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MULTILINGUALISM AND MINORITY LANGUAGES IN
CANADA: CONTEXTS, POLICIES, AND PEDAGOGICAL
PRACTICES FOR A LINGUISTIC SUSTAINABILITY

Francesca D’Angelo *
Keywords: Multilingualism, Linguistic Sustainability, Heritage Languages, Multilingual Education
1. Introduction

The present paper introduces the concept of linguistic sustainability, starting from the socio-
economical origins, and discusses its application in terms of linguistic issues and pedagogical
practices. It specifically focuses on the importance of linguistic sustainability as regards language
maintenance and the consequences of language loss from a cultural and linguistic point of view.
The paper addresses, in particular, the Canadian context for the heterogeneous linguistic background
characterizing the country which struggles with the linguistic dualism of the language policies
applied. Many sustainable and inclusive practices in education are discussed in order to propound
practical educational tools to implement in real classrooms characterized by multilingualism and
multiculturalism. The work concludes with a discussion of the new possible sustainable scenarios in
language education.

Multilingualism in Canada is a well-known phenomenon addressed by several scholars in
the field of sociolinguistics and language pedagogy. Nonetheless, it has been reported that
approximately 20% of the total of just over 31 million Canadians speak neither English nor French as
a mother tongue and are often referred to as “allophones” (Statistics Canada, 2007). It can be argued
that learners belonging to the categories of minority and heritage language groups come to the process
of language acquisition with a very diverse socio-cultural, educational, and linguistic background.
They are also far from homogeneous concerning their educational needs and goals. The article
examines the different contexts of the acquisition of heritage and minority languages in Canada to
highlight the peculiar cognitive and linguistic profile of these learners of additional languages.

Besides, it propounds pedagogical approaches and school practices aiming at integrating
minority and heritage languages with official languages to preserve linguistic diversity. Specifically,
translanguaging has proven to be an effective pedagogical practice in a variety of educational contexts
where the school language or the language of instruction is different from the learners’ L1. It aims at
empowering both learners and teachers, transforming power relations, and focusing the process of
teaching and learning on making meaning, enhancing experience, and developing identities.
Moreover, it deliberately breaks the artificial and ideological divides between indigenous versus
immigrant, majority versus minority, and target versus mother tongue languages (Garcia, 2009;
Creese & Blackledge, 2015). Applying a translanguaging approach to research on multilingualism
means going beyond the comparison between Second and Third (or additional) Language Acquisition
(TLA), purely conceived in terms of level of attainment.

2. What is linguistic sustainability?

Generally speaking, the concept of sustainability was first introduced at the end of the 1980s and
started to spread worldwide at the conference of the United Nations (UN) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.
The Bruntdland report defines the term as “a form of sustainable development which meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
(Bastardas-Boada, 2014, p. 135). Nowadays, the term “sustainability” is employed in many domains
by several social actors with different nuances of meaning. Overall, it can be argued that
the sustainability perspective aims at integrating the development of human beings following
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a humanist approach that does not consider progress purely in terms of economic growth. This
implies a rethinking of our society based on the paradigm of production and consumption. Most
importantly, it involves the subversion of the standard values acknowledging the importance of
cultural and identity values.

Sustainable development emphasizes the safeguarding of the natural environment, from
an ecological perspective. This philosophy posits a way of overcoming the environmental crisis and
safeguarding biodiversity. Accordingly, the sustainability approach can be transferred and applied to
human language diversity and the detrimental effects of language loss can be discussed from a socio-
cultural and linguistic perspective. According to Ramon Folch, linguistic sustainability should be
a process of gradual transformation from the current model of the linguistic organization of the human
species, a transformation whose objective would be to avoid that collective bilingualism or
polyglottism of human beings must require the abandonment by different cultural groups of their
languages (Reales, 1999).

The 2030 Agenda, adopted by the UN in 2015, has become a universal action plan in the pursuit
of sustainable development. Nonetheless, the document does not explicitly mention languages and
the way it deals with culture is very limited even though both can be considered key components of
sustainable development. Languages are not even given a mention in the fourth goal, which focuses
on inclusiveness and quality in education. However, a quality education also depends on the way we
use languages in our education systems. In particular, it depends on the way we deal with minority
and heritage languages to ensure equal opportunity and inclusiveness in a multilingual classroom.

Multilingualism represents a de facto reality in most countries of the world and the pedagogical
practices employed to value linguistic diversity can be considered one of the crucial aspects affecting
the quality of education It can be argued that languages are a driving force behind the development,
a key element in achieving peace and social cohesion and, most importantly, a human rights issue. As
Marinotti (2017) points out, languages, particularly minority languages, are a decisive factor in giving
the most vulnerable groups in society (including migrants, indigenous, and stateless communities)
access to sustainable development.

The field of education is a target that is ever-present in the Cooperation for Development
programs as well as in the Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. In particular, Goal 4,
Quality Education, declares that “Obtaining a quality education is the foundation for improving our
lives and creating sustainable development. In addition to improving quality of life, access to
inclusive education can help equip locals with the tools required to develop innovative solutions to
the world’s greatest problems”. The authors of this agenda have undoubtedly considered it to be
obvious that quality education entails learning and developing one’s native languages, whether they
be unofficial or hegemonic. However, as already mentioned, languages are not cited as a factor at any
stage, neither explicitly nor implicitly. Traditionally, and especially since UNESCO started to defend
it in 1953, we have had the right to be educated in “vernacular language”. This was the name given at
that time to native or indigenous languages which were generally unofficial. For the majority of these
languages, this right has not been upheld. Hence, UNESCO has been reminding us of the need not
only to use our mother tongues in our education systems but also to ensure a multilingual education,
one that, on top of maintaining and revitalizing native languages, guarantees knowledge of official or
national languages, as well as foreign languages. UNESCO defines bilingual or multilingual
education as “the use of two or more languages as mediums of instruction”. The organization adopted
the term ‘multilingual education’ in 1999 to refer to the use of at least three languages in the school
environment: the mother tongue; a regional or national language and an international language
(UNESCO, 2014).

Following this line, the challenges of sustainable development, as applied to multilingualism,
deal with theories and reflections that provide information and suggestions for action to take that are
relevant and applicable to any situation where there is a decline in or a threat to linguistic diversity.
In this context, it is worth recalling the distinction between two different types of bilingualism: i.e.,
subtractive and additive bilingualism. Additive bilingualism occurs when students’ first language
continues to be developed while they are learning their second language. It is an approach to second
language teaching in which the second language is seen as an addition to the learner’s first language
rather than as a replacement for it. In additive bilingualism, educational support is offered for the first
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language in tandem with second language instruction. Conversely, for Lambert, subtractive
bilingualism is characterised by the loss or erosion of a home or first language and culture (1980, in
Baker 1993, p. 57). In the North American and European contexts, this typically happens when
a minority language learner “enters a school where a high prestige, socially powerful, dominant
language like English is introduced as the exclusive language of instruction”, resulting in “a steam-
roller effect of the powerful dominant language [that] can make foreign home languages and cultures
seem homely in contrast, ghosts in the closet to be eradicated and suppressed” (Lambert, 1983,
p. 100). In other words, subtractive bilingualism develops when the two languages are competing
rather than complementary (Liddicoat, 1991, p 6).

3. Heritage and minority languages ostracism: Identity and culture loss

The effects of subtractive bilingualism are detrimental for all those minority, indigenous, or heritage
languages that, from a sociolinguistic point of view, are considered less prestigious languages or sub-
varieties. Whereas earlier pedagogical programs had made reference to language education for
“bilinguals” or “native speakers” the establishment of heritage language (HL) education as a field has
brought the emergence of a new label and category: i.e., “heritage language learner”. However, there
is no universal understanding of just what the terms “heritage language” and “heritage language
learner” mean. Definitions differ on whether the primary focus is on the languages, their societal
status, or individuals’ linguistic proficiency.

Researchers adapting the original Canadian usage by defining heritage languages as “languages
other than the national language(s)” (Duff & Li, 2009) are generally more attuned to the socio-
political status of a given language or to the collective rights and needs of the speakers of that
language as a group. It is in this research and policy context where there are also ongoing debates
about whether terms such as “ancestral language”, “minority language” or “community language” are
equivalent or preferable to “heritage language”. On the other hand, researchers focusing more
specifically on educational policy and curricular design tend to give greater weight to linguistic
proficiency and cultural connections in their discussions of who should be classified as a heritage
language speaker: either all individuals with an ancestral or family tie to the language — even if they
have extremely limited or no proficiency in the language — or just those who have some productive
and/or receptive ability. Implicit in the construct of heritage language speaker is the notion that
the individual’s heritage language proficiency developed before her/his exposure to the national
language, although this is not always technically the case. Thus, while the emphasis is on
the individual speaker, language status generally is also implicated in proficiency-based definitions.

The definition of HL learners propounded by Hornberger and Wang (2008) refers to individuals
who “have familial or ancestral ties to a particular language and who exert their agency in
determining whether or not they are HL Learners of that HL and Heritage Culture” (p. 27). It is
particularly interesting since it focuses on the centrality of affective issues, particularly those
surrounding identity, belonging, and connections to the HL and heritage culture. Indeed, according to
He (2006), identity is “the centrepiece rather than the background of HL development” (p. 7).
On the other hand, definitions of HL learners such as Hornberger and Wang’s (2008), dealing with
affiliation and identity, contrast with so-called narrow definitions of HL learners, which hinge on
linguistic knowledge. Speaking to the latter type of definition, Valdés (2001) notes: “Foreign
language educators use the term to refer to a language student who is raised in a home where a non-
English language is spoken, who speaks or at least understands the language, and who is to some
degree bilingual in that language and English” (p. 38).

In recent years, the term “heritage language” has been used broadly to refer to non-societal and
non-majority languages spoken by groups often known as linguistic minorities. Those members of
linguistic minorities who are concerned about the study, maintenance, and revitalization of their
minority languages have been referred to as heritage language students. Such minorities include
populations who are either indigenous to a particular region of a present-day nation-state
(e.g., Aborigines in Australia, speakers of Breton in France, Kurds in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq) or
populations that have migrated to areas other than their own regions or nations of origin
(e.g., Mexicans in the United States, Turks in Germany, Moroccans in Spain, Pakistanis in England).
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Minority languages or heritage languages include indigenous languages that are often
endangered and in danger of disappearing (e.g., Scots Gaelic, Maori, Romani) and world languages
commonly spoken in many other regions of the world (e.g., Spanish in the United States, Arabic in
France). Since these speakers may acquire and use two or more languages to meet their everyday
communicative needs in such settings, they have been referred to as circumstantial
bilinguals/multilinguals (Valdes & Figueroa, 1994) and contrasted with ¢élite or elective
bilinguals/multilinguals who learn an L2 in classroom settings and have few opportunities to use
the language for genuine communication. Circumstantial bilingualism/multilingualism is generally
characteristic of populations who occupy subaltern positions in particular settings, whether they are
indigenous minorities in established nation-states (e.g., Bretons, Samis, Kurds) or other border
crossers such as migrants, refugees, nomads, and exiles.

The expansion of research on identity in language education contexts to include heritage
language education reflects a recognition of the heterogeneity of learners’ linguistic backgrounds and
identities, as well as the types of investment that learners bring to language study. On the other hand,
studies of heritage language education and learners have incorporated some of the theoretical
perspectives and contributions from outside the field of heritage language pedagogy. As a result, it
has been acknowledged that heritage language learners seek to (re)claim an ethnonational identity
embodied in the heritage language, while also revealing that this ideology remains strong among
students and teachers in many heritage language educational contexts.

4. A focus on the Canadian context

Debates about languages have been the object of controversy and struggles for decades in Canadian
society. While some have questioned the relevance of the state policy of bilingualism since its
inception, the focus of the discussion is the coexistence of official languages within the context of
rising multilingualism in education. It is worth presenting a brief overview of the changing
demographic context to situate the discussion of research perspectives on Canadian policy concerning
multilingual and multicultural education. Then, recent research that concentrates more specifically on
multilingual learners is reviewed, followed by an examination of innovations in multilingual
education implemented in different areas of the country. Specifically, they belong to two different
pedagogical approaches, namely, cross-linguistic transfer and translanguaging.

The central role of languages in Canadian society can be better understood with the following
quote by Canada’s Official Languages Commissioner, the federal government official charged with
monitoring the two languages: “In the same way that race is at the core of what it means to be
American and at the core of an American experience and class is at the core of British experience,
| think that language is at the core of Canadian experience”. Besides, to assist more accurately in
the monitoring of the two official languages, Canada’s census collects a number of demolinguistic
descriptors not enumerated in the censuses of most other countries, including home language, mother
tongue, first official language, and language of work.

As already mentioned, a multitude of languages is used in Canada. According to the 2016
census, English and French are the mother tongues of 56.0% and 21.4% of Canadians, respectively.
In total 86.2% of Canadians have a working knowledge of English while 29.8% have a working
knowledge of French (Statistics Canada, 2016). Under the Official Languages Act of 1969, both
English and French started to have official federal status throughout Canada, with respect to all
government services, including the courts, and all federal legislation is enacted bilingually. French
and English were declared official languages, federal institutions were expected to offer services in
both official languages, and provisions were made for all children to learn an official language at
school. It is important to highlight that the rights of official language communities were already
entrenched in the constitution with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1982 while
the Multiculturalism Act of 1988 recognized cultural and racial diversity in Canadian society. One of
the objectives of the Multiculturalism Act was to preserve and enhance the use of non-official
languages while strengthening the status and use of French and English in the country.

Nonetheless, statistics reveal an ambiguous portrait where a disjunction emerges between
linguistic diversity on one hand and a federal policy still based on a linguistic duality on the other.
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Indeed, Canada’s linguistic diversity extends far beyond the two official languages. In Canada,
4.7 million people (14.2% of the population) reported speaking a language other than English or
French most often at home and 1.9 million people (5.8%) reported speaking such a language on
a regular basis as a second language (in addition to their main home language, English or French).
Overall, 20.0% of Canada’s population reported speaking a language other than English or French at
home. More specifically, for roughly 6.4 million people, the other language was an immigrant
language, spoken most often or regularly at home, alone or together with English or French whereas
for more than 213,000 people, the other language was an Aboriginal language.

5. Rethinking multilingual education research: Sustainable educational practices

Despite the research supporting the advantages of multilingual education, many Canadian schools
continue to privilege the languages of instruction excluding other languages. Overlooking
the presence of all the minority languages mentioned translates into a general marginalization of
speakers of languages other than English and French from educational programs. Instead, educational
approaches aimed at valuing the presence of minority languages at school see identity practices and
multimodal literacies as central to teaching. They reject monolingual policies that marginalize
students who speak non-official languages and, most importantly, they acknowledge the role of
students’ home languages in their lives and explore options that build on their multilingual skills.
All students learn how to work across their differences and gain appreciation for different languages
and cultures.

Several teachers and researchers have started exploring alternative pedagogies to encourage
the coexistence and mixing of modes of expression to support learners in language diversity in
Canadian society. The term “multilingual” has been increasingly used by educators to describe
students from immigrant backgrounds who are in the process of learning the language of instruction at
school. This is a positive affirmation that identifies multilingual students as “haves” (speakers of
many languages) rather than “have-nots” (lacking proficiency in the school language) (Cummins,
2014). Researchers have discovered that by encouraging multilingual students to use their home
languages alongside the language of the classroom, they come to view themselves as talented and
accomplished speakers of multiple languages who are more likely to engage academically, rather than
feeling limited by their current abilities in the school language. In recent years, Canadian teachers
have been exploring a wide variety of inclusive learning strategies and programs that leverage
students’ multiple languages as enrichment opportunities for all students.

A valuable outcome of recent research is a rejection of the binary between native speakers and
non-native speakers. Indeed, it is important to recognize that a heritage language speaker is also
a constructed identity, one that is alternately contrasted to native speakers and non-native speakers,
and which can run the risk of being seen as a bounded category, mutually exclusive with, as well as
inherently subordinated to, the primary categories of native and non-native. The rejection of
the monolingual approach to language teaching is a crucial aspect characterizing these innovative
pedagogical practices. Indeed, as Grosjean (1985) has argued, L1/L2 users are not two monolinguals
in one, but rather specific speakers/hearers who have acquired their two languages in particular
contexts and for particular reasons. Viewed from a bilingualist rather than a monolingualist
perspective, L1/L2 users have acquired two knowledge systems that they use to carry out their
particular communicative needs that may be quite unlike those of monolingual native speakers who
use a single language in all communicative interactions.

Among the most interesting and challenging cross-linguistic and identity text projects
implemented in multilingual classrooms, Cummins (2014) reports:

1. Simple everyday practices to make students’ languages visible and audible within the school;

2. Encouraging students to use their home languages for typical school activities such as
reading, research, and note-taking;

3. Using technology in creative ways to build awareness of languages, geography, and
intercultural realities;

4. Dual language project work.
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Examples of Cross-Linguistic Instruction in Canada include the Dual Language Showcase
(Chow & Cummins, 2003; Schecter & Cummins, 2003); linking languages through a Bilingual Read
Aloud Project (Lyster et al., 2009); listening to dual language books (Naqgyvi et al., 2012). In particular,
the Dual Language Showcase was created by educators at Thornwood Public School in the Peel
District School Board to demonstrate the feasibility of enabling elementary-grade students who were
learning English as an additional language to write stories in both English and their home languages.
In particular, the authors reported that “students’ knowledge of additional languages was a resource to
be shared rather than an impediment to overcome” (Chow & Cummins, 2003, p. 52).

The project exerted a significant impact on both the Ontario Ministry of Education and school
district policymakers and educators in demonstrating that teachers could expand the instructional
space beyond simply an English-only zone. The most interesting aspect of the project is that teachers
aimed to include students’ and parents’ multilingual repertoires even when they did not speak
the multiple languages represented in the classrooms. It opened up pedagogical possibilities for many
subsequent multilingual pedagogy projects in Canada.

The vast majority of Canadian teachers agree that we should connect instruction to students’
lives, build on their background knowledge, and maximize their intellectual and aesthetic talents in
an emotionally safe learning environment. Indeed, as Cummins (2021) points out in a recent work:
“Imaginative innovation is neither costly, complex, nor radical. For example, it is hardly a radical
proposal to suggest that educators should encourage students to use the full range of their intellectual
and linguistic talents in carrying out projects or learning tasks” (p. 322).

Another innovative pedagogical practice that is worth reporting is translanguaging, which
originated in Wales, where the languages of instruction were English and Welsh, and is currently
implemented in multilingual school contexts. Generally speaking, translanguaging has proven to be
an effective pedagogical practice in a variety of educational contexts where the school language or
the language of instruction is different from the learners’ L1. Over the last few years, it has been
advocated as a language theory and a pedagogical practice that empowers both learners and teachers,
transforms power relations, and focuses the process of teaching and learning on making meaning,
enhancing experience, and developing identities. It deliberately breaks the artificial and ideological
divides between indigenous versus immigrant, majority versus minority, and target versus mother
tongue languages (Garcia, 2009; Creese & Blackledge, 2015).

A translanguaging approach, applied to research on multilingualism and minority languages,
challenges the monolingual bias which conceives languages purely in terms of the level of attainment.
Instead, it is advisable to switch the focus from the target language(s) to the multilingual learner as:
“Someone who is aware of the existence of the political entities of named languages, has acquired
some of their structural features, and has a Translanguaging instinct that enables a resolution of
the differences, discrepancies, inconsistencies, and ambiguities and manipulates them for strategic
gains” (Wei, 2018, p. 19).

Among the examples of Translanguaging Instruction in Canada, it is worth recalling
the Linguistically Appropriate Practice (LAP) by Chumak-Horbatsch (2012). It implemented a range
of multilingual instructional practices at the preschool and primary grade level drawing on
the dynamic bilingualism framework proposed by Garcia (2009). In particular, LAP is described as
anew classroom practice that extends current inclusive practices and reflects the principles of
dynamic bilingualism. “LAP views immigrant children as emergent bilinguals acknowledges their
unique language and literacy needs, focuses on the social and communicative aspects of language,
encourages translanguaging, promotes bilingualism, and builds partnerships with families” (Chumak-
Horbatsch, 2012, p. 57).

Besides, many other linguistically sustainable activities have been developed by teachers in
linguistically and culturally diverse school contexts. For instance, “Charting home languages”
employs a color-coded chart including the home languages spoken. It allows a concrete visualization
of children’s mother tongue in the classroom making them feel valued and appreciated. Another
language practice is based on the use of material such as picture books, with objects to name in
different languages asking the question “What do you see?”. Moreover, reading activities in the home
languages involving parents/grandparents and translation provided by the teacher have been reported
to be an efficient way to connect the home language with the classroom. Finally, sharing books and
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newspapers with the children, for example asking them to describe the features of books and
newspapers in multiple languages, visiting the public library, and creating multilingual newspapers
and dual language or multilingual books can be considered translanguaging practices aiming at
making feel minority language students unique with their own linguistic and cultural background.

6. Conclusion

Many considerations can be drawn from the discussion developed on the concept of linguistic
sustainability applied to the Canadian multilingual context. While multilingualism is increasing in
some sectors of the Canadian population, not everyone is benefiting from additional language
learning. This speaks to a pressing need for further research and education about multilingualism in
Canada to stimulate informed discussions about its complexity and reveal under what conditions it
may benefit individuals and society. On the other hand, the innovations in multilingual education
reviewed suggest that a transformation in language teaching is taking place in Canada. That is,
teachers and educators are negotiating space for the inclusion of more languages in the classrooms,
although policy measures do not support such inclusion.

Indeed, despite Canadian policy providing minimal guidance for the institutional recognition of
multilingualism research conducted in applied linguistics reveals that many people are moving
beyond French and English to include a broader range of languages in local initiatives, which are
more reflective of multilingualism in society. Hence, if practices are changing on the ground, then
policy needs to be revisited and adapted to suit the recorded change. Specifically, in educational
contexts, it is crucial to look at how students in multilingual classes deploy various aspects of their
multilingual and translingual repertoires to construct and index multifaceted identities, including
locally meaningful identities that are not defined. The broader and fluid linguistic repertoire, and
the type of resources needed, available, and exploited during the whole acquisition process need to be
analyzed and included. The learning strategies combined and used by multilingual learners, for
specific linguistic tasks, need to be considered to thoroughly understand the peculiar nature of
multilingual learning. Rather than focusing on restrictive policies and seeing educators as small
players constrained by policy, it would be more productive to consider how they serve as key agents
who engage with others to find alternative solutions to problems posed by policy (Ramanathan &
Morgan, 2007).

Thus, making a language sustainable in a socio-cultural ecosystem will mean balancing
a complex organization in the different social domains where schooling plays a central role. Several
actions and interventions in favor of linguistic sustainability can be identified. First, it is advisable to
stop the abusive use of large interlanguages to extend the ideology of linguistic equality and
solidarity. Second, the self-image of subordinated, non-majority language groups should be dignified.
Third, these linguistic groups should be allowed to be able to control their own communicative space,
autonomously regulating their public linguistic uses. Finally, it is crucial to create awareness in
governments, commercial firms, and societies in general, on the importance of attaining linguistic
sustainability, urging them to habitually incorporate necessary studies on sociolinguistic impact in
their decision-making processes (Bastardas-Boada, 2002, 2014).
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