Multilingualism in Ontario, Canada:
An Educational Perspective
Este artículo se publicará en una recopilación de ponencias presentadas en el Fórum
Gestión de la inmigración y la diversidad en Quebec y Canadá organizado por la Fundación
CIDOB (Centro de Estudios Internacionales de Barcelona) en octubre de 2008.

This article outlines some key policies and practices in relation to education in the
multilingual and multicultural context that is increasingly typical of schools in Ontario,
Canada. The article concludes with a brief discussion of the results in terms of educational
outcomes for immigrant students in Ontario.
The use of the term “immigrant” in this article refers to students born in other countries;
however, many of the policies and practices described in the article also apply to students
born in Canada whose first language is other than English or French, the two official
languages of Canada.

The Context
This article focuses on the education of immigrant children and youth and the acquisition of
English as a second or additional language in English-language schools in Ontario. There is a
different reality in the province’s French-language schools because only those students who
already have a French-language background attend these schools: that is to say, students
whose first language is French or who have received their education in the French language.
All other newcomer students attend English-language schools, whether they have any
knowledge of English or not. In Quebec, the opposite situation applies: Only those students
who already have an English-language background attend English-language schools, and all
others attend French-language schools.
This article describes some of the policies, initiatives, and programs related to the social,
linguistic, and academic integration of immigrant students, as well as orientation of their
parents to the new school system. Three levels of government are involved in this work:


The federal government of Canada, the architect of immigration, has primary
responsibility for the selection, admission, and resettlement of immigrant adults and
families.



The provincial government, in this case Ontario, has primary responsibility for education
and for community and social services.



At the municipal level, the district school boards, such as the Toronto District School
Board, are responsible for implementing educational and social policies in local schools
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and communities.
Other government-funded institutions are also involved in supporting immigrant families. For
example, public libraries provide key services for newcomers, including children’s books and
other resources in the languages of the community. As well, various levels of government
collaborate with many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that provide direct service to
immigrants. Many of these organizations receive funding from the federal or provincial
government. Some examples of this collaboration will be provided as the role of each level of
government is explained below, beginning with the federal government’s role.

The Role of the Federal Government
The federal government provides funding and guidelines to the provinces and to various
NGOs for the provision of programs and services for recent immigrants and for the
promotion of multiculturalism within a bilingual context. 1
Citizenship and Immigration Canada
This department of the federal government is responsible not only for the selection and
admission of newcomers under various categories of admissibility, but also for resettlement.
A website funded by Citizenship and Immigration Canada is a communications, information,
and research tool to support the work of the Canadian settlement community. 2 The
department also provides funding, in collaboration with other government departments, for
the Centre for Excellence in Research on Immigration and Settlement (CERIS), 3 one of five
research centres in Canada that are part of the international Metropolis project.
Collaboration with NGOs
Many NGOs that provide services for newcomers were established by various groups within
the immigrant community. Many of these organizations serve specific linguistic and cultural
communities in their own languages, and their contribution to the integration of more
recently arrived immigrants is invaluable. For example, the members and clients of the
Toronto organization Centre for Spanish-Speaking Peoples (Centro de la gente de habla
español) are mainly from Latin America. 4
With funding from the federal government, some NGOs employ settlement workers, a job
category that perhaps does not yet exist in a formal way in Catalonia. Settlement workers are
social workers whose role is to help newcomers with the many tasks and problems that they
have to deal with in their first few months and years after arrival. Some settlement workers
are located within schools to help orient newcomer families to the school system.
Collaboration with the provinces
The federal government also provides funding to the provincial governments for resources
and services intended to help newcomers integrate, and to facilitate their employment in jobs
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where they can use the skills and training
they bring with them. Increasingly, such
information and support are available online.
An Ontario website that is jointly funded by
the federal government and the government
of Ontario provides many resources for
recent immigrants and for the professionals
that work with them, including social workers
and teachers.5 The resources for professionals
available on this site provide advice on
working with new immigrants, such as
guidelines for “Culturally Responsive Career
Counselling.”6 There are also training
materials, such as a Tutor Training Kit for
English as a Second Language (ESL) tutors.
There are also research studies, such as
“Second Language Tutoring Programs: An
Inquiry into Best Practices,” published in
2008, which examines language tutoring programs
for immigrants settling in Canada. 7
Many of the resources for newcomers are available
in various languages, such as
a “First Days Guide” that provides basic advice on
topics such as housing, health, employment, and
education.8 There is also a guide to the education
system, which can be downloaded and distributed to parents when they first register their
children in a school or during special orientation meetings with newcomer parents. There are
different versions for the French- and English-language schools and for public and Catholic
schools.9 There are also DVDs dubbed in various languages showing parents how to access
local resources such as the public library, or how to become involved in their children’s
education.
Language classes for adults
About 25 percent of newcomer adults have limited knowledge of English or French, or do not
have a level of proficiency adequate for their intended employment. In order to ensure that all
Canadian residents speak at least one of the official languages, the federal government funds
full- and part-time classes all over the country, to enable immigrants over the age of 18 to
develop their communication skills for everyday situations at work, in the community, and in
use of media. Funding and guidelines such as the Canadian Language Benchmarks for
assessing language proficiency10 are provided to public organizations such as district school
boards, community colleges, public libraries, and NGOs as well as private (for-profit)
organizations, which actually provide the classes. In many locations there are nursery
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services as well, so that pre-school children
can also begin their early learning of English
or French.
 LINC, Language Instruction for
Newcomers to Canada, provides
instruction in basic language skills for
everyday communication and for work in
contexts where a high level of language
proficiency is not required. Information
about these courses is available in various languages. 11


ELT, Enhanced Language Training, is a new program offering special language training
for those newcomers whose education and experience qualify them for employment in
professional and highly skilled fields that demand a high level of language proficiency. 12
These programs include a practical component, such as work placements, mentoring and
internships, cultural orientation to the workplace, and preparation for professional exams.
This program was established about five years ago because it was evident that many
immigrants were not able to find employment comparable to the work they had been
doing in their own countries. This represents a waste of human resources, as well as a
devastating loss of expectations, self-esteem, and socio-economic status for skilled and
professional immigrants who chose to come, and were chosen to come, specifically
because there is demand for employees in their fields in Canada. 13

Support for official languages
Government policy in Canada promotes bilingualism in the two official languages within a
context of multilingualism. However, most Canadians are not bilingual—at least, not in the
two official languages—in spite of the federal government’s support for the teaching of
French in anglophone communities and the teaching of English in francophone communities.
Very few students actually achieve bilingualism in English and French by the time they
graduate from secondary school, especially those in English-language schools.
The federal government has recently established a goal to increase the percentage of students
who graduate from secondary school with a working knowledge of their second official
language from 24 percent in 2003 to 50 percent by 2013. 14 However, this relatively modest
goal will be difficult to achieve because education is the responsibility of the provinces, and
there are major differences in their approaches to the instruction of the second official
language. There is evidence that across English-speaking Canada, the teaching of French is in
decline.15 For example, the teaching of French in English-language schools is not compulsory
in some provinces. Even in Ontario, where students must accumulate 700 hours of French
instruction in order to graduate, the results have not so far been very positive.
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Heritage language instruction
According to the Multiculturalism Act of Canada (1988), it is the policy of the Government
of Canada to "facilitate the acquisition, retention
Federal Legislation and Policies
on Heritage Languages
and use of all languages that contribute to the
multicultural heritage of Canada.” 16 In support
1969: The Royal Commission on
of this policy, the federal government
Bilingualism and Biculturalism
contributes funding for heritage language classes recommends that languages other than
English and French be incorporated into the
offered by schools and community groups,
curriculum in public elementary schools.
where students of various linguistic
1971: Canada’s Multiculturalism Policy
provides the framework for subsidies for outbackgrounds study their own languages.17 In
of-school heritage language programs,
Toronto, thousands of students attend classes in
support for materials development,
more than 50 languages, normally outside
sponsorship for national heritage languages
conferences, and the establishment of a
regular school hours. There is ample evidence
national heritage language centre.
that maintenance and continued development of
1988: The Multiculturalism Act of Canada
the first language provides cognitive, affective,
guarantees the continued existence of
and social benefits—indeed, immigrant students
heritage language training and states that it
is the policy of the Government of Canada to
in the United Kingdom who maintain their first
"facilitate the acquisition, retention and use
language do better academically than those who
of all languages that contribute to the
multicultural heritage of Canada."
abandon their first language as well as those
18
students whose first language is English.
1991: The Canadian Heritage Languages

The Role of the Provincial Government

Institute Act provides for the establishment
of a national Institute “to facilitate throughout
Canada the acquisition, retention and use of
heritage languages.” This legislation is not
yet in force.

The provincial government is responsible for the
education of children and youth in elementary and secondary schools. In the last three years,
the Ontario Ministry of Education has been paying increased attention to the needs of
immigrant students and Canadian-born children whose first language is neither English nor
French. Key initiatives include the development of a new policy on the education of these
students, as well as the distribution of funds to support implementation of the policy, and the
development of resources for teachers.
The new policy
A new policy now in effect in Ontario directs English-language district school boards and
schools to provide the support required to enable English language learners (recent
immigrants and Canadian-born children in English-language schools whose first language is
not English) to succeed in school.19 This policy was in response to community pressure as
well as to a government report that was critical of the fact that the Ministry of Education had
no way of knowing whether English language learners (ELLs) were achieving appropriate
proficiency in English. In addition, although the ministry was providing funding to district
school boards for the teaching of English as a second language, the ministry had no
information on how much school boards were actually spending on ESL classes. Indeed, in
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the Toronto District School Board, more than half of the funding was spent on other areas. 20
The report also noted the lack of a centrally coordinated process to develop ongoing training
programs for teachers.21
Key components of the policy include the following requirements and expectations:
 All schools and district school boards are required to develop procedures for the
reception, assessment, and orientation of newcomer students and their parents.
 There are clear requirements for the teaching of English as a second language, although
models of program organization may vary depending on the context. For example, in
schools with large numbers of recent immigrants, there is more likely to be an ESL
teacher who works with them for part of the school day. In areas where there are few
newcomer students, they are more likely to be integrated into the regular classroom for
the whole day, where the classroom teacher is expected to adapt curriculum and
instruction to meet their needs. There may be an itinerant ESL teacher who visits the
school two or three times a week to work individually with students and to provide
support to the teacher. In all cases, there is an expectation that all teachers will adapt the
curriculum and their teaching methods so that ELLs can participate in classroom
activities in a way that promotes their learning of English.
 ESL teachers in Ontario are required to have specialist training in addition to their regular
teacher certification. There are three courses of 100 hours each, taught in faculties of
education. All ESL teachers must take at least the first of these courses, while those who
seek a position of responsibility, such as head of department or a program consultant,
must complete all three. These courses are designed and accredited by the Ontario
College of Teachers, the licensing body for the teaching profession in Ontario. 22
 Schools and school boards are responsible for monitoring and documenting the progress
of each ELL over a multi-year period.
 There is an expectation that all teachers will receive training to enable them to support
ELLs in their own classrooms.
 School boards are required to include in their annual plans a component related to the
support of ELLs and to report to the Ministry of Education on the programs and services
they provide for ELLs.
Funding
The Ontario government provides funding to enable schools and school boards to implement
the requirements laid out in the policy. Most of the funding is used to hire ESL teachers and
to provide additional professional development for classroom teachers. School boards may
also use some of the funding to provide services such as reception centres, which will be
described later in this article, as well as services for parents, such as translation and
interpretation.
There is a formula for the distribution of funds, based on two components:
 Most of the funding is distributed according to the number of students in each school
district who have arrived from other countries within the last four years. However, this
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does not mean that all newcomers will receive support for four years, or that they may not
receive support for longer. Some newcomers need little or no support, having received a
good education and having learned English in their own countries, while others need
more support over a longer period of time–especially those from countries where they
have had limited opportunities for education.
The second component of the funding is based on census data on the number of families
within a municipality who report a home language other than English or French. This
component is intended to recognize the needs of students born in Canada whose first
language is other than the language of instruction.

Support for teachers
The Ontario government has developed the following curriculum and teaching guidelines for
teachers working with ELLs in various contexts:
 A resource guide for Kindergarten teachers on how to teach young children who first start
learning English when they begin school. 23
 A resource guide for elementary schools (Grades 1-8).24
 A curriculum for English as a Second Language and English Literacy Development in
secondary schools (Grades 9-12).25
 An introductory guide for all educators on how to welcome students and parents of all
backgrounds and how to incorporate linguistic and cultural diversity into the mainstream
classroom.26
 A resource guide on the education of students who arrive from countries where they have
had limited opportunities for education. 27
 Web-based video and support materials on how to make an asset of linguistic diversity in
the classroom.28
 Research-based articles for teachers and school administrators. 29

Implementation at the Municipal Level
District school boards, schools, and educators are responsible for implementing federal and
provincial policies related to linguistic and cultural diversity in schools. Key initiatives at the
local level include reception centres, initial assessment and orientation services, and language
instruction.


Reception centres

Most of the larger urban centres in Ontario have established reception centres as the point of
first contact for newcomer students and Canadian-born ELLs and their parents. 30 These
reception centres are staffed with teachers and community workers with expertise in language
assessment or immigrant resettlement and, in many cases, with knowledge of some of the
community languages. The centres aim to provide:
 a respectful and encouraging welcome to newcomer families;
 an initial assessment of the student’s educational needs;
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basic orientation to the school system.

Normally, the student spends one day, or a morning or an afternoon, in the centre before
registering in the appropriate school. Teachers at the reception centre send a report to the
school on the student’s assessment, as well as recommendations for placement and
programming.
A centralized process for initial assessment and orientation offers several advantages. For
example, the concentration of staff with the necessary expertise and linguistic or cultural
knowledge can be very time- and cost-effective. Also, an assessment process of several hours
may be more in-depth or complete than an assessment carried out by busy teachers in the
school, who may already have a full timetable.


Initial assessment

The initial assessment process is intended to provide educators and parents with a profile of
the learners and his or her academic needs. A thorough and fair initial assessment, whether it
is conducted at the school or at a centralized reception centre, consists of four components:
 information about prior schooling, based on documents that the students or parents may
bring with them, as well as an interview in the family’s first language if possible;
 an assessment of the student’s level of proficiency in his or her first language, which may
consist of a writing sample and an opportunity to read a text aloud;
 an assessment of the student’s proficiency in the language of instruction (English), based
on an oral interview and reading/writing tasks;
 an assessment of the student’s background in
mathematics, which, because it is less
dependent on language than many other areas
of the curriculum, may also be a useful
indicator of general academic background.


Orientation to the school
This child is completing an assessment

Newcomer families have travelled a long way,
task at a reception centre.
physically and psychologically, before arriving at
the new school. The parents need reassurance that their children will receive good care in this
strange new environment, and the students need reassurance that there is a place for them. A
well-designed orientation program can help students get off to a good start and initiate a
positive relationship between the parents and the school.
If there is an ESL teacher, he or she is usually responsible for providing the initial orientation.
The ESL teacher meets with the parents and the student, providing basic information about
the school day, important phone numbers, the names of key teachers, etc. Often there is
information available in various languages. Sometimes there is a welcome gift for the
student, such as a picture dictionary or a set of pens and pencils. The teacher also provides
information to the other teachers so that the student’s arrival will not come as a surprise the
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next day.
Finally, in many schools, there are student guides who provide a guided tour, introduce
newcomers to their teachers, help them with tasks such as getting a locker or a bus pass, and
accompany them during lunch for the first few days. Often these guides understand the needs
of newcomers, having gone through a similar experience themselves a few months or years
earlier, and they may even speak the same language.


Language instruction

In designing a language program for newcomer students, there may be a tendency to focus
only their need to learn the language of instruction. While this is an immediate and obvious
need, it is advisable to consider at least three languages:


The language of instruction



Heritage languages



Additional language(s)

Language of instruction
In multilingual communities, some or all of
the children begin learning the language of
instruction when they start school, or when
they arrive from other countries at a later
point in their educational careers. The various
models of language education that have been
proposed and implemented in such contexts can be broadly categorized as the bilingual
education model, the immersion model, or the second-language instruction model. Each of
these models has advantages and disadvantages, as outlined below. However, for practical
and political reasons, instruction in English as a Second Language is the prevailing model of
education for language minorities in Ontario’s English-language schools.
Bilingual education
Children learn best in the language they know best. This is not a new concept: More than half
a century ago, a UNESCO report on the use of vernacular languages in education stated that
“the best medium for teaching is the mother tongue of the pupil.” 31 In a 2003 position paper,
UNESCO reiterated that “Mother tongue instruction is essential for initial instruction and
literacy and should be extended to as late a stage in education as possible…every pupil
should begin his [or her] formal education in his [or her] mother tongue.” 32
Bilingual education programs use two languages of instruction: the home language of the
students as well as the dominant language or the usual language of instruction. Bilingual
education is practical where there are large numbers of students of the same language group
in a local area, as is the case in some areas of the United States. Bilingual education is also
offered in some Canadian provinces. For example, in 1978, the Saskatchewan Education Act
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stated that a heritage language (mother tongue) may be used as a language of instruction 100
percent of the time in Kindergarten and up to 50 percent of the time in Grades 1 to 12. 33
However, in areas of Ontario where bilingual education might a practical and common sense
option in some schools, the use of languages other than English and French as languages of
instruction is not allowed. The Ontario Education Act states that the curriculum may be
delivered only in French and English, the two official languages of Canada. 34 So even if all
the children in an English-language school speak Urdu, and have little or no knowledge of
English, they will receive instruction in English only. So far, this legislation has not been
challenged in the courts.35
However, as the UNESCO report recognizes, it is difficult to provide bilingual classes in
areas where students of a particular language group are spread over a large geographic area,
or where students of many language groups attend the same school. While it may be possible
to centralize programs for specific language groups in designated schools, there may be
negative social consequences of separating students from those of other linguistic and
cultural backgrounds.
Even where bilingual education is well established, and research studies have documented its
benefits, opposing ideologies may prevail. Bilingual education has come under fire recently
in some parts of the United States. Critics argue that bilingual education causes children to
become dependent on their first language and may inhibit their learning of English. In 1998,
California replaced bilingual education programs with one-year English-only programs, after
which time most students are fully mainstreamed with little or no continued support for the
acquisition of English. Similar legislation was passed in Arizona in 2000, and similar
initiatives are under way in other states. The debate is often acrimonious, with language
acquisition researchers pitted against organizations such as English First, which opposes the
provision of services in languages other than English, 36 or U.S. English, which advocates for
the declaration of English as the official language of the United States. 37
For practical and political reasons, then, the bilingual model is not always feasible. In
communities where the language of the school is a minority language, as is the case in
francophone Ontario or the Basque Country in Spain, the situation is even more complex.

Lessons from immersion
The immersion model, as used for French Immersion in anglophone communities in Canada,
and for Basque immersion in Spain, has been extensively studied and has proved to be very
successful. In such programs, the entire curriculum and instructional methods are adapted to
meet the needs of children who are learning the language of instruction, beginning in
preschool or Kindergarten. The success of French Immersion programs in Canada, where
most of the learners are English speaking and most instruction is delivered in French, seems
to belie the principle that learning in one’s first language is more effective than learning in a
second language. Although most instruction is not offered in their own language, anglophone
students in French Immersion do at least as well as, and often better than, their peers in
Multilingualism in Ontario: an educational perspective
Elizabeth Coelho: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto
Forum: Managing Immigration and Diversity in Quebec and Canada: Barcelona, 22–23 October 2008

10

monolingual English programs.38
While there are many factors involved in the success of French Immersion, including
educational background and socio-economic status of parents who choose French
Immersion, a key factor is that the teachers are bilingual in English and French, are
sensitive to the needs of their students as second language learners, and use second
language teaching techniques to integrate language and content instruction. 39 This is an
important lesson for teachers of students of all backgrounds who are learning the
language of instruction through engagement with a curriculum delivered in that language.
However, few teachers in English-language schools have been prepared through their
initial training to teach in multilingual classrooms.
Another important factor is that in French Immersion programs, all the children start
learning French at the same time. However, most immigrant children arrive later in their
educational careers and are several years behind the other children when they start
learning the language of instruction.
Finally, French Immersion programs do not deny the importance of validation, maintenance,
and development of English, the first language of most of the students. On the contrary, the
aim is to produce fluent bilinguals who are equally proficient in the two official languages of
Canada, English and French. As well, like Spanish (castellano) in the Basque Country,
English is not threatened as a result of participation in French Immersion programs. Most
students are immersed in an English-speaking environment in the community and at home.
English is usually the majority language of the local community, and is it has status as an
official language of the country. Moreover, students study “Anglais” as a subject and also
receive some subject instruction in English, in order to foster the continued development of
skills in English. In contrast, immigrant students in English-language schools receive scant
recognition or support for their own languages in the school environment or in the wider
community.

English as a Second Language (ESL)
Ontario’s ESL programs are designed for students in English-language schools whose first
language is other than English. They may be Canadian born, or newcomers from other
countries. They may speak one of more than 100 languages, including several Aboriginal
languages, or an English-related Creole language such as Jamaican Creole or West African
Krio.
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About 20 percent of Ontario's students in English-language elementary schools are English
language learners (i.e., their first language is other than English). More than half were born
in Canada. These children enter a new linguistic and cultural environment when they start
school in Ontario. Since literacy instruction in Ontario's English-language schools is in
English, these children require particular attention, consideration, and support in order to
overcome the mismatch between their first language and the language of instruction.
The most common model for organizing support for English language learners (ELLs)
consists of a combination of ESL classes and integration in mainstream classes. In areas of
high immigration, almost every school may provide an ESL program. In school districts
where English language learners are distributed thinly across the district, making it
difficult to provide ESL support in each school, newcomers may be congregated in one or
two designated schools.
The ESL teacher often works with groups of
students from several grade levels and/or at
various levels of proficiency in English,
depending on the school timetable. The amount
of time that each student spends with the ESL
teacher may vary, with newcomers spending a
significant portion of each day in the ESL class,
while others may receive only an hour or two of
ESL time each week. Many secondary schools
congregate English language learners in classes
that combine language instruction with content
from a specific subject such as Canadian
Geography. In some school districts with very
small numbers of English language learners
distributed in a number of schools, an itinerant
ESL teacher may provide resource support in
several schools, meeting with each student or
group of students for an hour or two each week.
The ESL class provides a low-risk setting for
learners to begin speaking English, learn about
their new environment, and make friends. The
ESL teacher also has opportunities to assess the
learners’ needs and strengths and to select
content and resources that are directly related to
the learners’ needs and backgrounds.

Why not offer self-contained programs?
It is sometimes suggested that selfcontained ESL programs that provide an
intensive full-day program for newcomers
would enable them to adjust more quickly
to their new academic and social
environment and learn sufficient English
after a year or two to join a regular class.
Self-contained programs have the
advantage of concentrating resources and
providing an intensive language and
orientation program specifically designed
for newcomers. However, the
disadvantages of this model outweigh the
advantages. For example:


Students may have no regular contact
with their English-speaking peers; as a
result, they may be denied valuable
opportunities for language learning.



It is simply not possible to learn a new
language to the level required for
academic success within a year or two.
Newcomers will still require support
from all their teachers when they join
their age peers in the regular
classroom.



Students’ engagement with the regular
curriculum is delayed, and many
parents are justifiably anxious that their
children are falling behind in the
mainstream curriculum while they
attend the reception program.



Students who attend a school other
than their neighbourhood school may
not have a chance to make friends with
whom they can socialize out of school.

In the first year, students may spend most of the
day in the language class, but even beginners are
usually integrated into the regular class for part of the day. It is recommended that students
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remain in the mainstream classroom for
those aspects of the program in which
they can participate, such as physical
education, the arts, and (in many cases)
mathematics. The mainstream classroom
offers opportunities for second language
acquisition, social integration, and
academic growth that the ESL classroom
alone cannot offer. The mainstream
classroom provides important
opportunities for students to interact with
English-speaking peers and experience the Student artwork from a Heritage Language
class (Tamil): Toronto District School Board
grade-level curriculum. It would be
counterproductive to keep English language learners apart from the mainstream program
while they learn English; a language is best acquired by using it to do something meaningful,
such as learning how to play baseball, solving a mathematics word problem, creating a
dramatic retelling of a story, planning a class outing, or working on a group project. A wellplanned integrated model also fosters positive intercultural attitudes among all the learners.
Integration does not occur simply by giving a student a desk in the classroom. Such an
approach to “integration” might more properly be termed the “sink or swim” or “submersion”
approach. Without carefully planned program adaptation and support, failure is the most
likely result. In the multilingual school, where the learners are at various stages of
proficiency in the language of instruction, from fully proficient to beginner, it is important
that all teachers support second language acquisition and social integration by adapting
curriculum and assessment, so that the learning outcomes are attainable and appropriate for
students at various stages of proficiency in English.
Heritage Languages
Attitudes towards students’ first languages have changed considerably in the last two or three
decades. Once considered detrimental to children’s cognitive development and social
integration, first language maintenance is now recognized as an important factor in second
language acquisition, and as a significant source of cultural pride and personal identity.
Heritage Language programs are an important component of Canada’s approach to
multiculturalism and are available in many school districts across Canada.
Heritage Language classes are usually offered by district school boards in local schools,
outside regular school hours. Many community groups also offer heritage language classes.
In these classes, students develop their skills in their own language (or the language of their
parents) and learn about the history, important leaders and personalities, traditions, and values
of their cultural communities. As well, students of secondary school age can take courses in
their own language for academic credit.
Because they are usually offered outside the regular school program, heritage language
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classes are often perceived to be less important than the “regular” school curriculum. Also,
students may be reluctant to attend extra classes at times when they might otherwise be
playing or socializing with friends. In many jurisdictions, heritage language teachers are not
members of the teachers’ unions or licensing bodies, are not required to have the same
qualifications and do not receive the same pay as “regular” teachers, have limited job
security, and may have little contact with the other teachers. Some are relatively new in
Canada, and their methods of teaching, while culturally appropriate in their own countries,
may be quite different from the methods the learners are exposed to in the mainstream
program. As a result, they may not be regarded as “professionals” in the same way as their
mainstream colleagues.
In spite of all these difficulties, parents who recognize the benefits of maintaining their
children’s proficiency in their home language are eager to enrol their children in heritage
language classes. Heritage language programs flourish in school districts across Canada,
often with little or no direct support from the school district or provincial Ministry of
Education. In British Columbia, approximately 150 organizations offer heritage language
classes outside the school system, attended by 30,000 learners. In Saskatchewan, 62 member
organizations teach 25 languages. Forty-five languages are taught in Toronto public schools,
mostly outside school hours.
Additional languages
Ontario students are required to develop some proficiency in Canada’s other official
language, which means that students in English-language schools must study French. There is
no requirement that Ontario students study a foreign language.
Many newcomers arrive in Canada with little or no knowledge of French, whereas their age
peers may have already received several years of instruction. Because learning English is
such a high priority, it often seems a “common sense” approach to delay instruction in French
until the newcomer has a good grasp of English. However, in most cases, it is not necessary
to delay instruction in French—as long as the French teacher adapts the program for students
who are new to the language.
Many English language learners are competent language learners. Their experience in
learning an additional language helps them to learn new sounds, acquire vocabulary, and
perceive language patterns. Also, it must be remembered that many newcomers have already
learned additional languages prior to arrival in Canada. For example, many Punjabi speakers
also speak Hindi; many Ukrainians know Russian; and many Cantonese speakers have
learned Mandarin. For many newcomers, English is not a second, but a third or fourth,
language, and French is just one more.
In general, younger newcomers benefit from placement in the French class alongside their
age peers, as long as the program is adapted for them. Some secondary schools provide a
beginner-level French course for newcomers, many of whom are subsequently able to
continue learning French alongside their grade-level peers. However, Ontario’s new policy
Multilingualism in Ontario: an educational perspective
Elizabeth Coelho: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto
Forum: Managing Immigration and Diversity in Quebec and Canada: Barcelona, 22–23 October 2008

14

allows some flexibility for the small minority of newcomers who may benefit from delaying
instruction in French, or in exceptional cases, from exemption altogether—as long as a more
appropriate program is available in its place. For example, students who arrive with
significant gaps in their schooling and limited literacy development in their own language
might benefit from additional time in an ESL/literacy class, while students who have clearly
identified special needs might receive Special Education support instead of French
instruction.

The Results
Canada is often cited as a country with much experience of immigration and with welldeveloped programs for the support of immigrants and the education of their children.
Educational outcomes for immigrant children, as measured by the results of provincial
literacy tests in Ontario, and when viewed in the aggregate, appear very positive. 40 Key
findings include the following:
 It takes an average of five or more years for both newcomer children and Canadian-born
ELLs to achieve results similar to those of their age peers. The data are consistent with
research from the United States.41


Tracking students beyond the five-year period shows that immigrant children eventually
outperform their English-speaking Canadian-born peers. These data are consistent with
the 2006 PISA report on the academic achievement of immigrant children. 42



Students who begin learning English later eventually do better than their younger siblings
—even though they have more English to catch up on.

The Ontario assessment data seem to show that, given sufficient time, immigrant children
do well in Ontario’s schools. Unfortunately, the aggregate data on immigrant children do
not show the great variability among children of different language backgrounds and from
different immigrant communities. The fact is that while some subgroups of immigrant
students do astonishingly well within their first year or two in Canada, others seem never
to catch up. According to a recent study in the Toronto District School Board, students
from some regions of the world, and from some language backgrounds, experience
significantly more academic difficulty than others and eventually drop out in much higher
numbers. For example, students from the English-speaking Caribbean, students from East
Africa, and students from Latin America, as well as Portuguese- and Spanish-speaking
students (immigrant and Canadian-born), have a dropout rate of 30 to 40 percent or more,
compared with about 20 percent for Canadian-born English-speaking students and about
10 percent for students from Eastern Europe and East Asia. 43

Conclusion
Responding to the needs of immigrant children and the children of immigrants requires
coordinated effort on the part of national and provincial governments. NGOs established by
immigrant communities are an important resource, as are other institutions such as public
libraries.
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Schools and school districts need to be held accountable for the educational outcomes of
immigrant children and the children of immigrants. This requires the tracking of student
outcomes over a multi-year period.
English language learners take five or more years to catch up to their age peers in English
language and literacy skills. Some achieve this in a much shorter period of time, while others
take much longer. Some never do, and students from certain countries of origin or language
backgrounds are at much higher risk than others. From this, we can infer that students from
some linguistic communities and some groups of immigrant students are not deriving equal
benefit from their schools at the present time. It is not that these students cannot learn; it is
the school that has to learn how to serve them better.
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