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European practitioners feel the European Language Portfolio (ELP) encourages autonomous lifelong learning of languages and makes
the dynamic nature of the language curriculum visible to teachers, learners, and other stakeholders. The positive feedback on the learning
process, learning outcomes, and learner motivation is encouraging. This paper explains about and outlines advantages of the ELP as
a pedagogic tool before briefly examining if the ELP can be applied in Japanese universities. Factors to be considered if developing a
portfolio in Japan and the possible challenges to be overcome are outlined before concluding with a discussion of future developments
and possibilities of the ELP and related reference levels (CEFR) in Japan.
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The European Language Portfolio?

he European Language Portfolio (ELP) was conceived along with the Common European Framework

of Reference for Languages (CEFR) in 1991. Pilot projects followed from 1998 to 2000; by June

2007 more than 90 ELPs had been validated from 26 Council of Europe (COE) members and 4
International nongovernmental organizations. The European Confederation of Language Centres in Higher
Education (CERCLES) ELP designed for use in university language education is used in some 250 language
centres from 21 European countries. Outside of Europe, language portfolios are being used worldwide; within
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Asia language portfolios have come into common use in
Hong Kong and Taiwan and are being used on a small scale

in South Korea (Fouser, Matsuura, Nishio, & Takehisa, 2004).
The main visions of the ELP are to develop the ability to
communicate across linguistic, social, and cultural boundaries;
to promote mutual understanding, respect, and tolerance; and
to master the challenges of intensified international mobility
and cooperation. Schérer (2007) goes on to outline the five
guiding principles of the ELP: it is the property of the learner;
it values competence in a positive way; it promotes learning
inside and outside the classroom; it takes a lifelong perspective
on learning of languages; and it is based on the CEFR (see
Appendix and later discussion).

The Council of Europe (2001) states the ELP has three
components:

1. Alanguage passport, which summarizes the owner’s
linguistic identity, language learning achievement,
and the owner’s assessment of his/her own language
competence.

2. Alanguage biography, where intermediate learning
goals are set, progress is reviewed, and significant
language learning and intercultural experiences are
recorded.

3. Adossier, which collects samples of his or her work
and evidence of his or her achievements in language
learning.

The ELP is designed, among other things:

1. To increase learner autonomy and encourage the
lifelong learning of languages, to any level of
proficiency;

2. To make the learning process more transparent;

3. To provide a clear profile of the owner’s language
skills;

The pedagogical functions of the ELP are to promote
reflective learning and to clarify learning objectives. It
recognizes competence and achievement in a positive way
with a focus on learner self-assessment and resulting shift
toward learner responsibility. The effective implementation
of the ELP makes it clear to stakeholders the how, what, and
why of the language learning curriculum.

The language passport has been developed to display the
competence and achievements of the language learner. The
language passport complements the Europass CV which
outlines to possible employers, educational institutions, and
other stakeholders the language proficiency of the user. This
language-learning resume is increasingly being used in job
applications and course enrolment. The language passport
requires the owner to assess his or her own language skills
according to the Council of Europe’s common reference
levels, which are elaborated in the CEFR.

Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR)

In the early 1990°s a group of European language course
providers worked together to find solutions to the following
well-known problem: How can we communicate and how
can we understand what kind and what degree of language
knowledge is certified through a particular examination
result, diploma, or certificate? On the one hand they were
looking for an answer in a common reference system, on the
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other hand looking for ways that examinations, diplomas,
and so on could be described transparently. The results of
a Council of Europe symposium were that an extensive,
coherent, and transparent reference grid to describe
communicative language competences was to be developed
(Centre of Language Teaching and Research, 2002). This
reference grid eventually became the CEFR which since its
publication in 2001 has taken the world of language testing
by storm, inspiring a thoroughgoing reform of language
curricula for schools in a handful of countries with notable
examples in Finland, Sweden, and the Czech Republic.
There are six levels: Al- and A2-Basic User ; B1- and B2-
Independent User; C1- and C2-Proficient User.

The self-assessment grid used in the language passport
summarizes language proficiency at these six levels in
relation to five skills: listening, reading, spoken interaction,
spoken production, and writing. For example the spoken
interaction descriptor for the A2 level is I can communicate
in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct
exchange of information on familiar topics and activities.

I can handle very short social exchanges, even though 1
can t usually understand enough to keep the conversation
going myself. The CEFR provides us with a detailed scheme
for describing language use. The action-oriented approach
assigns a central role to language use in language learning
comprised of six key dimensions: communicative acts,
language activity, communicative language competence,
context, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence,
strategies, and texts. These common reference levels can
be used as a starting point for the elaboration of language
syllabi and curriculum guidelines and the design of

assessment (Little, 2007). The use of the CEFR continues

to spread. Syllabus designers, course book publishers, and
language test providers worldwide (including the Cambridge
ESOL and TOEIC and TOEFL tests within Europe) seek to
align their exams to the CEFR for reasons of transparency
and coherence. The government of Hong Kong has adopted
the CEFR for language assessment and the whole education
policy of New Zealand has been redeveloped and renamed
in a way that closely follows the structure of the CEFR
itself (National Development Initiatives Institute, 2007).The
Osaka University of Foreign Studies, with support from the
Ministry of Education, uses the CEFR for curriculum design
and assessment on a class and language department level for
all 25 languages studied there. The Ministry of Education is
currently studying the CEFR and its application.

Relationship between the CEFR and ELP

In the language passport the ELP user periodically
summarises hi or her L2 proficiency using the self-
assessment grid (CEFR). Each skill is further broken into
checklists of 7 can statements or tasks for each level and
skill (see Figure 1 for an example). These checklists of /
can statements can be used when first-time users are unsure
of their level during self-assessment and later to identify
learning targets, select learning activities and materials,
monitor learning progress, and evaluate learning outcomes
(formative self-assessment). The CEFR is the basis for

an action-oriented curriculum implemented through the
reflective learning tool of the ELP.
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Fostering autonomous lifelong learners of
language

The goal of fostering autonomous lifelong learners of
language can be achieved through use of the ELP by
training in and proceduralizing of a learning cycle which
involves the metacognitive language learning strategies of
self-evaluating, setting goals and objectives, planning for a
language task, self-monitoring, and return to self-evaluating
and restart of cycle. In the language passport the learner
summarises his or her proficiency for the five language
skills. Resulting from this a general language goal can be
set. In the example used in this paper, an EFL learner in a
Japanese university has a general English language goal of
going from level B1 to B2. In the language biography the
learner can reference the Goal-setting and Self-assessment

Checklists (see Figure 1) to break down the specific language
skill to tasks so as evaluate his or her strengths and weakness

(the learner would evaluate their language learning skills
on a scale of 1 to 3 asterices with a tick in * indicating the
ability to carry out specific tasks with a lot of effort or with
a lot of help, ** under normal circumstances or with a little
help, and *** easily in any context or with no help). The
learner can then go on to use these checklists to formulate
specific language goals.

Goal-setting and Self-assessment Checklist

L ff\“v | KS}\ Skill: Q" SPOKEN PRODUCTION
U

i under
\ £ & ~ e " n< " T
criteria: *With o o it = nomal ciccumstanceses easily in any coffex]

1 can give a reasonably fluent description of a subject within my academic or professional
field, presenting it as a linear sequence of points
Tcan narrate a story or relate the plot of a film or book

[T can describe personal experiences, reactions, dreams, hopes, ambitions, real, imagined or 7
unexpected events V/
T can briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions, plans and actions 7

T can develop an argument well enough to be followed without difficulty most of the time

Tcan give a simple summary of short written texts

[T can give detailed accounts of problems and Incidents (e.g., reporting a theft, traffic 7
accident)
Tcan deliver short rehearsed announcements and statements on everyday matters within 7
my field
Tcan give a short and straightforward prepared presentation on a chosen topic in my
academic or professional field in a reasonably clear and precise manner O

Nov NOV

’ Stt Gth

\

L

Figure 1. Checklist of spoken production for B1
level

If using a task-based language teaching approach like
Benevides & Valvona’s 2008 Widgets textbook in a class of
35-45 EFL Japanese university learners, the class, as a group
with suggestions and feedback from the lecturer, could select
an / can statement from the spoken interaction or spoken
production checklist to make a goal for each stage of the
six-stage course. The learner group and individual learner
can then set and plan for learning targets using the My next
language learning target sheet (Figure 2) in the language
biography. The student in this example aims to go from
giving a presentation *—with a lot of effort to **—under
normal circumstances with the goal summed up 7o give
a short and straightforward prepared presentation in a
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reasonably clear and precise manner. This goal is based on
the final 7 can statement in the checklist in Figure 1 above
and tied into stage 5 of the Widgets course which involves
planning and performing an infomercial.

My next language learning target
Language Feal:
1)

Laammgnrget(l)

(Use the self-assessment grid in the language passport and the checklists in the appendix to formulate your
next learning target as precisely as possible.)

To gve o sheet Prq,o\rgj pmsen‘i'a‘hof\ in o clar

and Precise manner
How much time can I devote each day/week to achieving my target? (2)

2. hours o week
When shall I begin? (3)
NexFwoek~ WeekG- Novenber Sth

Hmvdnlinmdenadlieunwbryet?(4)
| For example, can I work alone or do I need to work with other people?

Conglete. St 6 of the Widsels coutse with my gloup

What learning materials do I need? (4) *WidseYs Student Book (Peses 12~F1),
Midsets OVO | ePresertation materials such &5 handodts,

Compute (iF using gowarpait) or blockbaad rognets Gif using posters)
How shall I know whether or not I have achieved my target? (5)

| (For example, can I take a test or set and correct a test for myself? Or shall I need to ask my teacher,

| another leamer of*a native speaker to assess me? Or can I depend entirely on my own judgement?)

Oy mmw'g the prosertotion and rcfurly +o the Jecturer
ugtion

moﬁsmmgpmgrsson wnearmyhlgetdzte (6)
Have I achieved my target? nardsmyhrgethave”sml

{)dnmyamu(a) ? What am I going to do Hlavelsmed’
Presentahions ok d.&. colk bﬁ T hove Vol c‘m‘i'i‘@ now,

T need o practice preSentios more - T showd sPeak slow ond tedox, more,
S

€ e isterview s o chance tn expurience, o SimifaC situation.

When do I plan to finish? (3 )
Week §- Mowmber BHA

Figure 2 A completed My next language learning
target sheet

This mechanism provides a clear map of a plan to set and
work toward achieving a language goal with the My next
language learning target sheet encouraging the students
to (1) use the CEFR as a basis for setting new targets, (2)
consider the influence of available time on the achievement
of target, (3) decide dates for self-monitoring, (4) make
decisions about working methods, (5) assess language
learning, and (6) reflect on how well they have achieved the
goal and what they have learned (Little and Simpson, 2003).
Learners are encouraged to constantly think about learning
and become accustomed to operating their language learning
efforts in a manner that leads the learner to learn how to
learn efficiently, a skill that is useful for the lifelong learning
of languages.

After working toward, evaluating, and reflecting upon
each goal the learner—equipped with the explicit and
metacognitive knowledge of languages garnered from
previous goal setting and achievement—returns to self-
evaluating and setting new goals. If using a task-based
curriculum like the above example, the learner could note
in the post-stage useful language and language elements he
or she needs to work on and practice before concentrating
on the next goal (the next task of the course related to an /
can statement). Individual goals and learning outside the
classroom are also encouraged. This can involve learners
independently working through all or some of the checklist
tasks until they perceive themselves to have reached the next
level and then work on the tasks of the next CEFR level.
There is of course room to involve individual, situation-
specific tasks as well as peer and teacher assessment.
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Advantages of the ELP

The ELP embodies the dynamic nature of the L2 curriculum,
making it visible to teachers, learners, class teachers,
parents, and other stakeholders. The ELP makes clear to
these stakeholders an approach to learning that emphasizes
learner involvement, learner reflection, and communicative
use of the target language. It captures the evolving features
of autonomous learner-users of English L2 (Little, 2007).

As learners move along stages of language learning they can
constantly realise their developing skills and what needs to
be worked upon in order to progress. A student conclusion
while working with the ELP sums this up succinctly: “Now I
also think about what I already know, about what I’'m going
to learn, or about want I want to learn. After these classes |
know my skills, what I do well, and what I have to improve”
(Henderson, Luelmo, & Garcia, 2007).

It can be argued that students in Japanese universities
view English as a means of gaining entrance into university.
Now that that goal has been achieved, on the whole there
is a lack of motivation and explicit tangible goals. The use
of a language portfolio (LP) in Japanese university general
English classes can give a purpose to language learning
by equipping the learner with tools and procedures to
independently set and achieve language goals, ultimately
leading to them become autonomous lifelong learners of
language.

ELP in Japan?

The use of a language portfolio can be applied in Japan as
the pedagogy is universal. Scharer (2007) sees learners’

reactions vary from enthusiasm to rejection. Learner groups
of different origin or cultural background do not seem to
differ in their perception of the ELP. An LP can be applied in
a class concentrating on one, several, or all of the language
skills. It should provide space for the learning of several
languages simultaneously with use in university of foreign
languages an obvious option. The ELP is also equally
applicable for learners of only one language.

It must be considered that the formulation of an effective
LP will take time. Ten years passed between the birth of
an idea for a Language Passport, Learning Passport, or
later Language Portfolio and the publication of the first
Swiss printed version of a Language Portfolio (Centre of
Language Teaching and Research, 2002). Now that process
is done, there are many templates and resources available
online (see <www.coe.int/lang> for the CEFR and <www.
coe.int/portfolio> for the ELP). The CEFR are available in
Japanese translation. Naoko Aoki from Osaka University
has developed a Japanese Language Portfolio for learners
of Japanese as a second language (see <www.let.osaka-u.ac.
jp/~naoko/jlp/index.html>). Fouser et al. (2004) hoped to
make a pilot version of a portfolio with the tentative title
Japan Language Portfolio available for review and pilot use
on the web.

The theme of the 2007 Japan Association of College
English Teachers (JACET) conference was In Search of a
Consistent Curriculum from Elementary School through
University. When developing an LP for use in Japan such
a goal is too ambitious. What should be aimed for is the
combination of action-oriented L2 curriculum, based
around the CEFR, and a reflective implementation tool
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(LP). This can be easily replicated for learners of any age
and proficiency level, but to date Irish primary English as a
Second Language (ESL) example has no imitations.

This ELP and another example from Ireland offer hints
to effective LP design and implementation: an LP should
be linked to the CEFR levels and facilitate frequent and
meaningful use. One reason for the Irish primary ESL
ELP success is that there is a social and political need for
it to work. The opening up of the EU and the resulting
sudden influx of immigrants to Ireland meant there were
huge numbers of children in the primary education stage
whose first language was not English or Irish. The design
process is another main reason for its success as the CEFR
was incorporated in all stages from planning to language
testing. Furthermore the design with units of work facilitates
frequent use, not just a form-filling exercise but the use of
the ELP in class activities. On the other hand the Ireland
secondary schools LP shows a less than successful usage.
This ELP was worked around an existing curriculum which
meant there was little relation to the CEFR. This situation
led to working with the ELP then dropping it when students
needed to concentrate on the central exam (Little, 2007).
Hence European practitioners feel it is important that the
ELP and CEFR are tied into the curriculum. In many cases
university lecturers decide the curriculum so they can
design the units of work. If a university has a predetermined
curriculum then the LP can be tied into this and the CEFR
reference levels. The LP should then be used in a useful way
throughout the learning course.

Feedback why teachers don’t want to use the ELP has
been that it is time-consuming, not perceived as useful,

and teachers are not sure how to use it (Dalziel, 2007).
Developers need to bear this in mind during the design
process, while aiming to make an easily accessible LP that
facilitates frequent and meaningful use. There needs to

be a straightforward teacher guide which guides teachers
through the basics of the LP in a clear, straightforward way.
The LP needs to be robust enough to be used by as many
learning and teaching styles as possible with task-based
learning being a theoretical fit. Scharer (2007) reflects that a
challenge in implementing the ELP for instructors is that it
can be difficult to adapt to the new role of a facilitator and to
find the flexibility to involve students in planning, progress,
and assessment. The underlying goal of increasing learner
autonomy should always be emphasized.

Where to go from here?

The time and resources needed for successful LP
implementation should not be underestimated. There is
significant work required by both lecturers and students

but the increased autonomy of learners makes this

work worthwhile. Smaller scale LP use by enthusiastic
practitioners seems more likely to lead to success than large
scale introduction into programmes (Glover, Mirici, & Aksu,
2005). With this in mind and with the realization that there
is not a significant political will for the success of an LP,
the author suggests that focus should not be on department
or university-wide adoption but the development of a LP
that can be used by such enthusiastic educators. This is the
immediate goal as the writer develops and implements a
language portfolio for use in the spring semester of April
2008. As discussed in the JALT 2007 Bilingualism Forum,
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it seems that there are people interested in the CEFR and
ELP in Japan but there is little willingness to discuss it
openly; it is like a private, clandestine secret. A solution to
this problem is to gather the people who are interested in
using and talking about these initiatives to come together

in a working group in order to garner ideas, discuss
developments, and coordinate efforts. It is hoped that steps
toward this goal will have been taken by the publication of
this proceedings. Glover, Mirici, and Aksu (2005) feel that
thorough preparation of staff, students, and programmes

is needed when an innovative tool such as the ELP is
introduced. The basis for thorough preparation could involve
detailed familiarisation with the CEFR reference levels. If
teachers and students feel comfortable using the CEFR, then
introducing an innovation such as the ELP may become
easier. Learning to use the CEFR levels is useful for teachers
even if they do not move on to using an LP. With the Osaka
University of Foreign Studies use of the CEFR the natural
progression is for other institutions to follow suit which,

if this were realized, would make the use of a language
portfolio in Japan more manageable.

Fergus O’Dwyer lectures at Momoyama Gakuin and Osaka
Kyouiku Daigaku High School. His current interests include
the ELP and accents. <fodwyerj@gmail.com>
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