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If you want to know how bilin​gual Que​bec an​glo​phone stu​dents are these days, it’s worth
ask ​ing the kids.

I had the chance to do just that last week at the an​nual French for the Fu ​ture con​fer​ence
for Montreal-area English high school stu​dents, which was held at École F.A.C.E. And what
they told me is there’s a wide dis​par​ity be​tween those who feel at home in their sec ​ond lan​‐
guage and those who are strug ​gling.

“I think my French is pretty medi​ocre,” a bru​tally hon​est 16-year-old said. In ap​pre​ci​a​tion
of her frank self-as​sess​ment, I won’t tell you her name to avoid sin​gling her out. But need ​less
to say, she wasn’t alone.

The ex​er​cise of​fers a re​al​ity check for the English school sys​tem about the chal ​lenges it
faces in try​ing to stem the flow of el​i​gi​ble stu​dents to French schools and take ad​van​tage of its
unique po​si​tion to of​fer bilin​gual pro​grams. De​spite laud​able ef ​forts by English-lan​guage
school boards to strengthen French ed​u​ca​tion, the story stu​dents them​selves tell sug​gest this
en​deav​our re​mains a work in progress.

Al​most univer​sally, the kids said they learn most of their French out​side a school set​ting.
“I started work​ing at McDon​ald’s in Au​gust and I feel like ever since then, speak​ing French

has got​ten much bet​ter,” said Vanessa De Rosa, 16, a stu​dent at Howard S. Billings in Château​‐
guay.

Her friend, Vic​to​ria King, 17, said she’s bol​stered her lan​guage skills through ex​tracur​ric​u​‐
lar ac​tiv​i​ties, like play​ing soc​cer with fran​co​phone team​mates.

“I ap​ply what I learn in French there,” King said. “The French girls on my team are really
French. I feel in​cluded, but some​times I don’t get ev​ery​thing they’re say ​ing.”
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For Lind​say Place High School stu​dents Court​ney Shapiro and Emma Wolf, both 14, it’s
exposure to French me ​dia: watch​ing Les Par​ent, lis​ten​ing to MarieMai and tun​ing into hockey
games on RDS.

Macdon ​ald High School stu​dent Dy​lan Ritchuk, 16, said he speaks French with his rel​a​‐
tives, many of whom are fran​co​phone.

“I’m forced to (speak French) at some fam​ily events,” he said. “Some of my cousins only
speak French.”

On the other hand, stu​dents may be sell​ing their French skills short. At the con​fer​ence,
sev​eral got on stage and per​formed in French as part of a The Voic ​es​tyle sing​ing com​pe​ti​tion.
A few even wrote their own songs in French, in​clud​ing Shapiro and Wolf.

The judges were three grad​u​ates of English schools who have them ​selves per​formed on
TVA’s Que​bec ver​sion of the show, La Voix.

An​ge​like Falbo, 18, made it to the fi​nal elim ​i​na​tion round sing ​ing in French. A grad​u​ate of
Lau​rier Macdon​ald High School, she came from a home with a fran​co​phone mother and an
Ital​ian fa​ther who speaks English.

“French was my first lan​guage, but over the years in school speak​ing English, I lost some
of my French,” Falbo said.

But now she is proud of her abil​ity to bridge the cul​tural di ​vide.
“Af​ter do ​ing La Voix, I started speak​ing more and more French,” Falbo said.
“I think it’s im​por​tant to have bal ​ance.”
Not a sin​gle stu ​dent I asked said that they speak French with their peers any​where other

than in French class — which is at best a missed op​por​tu​nity to re​in​force their skills and at
worst a de​ter​rent to lan​guage ac ​qui​si​tion. Stu​dents who speak French at home, like 14-year-
old Gabriel La​gadic, of Lake​side Academy, have a ma​jor ad​van​tage.

“I have some friends who don’t speak French so well, so they asked me to kind of help
them,” he said.

Kim Gremko, a Grade 9 and 11 French teacher at Lind​say Place High School who was at​‐
tend​ing the con​fer​ence, said it’s tough to get an​glo​phone stu​dents to speak French to each
other be​cause it doesn’t seem au​then​tic. Gremko tries to of​fer her stu​dents real-life op​por​tu​ni​‐
ties to learn French, for in​stance, vis​it​ing with fran​co​phone se​niors and hand ​ing out sand​‐
wiches to the home​less.

“If I take them out​side it makes them re​al​ize they know more than they think they know,”
she said.

“They’re more will​ing to use it when it’s an au​then​tic sit ​u​a​tion, when it’s part of in​ter​act​‐
ing with the real world or real peo​ple do​ing real things.”
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The dif​fi​culty of get​ting young an​glo​phones to speak French be​yond the class​room re​‐
mains the Achilles heel of English schools.

There is an angst par​tic​u​lar to an​glo par​ents in Que​bec, about whether we are do​ing
enough to raise our kids, not only flu​ent in French, but versed in fran​co​phone cul​ture, so they
will have ev​ery op​por​tu​nity here. If we fail, the risk is our chil​dren will one day move away
and leave us be ​hind.

Some 12 per cent of us have hedged our bets and sent our kids to French school; the ma​jor​‐
ity of an​glo​phones — those who re​main at​tached to English in ​sti​tu​tions, fear sac​ri​fic​ing their
chil​dren’s mas​tery of their mother tongue in an in​creas​ingly English world, feel their kids
might strug​gle in French school, or sim​ply be​lieve in the idea of a bilin ​gual ed ​u​ca​tion — cross
our fin​gers and hope the English school sys​tem can of ​fer the best of both worlds.

Schools can’t do it alone, of course. Par​ents have a re​spon​si​bil​ity, too. But given the
amount of time kids spend at school, given that it is of​ten the cen​tre of their so​cial lives, more
needs to be done to bring about a cul ​tural change at English schools so that speak​ing French is
more highly val​ued.

We have to keep work ​ing toward strik​ing the right bal​ance. English schools have come a
long way, but it does no one any favours to look at their progress through rose-coloured
glasses.


