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INTRODUCTION

This article reports the outcomes of study visits
to Spain in  June 1998 and June 1999 to consider
early language learning. The Basque Country was
chosen because of  i ts  l inguist ic  d ivers i ty  in  that
there could be lessons to be learned for parts of
Scotland where a language other than English is
also the mother tonglre. It also has autonomy in
Education and would therefore differ from the
s i t ua t i on  i n  wha t  was  fo rmer l y  known  as  e /
territorio MEC, namely, those parts of Spain which
came unde r  t he  j u r i sd i c t i on  o f  t he  M in i s t r y  o f
Education in Madrid. The situation in the former
territorio MEC would fbrm the second part of the
s t u d y  v i s i t  i n  1 9 9 8  w h e n  s c h o o l s  a n d  o t h e r
establ ishments in  the Spanish capi ta l  would be
v i s i t e d  a n d  i n  1 9 9 9  w h e n  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  i n
Astur ias would be v is i ted.

During the visits there was the opportunity to
mee t  bo th  p r i r na ry  and  seconda ry  t eache rs ,
headteachers and some of  those responsib le for
early language learning in Bilbao and Madrid and
Astur ias.  We were able to observe c lasses in
Bif bao, Larrabelzu, San Sebastidn, Irirn, Giion and
Greater  Madr id.

THE RECENT HISTORICAL CONTEXT

This ar t ic le  wi l l  not  return to prev ious at tempts to
introduce a foreign language at an earlier age, most
notably those of  the 1960s,  but  wi l l  l imi t  i tse l f  to
t h e  p r e s e n t  a t t e m p t s  t o  i n t r o d u c e  a  f o r e i g n
language into the prirnary curriculum.

In Scotland a national pilot project was started
i n  1 9 8 9  f o l l o w i n g  a n  a n n o u n c e m e n t  b y  t h e
Secretary of State in which it was stated:

He is an-are that early erperiments in this.field
were not a success and he considers that a
hetter outcome ma)) be achieved v:ith more
care. fu l  p lanning,  an adequate supplv o. f
t ra ined teac 'hers and appropr iate level  of
resoLrrces committed to the proiect.

( S c o t t i s h  O f f i c e  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  I n d u s t r y
Department, 1989)

This involved some 72 primary schools associated
w i t h  l 2  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l s .  T h e s e  s c h o o l s
included rural and urban areas. affluent suburbs
and deprived areas. At the same time a number of
regional projects were init iated by local authorit ies.
In Spain, in the 1980s, there were a number of pilot
programmes in different parts of the country, a
s i t u a t i o n  a k i n  t o  w h a t  i s  p r e s e n t l y  t h e  c a s e
elsewhere in  the Uni ted Kingdom. In the case of
the Basque Country,  for  example,  the Basque
Educat ion Department  in i t ia ted a p i lo t  in  1988-89
involving a number of schools of different types
and with different starting points. There was no
national programme at this point.

The pupi ls
ln Scotland it was agreed to start with the final
year of primary school before extending it to the
penultimate year. However, rural schools and multi
s tage c lasses would see some exper imentatron
from Year I upwards.

In Spain,  at  that  s tage of  development ,  the
starting age varied in different parts ofthe country.
In some cases schools would begin wi th pupi ls
aged 10, others aged 8 and there were a few isolated
p i l o t s  w i t h  an  even  ea r l i e r  s ta r t .  The  Basque
Country pilot meant some schools starting in year
3 (aged 8) and others in year 5 (aged l0).

The teachers
ln  t he  na t i ona l  p i l o t  i n  Sco t l and  1 l  o f  t he  l 2
pro jects involved a v is i t ing specia l is t  teacher f rom
the  seconda ry  schoo l  t each ing  the  l anguage
alongside a primary colleague. The latter would
have responsibil i ty for consolidating the foreign
language work between specialist visits. One of
the projects, Dumfries and Galloway, adopted a
di f ferent  model  whereby the pr imary teachers
would be given some language training and would
g r a d u a l l y  t a k e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  l a n g u a g e
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teaching supported by a team of  t ra iners who
would visit the primary schools involved. Spain
would use primary teachers who had specialised
in language as part of their init ial training. These
teache rs  we re  a l so  g i ven  some language  and
overall training in methodology to teach at earlier
s tages .

THE EXTENSION PHASE

In  Scot land,  the government ,  encouraged and
informed by the successful pilot projects, wished
to  move  fu r the r .  Thus  i n  Janua ry  1993 ,  t he
Minister announced that:

Bu i l d i ng  on  these  founda t i ons ,  we  nov )
propo: te that  a l l  Scot t ish pr imury schools
should olJbr teaching in a modern European
language :  F rench ,  German ,  Span i sh  o r
Italian. I intend that SOEID. in consultatton
with other interested parties, should devise
an  imp lemen ta t i on  s t ra tegy ,  i nc lud ing
training arrangements, which would hring to
larger  numbers oJ '  pr imary teachers the
l ingt t is t ic  sk i l ls  they need to in t roduce a
modern language into the primary curriculum.
(Sco t t i sh  O f f i ce  Educa t i on  and  Indus t r y
Department, 1993)

The primary teachers would be given a programme
of language training with the first phase of training
beginning in  November 1993.

In Spain the reform of the education system
The Ley de Ordenaci6n General  del  Sis tema
Educativo (LOGSE) introduced in 1990 meant the
general extension of primary languages to all pupils
aged 8 and over. It also meant that secondary
school curricula had to change and assumed the
work done at  pr imary.  Engl ish programmes at
seconda ry  l eve l  changed  and  t rans i t i on  i n to
secondary was thus facil i tated. Since then there
have a lso been fur ther  p i lo ts .  In  the former
territorio MEC, for example, 43 primary schools
(including 2 in Asturias) have been involved in a
pilot in collaboration with the Brit ish Council to
introduce English to younger pupils. The Basque
Government  a lso in t roduced a p i lo t  pro ject  in
September 1996 involv ing 20 schools.  Al l  20
schools had to be Basque immersion models and
therefore most  ch i ldren involved were a l ready
Basque /Span i sh  b i l i ngua l .  These  p i l o t s  a re
developed further later in this article.

Which languages?
As in the pilot, the Scottish Office Education and
Industry Department (SOEfD) decided to proceed
with either French or Cerman or Italian or Spanish
in primary schools. Perhaps inevitably, French
would dominate. In the second year of training.
for example, there were 605 volunteers for French
compared to 180 for German, l9 for ltalian and 28
for Spanish. However, there would be parts of the
country where the other language would be taught
i n  b o t h  t h e  p r i m a r i e s  a n d  t h e  a s s o c i a t e d

secondary. This was an important point. One of
the key factors in deciding which language was to

be taught in the primary school was the potential

for the pupil to continue with that language in the

assoc ia ted  seconda ry  schoo l .  Each  p r imary

school could decide which language(s) to offer

but  i t  would not  be possib le to volunteer  for
t ra in ing in  I ta l ian i f  the associated secondary
taught French or German.

In  Spa in ,  a l t hough  the re  have  been  some

ins tances  o f  o the r  l anguages  be ing  taugh t  i n
primary schools, almost all schools teach English.
Thus,  the cont inui ty  of  language problem does
not occur in most areas of Spain. The dominance
of  Engl ish was c lear ly  ev ident  when an Engl ish

lesson in a primary school was observed in Inin

wi th in s ight  of  the French border .  However,  at

secondary level  they have to cont inue wi th the
first FL but may opt for a second.

Language awareness or  l inguist ic  competence
The  Span i sh  have  op ted  fo r  deve lopmen t  o f

l i ngu i s t i c  compe tence  ra the r  t han  l anguage

awareness.
The Scots have the similar aim of increasing

the number of years of study of the same language
with a view to developing the child's competence
in that language. What was apparent was that there
was greater  at tent ion paid in  Spain to cul tura l

awareness  than  i s  ev iden t  f r om the  Sco t t i sh
project.

Which age group?
In Spain the general pattern now is for all pupils

aged  e igh t  t o  beg in  t he  s tudy  o f  a  l anguage .
However, there have been additional significant
p i lo ts .  The ex- terr i tor io  MEClBr i t ish Counci l
pilot has seen the introduction of English to pupils

from the age of3 in some ofthe 43 chosen schools.
In the Grj6n school, for example, the 3 to 4 year

olds received 45 minutes daily. The 5 to 6 year

olds received an hour every day and the 8 year

olds received 3 hours in addition to time given as

a result of the LOGSE. 80% of Asturian primary

schools now offer some English in nurseries due
mainly to parental demand.

The Basque pilot gave the following 3 options:
a) Introducci6n precoz de la lengua extraniera,

en el tramo de 4 a 8 aiios.
b) Enseiianza de contenidos en lengua extranjera,

en el tramo de B a l2 uiios. Esto supone que,

ademas de las horas reglamentarias de lengua
extraniera, se impartan ciertos contenidos de
una o varias asignaturas en la citada lengua.

c) Enserianza de contenidos en lengua extraniera,
en el tramo de 12 a 16 aiios. Esto supone que

ademas de las horas reglamentarias de lengua
extranjera, se impartan ciertos contenidos de
una o varias asignaturas en la citada lengua.
(Basque Ministry for Education, 1996)

Thirteen of the chosen centres opted for the 4-8
years old project with 3 opting for additional ttme
f o r  8 - 1 2  y e a r  o l d s .  F o u r  c e n t r e s  o p t e d  f o r
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addi t ional  t ime for  12-16 year  o lds.
In June 1999 the Spanish MEC website signalled

an intention to start at an earlier stage than age 8:
Reforzar la enseiianza del ingl6s en educaci6n
primaria con vistas a su inicio en una etapa
mds precoz que lu establecida actualmente,
con  su  amp l i ac i6n  a l  p r imer  c i c l o  de
educacion primaria o, incluso a la Educaci6n
In/hnti l. (Ministry of Education, 1999)

This is stated as a result of the increasing demand
with 36,992 pupi ls  receiv ing FL teaching below
age 8 in the year 1996197. The vast majority of
these (98.38%) were taught English ".seguidos a
g ran  d i s tanc ia  po r  e l  "  F ranc 'es  "  y  e l
"  Por tuguts " .  (Min is t ry  of  Educat ion,  1999)

In Scotland the extension model continues with
the final two years pattern established in the pilot.
There may be variations as stated in Advice for
Schools 1995.

Stages at which the .fbreign language is to be
taugh t
The  MLPS p rog ramme i s  based  on  the
understanding that a foreign language wil l
be introduced into the curriculum of pupils
at P6 and P7.
The position is however complicated by two
Jactors:
.  t he  Jac t  t ha t  some  o . f ' t he  FL - t ra ined
teachers will be the classteacher of pupils at
an earlier stage; and
.  the ex is tence oJ '  composi te c lasses
involv ing P6 or  P7 pupi ls ,  together  wi th
pupils Jiom P5 or, in the case of multi-stage
composites, n-ith younger pupils.
In the first case, the FL-trained teacher might
wish to in t rodLtce,  at  an appropr iate
opportunity, a song or a game in the foreign
language to these younger pupils, Jbr example
in a topic  looking at  the celebrat ion of
Christmas in other coutrtries. The training
programme has not however had the intention
o/ providing sufJicient trained teachers for the
.fbrmal FL programme to be extended beyond
P6 and P7,  and the in t roduct ion of  some
elements of a foreign language to classes at
P5 and below are likely to be the exception.
(Scot t ish Of f ice for  Educat ion and Industry
Department ,  1995,  l8-20)

The teachers
As stated earlier Scotland embarked on a training
programme for primary teachers. The role of the
secondary specialist teaching in the pilot primary
schools would be gradually reduced as the primary
t e a c h e r s  g a i n e d  l i n g u i s t i c  c o n f i d e n c e  a n d
competence. The other schools would come on
boa rd  i n  c l us te r  g roups  th rough  a  phased
programme of  t ra in ing.  In  Spain the pr imary
language teachers cont inued thei r  involvement .
In addition, the Brit ish Council introduced native
speaker trained primary teachers from the UK into
thei r  43 p i lo t  schools.

Los profesores del programa son todos de

nac iona l i dad  b r i t dn i ca  con  t I t t r l os
equivalentes a l  de magister io  y  con var ios
afios de experiencia enseiando el inglts como
una  l engua  ex t ran je ra .  A lgunos  se  han
desplazado de Gran Bretaiia a Espaiia para
participar en el programa mientras que otros
ya vivian aqul. (Ciudad Lineal, 1997)

In the case of  the Basque Country a l l  pr imary
teache rs  a re  cu r ren t  c i v i  I  se rvan ts  who
volunteered and received speci f ic  t ra in ing and
support to teach their age groups.

The t ra in ing
In Scotland, a national training programme was
devised based on a series of competences which
had been identif ied. These competences include
such aspects as: the language for self; descriptive
language;  for  the c lassroom, e.g.  dai ly  rout ine;
organising activit ies; for basic art and craft; PE
act iv i t ies;  for  games,  songs,  s tor ies and so on.
The training programme lasts 27 days ( 160 hours)
spread throughout  the year .  Supply cover  is
p rov ided  and  the  vo lun tee r  t eache rs  a t t end
courses during the school day. The major focus
of  the t ra in ing is  the development  of  l inguist ic
competence for specific purposes. lt is not the
in ten t i on  t o  p roduce  spec ia l i s t  l i ngu i s t s  bu t
instead to g ive the pr imary teachers suf f ic ient
l inguistic competence within specific areas. The
other  main a im of  the t ra in ing is  to  increase
teachers' awareness of appropriate methodology
for teaching a language to primary age children.

The programme is  designed to g ive the
primary teacher suJficiently high levels oJ'
knowledge and skil ls to operate in defined
contexts. It wil l provide opportunities to
develop grammatical accuracy ahd a good
accent. The linguistic competence will enable
the teacher to introduce the .foreign language
natura l ly  and conf ident lv  in to the dai ly
rhythm rsf the primary classroom and develop
it./rom within suitable contexts in the primary
curr icu lum. The programme wi l l  prov ide
pr imary teachers wi th opportuni t ies to
develop their awareness oJ'the appropriate
methodology in teaching a Joreign language
to  young  l ea rne rs .  (Sco t t i sh  O f f i ce  f o r
Education and Industry. 1993)

Residence abroad is not built in to the Scottish
p rog ramme and  depends  on  l oca l  au tho r i t y
arrangements and Lingua funding.

In Spain t ra in ing takes p lace at  pre-serv ice.
There is a minimum of 3 hours per week during all
3 years atthe Escuela de Magisterio. The training
develops all four skil ls and also has theoretical
components. Normally only French or English are
available as foreign languages during pre-service.
Residence abroad is not built into the training but
a high percentage of Spanish nationals do some
residence in the foreign country. In the Basque
Coun t r y  t he re  i s  a l so  i n - se rv i ce  t r a in ing  fo r
teachers involved in the pilot projects. It includes
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annual periods of residence abroad and regular
seminars. Supply cover is provided.

The pre-service position in Scotland is patchy
with each institution offering different provision.
To address this the Guidelines from SOEID state:

New teachers with the interest and aptitttde
shottld have been trained in the knowledge,
understanding and sk i l ls  requi red to teach
modern languages in the pr imary school .
(Sco t t i sh  O f f i ce  Educa t i on  and  Indus t r y
Department, 1998)

At the time of writ ing a Ministerial Action Group
on Languages has received a written report on
pre-service provision from one of the authors and
will shortly be making recommendations to the
Scottish Education Minister.

In  the c lassroom
The amount of t ime devoted to the teaching of
second language in Spanish schools is  var iable.
In some cases it can be quite extensive. ln one of
the Brit ish Council project schools visited the 3-
year-olds were being given 3 half hour blocks per
day. Given that one can also add a lot of incidental
language ("Hello children", "Take offyour anoraks
please", "Sit down on the mat" etc. etc.) the time
devo ted  i s  s i gn i f i can t  i ndeed .  L i kew ise ,  t he
Basque  p i l o t  a l so  devo tes  cons ide rab le  t ime .
English is init ially taught for 2 hours per week in
30 minute blocks and this is gradually increased
to five blocks of 45 minutes duration.

In Scotland the time devoted could vary from
30 minutes to 140 minutes per week in the forty-
one schools visited by 1995. To address this the
documen t  Adv i ce  f o r  Schoo l s  1995  made  the
following statement:

In those classes n-here the class teacher is the
FL t ra ined teacher the opportuni t ies for
incidental use of the FL in the daily work ol
the class wil l increase the exposure to the

foreign language; in those classes where the
FL is being taLtght by a teacher other than
the classteacher such /lexibil i ty v,i l l  not be
readil l: available. Experience during phase
I w-oukl seem to shov, that around 60 minutes
FL teaching per week is most common, with
schools e i ther  a l locat ing two x 30 minute
b locks  pe r  week  o r  a  s i ng le  b lock  o f  60
m inu tes .  I t  * - i l l  he  impor tan t  t ha t  t he
timetabled time availahle to all pupils at a
particular stage is approximatell, the same,
so that  learn ing outcomes may be broadl ,v
s imi lar  /br  a l l  pupi ls .  (Scot t ish Of f ice for
Education and Industry Department, 1995, 18-
20)

In Scotland there is no national material for use in
the classroom. It is true that a lot of the training
mater ia ls  can be re-used wi th the chi ldren e.g.
games,  songs,  compt ines,  s tor ies etc.  I t  is  a lso
the case that there is no recognised commercial
course which is  widely used,  probably because
not many exist, while the larger market elsewhere
in the UK does not yet exist. The teachers are

able to make use of local authority materials in
some instances but many also adapt ideas used in
mother tongue teaching of infants.

In Spain, there are materials which have been

created by local  author i t ies.  ln  the case of  the
Basque pilot, for example, coordinators deliver the
material almost completely prepared. Thus, the
teachers wi l l  receive copies of  s tor ies in  Engl ish
wi th casset tes and a ser ies of  re lated act iv i t ies.

In the case of the Brit ish Council. the native

teachers bring with them a wealth of experience
and resources for teaching very young children.
In  bo th  cases ,  t he  t eache r  has  the  l i ngu i s t i c
competence to adapt  and modi fy  the mater ia l .
Unl ike in  some countr ies,  i t  is  not  a quest ion of  a
resource-led programme where the teachers have
var iable l inguist ic  competence but  are s imply
requ i red  to  de l i ve r  an  ag reed  p rog ramme o f

re sourc es.
ln addition to local authority rnaterials there

are, of course, many commercial materials existing
for the teaching of English. The teacher in Spatn
has a much wider range of resources available from
which to select.

C O N C L U S I O N

Both Spain and Scotland had different kinds of
p i lo ts .  Both countr ies went  on to extend the
provision of languages to younger pupils. Both
have the same aim: the development of l inguistic
competence.  However,  the Spanish have been
more ambitious. Their general starting age is 8,
they have extended their pilots and the teaching
of infants is much more widespread.

The Spanish have obviously gone mainly for

one  l anguage  and  they  have  a  l a rge  poo l  o f
t e a c h e r s  b e c a u s e  o f  p r e - s e r v i c e  t r a i n i n g .
Methodology is  s imi lar  in  both countr ies wi th
pup i l s  aged  e igh t  and  above .  Howeve r ,  i t  i s

obviously different with the pupils aged 3 or 4.

The timeframe is also more extensive in Sparn.
It is true that the pilots for pupils below eight have

n o t  b e e n  " g e n e r a l i s e d "  a c r o s s  S p a i n .
Nevertheless, one could not help but be struck by
the l istening abil it ies of these younger pupils and
their comfort in the language. Developments there
w i l l  be  o f  i n te res t  t o  a l l  i nvo l ved  w i th  ea r l y
language learn ing.
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