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Abstract. In the 50s, the Council of Europe had as one of its missions the affirmation of democratic 

values and the building of a multilingual Europe, and was convinced that education in linguistic and 

cultural diversity would help promote democratic stability. In this context, some tools (Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages, European Language portfolio) and some 

programs (Evlang, EDiLiC ...) to promote the development and recognition of linguistic diversity 

were designed at the initiative of the Council of Europe. Driven by strong educational options, 

European language education policies have opened new perspectives into the way languages 

(foreign languages but also regional languages and languages of migration) should be taught and 

seen by pushing schools to offer language education, a strategy that teaches learners about 

languages by putting linguistic operations into perspective through comparisons between several 

different languages. In France, as in many other European countries, the importance of the 

promotion of plurilingualism is reinforced by the effects of globalization and the fear that many 

sections of French society would yield to English monolingualism. In this regard, the academic 

disciplines appear to be efficient relays for the recovery and development of plurilingualism. Thus, 

after the Barcelona European Council (2002) learning one foreign language for 90 minutes a week 

has become compulsory for primary school children from the age of seven. However, we note that 

today English holds a consolidated hegemonic position in primary schools as in many other 

educational sectors in France. In 2010, 90% of the school children in primary schools in the public 

sector learnt English (Eurydice, 2012). Our study will examine what plays in favor of – from an 

organizational but also representational point of view - the majority choice of English in primary 

classes; we will base our study on the results obtained from surveys (questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews) conducted with faculty members from different primary schools in the west 

of France. We will also consider how language courses have been designed and taught throughout 

the standard French primary and secondary school curricula in the past five years and document 

some of the educational and sociolinguistic effects on learners of this overexposure to English. 

Introduction 

In a sociolinguistic context where language diversification is desired and thought by the European 

authorities, France, which has a special relationship to language sees the vast space occupied by 

English to grow and proliferate in different areas of everyday life, the world of work but also in 

academic and educational fields. The massification of teaching and learning English in primary 
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school, in particular, is not without raising questions in organizational, didactic but also 

sociolinguistic domains. Using some examples from academic areas we will try to show the logic at 

work today. 

1. France and its languages 

In recent years, in line with European directives, France has been in a multilingual and multicultural 

perspective. Indeed, the orientations of language policies that have prevailed in the European 

construction are mainly reflected in the "choice" not to choose a common language and to attempt 

to establish a European citizenship maintaining a certain linguistic and cultural diversity, the idea 

being that Europeans united in diversity, are able to understand different languages. The choice of 

linguistic diversity is not insignificant for France that, from a socio-historical perspective, maintains 

an ambivalent link to linguistic plurality. 
 

1.1 An ambivalent relation to diversity 

 

Historically, the French nation was formed on the idea that the linguistic fragmentation was against 

the idea of a united and indivisible Republic. Very soon after the beginning of the Revolution, came 

the belief that many native languages in the territory (Barère, 1794) had to be abandoned in favor of 

the French language, who was mainly a second language. The "patois" were regarded as the refuges 

of obscurantism, thus on 27 January 1794, Bertrand Barère said before the Convention: 
 
      "[...] in the monarchy itself, every house, every town, every province, was somehow a separate empire of 

manners, customs, laws, customs and language. The despot needed to isolate people, to separate countries, 

to divide interests, to prevent communications, to stop the simultaneity of thoughts and the identity of 

movements. Despotism maintained the variety of idioms: a monarchy should resemble the Tower of Babel 

[...]" (Barère, 1794: 293) 

    

      France is a country with a strong tradition where unilingual language and nation are closely 

connected to the fact that political unity passes through linguistic unification. Thus the 

representational system in place in France revolves around the idea that French, the "elected" 

language is sacred according to a single standard and is at the same time, given for a language with 

a genius and a vocation to universality. This ideological device is always present and closer to us, 

the Presidential candidate Nicolas Sarkozy declared during his speech in Caen in 2007: 
 
     "France is a language, a language that is given to all men.  French said Rivarol is no longer the French 

language, it is the human language.  French is the soul of France, its mind, its culture,   its thought, its 

freedom. It is its right to think otherwise than the dominant thought."      

 

The sociolinguistic history of France is marked by a strong political interference associated with an 

ambivalent point of view in its relation to the issues of linguistic and cultural diversity. Much of the 

French daily life is still steeped in linguistic discrimination, following Philippe Blanchet we will 

talk about "glottophagy". 

In the areas of education, egalitarianism and plurality have long been seen as being opposed. How, 

after a suspicious and repressive period, is linguistic plurality considered and integrated into the 

French context today? 

 

1.2 An "institutional" plurilingualism? 

 

In late 1997, the French government initiated a debate on multilingualism which was to lead France 

to the possible Ratification of the European charter for regional or minority languages. The Charter 

was proposed in 1992 by the Council of Europe in order to work towards the protection of a 
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European linguistic heritage. The linguist Bernard Cerquiglini, was given the task of establishing 

the list of Regional or Minority Languages - Languages of France from now on - likely to be 

concerned by the Charter. Submitted in April 1999, the Cerquiglini report identified 75 languages of 

France with statutes and sociolinguistic situations very different from each other. 

At the time, the plurilingual issue seems to have been dealt with only in political terms, without any 

sociolinguistic diagnosis since neither the roles nor the functions of languages in France were taken 

into account.  

The eventual ratification of the Charter by France was ruled unconstitutional by the Senate; the 

Charter was signed but not ratificated, which didn't mean any commitment to France. We will then 

talk about "institutional" plurilingualism motivated primarily by issues of importance to national, 

international and also political positioning at European level. 
 

1.3 The linguistic plurality against English 

 

The institutional recognition of some languages as languages of France was made at a time when 

the French language feels challenged by the English language. In the minds of some, it is the 

growing role played by English in France who is participating in the decline of the French language 

at present. The growing influence of English is often denounced as a being responsible for the loss 

of influence of the French language: the crisis of the French language in France is presented as 

being linked to the "great presence" of English, as well as the decline of French in the world is 

viewed as being linked to the growing dominance of English. 
 

The recognition of languages of France appears as a way to go against the "all-English". In the same 

movement, the struggle for the defense of the French language and against the hegemony of English 

has, in recent years, been made through the promotion of a certain type of plurilingualism. 
 

Several statements made by Bernard Cerquiglini leave no doubt on the matter. Thus, during his 

hearing at the office of the French section of the Parliamentary assembly of the francophony, 

Bernard Cerquiglini summarized the situation as follows: 

"The French language is not threatened in its vitality [...]. However, it is threatened in its ambitions because 

of the dominance of English today accepted as a "must".  We are reduced to defending the French as a 

second language at the international level [...]" 

In the same movement, and in some cases, the fight against English monolingualism seems to have 

been through the promotion of a certain type of plurilingualism. In this context, it is important to 

notice that the growing role played by English in France continues to increase today to occupy a 

consolidated hegemonic position. 
 
 

1.4 European educational tools 

 

European recommendations aimed at promoting linguistic pluralism find their extensions in the 

design of teaching tools carried by the Language Policy Division. Marked by the idea that the 

diversity of languages and cultures will help to establish the European stability, language learning is 

of paramount importance in order to bring people together and allow a better understanding of other 

cultures. 
 

Un Niveau-Seuil (A threshold level in French) published in 1995 by Daniel Coste represented a 

theoretical and methodological renewal in the way the teaching and learning of languages is 

considered. The communicative approach is considered as a preparation for active use of the 

language to communicate. In 2000, the publication of the Common European Framework of 
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Reference for Languages (CEFR from now on), saw the advent of the action-oriented approach. 
 

According to the strong assumption of the CEFR, the learner is considered as a social actor. 

Learning a language is seen as the construction of a single communicative competence which is 

also complex, unique and heterogeneous at the same time; it is viewed as a diverse repertoire of 

language resources. We are no longer in a partitioning perspective but in the construction of a 

varied ensemble according to the individuals that should lead to differentiated profiles in regulation 

with school choices.  

In some of its official documents (including the CEFR), the Council of Europe provides four goals 

to language learning: to create a multilingual portfolio, to awaken to the plurality of resources and 

learning materials, to enrich a learning culture, to open to intercultural and international relations. 

Based on the recommendations of the Council of Europe and designed for pupils of primary schools 

Evlang program aims at building cohesive societies, developing linguistically and culturally 

pluralistic representations as well as positive attitudes of openness to linguistic and cultural 

diversity and also motivation for language learning. It is not about language learning itself but 

rather about the establishment of a skill to learn languages and an ability to live in a multilingual 

and multicultural society. As expected, Evlang is likely to induce in students an interest in diversity, 

openness to what is unfamiliar and a greater desire to learn languages.. It is thought to help develop 

better performance in memory and auditory discrimination. 
 

As we have seen, over the last thirty years, the recommendations and European initiatives in the 

development of linguistic diversity have been increasing, more and more often in reaction against 

the overwhelming presence of English. In an educational context, do the measures taken in favor of 

plurilingualism effectively participate in the development and learning of a plurality of languages in 

France? Do they manage to varying degrees, to stem the spread of English? To answer these 

questions, we will first succinctly describe what English in France is from a sociolinguistic point of 

view that is to say, as a set of practices and representations. 
 

2. English in France: a language like no other 

 

For centuries, France and England have had a "love-hate" relationship. This intimacy feeds the 

affection the two countries have but it is also a source of friction. Even today, preconceptions and 

clichés emerge at every opportunity and it is not without consequences on the functions, status and 

roles assigned to the language. 

 

2.1 The English kaleidoscope 

In France, ordinary representations view English as a hegemonic language that threatens the 

linguistic and cultural diversity as we have already mentioned. However, from a sociolinguistic 

point of view, English in France is much more than that. It is a diverse, contradictory and complex 

object (Le Lièvre, 2008), which can occupy various status and functions even for a same individual. 
English may, in turn, be a very foreign language or a second language, a lingua franca ... It can be a 

language and another language. For some students for example, English can be a foreign language 

(or a very foreign language) in the classroom and at the same time a lingua franca in some aspects 

of daily life (when they browse the Internet, for example). It is then necessary to consider English in 

France as a various and contradictory language (Le Lièvre, 2008). 

2.2 English, a paradoxical language 

In our view, the use of English in different areas in France is not only due to the linguistic and 

economic hegemony of the language but it is rather due to different sociolinguistic phenomena 

whose effects are paradoxical. First, we will speak about the paradoxes of distrust: English is often 

rejected for reasons related to issues of political hegemony often inadequate and out of step with the 
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sociolinguistic realities. Then we must speak of the paradoxes of evidence: English in many areas is 

an evident language and that evidence of English is not without effects; the more the presence of 

English increases, the less its presence is questioned, that is to say the less the characteristic of 

English is questioned, the more its different status seems to be implicitly reinforced. Finally, we 

will discuss the paradoxes of the submission to English when a gap exists between the use that is 

made of English and the real needs: in the company, where it is important to have a "global label" 

(Truchot, 2008), in the scientific field where ideological factors have consolidated the dominance of 

English, in school areas where public opinion seems to have made English mandatory.  

In some contexts, the vast space provided to English must be regarded as a form of "submission" 

(Truchot 2002: 22) to the values the language bears. The presence of English in the public sphere or 

in some companies shows that in some cases, there is an "ideological drift" in the sense that the 

functions and uses attributed to the English language seem more related to the representations of the 

language itself rather than to its actual needs. The English language seems emblematic of the "new 

world order" (Truchot, 2008: 97) and its paradoxes: to the extent that it seems to concentrate all the 

paradoxes of modernity, in the sense that it embodies all the hopes and all tensions related to 

modern times. 

2.3 English in school context: a consolidated hegemony 
 

In Europe, according to Eurydice figures, English is by far the most widely taught foreign language 

in virtually all the countries at the primary level. Trends since 2004/2005 have shown an increase at 

all levels of education in the percentage of students who are learning English. In 2009/2010, on 

average, 73% of students enrolled in primary education in the EU learned English. In lower 

secondary education and general higher the percentage exceeds 90%. Overall, English is a 

compulsory language in 14 countries or regions within countries. In most countries, English is 

followed by German or French as the second most taught foreign language. Spanish occupies the 

position of the third or fourth most taught foreign language in a number of countries, particularly in 

upper secondary education. 
 

In 2009/2010, the percentage of students who are learning languages other than English, French, 

Spanish, German or Russian was below 5% in most countries, and in a large number of countries, 

this percentage was less than 1%.  
 

3. Languages at primary school 
 

The educational project of a foreign language in primary school dates from the 1960s. More 

specifically, the testing of the early teaching of languages, EPVL was established by Rene Haby, 

director of education at the Ministry of National Education in 1965. 

 

3.1 A consolidated hegemony of English 

The programs published in 2007 for primary schools set targets for each cycle with the aim of 

developing the communication skills, the knowledge and the culture of the countries where the 

language is spoken. The programs cover 8 languages: German, English, Arabic, Chinese, Spanish, 

Italian, Portuguese and Russian but also regional languages. 
 

After primary school, students must have reached the first level of the CEFR, the "A1" level. They 

should then be able to communicate in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and 

clearly. For cycles 2 and 3, language teaching takes place over 54 hours annually. 
 

Despite a diverse linguistic offer described above,  English is very widely taught in primary schools 
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at the expense of other languages, even in border regions. Reproduced in the table below the 

developments in recent years: 

 
 

 

 

GERMAN ENGLISH ARAB SPANISH ITALIAN PORTUGUESE 

2001 18,6 76.4 0,05 2,0 1,1 0,2 

2002 16,4 78,6 0,06 2,2 1,3 0,3 

2003 15,1 79,6 0,2 2,4 1,0 0,2 

2004 11,5 81,6 0,05 2,0 1,1 0,3 

2005 13,1 82,6 0,05 1,3 1,1 0,3 

2006 10,6 86,0 0,2 1,8 0,9 0,2 

2007 11,3 87,3 - 1,7 1,0 0,2 

2008 10,8 87,7 0 1,6 0,9 0,2 

2009 9,1 89,3 0 1,5 0,8 0,1 

2010 8,6 90,1 0 1,5 0,7 0,1 

 

As the table shows, in 2010 the rate of "anglicization" was 90.1% (in the public sector).  German 

decreased between 2001 and 2011 (actually divided by 2). Arabic has disappeared from the primary 

education. 

 

3. 2 Organization, educational and sociolinguistic effects in primary schools 
  
As we have just shown, in contradiction with EU recommendations, learning English is offered to 

French primary schools at the expense of other languages. How is the teaching of English organized 

in some cases? We will summarize here the words of teachers and principals collected in two 

primary schools in the West of France.   
 

Lack of time is advanced. According to the Director of one of the schools, the texts say it should be 

between 1 hour 30 minutes and 2 hours of English per week 24 hours CE2, CM1 or CM2 but in 

reality things are more complicated. Pupils study English after all other subjects are made and 

therefore after French, maths, history, geography, science, and even sports, drawing, music (but 

before computers, anyway).  

The lack of readily usable resources for teachers is also problematic as the lack teaching materials.  

The major difficulty to provide a quality education, though, is the lack of teacher training. Positions 

of lecturers in languages have been deleted for budget reasons as well as specialized Masters in 

English. Today lambda teachers who have obtained Empowerment for the teaching of modern 

languages in primary school, which only consists of a brief language and teacher training (twice a 

week in IUFMs) can teach the language.  

If the official texts emphasize oral and audio components of language such as accent, melodies and 

language learned rhythms, it is learning vocabulary that is privileged in schools where we 

interviewed people. 

Another aspect that we should evoke concerns the continuity and the coordination with school 

cycles as well as between the forms of education. At the entrance to the French college (secondary 

school), the majority of teachers consider that the level of English of the pupils is not appropriate 
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and they take all "from the beginning". 
 

Conclusion 

Between European multilingualism and English monolingualism spreading and proliferating, 

France is torn between complex and contradictory sociolinguistic phenomena. Different status and 

different functions occupied by English in France illustrate the importance of representations 

regarding the choice of languages, mark the gap between the official discourse and practice, and 

finally show that forms of implicit decision exist. Unlike economic, cultural, political or other 

matters concerning education in general (equal opportunities, effectiveness of educational systems, 

academic freedom ...) the political nature of language issues is rarely identified as such. When 

language issues are present they are rarely discussed in the context of an overall vision of languages 

for Europe. About English, its overwhelming dominance in primary school shows how high the 

social demand is. As we are convinced it is too late to curb the pressure of English is it not now 

more than time to associate the hyper-centrality of English to the promotion of linguistic diversity 

so that Europe can finally think and build itself in multiple languages? 
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