response to

the growing diversity and

multilingualism present in
schools around the world, a result of people
migrating to find employment, reunite with
relatives, or escape war
and conflict. Language
Friendly School
envisions schools as
meeting places where
students, parents, and staff from diverse
backgrounds are united to share and build
up knowledge. Within a Language Friendly
School, everyone welcomes and values
all languages spoken by the students, the
parents, and all school stakeholders.

It is estimated that over 200 million

school children do not receive education
in a language they understand.! In many
countries, children are punished for speaking
their home language at school. Punishments
may vary from forcing children to stand
outside the school, taping up their mouths,
being barred from lunch, to being expelled
from school altogether.? By encouraging
schools to become language friendly, we wish
to remedy these violations of human rights.

Emmanuelle
Le Pichon and
Ellen-Rose Kambel
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The Language Friendly School is the story of a meeting
between Ellen-Rose Kambel, a lawyer and director of the Rutu
Foundation, and Emmanuelle Le Pichon, an applied linguist
specializing in language and culture teaching. As an advocate
for the indigenous peoples of Suriname, Ellen-Rose Kambel
recognized the crucial role that the languages and cultures of
these peoples play in the well-being and self-determination
of their communities. In 2008, together with indigenous
parents and leaders, she organized an indigenous education
festival that culminated in a bilingual math program. Despite
the promising results of the intervention, she was concerned
about the lack of sustainability for the project. When she

met Emmanuelle Le Pichon, Emmanuelle was wrapping up

a European international project focused on heritage lan-
guages in education and particularly in the education of very
young students with a migrant background. She had become
aware of the impact of national and local language policies
on teachers’and schools'appreciation or rejection of students’
languages and cultures. Together, they decided to reflect

on a model that would ensure the sustainability of inclusive
and anti-discriminatory measures in education. In 2019, the
International Year of Indigenous Languages, the Language
Friendly School was born and is managed as a program of the
Rutu Foundation. There are currently 15 schools formally certi-
fied as Language Friendly Schools in the Netherlands, Canada,
Spain, and Saba (Dutch Caribbean).
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All schools should recognize and em-
brace their students’ multilingualism, and
take action to give space to their languages
within the school community. Language
Friendly Schools promote the inclusion of all
members by inviting them to form a school
community. To do this, their first step is to
seek an understanding of who the members
of that community are. This begins with an
inventory of the languages present, and a cel-
ebration of the rich cultural diversity reflect-
ed by those languages. The more the better!

When a school contacts the Language
Friendly School, they are asked to communi-
cate their motivation to become a Language
Friendly School. When they decide to com-
mit, we meet with the team for an onboard-
ing session. Then, the school often holds a
celebration and enters the process.

Language Friendly Schools develop a
language plan involving all members of the
school: students, teachers, and staff. The plan
is adapted to the school’s own needs, with the
goal of creating an inclusive and language-
friendly learning environment for all stu-
dents. A Language Friendly School plan is
flexible, realistic, and allows for incremental
changes. Small steps go a long way!

A Language Friendly Plan

1.

Assessment of the situation

The school assesses its current situation. The process
should start from the students’ perspectives. How do they
feel if they are forbidden to speak their home language in
the classroom or schoolyard? How would the experience
differ if it was allowed? And what are the teachers'and
staff’s attitudes toward languages different from the pri-
mary school language? What do they think when students
speak a language they do not understand? Taking into
account the perspectives and wishes of the entire school
community is essential. To ensure that all stakeholders are
informed about all the pros and cons involved, information
sharing sessions with local multilingual education experts
are strongly advised.

Formulating a language plan

Based on this assessment, a realistic set of educational and
linguistic goals are put into a school language plan, accom-
panied by a time frame when each goal should be realized.
The plan should state how the students will be encouraged
to make use of their languages as resources. All teachers
may define their own plans, which may vary depending

on the activity. The overall goal is to stimulate the students’
agency with regard to their languages, not to restrict it.

Implementation of the goals

Depending on each school’s needs, implementation may
include training of teachers in multilingual and mother
tongue-based education, acquiring or developing mul-
tilingual teaching and learning materials, and/or design-
ing ways parents and local communities may add to

the implementation.

Monitoring and evaluation of the outcome

For a language plan to achieve its goals, active monitoring
and evaluation is required. Creating a monitoring mecha-
nism in which all stakeholders (teachers, management,
parents, and students) are represented is recommended.
This group gathers regularly to discuss what is being done
and what can be improved. At regular intervals (every 3-5
years), the plan undergoes in-depth evaluation with all
stakeholders (back to Step 1) and, if necessary, is adapted.
The new plan is then monitored until it is ready for another
evaluation. In this way, new teachers, students, and parents
are continually included and the language plan stays rel-
evant and up-to-date.

From https://languagefriendlyschool.org
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During the winter of 2021, we
interviewed eight educator-
administrators from six of the

15 certified Language Friendly
Schools in Canada and the Neth-
erlands. Each administrator had
a supervisory role in implement-

ing a language-friendly pedagogy.

The interviews allowed us to un-
derstand the impact of language-
and culture-friendly pedagogy in
different contexts and the role
played by administrators. Their
testimonies show cognitive and
socio-emotional benefits of a
whole school approach to lan-
guage-friendly pedagogy—that
is, a team approach that includes
the entire school community.

They shared with us the feel-
ings expressed by the children,
their families, and the teachers,
and showed the positive changes
that language-friendly peda-
gogy has brought about for the
classroom, the community, and
the teachers.

Enriching the School
Experience for Individuals and
the Community

Roberto Di Prospero, the princi-
pal of Silver Creek Public School
in Mississauga, Ontario, grew up
in an Italian immigrant house-
hold, with parents who spoke
Italian. Before becoming a prin-
cipal, Roberto worked for many
years as an educator in Toronto,
gaining a lot of experience work-
ing with children of different
abilities. He worked closely with
Dr. Jim Cummins, who helped
him and the school staff develop
an English language learning
plan that best met the needs of
their linguistically diverse student
population. Through this col-
laboration with Dr. Cummins,
Roberto discovered the Lan-
guage Friendly School.

“I went into school with
two languages, and I left
with one. This is the exact

44 CHILDHOOD EDUCATION INNOVATIONS

opposite of what education
should do; it should add
things, not take away things.”
Roberto di Prospero, Principal of
Silver Creek School, Mississau-
ga, Ontario, Canada; number
of students: approx. 320; top
five languages spoken in school
community: English, Urdu, Ara-
bic, Telugu, Tamil; Language
Friendly certified since 2020.

The social, academic, linguis-
tic, and cultural practices we hold
onto are very often dependent on
our experiences of school and what
we understand by schooling. The
culture of a school or classroom is
shaped by administrators’ and teach-
ers’ own cultural practices that come
out of these memories. Many of us
have grown up in monoglossic envi-
ronments (i.e., with a vision oriented
by one language and one culture).
Even the most multilingual among
us have internalized this vision. Thus,
we often hear the question: “Why



wouldn’t it work with my students
since it worked with us?”

Consider the following ex-
ample: Ten children have never
been on a bike before. To teach
them, we put them on a bike
without any support, give them
a push, and simply tell them to
pedal. Very likely, most children
will fall and get injured to vary-
ing degrees. However, maybe
one or two will make it work.
They may think, “It worked for
me, why shouldn’t it work for the
others?” The process of learning
is not the same for every child,
and so teaching should not be
either.

In Language Friendly
Schools, we recognize that
students and their families, as
well as all other stakeholders
in the school, bring their own
linguistic, academic, and cultural
experiences with them. They
may find it difficult to recognize
themselves in schools where

their languages, knowledge, and
worldviews are not reflected or
even may be rejected. An impor-
tant aspect of Language Friendly
Schools is that its pedagogy is
not exclusively, or even primar-
ily, aimed at one or two children
who do not yet speak the lan-
guage of the school well. Rather,
each member of the school
community deserves to feel in-
cluded, and valued for their own
linguistic and cultural “funds of
knowledge.” At the very heart of
the pedagogy is that these differ-
ences are not to be perceived as
challenges, but rather as op-
portunities to enrich the school
community for the benefit of all.

Developing a Stronger Sense
of Identity and Belonging
Krista Sijbers is a trained elemen-
tary school teacher who worked
at one time for an organiza-

tion in Singapore that provides
mother tongue education to
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Dutch children. She is currently
a site director at RISE Interna-
tional School in Eindhoven, the
Netherlands. The Language
Friendly School initiative helped
her recognize the richness of the
linguistic diversity in her school,
where many students are learn-
ing a third or fourth language.
At the time of the interview,
Krista had been the principal for
just over two years.

“Every child has the right to
flourish at school. Language
is an important part of their
identity and is a powerful
learning tool and resource.
RISE is an international
school in Eindhoven, offer-
ing their students lessons in
English and Dutch, following
the International Primary
Curriculum and the Dutch
curriculum. The mother
tongues of students have a
role in our program.” Krista
Sijbers, principal, SALTO Inter-
national School RISE, location:
Eindhoven, the Netherlands;
number of students: approx.
360; top four languages of the
community: Dutch, Turkish,
Portuguese, and Spanish; Lan-
guage Friendly certified since
2020.

For Krista, the most impor-
tant motivation for becoming a
language-friendly school was the
desire to see students develop
an identity based on who they
are when they arrive at school,
including their languages, their
norms, their habits, and the cul-
tures that have shaped them. For
her, new interactions at school
with the teacher, students, and
other members of the school
community must allow this iden-
tity to blossom and not stifle it.
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Educators influence the con-

struction of their students’ iden-
tities through their pedagogi-
cal choices, as they emphasize
linguistic talents and achieve-
ments rather than deficits (e.g.,
needing to learn the school
language). These identities are
shaped in interactions, also
known as identity negotiation
processes.*

In Language Friendly
Schools, the main objective of
these negotiations is to welcome
the languages of the families as
valuable instruments for learn-
ing. Welcoming these languages
will allow students to show what
they can do and to be proud
of their linguistic and cultural
heritage. Students feel accepted
with their cultural background,
which allows them to develop a
sense of belonging and feel in-
cluded in the school community.

“Children feel seen and
heard, because they get to
do something about their
own language in their own
language in the classroom.
... I do see that children
like it better when they
can do things in their own
language.” Arabella Ganze-
man, principal at the SALTO
School Floralaan, in Eind-
hoven, the Netherlands.

Welcoming students’ lan-
guages means making them
visible—on the walls of the
classroom, in the corridors, at
the reception desk—and also
giving them a chance to be
heard. Some Language Friendly
Schools ask students of different
languages to welcome everyone
in their own language during
the morning announcements.

The development of a
language-friendly school com-
munity values the languages of
all members, including teachers:

“For teachers, it’s kind of the
same thing, I think. ... We
have many teachers from

all over the world and for
them there is also a bit of
identity and language and
that they can share that with
the children. And bring a bit
of ‘home’ into the school.”
Krista Sijbers.

Enriching Critical Learning
Based on Funds of
Knowledge

Making students’ languages
visible in the environment

has many advantages, one

of which is to make a more
informed diagnostic assessment
of students’ academic level.

It allows teachers to better
understand what students are
capable of academically and
how to strengthen students’
knowledge and skills. Can they
write, read, and/or count in
another language? If you can
count in one language, you can
transfer that skill to another
language.

Obtaining more accurate
information about such skills in
one of the student’s languages
allows for diagnosis and scaf-
folded learning. Students realize
they can draw on differences and
similarities in different languages
and cultures, which allows them
to develop a deeper level of
metacognitive awareness. Teach-
ers also may be able to question
the ethnocentricity of their own
practices, opening doors to edu-
cation that is more focused on
global citizenship.

CHILDHOOD EDUCATION INNOVATIONS

“‘One unit was about Ancient
Egypt and the teacher let

the students determine . . .
the Egyptian timeline . . . and
then she added the Indian
timeline and a timeline from
Korea and because they
‘display’ timelines differently,
she had asked the parents to
provide the information . . .
then that was also hanging in
the classroom. . . . And, for
example, during a lesson . . .
she also had all the students
who were in the class show
the leaders [of their former
countries]. . . . As soon as the
students see the leaders . . .
they go all glowing like ‘Ah,

I know them!” and so it’s not
just the language, but

... something of the culture
always comes back in every
class. I can see that now.”
Anne-Marie, principal of the
Optimist International School,
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

An Inclusive and Equitable
Environment for All

In Language Friendly Schools,
we acknowledge the influence

of all the elements that make

up the school, whether they are
institutional (e.g., the presence
of a library, a cafeteria, lockers

in the hallways), academic (e.g.,
the curriculum or pedagogy in
place), or social (e.g., how we
greet each other, the way we
communicate in the classroom,
the decoration, the texts on the
walls). All these elements contrib-
ute to the culture of the school
and influence the students’ expe-
riences. Moreover, they are medi-
ated through the local language
and culture: we speak, write, and
teach in a particular language; we
teach some languages (and not



others); signs on the walls are in
the school language; announce-
ments are made in the school
language; class hours and meals
are distributed depending on
our local culture schemes, which
may not reflect those of some
students, families, and staff in the
school. It is important to real-

ize how the pervasive presence
of such elements in the school
context can cause a transition to
be challenging for any student
previously educated in a different
cultural environment.

‘Normally, a lot of parents
... dropped out, because
everything was always done
in English and Dutch. But we
have parents who only speak
their mother tongue, for
example, because the com-
pany they work for doesn’t
ask otherwise or because
they themselves have not yet

been able to do a language
course here. A lot of people
dropped out. . . but now
there are enough activities
where parents can just par-
ticipate—even if they don’t
speak English or Dutch and
only speak in their mother
tongue.” Petra van der Geest,
teacher, team leader, and

the language coordinator at
DENISE, De Nieuwe Internatio-
nale School Esprit, Amsterdam,
the Netherlands.

In Language Friendly
Schools, we recognize that we
all—students, teachers, and
staff—need to be included and
our talents and knowledge rec-
ognized. This is why the action
of the Language Friendly School
is aimed at the environment and
not at the individual: the under-
lying assumption is that every-
one benefits from each other’s

knowledge when it is shared,
negotiated, and made visible.

Leadership Is Distributed
Among Teachers, Parents,
Students, and Staff

In Language Friendly Schools,
leadership is designed to involve
all members of the community:
administrators, teachers, par-
ents, and, especially, students.
The goal is to facilitate academic
success by fostering engagement,
establishing high-quality learn-
ing facilitated by communica-
tion around family, teacher, and
school expectations.

At Silver Creek, students
serving as language ambassadors
welcome new students and their
families to the school communi-
ty. They give a tour of the school
and answer questions from new
students in their own languages.
Ambassadors are encouraged
to speak their mother tongue
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whenever necessary to smooth and speed

up the new student’s transition into the new
school community. At Silver Creek, ambas-
sadors welcomed parents to a parent-teacher
conference by greeting them in their own
languages as they entered the room.

In order to better understand the expec-
tations of families, the Silver Creek school
requested that parents write a wish for their
children in a language of their choice. The
wish was written on a heartshaped paper
and posted on the school wall. In this way,
parents’ wishes for their children became
central and their languages were presented
to the community through the hallway

Five Cool Sfacts about Te[ugu

+ Telugu officially occupies 447. of the South Indian territory
under the oa[./
2 Telugu is Pn’mari[y S/Joéen in southeastern [m/m, it is the
official language of the states of Andhra Pradesh and
elangana.
3 In the ear[y 245t centurg Te/ugu had more than 75 million
speakers
4 Like the other Dravidian languages, Telugu has a series o
retroflex consonants pronounced With the tip of the tongue
curled back against the roof of the mouth.
5 The Telugu script is derived from that of the bth-century
Calu/aya dynmty and is related to that of the Kannada

dlsplay [anguage
Parents and communities also play an
essential role in providing access to literacy
if they are given the means to do so. At Silver -
Creek, families were invited to work with =
their children on the development of a text StH HBOD De%H &S Jagrery
in their language and its translation into the 588 2768 2rariods ags
school language. Thus, in Language Friendly SEDONOA! 0C 4% Sooth e@sos0m
Schools, the skills acquired at school are rein- SN (Do
forced through the languages and cultures of "9‘? Q-9OLL¢.5L§JS§ é?ﬁﬁgﬁ? @iﬁiﬁﬁ%ﬁr?@&od
the home, but the reverse is also true. ;’51“:3) . LEEEOY
The Language Friendly School: %gaﬁ&o ‘L%g;gfés e e <
: ) o° .
A Whole-School Approach S8 zﬁg:ifaiﬁaﬁ?&iﬁ%%i mevné SN
Our interviews with these administrators %Wlmls (S728) repex
helped us understand the importance of the &ggogzg 'i) '252’&%39) SOrES Ta3850%0 oA
whole-school approach, a key facet of a lan- 0020B0DIA, RO 8338 arngy
guage-friendly school pedagogy. The less in-
volved administrators, teachers, families, and
- students are, the more difficult
~ ; “"  the implementation process be-
W]I]NT]ER WOPd Mat comes. With more involvement,
z 7 .o and behavioral and attitudinal
W‘ifl.ter Bl;ﬁzf‘fd IglOf) Ice_,ik ;gng Sklljllg changes, teachers increase class-
~ o ‘-"“d ‘ ‘-""'““ C".)"“ room and school-wide activities
7 ‘ * Q and initiatives to include families,
| the community, and, of course,
students in a meaningful way.
Becoming a Language
Snom Gm%i?;?ad C‘ﬁf’" I:-‘I:: J?;]:jt Friendly Schogol has fl;lirgect
“Am e dei 38 — [N i ~ ’ effect on the behavioral and
— Sex ’) A IQ? A attitudes observed in the stu-
B J @ 7\:) & dents themselves. The principals
= T shared many examples of the
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students’ and parents’ reactions



to hearing and using their lan-
guages in the classroom and at
school. These anecdotes reflect
the importance of a language-
friendly pedagogy, as well as the
importance of intentionality in
the implementation process.
One of the most telling
examples is the report by Ro-
berto di Prospero in Ontario,
who noted a dramatic change
in student behavior following

their involvement in the network,

which he attributes to being a
Language Friendly School:

‘So, when they come in,

I think them seeing their
language and knowing how
much their language is just

part of the fabric of the
school has certainly helped
their engagement. Which, in
turn, helps their overall be-
havior. So, there’s no behayv-
ior issues in this school that
you might see in other plac-
es where students who aren’t
engaged don’t care about
the school, don’t feel a part
ofit.” Roberto di Prospero.

Language Friendly Schools
seem to have a resonance that
goes far beyond the inclusion of
languages and cultures, allowing
the blossoming of each person in
their own difference.

‘We would like to thank the
teachers and school leaders who

have trusted us and agreed to
share their experiences with us.
Without them, the Language
Friendly School would never
have been possible.
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Language Explorers: Supporting Linguistic Diversity in Ireland

The Language Explorers program, an
award-winning initiative by Mother Tongues,
focuses on linguistic diversity to promote
intercultural dialogue, while increasing
children’s interest in the languages spoken
in their community. The goals of Language
Explorers are to encourage children to
embrace all languages positively, to be
proud of and share their heritage, and to
respect and value diversity. Rather than

focusing on teaching foreign languages, the
initiative encourages children to make use
of all the languages they know, even if they
only know a few words.

Language Explorer workshops are delivered
in preschools, primary and secondary
schools, community centers, and libraries.
Through the workshops, children discover
the origins of words, recognize sounds of familiar and unfamiliar languages, learn new words
from many different languages, and reach a deeper understanding of the languages they use
in school and at home. Children use language as a tool and appreciate their own language
abilities as they participate in interactive games, art making, singing, storytelling, and
creative writing.
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Language Explorers also provides training for teachers who want to implement this approach
in their own school. Facilitators are native speakers of Arabic, Mandarin Chinese, Swahili,
Xhosa, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and many other languages.

https://mothertongues.ie/language-explorers/
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