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Changing languages 

It should be remembered that determination of L1 at the time of the pupil’s enrolment is, in principle, 
definitive. Requests to change Language 1 will be dealt with in accordance with the arrangements 
laid down in Article 47(e) of the General Rules. A change of Language 1 may only be authorised 
by the Director for compelling pedagogical reasons, duly established by the Class Council 
and on the initiative of one of its members. 
 
In principle, changes in L2, L3 and L4 are not envisaged, except on entry to year 6, when the following 
changes are possible: 

 
1. Pupils may request a L2 different from DE, EN, FR or HCL if offered by the school for secondary 

years 6 and 7. This may be accepted subject to the conditions below and to the rules governing 

the creation of groups. The new L2 may be any official language of the EU.  

2. For a given language, change from a lower to a higher level. (E.g.: change from L4 to L3). 

3. For a given language, change from a higher to a lower level. (E.g.: from L2 to L3) in justified 

cases. 

 
Should a change of language at any age or level be requested, the decision lies with the Director, 
subject to the following conditions: 
 

- The existence of a reasoned written request from the parents, guardians or from the pupils 

themselves if over the age of 18. 

- Deliberation and judgement by the Class Council on the request. 

- Clear evidence established by the School of the pupil's ability to follow the course requested. 

The School may require the pupil to pass a proficiency (written and oral) test at the required level.  

- The absence of significant administrative obstacles to the change requested, such as the 

compliance with the rules for the creation of groups. 

 
In the case of a change of L2, careful consideration must be given to the role of L2 as a medium for 
teaching other subjects. When a change of L2 is approved before year s6, the new L2 becomes the 
medium for the teaching of History, Geography and Economics. When a change of L2 is approved on 
entry to year s6, the previous L2 remains the medium of teaching for History, Geography and 
Economics. 
 

The applicants will be notified of the decision and the reasons for it. 

 

Students Without a Language Section (SWALS) 

In schools where the section of the dominant language of the pupil does not exist pupils will be enrolled 
into one of the existing sections of a second language (English, French, German, HCL if offered by the 
school).  
 
Category I and Category II pupils in this situation are entitled to tuition in their L1, working on the 
assumption that the School has at its disposal a duly qualified teacher, or can recruit one. 
 
These pupils are called “Students Without A Language Section” (SWALS).  
 
In the nursery and primary p1 and p2, L1 courses for SWALS shall be allocated 2 hours 30 minutes 
and for p3, p4 and p5 3 hours 45 minutes. 
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In the secondary cycle, L1 courses for SWALS are organised according to the same rules as any other 
L1. 

At all levels, consecutive year groups may be combined in order to avoid reductions in teaching time. 
 
Category III pupils can also have the SWALS status, being entitled to tuition in their L1, only if a course 
already exists and if it does not create a new group. However, once category III pupils acquire the 
SWALS status, this remains until the end of their schooling to ensure pedagogical continuity.29  
 
In this way, SWALS pupils benefit from the provision of their dominant language tuition until the end 
of their studies, with an important number of subjects taught in the language of the section that they 
join, which becomes their second language (Language 2). 
 
SWALS are entitled to receive support when lack of knowledge of the language of the section in which 
they are enrolled is a barrier to communication, integration, and learning. This support focuses on the 
acquisition of this language and thus facilitates these pupils´ access to the curriculum and will be 
organized according to the “Policy on the Provision of Educational Support in the European Schools – 
2012-05-D-14”. 
 
SWALS pupils are exposed to a second language in a more intensive way than their counterparts 
who are enrolled in the language section of their dominant language. So, from the beginning of their 
studies, they must follow tuition in non-language subjects in the language of the section. The 
competence in the dominant language is not abandoned: the case is rather the contrary. The 
competence of the pupil in that language is cultivated up to the end of the secondary studies during the 
Language 1 course. Schools make all necessary efforts to cater for the needs of SWALS pupils in their 
dominant language, providing them with the teaching of their Language 1, when finding a qualified 
teacher within the school or upon specific recruitment or through lessons given at distance. The 
protection of the dominant language (Language 1) of SWALS pupils is a priority in order to counter-
balance the effect of the multilingual environment and the lack of use of the dominant language in most 
of the subjects. 
 

Experience shows that due to the above-described situation, progression in competence in Language 
2 for SWALS pupils is faster than for other pupils. They often reach the required level of proficiency 
(E.g.: B2 in secondary 5 or C1 in secondary 7) earlier than their peers. Although their level of Language 
2 is usually higher than the ones of non-SWALS pupils, they may often need support, as they learn 
most of their subjects in their Language 2 together with native speaking pupils.  
 
Experience shows that the needs of SWALS pupils in terms of language support are different from those 
of non-SWALS pupils. Schools are aware of these needs and within their capacities offer remedies to 
bridge the gaps. Dedicated support for these pupils in Language 2 can be offered within the framework 
of the Educational Support Policy. 

 

  

 
29 Decisions of the BoG: 2025-04-D-2: This provision applies to all Category III pupils except for those enrolled 
before the 2013/14 school year.  
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Educational support 

The complex and diverse communities of the schools justify a well-pondered and personalized support 

system. The general educational support policy is well described in a document, which can be found 

on the official website of the European Schools30. This document gives an overview on the principles 

and implementation of differentiation practices and the types of educational support. 

 

As explained earlier, the pupil population of the European Schools is extremely complex, which results 

in a wide range of individual learning needs to be served. Special provisions are in place to support 

the integration of pupils who join the system at a later stage of their educational career, or whose 

familial background justifies certain support measures, for example in mobility cases when due to the 

parents’ change in their profession children need to move from one European School to another or 

from a national system to the European Schools system. 

The European Schools are, within the framework of the Educational Support Policy, committed to 

assess the individual needs of those pupils who, due to their special situation (SWALS’ Language 2 

courses, mobility cases, etc.) cannot follow mainstream language teaching without additional support. 

 

Revision of the Language Policy 

This Language Policy will be revised on a regular basis when changes require it and at least every ten 

years. 

 

 
30 2012-05-D-14 Policy on the Provision of Educational Support in the European Schools. 
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Annex 1: Procedure for deciding to offer the Host Country Language 
as a Language 231 
 
If a European School is willing to offer the Host Country Language as a Language 2, it must also 
obtain the agreement of its Administrative Board. The budget for the school year concerned shall 
be prepared accordingly. Finally, the proposal from the Administrative Board must be endorsed 
by the Board of Governors. 

The introduction of HCL as L2 should be done gradually from p1. Schools may also propose to 
introduce it gradually from p1 and s1. Other possibilities can also be considered by the 
Administrative Board of the School. 

For schools aiming for effective entry into force in September of the year “n”, the proposal to the 
Administrative Boards should be made during the January/February or the September/October of 
the year “n-2” rounds of Administrative Board meetings. This proposal should be accompanied 
by an assessment of the extra resources required, based on an estimate of the impact of this 
measure on grouping and on the number of resulting L2 groups. The measure will then be 
presented to the Budgetary Committee in March/November of the year “n-2” for information and 
to the Board of Governors in April/December of the year “n-2” for endorsement. This measure 
will need to be reflected in the year “n” Budget. 

According to the Financial Regulations, the year “n” draft budget will be presented to the 
Administrative Board during the January/February of the year “n-1” round of meetings. The draft 
budget will then be presented to the Budgetary Committee in March of the year “n-1” and to the 
Board of Governors in April of year the “n-1”. That draft budget should include the impact of 
inclusion of the Host Country Language in the offer of Languages 2. These steps are summarised 
in the following timeline. 

Proposal HCL 

 

Endorsement by 
the BoG 

 

Draft Budget year “n” 
(including the extra 

resources required for 
implementation of the HCL 

as L2) 

Budget 
year “n” 
approval 

 

Entry into force 
of the HCL as 

an L2 

 

     

     

     

Admin Board 

 

Board of 
Governors 

 

Admin Board 

 

Budgetary 
Committee 
 + Board of 
Governors 

 

January/February 
or 

September/October 
year “n-2” 

 

April or December 
year “n-2” 

 

 

January/February year 
“n-1” 

 

March/April  
“year n-1” 

 

September year 
“n” 

 

 

Accredited European Schools 

This measure is also applicable to Accredited European Schools. When an Accredited European 
School decides to include its Host Country Language in its offer of Languages 2, the Delegation 
shall inform the OSGES on the needed modification to the approved Conformity File. This will also 
be brought for information to the relevant Bodies of the European Schools. The Pedagogical 
Development Unit in the Office of the Secretary-General will ensure a draft translation of the 
syllabus. The final proof-read language version will be provided by the corresponding national 
inspectorate. 

 
31 Excerpt from the Memorandum 2020-05-M-1. 
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Annex 2: Information for Parents on Determination of the Dominant 

Language 

 

  

Schola Europaea  
  
  
Office of the Secretary-General  
  
Pedagogical Development Unit  
  

Ref.: 2024-09-D-47-en-432 

Orig.: EN  
 

 

 

 

Information for Parents on Determination of the 
Dominant Language33  

 
Approved by the Joint Teaching Committee by means of the Written 
Procedure Nr. 2024/39 on 29 October 2024 
 
 
 

 
  

 
32 FAQ 8 &13 have been amended to be in line with the “Regulation for the organisation of language tests 
in the nursery classes and primary year 1” Annex 1 doc ref 2018-09-D-23.  
33 This document has been revised by the OSGES Legal Department 
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Introduction  
 
Following the mandate given to the working group Task Force Dominant Language in the meeting 
of the Board of Inspectors N/P in February 2024 a document for parents has been created to help 
the parents asking for admission of their children the European Schools to better understand the 
need, purpose, organisation of assessment and consequences of the final admission of a child to 
certain language section.  
 
The document consists of:  

• Rationale for dominant language testing, which is informed by research. 

• Answers on FAQ section focusing on family and pupil language contexts where the 
dominant language is not immediately obvious. 

• Annexe: references. 
 

I. Rationale: 
 

CHOOSING THE RIGHT LANGUAGE SECTION FOR YOUR CHILD 

One of the founding principles of the European Schools is that, as far as possible, children are 

enabled to learn in their mother tongue/dominant language (L1) and that at the same time, they 

are offered a multilingual curriculum that allows them to develop a high level of proficiency in two 

(and sometimes more) additional languages (L2, L3, etc.). This makes it unique and 

characteristically different to the system of international schools and most other education 

systems.  

For some families this is a relatively clear choice as the language the child uses at home with 

their parents corresponds to one of the language sections on offer. However, not all family 

language profiles neatly correspond to a language section. For example, perhaps a child uses a 

different language with each parent, who may themselves use a different language together. 

SWALS pupils (Students Without a Language Section) by definition use a different language to 

that of the section they will enrol in. Additionally, some pupils may have had a multilingual 

educational trajectory, i.e. they have been educated in one language elsewhere, and then have 

moved to a European School and will potentially join a section using another language.  

In order to place a child in the language section that best corresponds to their language profile 

and thus provide them with the best learning experience it is sometimes necessary to first identify 

their dominant language. 

What does dominant language mean? 

In the European School Language Policy (Ref.: 2019-01-D-35-en), the term ‘dominant language’ 

refers to “the language in which bi- or multilingual children have the highest level of proficiency in 

especially education-related domains of language use, and which they use most often (or is likely 

to use most often)” (p.4). ‘Language proficiency’ refers to how well a language is known. It 

includes a person’s receptive skills (what they can understand when reading or listening), and 

their productive skills (what they can say or write). ‘Language use’ refers to how frequently a 

person uses their different languages and how this is divided across the different domains of their 

life, e.g.: home, work, and school. When identifying the ‘dominant language’ of a child, the 

European Schools also take into consideration how a child’s ‘language use’ is likely to evolve over 

time.  
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Traditional conceptualisations of bilingualism relied on the idea that a bilingual people had equal 

competences across both or all of their languages. However, this idea has now been updated to 

recognise the fact that bilingual people do not generally have exactly the same competencies or 

skills in their two languages. Although ‘balanced bilingualism’ does exist, it is far more common 

for ‘plurilingual’ people to be ‘dominant’ in one language (this also depends on the context in which 

the language is being used and can change over time).  

 

Why is it important for your child to be enrolled in the section of their dominant language?  

Quite apart from the principle of recognising and supporting the national languages of the member 

states of the European Union, the importance of enrolling a child in the section of their 

dominant language is based on decades of research about how a solid language 

foundation constitutes an essential key to effective learning and academic success.  

What is important here is the fact that the stronger a child’s first language, the more likely it 

is they will do well when learning other languages, and when acquiring academic content 

and skills. For example, longitudinal research in the USA (Thomas & Collier 2002, Collier & 

Thomas, 2017) looked at the learning outcomes for Spanish speakers when they followed 

different models of language education. When the home language was nurtured and studied in 

school (i.e., children learned through Spanish and English), the pupils performed above average 

compared to the global school population by the time they finished secondary school. However, 

when they only learned through their second language i.e., English, their results were significantly 

below average. This is partly because the successful pupils were given a maximum of 

opportunities to build on their existing knowledge and skills (in Spanish), but also because they 

were able to exploit in a productive way the rich language resources at home and in their local 

community.  

Research also underlines the importance of developing or supporting literacy skills (i.e. reading 

and writing) in the first language, or in the case of children growing up bilingually, the benefits of 

dual-literacy in both languages. This is partly because children are able to transfer their 

knowledge and skills across the languages they know (i.e., if a child can read in one 

language, they will use these skills to learn to read in another; if they understand what a ‘metaphor’ 

is in one language, they can transfer it to another). So, whilst a parent might be able to keep up 

oral language at home, it is much harder for them to develop the cognitive and academic language 

that is associated with school and learning.  

 

  

Principle: The European School’s commitment to education in a child’s first or dominant 

language is what makes it stand out from other education systems.  

Principle: The most powerful model for multilingual education is one which favours ‘additive 

bilingualism’ i.e., the child keeps developing conceptually and academically in their 

first/dominant language and adds another language to their repertoire. We want to avoid 

‘subtractive’ situations i.e. where a new language comes to replace the child’s first 

language. Dominant language testing aims to identify the most likely scenario to promote 

‘additive’ situations.  
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Why is the home language so important for my child? What if there is a language section 

that will have more practical benefits for them? 

Beyond the language and learning benefits of maintaining the child’s first language to a high level, 

it is important to remember that languages are not in competition with one another – and that in 

additive bilingualism, they are working in co-operation. Furthermore, the language provision in 

the European Schools has been designed to help ensure that each child’s cultural identity 

(as a European and in terms of their specific background) is affirmed, respected and 

enriched.  

It is also important to take a long-term view, both in terms of the levels in L2 and L3 that your child 

might reach, but also how they will maintain a home language that they are not using in school. 

Research shows that speakers of minority languages which haven’t been maintained can come 

to regret this later on in life.  

 

What levels of language proficiency will my child reach in the European School system 

over the course of their school career? 

In the context of the European School, it is important to be aware of the language learning aims 

for L2, L3, etc. The language policy lays out the minimum proficiency expectations at the end of 

each sub-cycle of the educational trajectory: 

 

Many students go beyond these expectations, meaning that you can expect your child to become 

highly proficient in at least two languages other than their L1. In many cases, pupils attend 

university in the language of their L2. Indeed, a 2022 “PISA for schools” evaluation of the 

European Schools showed that pupils’ level of L2 reading was significantly above European Union 

(L1) and OECD averages. It is possible that this high level of achievement is in part due to the 

fact that the European School system specifically ensures that its pupils are enabled to learn in 

their dominant language, thus creating a sound foundation for learning new languages.  

Principle: When considering your child’s future path, aim to keep their language options 

open as much as possible, including the possibility of maintaining their L1 to a high level.  
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How do the schools test for dominant language? 

The determination of the child’s dominant language is the responsibility of the Director of each 

school and is based on information provided by the legal representatives of the child and an 

evaluation carried out by the school.  

• The Director decides whether or not to conduct tests on the basis of the information 

provided on the school's enrolment form. The tests are comparative and aim to 

determine the dominant language. 

• Parents are notified by e-mail about the languages to be tested, the time and the location. 

The tests take place exclusively ‘in situ’ at the school where the language section is 

present. 

• All tests take place on the same day with an appropriate break (approximatively 15 

minutes) in between. Exceptionally, the tests may be held on different days i.e., if the 

languages that need to be tested are not taught in the same school. 

• The tests are carried out by native speaker teachers of the school where the test takes 

place. For children in the nursery cycle and p1 the test is oral, for older children, there are 

also written and reading tasks. 

• Parents are not allowed to be present during the test. The only exception is that parents 

can stay for 10 minutes in the case of children to be enrolled to n1.  

• One test lasts between 20 and 30 minutes in the nursery cycle and p1, and between 40 

and 45 minutes for p2 - p5. 

• The parents do not receive any feedback immediately after the test. Afterwards, the 

teacher prepares a report which is sent to the Director of the first-choice school. On the 

basis of the reports of all the tests, the Director makes a decision and determines the 

dominant language. Parents receive this information electronically, together with the 

teachers' reports. The procedure for appeal against the decision is described in this e-

mail. 

 

Background Documents 

• Language Policy of the European Schools Ref.: 2019-01-D-35-en (published on the 
www.eursc.eu) 

• Establishment of a harmonised procedure for the organisation of language tests (Article 47(e) 
of the General Rules of the European Schools) + Guidelines for testing dominant language in 
n1, n2 on entry to p1, p2 - p5, ref.: 2018-09-D-23-en including: 

• Regulations for the Organisation of Language tests. 

• Assessment Report to determine the dominant language. 

• Guidelines for testing dominant language. 

 

  

Principle: New languages can be added progressively to your child’s repertoire, and they will 

still achieve a high level of proficiency, whilst ideally maintaining their dominant language. 

http://www.eursc.eu/
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II. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ): 
 

1. Can the dominant language be identical as the mother tongue/home language/family 
language...? 

Yes. 

2. Can the dominant language be different from the mother tongue/home 
language/family language...? 

Yes. 

3. How is the dominant language determined? 

The schools follow the regulations set up in the documents listed above. There are 
harmonised procedures and criteria for assessment and the schools complete a uniform 
report.  

There are harmonised assessment tasks (for n1, n2, p1, p2-p5). 

Nursery 1, nursery 2, p1: Listening, Speaking (fluency, vocabulary, grammar)  

P2 – P5: Listening, Speaking, Reading and Understanding, Writing (fluency, vocabulary, 
grammar) 

The criteria for evaluation have been established according to the relevant syllabus and age-
appropriate expectations. 

4. Are the language tests uniform across the European Schools?  

The individual Schools have a certain degree of autonomy in organising the language tests. 
However, the requirements for comparability of the language tests must be met. The 
language tests must be conducted in such a way that an objective comparison of the results 
is possible. 

5. How is the dominant language determined for children who do not read (nursery 
cycle, p1), or especially shy children who do not want to talk? 

Children entering n1, n2 and p1 are only orally tested in Listening and Speaking. The 
teachers who lead the tasks are experienced professionals and use a variety of strategies 
to make children feel comfortable and confident. 

6. Are comparative tests necessary when both parents are of the same nationality and/or 
speak the same language at home and want to enrol their child in their home language 
section, but where the child attended nursery cycle in another language?  

The language tests are not always necessary. However, language tests are mandatory 
whenever there is a dispute about the pupil’s L1. 
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7. What happens if there is no section in the school corresponding to a child's dominant 
language? 

The child can be enrolled in one of the three vehicular language sections (EN-FR-DE) or in 
the Host Country Language section (HCL). They will become a SWALS pupil (Student 
Without A Language Section) and will have their dominant language as their L1. 

8. Can a parent be present at the test? 

For pupils entering in Nursery cycle, the parents may stay for the first 10 minutes of the test. 
From p1 onwards, parents cannot be present. 

9. When and where are the tests carried out? Are they in person or can they be carried 
out remotely? 

The tests are conducted during the second semester of the school year preceding the year 
in which the pupil intends to start attending the European School. The tests are carried out in 
person. 

10. Who evaluates the child´s performance in the language test? 

Native speaker teachers from the relevant language section or L1. 

11. Who evaluates the test results? 

The test results are evaluated by the Director. 

12. Who decides whether the test is necessary? 

The Director. 

13. What happens if the parents don't agree with the school's decision? 

The parents can follow the General Rules of the European Schools regarding appeals. The 
procedure is explained in the email which communicates the schools´ decision. For the 
Brussels European Schools, the parent can appeal the pedagogical decision upon receipt of 
the notification of the decision of the Central Enrolment Authority.  

14. If a child speaks several languages at similar level, who determines the section? Can 
parents choose the language section in this case? 

The Director makes final decision based on the tests results and information provided in the 
enrolment form. 

15. What happens if a child needs to be tested in two languages which are not taught in 
the same school? 

This only applies for Brussels and Luxembourg. The child is tested in two different schools. 
The decision is made by the Director of the first-choice school. 
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16. Does a child have to take the test if they have a certificate from a language school 
indicating a certain level? 

Yes, if the school Director decides that the testing is needed. Note that no external language 
proficiency certificates can be taken into consideration. 

17. Is it possible to enrol a child in a language section that is different from their 
nationality? If so, under which conditions? 

Yes, depending on their dominant language and the educational history. The decision is 
made by the Director of the school. 

18. Is the test valid for the following academic year if the parents refuse a place in the 
year of the test? 

No.  

19. Does a child have to take a language test if their older sibling is already in a particular 
section? If yes, why? 

Yes. Each child is considered individually. The decision is made by the Director of the school. 

20. Can you move a child from one language section to another (e.g. after Nursery cycle 
or after Primary)? 

No. The determination of L1 at the time of the child´s enrolment is definitive, in principle, A 
change of L1 may only be authorized by the Director for compelling pedagogical reasons, 
as established by the Class Council and on the initiative of one of its members (Article 47e) 
of the General Rules). 

21. How will the choice of language section influence pupils’ future choices regarding 
options at the secondary cycle? 

More information can be found in the Organisation of Studies page of the official website of 

the ES https://www.eursc.eu/en/European-Schools/studies/studies-organisation 

22. How do you test children with special educational needs? 
It is critical that the parents give the school as much information as possible in advance, 
regarding the abilities and special educational needs of the child. In this way the school can 
make the necessary adaptations to the test procedures.  
 

  

https://www.eursc.eu/en/European-Schools/studies/studies-organisation
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ANNEX 2: References 

Here you can find more information about raising plurilingual children: 

https://onraisingbilingualchildren.com/ 

https://bilingualfamily.eu/resources-for-parents/ 

https://www.childlanguage.org/resources-for-families-and-educators 
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Annex 3: Easier Learning, Deeper Understanding – Mother Tongue 

Matters34 

 
34 Agreed to be annexed to the “Language Policy” by the JTC at its meeting on 12 and 13 February 2026. 






