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MULTICULTURAL PERSPECTIVES 
IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

IN CANADA

Peleskei, Viktoria 
Victoria (British Columbia), Canada

Canada

In this paper we aim to paint a picture of Multiculturalism and its effects on 
education focusing on the subject of teaching foreign languages in one of 

the world’s most multicultural country, Canada. We examine two provinces, 
British Canada and Ontario. 

“Ethnic identities do not take place in Canada, this is Canadian iden-
tity.” [8]

Canada is a multicultural society whose ethnocultural make-up has been 
molded over time by immigrants and their descendants. Immigration to Cana-
da began with the French and British colonization in the 17th century, continu-
ing through the 18th and 19th centuries with United Empire loyalists who fled 
the United States during the American Civil War. After the two World Wars a 
new, great wave of immigration from Europe brought many new cultures, lan-
guages and religious groups to Canada with thousands of Italians, Portuguese, 
Dutch, Belgians, Greeks, Ukrainians, Poles, Finns and Yugoslavians, among 
others - and later, even more diversely, from Hungary and Czechoslovakia 
[11]. These events led to many changes in government policy and the first 
laws to protect diversity.  The Canadian Multiculturalism Act was passed in 
1988 proclaiming that all citizens are equal and have the freedom to preserve, 
enhance and share their cultural heritage [12]. The amount of European immi-
grants has slowly decreased, the greatest proportion of immigrants now come 
from Asia and the Middle East, with a significant percentage of newcomers 
arriving from South and Central America, and the Caribbean, as well as from 
Africa [10]. Data from the 2011 National Household Survey (NHS) shows that 
Canada is a country with an ethnocultural mosaic.

It is important to mention that there are three major classes of lan-
guages in Canada. The first group is the so called ‘official’ or Charter Lan-
guages (French and English, however, French is an official language only in 
Quebec and New Brunswick). The second class consists of those that Statis-
tics Canada calls “immigrant” languages. These languages have no official 
status but are widely spoken as national or regional languages elsewhere 
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(Ethnic Languages). The ancestral languages of Aboriginal people make up 
the third group in the language classification [4].

It is essential to state that language issues of special significance in-
clude the learning of French as a second language (FSL) by English speak-
ing Canadians and immigrants to Quebec; the learning of English as a 
second language (ESL) by francophones in Quebec and by immigrants to 
English-speaking Canada; the maintenance of languages spoken by immi-
grants and members of the First Nations people; and the learning of French 
or English as a second language by the First Nations people [5]. These im-
mersion programs are part of the curriculum and are supported by the Min-
istry of Education in order to provide students with the ability to become 
bilingual in their environment. 

Education in Canada is for the most part provided publicly, funded 

and overseen by federal, provincial, and local governments [1]. Education 
is within provincial jurisdiction and the curriculum is overseen by the prov-
ince. 

British Columbia, one of Canada’s thirteen provinces and territories 
will be the first subject of our examination in relation to the foreign lan-
guage education practices in a multicultural environment. 

As an ethnically really diverse province in Canada, British Colum-
bia welcomes nearly 40,000 new immigrants every year. First-generation 
immigrants from the British Isles remain a strong ingredient of the local 

society. There are many European ethnicities of the first and second gener-
ation, notably Germans, Ukrainians, Scandinavians, residents of the former 
Yugoslavia and Italians; third-generation Europeans are generally of mixed 
lineage, and traditionally intermarried with other ethnic groups more than 
in any other Canadian province [13].

In British Columbia, the Board of Education must offer a second lan-
guage from Grade 5 to 8 all students, since 1997, in accordance with Minis-
terial Order 295/95. However, there is an exception if the student has been 
identified as having special needs or is receiving English Language Learner 
services and is unable to learn a second language. The same applies to stu-
dents who are enrolled in late French Immersion in Grade 6 [5].

British Columbia being Anglophone, all students are required to 
achieve proficiency in English, although the children on Francophone par-
ents have the right to receive French as their language of instruction. Eng-
lish and French are taught as first languages, any other languages are taught 
are second languages. Boards of Education decide which second languages 
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will be offered. However, Core French will be offered if the board does not 
offer an alternative. 

In many cases there are significant issues with the learning-teach-
ing process. In some cases, language education is often a very slow march 
through a textbook that focused on basic grammar rules and vocabulary. At 
the end of several years of learning a foreign language, say German or even 
French, many students stated they had approximately an A1 or maybe A2 
ability in German or French, and had never heard any real conversations in 
the target language other than the staged “dialogs” from the textbook they 
used in class. Students often receive “listening practice” less than once per 
week, using some simple recordings based on the book.

The problems are the same with French Immersion classes, in most 
cases. While almost everyone receives some instruction in French, only a 
tiny percentage of them come out of school with the ability to have a real 
French conversation.

Even in the province of New Brunswick, with a high percentage of 
French speakers, English speakers who took 12 years of school instruction 
only resulted in something like 2% of them being fluent in French after-
wards. Let’s contrast this picture, for example, with students in Germany, 
many of whom do English from grade 5 to grade 10, and are able to read 
newspapers and write summaries in English, many reaching B2 level. Those 
who continue to take English in grades 11 to 13 will learn how to analyze 
political speeches and literature, including Shakespeare. This out-paces 
even the French-immersion students in BC [7].

In 2011, the Ministry of Education of British Columbia gave the same 

status to five other languages as French Immersion has in the curriculum [3]. 
These languages are Mandarin, Punjabi, Spanish, Japanese and German, as 
is proposed in a curriculum that came into effect in autumn, 2012. As many 
parents and professionals in the education field voice their concern and need 
for change be put in place to ensure a quality language education. One of the 
concerns they have is related to the access to audio and written materials in 
that language, and the current system rarely provides that. Focusing on text-
book grammar study has horrible results in practice. It is well-known that 
exposure to the language is required in order for students to actually acquire 
it [4]. In British Columbia, more parent choose French-immersion lately, 
in order to give them the opportunity to become bilingual. Some enrolled 

because of cultural heritage while others simply want their children to be-
come more competitive. Access to learning a language other than French is 
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possible both for students and adult learners but the outcome is dependent 

on the actual school and its teachers.  

Let move our focus from British Columbia to the province of Ontario.
Ontario is a very diverse province. 54.8% of the population of Toron-

to being born outside Canada [14].  In Ontario there is a program called The 
International Languages Elementary (ILE) program. It began as a way to 
help Ontario elementary school students maintain and develop their herit-
age, or first language. Today, students enrolled in ILE have a variety of lin-
guistic and cultural backgrounds, participating in the program for numerous 

reasons. The program gives students an opportunity to develop their first 
language and allows heritage languages to thrive.

The responsibility for creating and maintaining ILE programs be-
longs to the publicly funded school boards, which are mandated to do so 
by the Ministry of Education. If a school board receives a request from the 
community for language instruction stating that at least 23 students want to 
participate, it must offer an ILE program. 

The following are the most common examples for ILE learning:
• weekend programs
• integrated extended-day programs 
• after-school programs
• late-afternoon and evening programs 
• before-school and lunchtime programs
• summer school programs 

School boards must offer the program for a maximum of 2.5 hours per week 
in each case, or 2.5 hours per day during the summer.

Research has shown that students who study languages in addition to 
English and French perform better in other school subjects. When students 
develop both their first language and other languages, their overall intellec-
tual functioning increases [6].

Now that we talked about learning foreign languages from a student’s 
perspective, let’s take a moment and see what challenges a teacher whose 
first languages in non-English, has to face. 

Due to immigration and other factors, the Canadian teacher student 

population has become more culturally and linguistically diversified. 
According to a study from Windsor, Ontario carried out by educa-

tional professionals and based on the results of a survey carried out by 

teacher candidates at the end of their teacher education program, student 

professor personal conversations and reviews of seminar documents, beg 
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to differ. They state, that such diversity however, doesn’t correspond with 
the makeup of the teaching population [9]. Information from many educa-
tion programs across the country indicates that the learning experiences, 
and more significantly, the teaching practice experiences of those teacher 
candidates whose culture or language are at odds with the Canadian school 
literacy practices, are fraught with tensions, frustrations and challenges as 
they negotiate their classrooms and teacher identities. The authors of the 
paper stated that by becoming part of the teaching population, teachers 

from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds can contribute positive-
ly to equity in education through enhancing cultural compatibility, de-
mystifying the hidden curriculum, developing positive attitudes towards 
persons from a variety of backgrounds, connecting with the students and 
connecting with the communities. The findings of the survey we relate 
to, were the following there is a need for greater diversity in the teaching 
population. They suggest that the changes of the ethnocultural fabric of 
the country needs to be coupled with changes in the school systems ‘strat-
egies to achieve the most preferable income: efficient foreign language 
education. 

“Students with well-developed skills in their first language have been 
shown to acquire an additional language more easily and fully and that, in 
turn, has a positive impact on academic achievement.” [2]

Conclusion
Canada is and has always been a melting pot of different cultures and lan-
guages. The outcome of this special demographic situation is, for example, 
the Canadian Multiculturalism Act and the Official Languages Act. English 
and French Immersion classes are readily available for those who don’t 
speak those languages. There is a strong tendency and action towards giv-
ing high status in the curriculum to those non-official languages that are 
most widely spoken in a given province. There are programs running (e.g. 
ILE programs) and providing opportunities to students for learning or im-
proving a non-official language. Although there are some issues that even 
teachers from different linguistic or cultural backgrounds have to face, these 
actions and tendencies are very positive and preferable, giving a huge ad-
vantage to participating students for the future, both in their personal and 

professional lives.
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