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Pluriliteracies model and the new Finnish National

Core Curriculum for Basic Education
 

Language awareness and principles of language education have received special attention in recent 

years in Finnish teaching. The same principles and ideas have also been highly popular and visible in 

European discussion, too. Bringing language awareness to the fore in discussion and making it the 

object of analyses and the starting point of development work have offered new ways of thinking 

and approaches to CLIL education. One example of these is the CLIL and Literacy project’s model 

Pluriliteracies Approach to Teaching and Learning (PTL), to which I had an opportunity to study at a 

workshop in Graz in June 2015 (see http://pluriliteracies.ecml.at/en-us/).  

 

Introduction

In CLIL education, language awareness is significant, since studying in a foreign language highlights 

the language use more than studying in mother tongue and it is under closer scrutiny. Language 

awareness as well as understanding and promoting the significance of language also in other 

subjects than languages (content subjects) cannot solely limit to learning in a foreign language but 

it  is  also emphasized in mother tongue education.  Be that  as  it  may,  this  article  focuses on CLIL  

education, to which the Graz Group’s Model is indeed designed. 

The article examines the principal ideas and essential concepts of the pluriliteracies model in 

relation to the basic principles of the new Finnish National Core Curriculum (2014), to be 

implemented in August 2016. The Finnish National Core Curriculum’s views on learning conception, 

assessing learning and transversal competences, for example, are in line with the PTL model. 

PTL model has not sprung up out of nowhere without proper backgrounding. The New Finnish 

National Core Curriculum for Basic Education and PTL model are based on a general European 

continuum and method of thinking in which bringing language to the fore in lessons also outside 

language lessons has gained significant ground. The discussion around curriculum work and teacher 

training regarding language awareness has been very lively. Finnish curriculum and ECML’s PTL 

http://pluriliteracies.ecml.at/en-us/
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model both stem from the same root. In this article, I will introduce five common features strongly 

present in the Finnish curriculum and PTL model. 

Language awareness and the European dimension
Linguistic dimension has been brought to the fore not only locally but also in European discussion 

in recent years. The Council of Europe and, thus, European Centre of Modern Languages (ECML) 

have deemed the matter very significant for the purposes of deep learning. Deep learning means, 

in a nutshell, processing and making use of learned information instead of learning by heart. The 

Council of Europe published a handbook for curriculum work and teacher training in October 2015 

called “The Language Dimension in All Subjects”, which deals with the importance of linguistic 

competence and language awareness in studying all subjects. 

The viewpoint behind the publication is the significance of mastering the language of schooling in 

order to succeed in education, learning and developing critical thinking. The main argument of the 

handbook is that  

[A]ll school teachers will be better able to help their pupils learn and understand 
subject content if they are able to provide support for them based on recognizing the 
language dimension of the subject.1 

On a European level, attention has been paid to the meaning of language on a broader scale, too, 

from the perspective of deep learning and even educational equality. The handbook states that by 

paying attention to linguistic dimension and academic language the students who may have 

linguistic difficulties at school based on their background or other factors are better equipped to 

manage  when  tuition  is  done  “language  first”,  so  to  speak.  This  improves  said  students’  

opportunities to do similar tasks with their peers and they do not have to do linguistically simpler 

exercises.2 Language is, according to the Council of Europe’s handbook, crucial in social participation 

and social inclusion.3 Finnish curriculum, in turn, states that language is essential in “socialization”.4 

In European context, language is understood as one of student’s most important capitals. A learner’s 

understanding of the language is conclusive for learning as a whole and, hence, it is definitely not 

                                                        
1  Council of Europe / Language Policy Unit, 2015, p. 15 
2  Council of Europe / Language Policy Unit, 2015, p. 20 
3  Council of Europe / Language Policy Unit, 2015, Preface 
4  Finnish National Board of Education, 2014, p. 28 
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without purpose for teachers to pay attention to language also in content subject lessons. As far as 

CLIL education is concerned, the awareness of language is further emphasized because learners’ 

process matters in a foreign language and the readiness to receive and analyze information must be 

on a high level in two languages. PTL model aims at developing this readiness and these skills (see 

“PTL model”).  

Pluriliteracies concept

The term ‘pluriliteracies’ basically means multiliteracy in several languages. Multiliteracy, then, is 

the ability to interpret and produce multimodal texts. The concept of text is understood broadly to 

mean also, e.g. spoken, digital and audiovisual material. Furthermore, literacy is not only the ability 

to interpret texts but also to produce the texts.  

Pluriliteracies has a lot in common with multiliteracy but the meaning of the concept is a bit more 

refined. It is multiliteracy in several languages and, furthermore, it takes discipline-specific 

languages into consideration. The concept is used in CLIL education where expanding literacy into 

more than one language is meaningful if not a prerequisite for learning. 

PTL model

ECML’s model Pluriliteracies for Teaching and Learning is designed to enhance multiliteracy in more 

than one language and, accordingly, deep learning. The main idea of the model is to improve the 

subject-specific language competence in CLIL education. The model gives teachers tools to assess 

students’ texts and output from a communicative and conceptual point of view and, thus, provide 

students with opportunities and capacity to develop deep learning. It is essential to improve one’s 

competence from the point of view of both the subject contents and the language used, that is, in 

conceptual and linguistic dimensions. The model visualizes the relationship of these dimensions. A 

student’s learning is developed when he or she learns new contents and is able to communicate 

them in a more refined manner and with expertise. The model notices both the learned knowledge 

of a text through facts, concepts, procedures and strategies and the communicativeness through 

purpose, mode, genre and style. The model aims at pointing out the learner’s improvement as he 

or she produces correct text with good knowledge.5 

                                                        
5 see Meyer, Halbach & Coyle, 2015 
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Shared features between the new Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education

and PTL model

PTL model is part of the European continuum of learning and learning conceptions where awareness 

of language, language skills and all teachers’ responsibility of language has been brought to the 

center and given significance. The Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education gives special 

attention to language. In this chapter I will clarify in more detail how specific elements, concepts 

and approaches of PTL model are in accordance with the new Finnish curriculum and its essential 

principles. The observation focuses on language awareness, learner-centered learning conception, 

assessment of process, subject-specific languages and multiliteracy. 

Language awareness

Language awareness in education refers to understanding of language and its meaning, 

comprehension of nuances and grasping the differences of subject- and discipline-specific 
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discourses and usages.6 In the case of the pluriliteracies model, this is the focal point of language 

awareness. Simultaneously, language awareness also covers ability and competence of correct 

language use. 

Language awareness is one of the most essential concepts of the Finnish curriculum whether it is 

conceived as plurilingualism, appreciating languages, understanding subject specific languages or 

significance of language as a medium of learning, socialization and constructing identity. The 

meaning and position of language are constantly emphasized and especially the teaching staff’s 

responsibility as a linguistic example is promoted. In bilingual education, the teachers’ duty to act 

as an example of a foreign language and teach it is demanding and even at times quite challenging. 

I will return to this topic later in the context of subject-specific languages.  

Language awareness is not a specific skill or a concept among others but rather a prerequisite of 

understanding language and linguistic development. Without it, language cannot be examined and 

everything connected to analyzing and scrutinizing language first requires awareness of the matter. 

Introducing language awareness here as a specific property is based on the need for highlighting the 

importance of language in those subjects where language has not necessarily been in an essential 

role. PTL model brings language to the fore in learning in accordance with Council of Europe’s 

handbook whereas the Finnish curriculum, in turn, contributes to learning, interaction and 

socialization.  

“Languaging”, an important term in the pluriliteracies model also falls under the category of 

language awareness. By “languaging”, i.e. conceptualizing the learned contents the learner 

abstracts and further internalizes the meanings of concepts. Thus, the learner is able to adapt what 

he or she learns also elsewhere when the learned contents are internalized and concepts are 

“languaged” independent of the material (see above).7  

Learner-centered approach

The role of the learner is emphatically independent in the new Finnish National Core Curriculum. 

The student is an active learner and he or she does not merely receive information from teachers. 

Simultaneously it is highlighted that the focus will specifically be on learning rather than teaching. 

                                                        
6 Harmanen Minna, 2013. 
7 Meyer, Halbach & Coyle, 2015, p. 7 
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Similarly, in the case of PTL model, it is crucial to notice the shift of focus from teaching and 

distributing knowledge to acquiring and processing information.  

Student’s own knowledge and skills are emphasized in the PTL model and the departure point of 

teaching and learning is in fact the learner instead of curriculum contents or teacher. Rushing 

through contents for the purpose of getting everything done does not generate deep learning and 

literacy does not develop. When the student’s point of view and prior competence is taken into 

account, languaging induces more in-depth adoption of concepts and language and, ultimately, 

broader utilization, ergo deep learning.8 

Finnish curriculum emphasizes the significance of language also as regards learner-centered 

learning conception. Language is a salient element in the development of the student’s thinking and 

learning.9 Learning that highlights learner’s own language and its development brings to the fore 

the learner’s multiliteracy. Learner-centered approach also connects to assessing learner’s 

performance instead of assessing mere outcome and production. Assessing and paying attention to 

learning process is also very much present in the Finnish curriculum. 

Assessing process

Encouraging assessment and feedback of the student’s work and working process is highlighted in 

the PTL model. The model takes into account the improvement of quality of the production by 

assessing process and giving constructive feedback.10 Giving feedback and appreciating the 

student’s own view, especially from the viewpoint of language use produces better outcome. 

Language awareness results in better learning whereas efforts on the process results in better 

outcome. 

Finnish curriculum emphasizes the importance of feedback and assessing performance from the 

point of view of the learner’s self-confidence and progress. Encouraging guidance during the 

learning process strengthens, according to the core curriculum, the student’s trust in oneself and 

leads to not only better learning, but also progress in interaction.11 

                                                        
8 Meyer, Halbach & Coyle, 2015, p. 7 
9 Finnish National Board of Education, 2014, p. 14 
10 Meyer, Halbach & Coyle, 2015, p. 12 
11 Finnish National Board of Education, 2014, p. 15 
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Subject-specific languages

The starting point of PTL model is each subject’s own so-called scientific or academic language. The 

handbook by the Council of Europe talks extensively about subject-specific languages and the 

importance of assuming and commanding them. In the case of bilingual education, subject-specific 

language skills are perhaps in an even larger role than in “regular” tuition. This is based on 

language’s supposedly more prominent role in teaching contents and awareness of a foreign 

language. 

Councellor of Education at the Finland’s National Board of Education Paula Mattila has written about 

the topic in an internet publication by Finnish Network for Language Education Policies 

(Kieliverkosto) of the University of Jyväskylä in December 2015. Mattila points out that it is very 

important to be aware of the difference between the language of schooling and the students’ 

everyday language. Subjects have their own language, vocabulary, genres and registers, which at 

times deviate quite a lot from each other. Using and teaching subject-specific languages in lessons 

creates conditions even for more equal education as the students’ differences in linguistic 

competence are not evident or influence learning results if teaching emphasizes the importance of 

linguistic competence and highlights language progress.12 

PTL and Finnish curriculum alike stress subject-specific language competence in their own way. In 

the Finnish curriculum “every teacher is […] a teacher of the language of their subject.”13 PTL model’s 

objective is somewhat similar. The model’s view of adopting language and, consequently, learning 

contents is a transfer from everyday language to specialized, i.e. subject-specific languages through 

conceptualization.14 Progress of subject-specific language skills and, generally, specific language use 

within a subject furthers the students to adapt the contents they have learned elsewhere, once it is 

conceptualized with precision.  

Multiliteracy

The concept of multiliteracy has become a familiar term in educational discussion in Finland with 

the new curriculum. Defining multiliteracy as interpreting and producing multimodal texts (see 

above “Pluriliteracies”) is an adequate and fairly good crystallization of a complex topic. In an ever-

                                                        
12 Mattila Paula, 2015 
13 Finnish National Board of Education, 2014, p. 26 (my translation) 
14 Meyer, Halbach & Coyle, 2015, p. 16 
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changing world, transformation and development of the material to learn create both prerequisite 

and need to extend the scope of literacy. A picture, audiovisual or digital material, a graph, statistics, 

are all texts and their interpretation and production require literacy. In the surrounding multimodal 

world, neither an “old-fashioned” conception of a text as written material nor literacy as knowing 

how to interpret it is enough. Multiliteracy is a competence required for meeting the challenges of 

ever more versatile intellectual environment. 

The new Finnish curriculum text puts emphasis on multiliteracy as one transversal competence. 

Moreover, similarly to language awareness, multiliteracy is considered an essential skill from 

learning’s viewpoint and an important factor in constructing learner’s identity. As previously stated, 

multiliteracy is a crucial concept in PTL model’s framework and its development is in fact the 

ultimate objective for the approach. Interestingly enough, Finnish core curriculum also mentions 

the progress of multiliteracy “in all subjects towards commanding language and delivery of different 

disciplines”15, which, in turn, is one of the key means of achieving the objectives of the PTL approach.  

As in the case of language awareness, multiliteracy is built in the pluriliteracies model. Utilizing and 

implementing the approach requires language awareness, i.e. linguistic thinking. Equally, 

multiliteracy is a prerequisite for deep learning in accordance with PTL model and the development 

of pluriliteracies based on the framework.  

Summary

Both the Finnish curriculum reform and Pluriliteracies for Teaching and Learning approach stem 

from the conception of language and emphasizing language in European framework. Neither the 

new Finnish Core Curriculum nor PTL model has been born in a vacuum but they aim to react to the 

challenges of the new world and develop learning in accordance with objectives. PTL model is based 

on a European way of thinking and advancing it in Finnish CLIL education does not require deviation 

from the curriculum or unreasonable changes to it. It is part of the same continuum, linguistic 

development, language awareness, language education and multiliteracy. 

PTL model is a new kind of framework for teachers in CLIL education. At the same time it shares 

principles, premises and emphases with the Finnish National Core Curriculum. Implementing the 

                                                        
15 Finnish National Board of Education, 2014. p. 21 (my translation) 
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approach in Finnish education does not require radical renewal or adopting new revolutionary 

methods but its purpose is to advance deep learning as a part of national curriculum. 

The author is working as the coordinator at the Finnish International School of Tampere as well as 

the project manager for FIS-STEPS development project (bilingual education in Finland). 
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