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Cross-border cooperation in the Upper Rhine Region

CHARACTERISTICS

 Three countries
 Two languages (and regional languages)
 Long-standing cross-border cooperation
 6.3 million inhabitants
 Numerous fields of cooperation

LABOUR

 Economically strong region 
with a common labour market

 Almost 100.000 commuters

EDUCATION

Cross-border vocational training

… and various other cooperation fields : e.g. health, police and justice
cooperation, child protection…

CULTURE

Art'Rhena+ ACTO CITIZENS PARTICIPATION

Citizen dialogues, Citizen consultations
Programmes like „Common Ground: 
Shaping Regions Across Borders”



Survey in Alsace (France) in 2022:

54% of respondents say they speak German very 
well or quite well.

But: 41% of them were aged 55 and more. 30% 
were already retired.

Baden-Württemberg: Decline in the number of 
French learners (currently 24,3 % of pupils)

German-speaking Switzerland

French language skills are declining, too. 

The „cross-border community“ is plurilingual –
there are no language problems within this
group of experts

Difficulties arise when other actors/groupes
cooperate, within temporary projects or
during partnerships with experts in selected
fields.

As a result of less French and German 
learners, decline of language skills among
young people, despite the geographical
proximity

The cross-border labour market suffers of 
declining language skills

Citizen dialogues need interpretation

Does the language barrier still exist in the Upper Rhine Region?



Which aspects have to be taken into account in order to strengthen the language skills 
of professionals in border regions?

- Language is closely linked to identity and cultures.

- Language learning must go hand in hand with cultural openness and take into 
account the individual expectations of learners

- Language learning must take advantage of the proximity of neighboring linguistic 
spaces (cf. Faucompré 2019)

- Learning a language for professional benefits is a strong incentive.

How to strengthen language skills of cross-border actors and professional staff?



The philosophy behind tandem language courses takes these aspects into account

How to strengthen language skills of cross-border actors and professional staff?

This method combines many advantages:

 interpersonal contacts

Learners get to know the (working) 
environment of the tandem partners

Authentic intercultural communication

Learning and applying what you have learned, 
e.g. in role plays, in discussions or even job 
shadowing, are closely linked.

How does the tandem method work?

Two persons with different first (native) 
languages communicate in order to

 improve their language skills in the
partner‘s language

 know more about the person and 
his/her cultural background

 to benefit from the partner‘s
knowledge, especially in a (shared) 
professional environment. 



Tandem language learning – important principles

Principle of reciprocity

Learning partnership:

 Each partner contributes skills that the
other wants to acquire

 Both partners support each other in their
learning

 Both partners have to commit to each
other

benefit for both of them

Principle of autonomy

Each partner is responsible for their 
own learning. They decide what they 
want to learn, how and when, and 
what help they would like from their 
partner. 

Brammerts, 2010



A methodology adapted to our learners: administrative staff, cross-border projects, 
universities

Tandem courses provided by the Euro-Institut

A group of 10 French and 10 German learners 10 tandems are formed

I. Guided classes (mostly face-to-face)

 Getting to know each other -> group cohesion

 Set learning goals

 Tandem exercices

 Exercices in small groups or the whole group
(adapted to the learners‘ contexte)

 Presentations

 Discussions

Examples : „Be your tandem partner‘s city guide“, 
„present your job“, vocabulary, business
correspondance, administrative cultures, etc.



Tandem courses provided by the Euro-Institut

II. Autonomous distance learning

 Regular communication with the tandem partner (online, 
email, telephone, meetings, etc.)

 These meetings are planned during the guided classes

 The language trainers suggest topics (daily life, job, travel, 
…), but the learners are autonomous

 individual learning goals can be pursued within the 
partnership

 Learning from the partner's practice model

 Learner projects, e.g. document research, posters

 Regular meetings and commitment are crucial



Tandem courses – sustainable impacts
Question to participants after the course : What are your most important achievements concerning
your language skills?* (open-ended question)

*30 respondents from two courses in 2025

Activate knowledge (4)

Listening 
comprehension (4)

Expansion of (technical) vocabulary
(9)

It is now easier for me to 
speak (even in complex 

situations) (7)

Formulating, 
constructing
sentences (3)
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Tandem courses – sustainable impacts
Question to participants after the course : What are your most important achievements as far as
culture is concerned?* (open-ended question)

*30 respondents from two courses in 2025

System differences and 
discussions about them (6)

Getting to know
culturual differences
and communication

styles (4)

Networking / thinking
about a further

language course and 
work shadowing (3)



Tandem courses – recommendations and transferability

What do you need for a successful tandem language course?

Online 
courses work 

well with
adjustments

Learners‘ 
commitment

is needed

A2 level
required

One trainer, 
one language

Good
matches are

helpful

Group 
cohesion due 

to face-to-
face-

meetings

Institutional
support helps
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