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Abstract 
L1 education has its main foundation in von Humboldt's concept of Bildung integrating the study of lan-
guage and literature as a contribution to personal growth. Since this perspective gets less attention now-
adays, it is argued that we need to re-invent L1 education as meaning-making in which not only offline 
texts but also all sorts of online products need to be taken as a starting point for learning to reason as an 
antidote to recent societal developments that in the long run might cause a potential threat to democracy 
as we know it. In addition, contemporary L1 education is also facing the challenges of globalization and 
digitalization. Globalization-induced mobility and immigration lead to, among other things, super-diverse 
classrooms that include a gamut of languages, cultures, and religions. In reaction, L1 education tends to 
take a rather narrow focus on national, or even nationalistic, contents in the field of language, literature, 
and culture, potentially leading to the exclusion of certain categories of students. Digitalization, booming 
business in educational contexts due to the COVID-19 pandemic, also poses challenges to L1 education. 
Students need to become digitally literate citizens to survive in the post-digital world they inhabit, and L1 
education has both the tools and the means to help them acquire digital literacy skills and awareness. To 
shape L1 education in such a way that it can cope with these challenges, we need to base the L1 curricu-
lum, its subject contents, and its didactic approach on research that starts where the teachers and stu-
dents are, that is, in the classroom, and that takes their practical experiences seriously. The qualitative 
research methodologies developed within the International Mother Tongues Education Network can play 
a role in formulating a timely and successful L1 research program. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This afterword is not to summarize, once again, the contributions to this special is-
sue. Rather, it aims at highlighting a few issues that came up in the various contribu-
tions and that, taken together, paint a challenging portrait of the multifaceted school 
subject of L1 education. 

Section 2 first goes into the concept of Bildung, being one of the main sources of 
L1 education but momentarily tending to fall into oblivion. Starting from a Bildung 
perspective, section 3 presents a vision of L1 education as meaning making that fits 
the need of preparing youth to become critical citizens in our present-day globalized 
societies. The consequences of globalization and digitalization for L1 education are 
dealt with in sections 4 and 5 and in section 6 we present some reflections on L1 
curriculum development, research, and teacher education. We then conclude, in 
section 7, with a plea for classroom oriented, qualitative educational design research 
of L1 education as a basis for curriculum development and teacher training. 

2. L1 EDUCATION: COMBINING SUBJECT KNOWLEDGE AND BILDUNG 

In 1999, John Hardcastle published ‘Von Humboldt's Children: English and the for-
mation of a European educational ideal’ in Changing English. The article was written 
after he had participated in the 1995 FABER/IMEN conference Mehrsprachigkeit und 
Schule in Europa: historische und international vergleichende Aspekte (Multilingual-
ism and education in Europe: Historical and international comparative aspects) in 
Hamburg, Germany. At that conference, 

[o]ne afternoon, during a seminar conducted entirely in English about standard lan-
guage teaching in European multi-lingual schools, a German Professor remarked, half 
teasing, half mocking, 'Of course, we are all the children of von Humboldt...'. It struck 
me as faintly comical. At the time, to be truthful, I had no idea what she meant. English 
barely understands itself, and today we risk dismantling the potential for a unified ap-
proach to language, literature and culture before we have adequately grasped what this 
might entail. (Hardcastle, 1999, 31) 

In his article, Hardcastle stipulates the importance of being aware of the common 
European, and especially German origin of what is now the school subject L1. More 
specifically for Britain he claims that “[l]acking historical perspectives, contemporary 
rationales in English teaching have missed the scale of an earlier European vision that 
might be powerfully relevant to current debates” (Hardcastle, 1999, 31). Hardcastle 
then mainly discusses the German concept of Bildung, as it had been introduced by 
German thinkers like Herder and von Humboldt. This powerful pedagogical ideal fo-
cuses on a general development of all human qualities, i.e., not only the acquisition 
of general knowledge, but also the development of moral judgment and critical 
thinking skills. As such it has contributed strongly to modern educational theories of 
individual development, and it lies behind a rationale for an education in language 
and literature as 'personal growth'. According to Hardcastle, the ideal of Bildung as 
personal development was never seen as something separate from the development 
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of the larger community. Rather, it “tied the processes of individual development to 
the supra-individual processes of collective (especially national—although, equally, 
it could be social class) development.” (p. 37) 

Hardcastle (1999, 37) further writes: 

Woven tightly into the fabric of the Bildungs ideal was a conception of an education in 
language and literature. Such a conception was also at the core of the ideal of individual 
self-cultivation and the development of the ethical and aesthetic consciousness. But at 
the same time, it tied linguistic and literary education institutionally to the project of 
national cultural reconstruction. At the national level the project was centrally and ex-
plicitly preoccupied with the formation of a unifying national identity. It might be as-
sumed, then, that Bildung would concentrate exclusively on the national language and 
culture. It did not […]. 

The take-home message of this historical perspective on (the origin of) the school 
subject L1 is that we might need an international and historical tertium compara-
tionis to get to grips with what Peter Elbow in his challenging and very personal ac-
count of the school subject English called “a profession that cannot define what it 
is.” (Elbow, 1990, v) The title of Elbow’s book What is English? is, as he stipulates, 
“my answer, my summing up, my picture of the profession. This book is trying to 
paint a picture of a profession that cannot define what it is. I don’t mean this as a 
scandal (…) (it) is probably a good thing.” (ibid.), he then continues: “if we can’t agree 
on a product, we can agree on a process: looking at how meaning is made.” (ibid., 
61) So Elbow suggests to the community of L1 teachers to do what they should teach 
their students to do: “Learning involves the making of meaning and the reflecting 
back on this process of meaning making.” (ibid., 18; cited by van de Ven, 1996, 13-
14) 

3. L1 EDUCATION AND MEANING MAKING 

A language user who uses his L1 is one of the many aspects of sociolinguistic socia-
tion that go mostly unremarked in our daily doings. Most often, someone’s use of L1 
is considered natural in that it is something learnt by birth to a given family that 
inhabits a socio-cultural space inserted within a nation-state that has this very L1 as 
its official language. It is only when we do not ‘walk the walk and talk the talk’ of the 
Herderian equation outlined above, that is, it is when—for example—we are con-
fronted with new means and new modes of communication in someone’s L1 and/or 
with meaning negotiations and metapragmatic judgements about someone’s L1 us-
age due to an L1 user’s ethno-cultural, geographical or socio-economic back-
ground—that we come to realize that mastering an L1 for some may not be such a 
given as the equation above would have us to believe. Contemporary language users, 
secondary school students for instance, live in a ‘heavily languagised world’ (Jaspers 
& Madsen, 2016, 237) that is a world where they experience power imbalance 
brought in by those who own the right linguistic resources and manage to apply them 
normatively well to certain language functions. Further, this imbalance comes along 
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within a complex public sphere rooted into a set of online, always on and thus post-
digital, media culture means of communication, such as digital platforms, that have 
become arenas of L1 regimentation, or lack thereof. The ‘public sphere’ where peo-
ple live, belong to, and interact with one another through fleeting online digital 
based encounters, has thus transformed itself from a Habermasian public sphere 
where communal conversation could be facilitated, into a highly multidimensional 
space ruled by digital platforms that not only have become part of our daily social 
structure but have also reached an algorithm-driven supremacy that allows them to 
regulate the deep generic drivers of our social conduct. Contrary to what their om-
nipresence leads the masses to believe, their impact is all but democratic, if not even 
disruptive. To function as a student and later as a citizen in a public sphere of this 
kind, it requires critical and aware reading and viewing skills. L1 education is the ob-
vious place to train students in these skills. More than it is currently the case, in L1 
education we should therefore focus on strengthening students' media and digital 
literacies (Peeters & Bax, 2022) and on developing critical and aware reading skills 
(Heynders, 2022; Janssen & van Keulen, 2023). 

At the same time, we see that current L1 education does not pay enough atten-
tion to these skills, and the Netherlands is no exception to this. A strong reading crisis 
has recently been identified (OECD, 2021; Meelissen et al., 2023) with, among oth-
ers, Dutch students no longer being able to read ‘deeply’. Current reading compre-
hension education seems to be insufficient because of its narrow focus on teaching 
reading strategies and its lack of meaningful content and cohesion (van Dijk & 
Stronks, 2022; SLO, 2022; Rooijackers, 2023). This phenomenon requires as a re-
sponse an L1 education that teaches more than just knowledge and skills, but that 
also takes its social mission seriously. L1 education can also be regarded as ‘identity 
work’. It is education that contributes to what is often called ‘citizenship’ in today's 
educational debate, a concept that, as was indicated earlier, is loosely based on the 
traditional concept of Bildung. In today's globally complex political landscape, the 
need for education in this domain is greater than ever. We see teachers prefer avoid-
ing topics that are politically sensitive (Cassar, Oosterheert & Meijer, 2021, 657; 
Lozano Parra, 202, 93). This calls for education that confronts students with pluralism 
(Nieuwelink, 2023, 54) and teaches them to adopt democratic stances and attitudes 
(Cassar, Oosterheert & Meijer, 2021, 656).  

To help L1 education focus more on media, digital literacies and – through that – 
on students’ identities and their citizenship, several solutions have been suggested 
(see for example van Keulen & Spotti; Löfgren & Erixon; Ongstad in this special issue). 
One possible solution lies in the integration of reading and writing education with 
literature education. Good literature education can contribute to attentive reading, 
deep reading, and critical thinking (Facione, 2020; Koek, 2022) and offers starting 
points for improving students' reading skills. Currently, in the Dutch L1 curriculum, 
for instance, a rigid distinction between non-literary and literary reading exists, lead-
ing to both forms of reading being taught and assessed differently. This distinction 
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does not do justice to the complex media landscape we live in (Heynders, 2022) and 
is difficult to defend based on reading theories (cf. Kintsch, 1998). 

This calls for a reading education in which experiencing and appreciating are 
meaningfully linked to understanding, analyzing, interpreting, and reasoning about 
the whole rich palette of texts with which our students, like ourselves, are con-
fronted day in and day out in our media culture. If we integrate non-literary and lit-
erary reading and writing more strongly, the obvious thing to do so is following a 
didactic approach that is in line with recent subject didactic insights around ‘literacy 
awareness’, ‘big ideas’, and ‘reasoning’ (Mitchell et al., 2016; Bax & Mantingh, 2018, 
2019; van Rijt et al., 2019; van Rijt, 2020).  

The concept of literacy awareness is used in the Dutch educational context to 
underline that in L1 education our goal is to help students become better readers 
and writers and that we should do so by making them ‘aware’ readers and writers, 
that is, writers who are able to reason about and reflect on the process of reading 
and writing (in this case ‘reading and writing of literature’) (Meesterschapsteam, 
2016; 2018; 2021. It is argued that in L1 education, students can acquire insights 
about language, literature, and communication from four different perspectives, i.e., 
a systems perspective, an individual perspective, a sociocultural perspective, and a 
historical perspective. All this is aimed at integrating the different components or 
domains of L1 education. Acquiring these insights through an educational interven-
tion that is focused on ‘reasoning with and about literature’ teaches students to (crit-
ically) think, reason, and argue about texts in contemporary media culture (Mitchell 
et al., 2016; School & Bax, 2022).  

Especially in the present post-digital era, training, analysis, interpretation, and 
reflection regarding the way our reading position is manipulated by narrative tech-
niques is more important than ever (van de Ven, 2023). An integrated L1 curriculum 
for the future might therefore broaden insights gained from literature education to 
L1 education in general. Traditionally, reading literature is often connected to devel-
oping critical thinking and discussing the personal, moral, and ethical issues that are 
at stake in texts (Booth, 1988; Nussbaum, 1990; Hakemulder, 2000). There are sev-
eral researchers who have shown that confronting others, other worlds, and other 
world views helps students increase their empathy and critical thinking skills 
(Koopman, 2016; Schrijvers, 2019; Koek, 2022).  

Schrijvers (2019) investigates which design principles can be used to design an 
educational intervention that enhances ‘insight in self and others’ in students in sec-
ondary education in the Netherlands. In doing so, she discusses several studies that 
have suggested (and sometimes have shown) that reading literary fiction might im-
prove students’ (affective and cognitive) ‘theory of mind’ and might enhance ‘narra-
tive empathy’. Heynders (2023) adds another element to this, that is the element of 
imagination. She observes that students are becoming less comfortable with the 
‘rules of fiction’. Especially at a time of fake news (Araújo e Sá et al., 2023) and post-
truth-led debates this observation becomes unsettling. Heynders argues that read-
ing fiction teaches students strategies for thinking, consciously feigning, and 
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examining the world. Therefore, she argues that reading fiction is much needed in a 
democratic society where different voices want to be heard. The very act of reading 
fiction invites students to learn to reason, debate, and write. Heynders calls this the 
democratic principle of fiction: in the text, the reader is offered a perspective differ-
ent from their own, but the reader can sympathize with that perspective for a while. 
In this way, readers learn to empathize with opinions and viewpoints that are differ-
ent from those they (think they) hold:  

Fiction introduces us to multi-voicedness, in the sense that not only the author's intent, 
but also ideas of others can be noticed. When we read fiction there is, by definition, a 
dialogue that invites thought. (Heynders, 2023)  

Heynders calls for a ‘critical pedagogy of fiction’ in which students learn how disa-
greement can be organized and she calls for ‘fictional literacy’ (Heynders, 2023). This 
calls for developing the L1 curriculum further by broadening up the palette of (me-
dia) texts that are studied, by crossing the borders of the distinction of fiction and 
non-fiction and by teaching students to acquire insights about narrative techniques, 
narrative empathy and fictionality in reading and writing all kinds of texts. 

4. L1 EDUCATION IN A SUPER-DIVERSE GLOBAL ERA 

Language diversity is an undisputable fact of life. As already witnessed in the Tower 
of Babel narrative in Genesis and the myth of how God gave the people of Dagestan 
their languages, it appeared right from the start of mankind and developed in such 
a way that monolingualism became the exception rather than the rule. Against this 
background, the Herderian formula of ‘one nation - one people - one language’ can 
be considered ‘empirical fiction’ rather than fact (Green & Erixon, 2020, 262). Still, it 
became foundational for the invention of so-called national languages and the his-
torical project of L1 education, i.e., teaching the national standard language (and 
culture) of a country as a school subject to the country's citizens: a fatherland needs 
a mother tongue and education must provide it (Townson, 1992; Ahlzweig, 1994; 
Gardt, 2000).  

L1 education in our contemporary super-diverse post-digital era is increasingly 
becoming a contested languagised arena. Whereas it originally started as an eman-
cipatory project, i.e., teaching students the national language of their country of res-
idence, often—and erroneously so as we may now say—referred to as their ‘mother 
tongue’, thus taking on board the label of ‘mother tongue education’ (Dutch: 
‘moedertaalonderwijs’, German: ‘Muttersprachunterricht’), it is now increasingly 
confronted with nationalist and populist political practices that consider the national 
language of a country mainly as a means to exclude ‘others’, be it asylum seekers, 
refugees, a valued skilled workforce, most commonly referred to as expats, and most 
recently in the Netherlands foreign students by reducing the number of available 
English Bachelor and Master programs. What once was a means to develop or liter-
ally ‘civilize’ the common people and make them participate in the public sphere, it 



 AFTERWORD 7 

is now more and more used to build and promote an exclusive national canon of 
language and literature, thus becoming a problematic ideological vehicle. 

At the same time processes of globalization and migration have led to increas-
ingly multilingual and super-diverse classrooms filled with students for whom the 
national language of the country, which is central in L1 education, is either a second 
or foreign language (Spotti & Kroon, 2020; Spotti & Blommaert, 2022). For them, the 
standard language of the host country is not a given and is—at first sight— certainly 
not experienced as an instrument of emancipation. L1 education in the super-diverse 
classroom must meet the challenge of language diversity as opposed to strictly main-
taining standard language norms as has been clearly indicated for the German con-
text by Haueis and for the Australian context by Doecke, Parr and Owen in their con-
tributions to this special issue. This challenge not only applies to the language as such 
but also to choosing the content of L1 education, as has been shown by Yandell and 
Hardcastle in their analysis of what goes on in an L1 literature class where not—for 
example—Shakespeare’s Macbeth but Fabio Geda’s In the sea there are crocodiles, 
the story of Enaiat, a boy from Afghanistan, and his experiences as a refugee, is dealt 
with.  

One of the challenges for L1 education’s future is to find a balance between the 
national—and increasingly nationalist—tendencies in society and the originally 
emancipatory project and potential of this very school subject. 

5. L1 EDUCATION IN A POST-DIGITAL ERA 

Globalization and digitalization, as Appadurai (1996) predicted with his ‘scapes’ the-
orization, are two sides of the same coin. Whereas globalization has led to people’s 
physical movement in time and space, digitalization enables people to connect, net-
work, sociate, and liaise with each other through online devices irrespective of their 
actual location. The booming business of digitalization, especially through platforms 
like Facebook, X, TikTok, Instagram and what not, has meanwhile led to what can be 
called a digital media culture where students abundantly participate. The immersion 
in digital media culture no doubt has broadened students’ lives, experiences, and 
possibilities. At the same time, however, it comes with risks for those who only have 
limited online media literacies and become unsuspecting victims of online media al-
gorithms thereby facing the risk of losing their autonomy and agency as human be-
ings. 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic—mainly but not only—education became 
closely connected to online approaches that made it possible to continue teaching 
also in times that educational establishments had to implement social distancing. It 
is still too early to determine the consequences that both Teams and Zoom lectures 
and meetings have had for our students, but initial research findings seem far from 
positive concerning the students’ well-being and their learning achievements 
through online means (Lupton, 2021). As far as L1 education is concerned it is for 
example claimed that the recent low Pisa scores for reading comprehension in for 
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example the Netherlands are (at least partly) due to the digitalization of teaching-
learning processes during the coronavirus crisis.  

The gains and losses of using digital media in L1 education are clearly shown by 
van Keulen and Spotti in their contribution on the development and implementation 
of a digital game for teaching historical literature. Through using a digital game, les-
sons could go on during the pandemic and that is clearly a gain. However, it is also 
clear that students missed out on each other’s interactions and, in the field of L1 
literature, they have missed both reading and discussing the novel under study with 
their fellow students and their teachers. 

For L1 education the current trend of digitalization means that it must determine 
how digitalization and online teaching procedures can be integrated in classroom 
activities both in relation to the school subject’s content and its didactics, without 
losing the students’ interest and commitment. In addition, L1 education should con-
tribute to making students digitally literate and to help them become readers and 
writers/speakers and listeners in the 21st digital media culture, i.e. helping them to 
gain and further develop agency and voice as an antidote to fake news and Chat GPT 
texts, and a prerequisite to democracy that is increasingly under pressure globally. 

6. INVESTIGATING L1 EDUCATION FOR TEACHER EDUCATION 

Given the great challenges that digitalization and globalization offer for L1 education 
and given the pressing reading crisis (that we encounter in several countries), there 
is an urgent need to rethink the curriculum of L1 education. In the Netherlands, this 
process is currently in operation. As with all other school subjects, the L1 curriculum 
is determined by societal influences. We can think of societal and political ideas 
about the importance and the goals of language education. In the 1980s and 1990s 
for instance, the communicative paradigm in L1 education gained dominance at the 
expense of the literary-grammatical paradigm, because that was seen as better 
suited to a democratic society in which students needed to be empowered (van de 
Ven, 1996). Today, we see how the paradigm of ‘literacy awareness’ is emerging in 
an era where there is consensus on the idea that the reading crisis must be reversed 
and that we need to work on citizenship development in education. In the slipstream 
of this, a productive interaction is emerging between insights from research in the 
different related scientific domains and educational practice. 

Ideas on how literacy is best tested also influence what the curriculum looks like. 
If policymakers want to see testable and measurable results regarding the state of 
L1 education, this can lead (as has been the case for decades in the Netherlands, for 
example) to a culture in which literacy is tested with standardized tests. Partly be-
cause of that testing culture, deeper reading and writing—reading and writing with 
insight—has faded into the background. The focus on Bildung has also faded away 
for the same reasons, because ‘citizenship skills’ are less easy to define and are im-
possible to test in a quantitative way. 
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Both above developments have serious repercussions on how we should think 
about L1 educational research that wants to have an impact on educational practice. 
In Haueis' contribution to this special issue, it is argued that, although some elements 
of L1 education might improve due to the dominance of quantitative methods in the 
learning sciences, we see the content of the school subject, its pedagogical content 
knowledge, and the concrete design of educational materials getting far less atten-
tion in such research. Given the fact that much educational research situates itself 
within a (neo-)positivistic framework in which hypotheses, measurements, and proof 
are the most important, we think that it is good to emphasize that educational prac-
tice can benefit a lot from educational design research that stays closer to the praxis 
of the teacher and the classroom (Plomp & Nieveen, 2013; van den Akker et al., 
2006). We are convinced that anthropological and ethnographic forms of educa-
tional research offer promising perspectives. Within such a research design, we can 
analyze small-scale, qualitative case studies in which the words and the actions of 
teachers and students are taken seriously as what they are. This methodological 
framework would call for close reading of ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) of class-
room situations and for analyzing key incidents that offer a key to unlock the mean-
ing of day-to-day classroom practices (Kroon & Sturm, 2007). 

This calls for a research program for the benefit of education, that regards the 
teacher not only as a research subject but focuses on close collaboration with teach-
ers-as-researchers (Anderson, Herr & Nihlen, 1994; Green & Bloome, 1997; Sten-
house, 1975; Bax, 2023). It would be important that the research we conduct in such 
program stays close to the reality of the classroom, takes the practical professional 
knowledge (Andersen-Levitt, 1987) of the teacher into account in a serious way, and 
formulates deliverables that teachers find recognizable, reasonable, and usable. 
There is a need for insights coming from real observations of teaching and learning, 
a way of doing research that was at the heart of IMEN's research endeavor.  

7. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

We conclude that there is an important future for ‘IMEN knowledge’ and for ‘IMEN 
methodology’. In the educational sciences, there is a need for small-scale, qualitative 
case studies that focus on real life classroom situations and emphasize the activities 
of both teachers and students, that have an eye for the practical knowledge of the 
teacher and that want to know what is actually happening when teachers teach, and 
children learn. Because of this need for insights coming from real observations of 
teaching and learning, we might call for a close reading of thick descriptions of class-
room situations, using key incidents and triangulation in new forms of educational 
anthropology and ethnography.  

In the Dutch situation, we see a strong focus in recent years on deepening and 
broadening educational design principles about reasoning and critical thinking and 
their effects on students’ development in the domain of citizenship and character, 
on their (digital) media literacy and on their literacy awareness (see e.g. Dera et al., 
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2023). This research shows that domain-specific reasoning can be transposed to 
other domains in education. This new body of research will hopefully inspire work-
shops, professional learning communities and teacher development teams in which 
new educational material is developed with and for teachers. The research can also 
inspire teacher training institutions to redesign their programs to be more in line 
with the new ideas about the L1 curriculum.  
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