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Two-way relationships between language competencies and globalisation 

Multiple language use in a society could facilitate globalization and globalization could also 

increase the usefulness of multiple languages. Since globalization is the free movement of people, 

products, money and ideas, the value of languages to individuals and to society has probably changed 

with such flows. As a consequence, the language assets of a country as well as the language 

components of human capital of individuals could provide comparative advantage in a globalizing 

world. The use of more than one language is not exceptional but normal in the current world. Over six 

billion people in the world today speak an estimated six thousand languages while living in about two 

hundred different states – over 30 times as many languages as there are states. (Rumbaut, 2007).  

Globalization also enhances “fusion” of cultural elements, such as music, languages and cuisine. 

The most notable fusion language is pidgin, which was not the language of any group but was a 

simplified language of communication between groups. Historically, vocabularies have grown by 

adopting words from other languages. Currently, many languages include words that have arisen 

through information technologies.  

The benefits of language competencies to individuals are theorized to be a wider pool of labour 

market opportunities with better returns for greater competencies, while the benefits to societies are 

economic advantage in trade and investments in a global economy. However, such benefits are yet to 

be conclusively empirically shown. (See for example, Grin, 2002)  Nor has the potential disadvantage 

experienced by unilingual speakers been demonstrated. Some have suggested that unilingual 

Anglophones are insulated from negative impacts since English may be seen as an universal language, 

because it the official language in about 70 countries, because it is the main language of the internet, 

and because it is the most popular second language.  

Nevertheless, some have noted that Canada is advantaged in its two official languages. English is 

reputed to be a “world language” at least for the internet and to a lesser extent for trade and diplomacy. 

French, too, is a major language, spoken in over 55 countries.  

Language wealth in Canada: a case study  

The origins of Canada arose from waves of immigration from pre-historic times, resulting in 

accumulated wealth of languages. Languages have been integrated in culture, politics and law and 

therefore, Canada has data on its language wealth and considerable research related to languages. 

herefore, Canada provides an unique opportunity to examine the value of multi-lingual wealth in a 

globalizing context. 
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Chronological accumulation of languages  

Over time, the contribution of various languages to the pool of language competencies has 

evolved with changing patterns of immigration. The earliest additions to the pool were the indigenous 

languages. Currently, there are some 50 or more individual indigenous languages belonging to 11 

Aboriginal language families (Norris, 2006). Following major immigration from English and French 

speaking countries, Canada was founded as a state in 1987. The preeminence of these two languages 

was recognized in the Official Languages Act of 1969. By the 20 century, immigration flows were 

from a large number of source countries, and the number of people whose mother tongue was neither 

English nor French rose from 2.8 in 1971 to 4.7 million in 1996. (Harrison, 2000). These additional 

languages are often called “heritage languages” and the Canadians who are neither Anglophone or 

Francophone are Allophones. “Multiculturalism” is recognized in law. (Canadian Multiculturalism 

Act, 1985, An Act for the preservation and enhancement of multiculturalism in Canada). The source 

countries of immigrants changed considerably through the last century and the composition of 

language wealth reflected these origins. (See Table 1) Unlike many other countries, Canada’s 

languages are drawn from both the east and the west because of its immigration across both the Pacific 

and the Atlantic due to its geographic location. Due to large numbers of immigrants in a short time 

from certain countries, the growth in some languages, such as Tagalog, grew more rapidly. Not only 

did the relative ranks of the languages change over the past 50 years, but also the number of persons 

speaking the language as a mother tongue grew with immigration and waned with assimilation.  

Table 1: The changed ranking of the top ten heritage languages reflect the shifts in the source countries 
of immigrants to Canada 

Top 10 heritage languages in 1941, 1996 and 2006 

1941 1996 2006 

German 

Ukrainian 

Yiddish 

Polish 

Italian 

Norwegian 

Russian 

Swedish 

Finnish 

Chinese 

Chinese 

Italian 

German 

Spanish 

Portuguese 

Polish 

Punjabi 

Ukrainian 

Arabic 

Tagalog 

Chinese 

Italian 

German 

Punjabi 

Spanish 

Arabic 

Tagalog 

Portuguese 

Polish 

Urdu 

Source: Statistics Canada, censuses 

In 2001, 5.4 million people or 18 percent of the population reported that they were born outside 

of Canada, the highest level in 70 years. Over three quarters (79%) of immigrants who came in the 90s 

were allophones, up from one half (49%) of those who arrived in the 70s. During this same period, the 

English speaking immigrants decreased from 45% in the 70s to 18% in the 90s, however, immigrants 

with French mother tongue have remained at about 5% over the past 30 years. These changes have not 

only changed the language dynamics within Canada but also Canada’s relationships with major 

immigration source countries. 

Settlement patterns affected the distribution of language wealth. There are strong concentrations 

of indigenous languages in the western provinces as well as the Territories. Quebec is a Francophone 

province, while there are French minorities in provinces such as Ontario and Manitoba. New 

Brunswick is an officially bilingual province.  
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Indicators of language wealth  

Languages contribute to the cultural wealth of the country, however, economists argue that, due 

to transaction and other costs, languages may not fit the economic definition of wealth. Further, 

languages spoken by small sub-populations may not have economic value but are important for ethnic 

and social wellbeing.  

Three indicators can be used to understand language wealth:  

 The number of languages spoken in the country and the growth in the number of languages 

 The growth in the number of people reporting knowing English, French and other languages 

 The number of people reporting knowing more than one language 

The number of languages spoken in the country and the growth in the number of languages 

As indicated earlier, there are 50 or more indigenous languages which are spoken by 207,000 

aboriginal people, less than 1% of the population. Furthermore, there were more than 6 million people, 

about 18%, with over 200 languages as mother tongue other than English or French identified during 

census 2006. (Statistics Canada, 2008) New languages were added in 1971 and 1981 in the census 

questionnaire.  

The growth in the number of people reporting knowing English, French and other languages 

Language is described as a “supercollective good” because its communication value increases 

with the number of speakers. (Sabourin, 1985). Therefore, information on the number of people 

reporting using English, French and other languages is useful in understanding the impact of 

languages. Indeed, some have suggested that a critical mass is important for survival and maintenance 

of a language.  

The rapid rise in the proportion of allophones in the Canadian population is accompanied by a 

declining share of groups that claim English and French as their mother tongue. The share of the 

English mother-tongue dropped from 59.1% in 2001 to 57.8% in 2006 and the French mother-tongue 

population fell from 22.9% in 2001 to 22.1% in 2006, maintaining a downward trend that has persisted 

for more than half a century. 

The proportion of Allophones has grown from 4.7 million in 1996 to 6.3 million in 2006, an 

increase of 18% from 2001, which was three times the growth rate of 4% for the population as a 

whole. (Table 2) 

Table 2: Population growth of non-official mother tongues 

 

1996 2001 2006 Percentage change 

Number  % Number % Number  % 1996-2001 2001-2006 

4,744,060 16.6 5,334,845 18.0 6,293,110 20.1 12.5 18.0 

Sources: Statistics Canada, censuses of population, 1996 to 2006.  
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The increase in the top non-official language groups varied by language with Chinese growing ( 

31,000 in 1941 to 1,030,090 in 2006) and Ukrainian declining (313,000 in 1941 to 141,805 in 2006). 

Generally children and grand children of older waves of immigrants from Germany and the Ukraine, 

now speak English or French as the mother tongue. (Figure 1) 

Figure 1. Growth in top non-official language groups, Canada
1
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1.  “Chinese” includes Mandarin, Cantonese, Hakka, Taiwanese, Chaochow (Teochow), Fukien and Shanghainese, as 
well as a residual category (Chinese languages not otherwise specified). 

Source: Statistics Canada, censuses 

The distribution of allophones varied with patterns of settlement. Though there are dense 

populations in major cities such as Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal, there are a substantial number 

of allophones in other areas of Canada as well. (Figure 2) 

Figure 2 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2008 
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The number of persons speaking more than one language:  

It has been assumed that most people have a single mother tongue. However, in a multi-cultural 

society, the numbers with more than one mother tongue has been on the rise.  

In 2006, almost 400,000 people said that they had more than one mother tongue. Over 290,000 said 

their mother tongues were either official language or both in addition to a non-official language. About 

1.2million people spoke a non-official language at home and about 2% said that they spoke more than 

two languages at home. 

In Canada, English and French are official languages, which could contribute to the use of more 

than one language. The proportion that reported knowing both official languages has been growing. 

(Table 3).  More Francophones (43.4%, 2,909,905) than Anglophones (9%, 1,558,980) reported 

knowing both official languages. In 2001, among youth aged 15 to 19, 17% (219,985) of 

Anglophones, 47% (200,250) and 20% (55,120) of Allophones were bilingual (Statistics Canada, 

2001) 

Table 3: Percentage and number of Canadians reporting knowledge of French and English 

Census year Percentage of population Population  

1961 12.2% 2,231,172 

1981 15.3% 3,681,960 

2001 17.7% 5,231,575 

2006 18.3% 5,448,850 

Source: Statistics Canada, Censuses 

The distribution of English and French speakers is unevenly spread across the country, with 

major concentrations along the Quebec-Toronto corridor as well as in New Brunswick, Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan. (Figure 3)  

Figure 3 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2008 
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Though the historical and cultural reasons for bilingualism are widely accepted, the use of two 

languages may generate both costs and benefits. Costs would include the provision of education and 

services in both languages which compete for financial and other resources while benefits include 

intangibles such as identity and social cohesion.  

 “Even more significant than the growth of the mother-tongue community of a language is its 

increasing use as a second language. ...Languages by means of which these needs can be fulfilled 

acquire additional secondary and primary speakers who, in turn, enhance their utility value”. 

Coulmas, 1996, p.200. He also points out that the number of speakers studying and/or speaking it as a 

foreign language is the strongest indicator of the international status of a language. Both strongly 

suggest that the need to look beyond the size of a speech community and to include both primary and 

secondary proficiency in the language. 

English is a perfect example of the importance of second-language speakers to the vitality of a 

language. English enjoys its current status as the international lingua franca not solely as a result of 

the weight of mother-tongue population of English speakers, but in large part due to the fact that it is 

the most widely spoken second language. One could compare the situation of English to that of 

Chinese, which is more widely spoken as a first language, but is less widely used as a second 

language. 

In total, over 9 million people (29%) speak two languages in Canada. Of these, just under 

5 million people speak English or French and another language. About 2 million people (6%) speak 

three or more languages. (Table 4) 

Table 4: The number of Canadians speaking one or more languages 

Number of People speaking one, two and three languages 

Census, 2001 

  
One 
Language 

Two 
Languages 

Three or 
more 
Languages 

      

Total 20015415 9199515 2026100 

Percent 64% 29% 6% 

      

English Only 15697475    

French Only 3851775    

non-official Language(s) Only 466165 53100 1115 

English and French  4183495   

English and Other(s)  4691580 740895 

French and Other(s)  271340 18735 

English and French and Other(s)     1265355 

The value of second (or third) language must be examined in relation to the costs of acquiring it 

as well as the additional value gained by its use. Chiswick and Miller (1995) used data from the US, 

Canada, Australia and Israel, to investigate the determinants of immigrant’s fluency in the dominant 

language of their country of residence using variables such as exposure to the dominant language, 

individual efficiency in learning a second language and the economic benefits from language fluency. 

All three variables were shown to have a statistically positive impact on fluency gained by immigrants 

in the dominant language. Immigrants tend to opt for the official language that is closer to their mother 
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tongue, that predominates in their region of residence and that has the broader value in the labor 

market or economy. 

Though people can speak more than one language, it is likely that their competence in the first 

language generally surpasses their competence in the others. Therefore, they may be more efficient in 

communicating in their first language. Supportive evidence was seen in the PISA scores in English 

and French of native born, first generation and immigrant 15 year olds. In each group, students whose 

first language was either English or French outscored students who spoke another language at home.  

Figure 5 

Reading Proficiency (PISA 2000 Scores) 
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Source: PISA, Learning Policy Directorate, HRSDC 

Factors affecting the growth and decline of language wealth 

Unless efforts are made to protect and to promote the language assets, they could be eroded due 

to other socio demographic, economic and cultural factors. Factors could affect the decline of the 

number of speakers of particular languages, resulting in a decline and finally a loss of the language 

from the inventory of Canadian language assets. While new languages may be added, factors affecting 

the retention of these languages also need to be understood.  

Rates of immigration 

The growth in the three indicators of language wealth has been largely driven by immigration. 

The rise of Chinese is largely due to the large numbers of immigrants whose mother tongue was 

Chinese who came to Canada between 1981 and 2000. In comparison, the major influx of immigrants 

with German a mother tongue was before 1981 resulting in only a slight growth of German mother 

tongue speakers since 2000. (Figure 6) 
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Figure 6. Non-official mother tongues by immigrant status and period of immigration, Canada, 2006 

 
Source: Statistics Canada, Censuses 

Language skill loss 

Though both official languages may be learned at school, the lack of opportunities to speak the 

second official language may result in skill loss. These language skill losses may be related to age 

because of the opportunities to learn the second language as well as the opportunities to speak the 

language has varied over time. (Figure 7) This is especially noticeable for French, since the 

possibilities for speaking it in locations outside of Quebec are limited. Figure 3 showing the 

distribution of people speaking both English and French can also serve as a proxy to show what 

language consumption and market for language related products could be.   

Figure 7: Rate of bilingualism (English and French) among Anglophones by age groups, Canada 
excluding Quebec, 1996 to 2006 

 
Source: Statistics Canada. censuses 
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In 2001, 14.7% of Anglophones aged 15 to 19 were bilingual. In 2006, when the cohort was five 

years older (aged 20 to 24), only 12.2% reported being bilingual. Similar trends are observed when 

following the rate of bilingualism over time for the cohort aged 15 to 19 in 1996. 

Intermarriage 

A growing number of people report multiple ethnic ancestries, probably due to intermarriage. In 

2001, 11.3 million or 38% of the population reported multiple ethnic origins, up from 10.2 million in 

1996 and 7.0 million in 1986. Such intermarriages could result in either two mother tongues being 

retained, or only one being actively maintained, or both mother tongues being given up while 

switching to one of the official languages. In the latter case, the numbers speaking English or French 

will be boosted with a commensurate loss in the allophone language.  

A couple is termed 'exogamous' when the spouses do not have the same mother tongue. Having a 

husband with English or French as the mother tongue was generally more widespread among women 

from older heritage language groups as they marry into Canadian families. In Canada, when an 

allophone lives as a couple with an Anglophone or a Francophone, the language other than English or 

French is seldom the primary language used at home. 

In 97% of the cases where the allophone's spouse or partner has English as the mother tongue, 

English is the dominant language at home outside Quebec. In Quebec, the proportion reaches 92%. 

When considering allophones whose spouse or partner has French as their mother tongue 

(French-and-other-language exogamous couple), in Quebec, 80% report French as the predominant 

home language, while 19% report that English is used most often at home. Outside Quebec, in French-

and-other-language exogamous couples, English is the predominant home language for 82% of the 

allophones, while 15% speak French most often at home. 

Assimilation and integration 

Assimilation is a sensitive issue, where a mother tongue is replaced with the official language. On 

the other hand, integration results in the adoption of an official language but the mother tongue is 

retained as well, however, the primacy of the official language could put the mother tongue at risk.  

Slightly less than one allophone in two (46%) speaks English or French most often at home. The 

proportion rises to 68% when considering allophones who report that they speak a language other than 

English or French most often at home but use English or French on a regular basis as well. Two out of 

five allophones (40%) speak English or French exclusively at home. 

Assimilation and integration is dependent on the time elapsed since immigration. Earlier 

immigrants are more likely to speak English or French at home, whether or not, they retain their 

mother tongue (Table 5). 

The rate of language transfer to English for Francophones has been rising steadily since 1971. In 

2006, 39% of Francophones used English most often at home, compared with 38% in 2001, 35% in 

1991 and just under 30% in 1971. In 2006, outside Quebec, nearly 42% of Francophones who use 

English most often at home also speak French regularly, up from 39% in 2001. 
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Table 5: Use of an official language most often at home among allophones by period of immigration 

Use of an official language most often at home among allophones by period of 
immigration, Canada, 1971, 1991 and 2006 

 

Rate of assimilation/integration, % 

1971 1991 2006 

Before 1961  47.4 60.3 66.6 

1961 to 1970  22.1 45.7 53.2 

1971 to 1980  …  33.6 43.9 

1981 to 1990  …  17.3 32.9 

1991 to 2000  …  …  23.8 

2001 to 2006  …  …  19.2 

not applicable    

Sources: Statistics Canada, censuses of population, 1971, 1991 and 2006. 

Extinction of indigenous language: 

The total numbers of people speaking indigenous languages is small to start with and over the 

past 100 years, at least 10 languages have become extinct due to the lack of native speakers. Currently 

only one in four (24%) aboriginal people is able to speak or understand an indigenous language, a drop 

from 29% in 1996. (Norris, 2006) 

Second language learning 

One of the indications of the revitalization of indigenous languages is the learning of an 

aboriginal language as a second language. In 2001, more people could speak an aboriginal language 

than had an aboriginal language as a mother tongue (239,000 compared to 203, 300) which could 

indicate that some have learned their aboriginal language as a second language. In 2001, 20% of the 

population that spoke an indigenous language (about 47,100 people) learned it as a second language 

(Norris, 2006).  

A simple index of second language acquisition is an useful indicator. This is the comparison of 

the number of people who report being able to speak the language with the number of state that this 

language is their mother tongue. Thus, for every 100 persons with a specific mother tongue, if more 

100 persons in the overall population speak the language, they have learned it as a second language. 

Thus, for Inuktitut, 32,775 are able to speak the language, 3,445 as a second language, resulting in an 

Index of second language acquisition of 110.  

Table 6: Population of English mother tongue and population of English as the language spoken most 
often at home, and difference between the two, Canada, 1971 to 2006 Years 

Census 
year 

Pop with English as 
mother tongue 

Pop with English most 
often spoken at home 

Difference Index of 
second 

language 
acquisition 

 Number  % Number  % Number  %  

1971 
1981 
1991 
2001 
2006 

12,967,440 
14,784,810 
16,311,210 
17,521,880 
18,055,685 

60.1 
61.4 
60.4 
59.1 
57.8 

14,446,235 
16,425.900 
18,440,540 
20,011,535 
20,840,565 

67.0 
68.2 
68.3 
67.5 
66.7 

1,478,790 
1,641,090 
2,129,330 
2,489.665 
2,784,880 

6.9 
6.8 
7.9 
8.4 
8.9 

110 
110 
112 
114 
115 

Source: Statistics Canada, Censuses                                                                                 
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According to the 2006 Census, 2.8 million Canadians whose mother tongue was not English used 

this language most often at home. This situation reflects the prevalence of transfers to English by 

many francophones and allophones, though the phenomenon is less common in Quebec. 

Given the decline in the proportion of English mother-tongue people (or people with English as 

mother tongue) and the increase in language transfers to English, there has been an increasing gap 

between the proportion of people with English mother tongue and of people with English as home 

language since 1981. In 2006, 58% had English as mother tongue while 67% spoke English most often 

at home. 

An examination of the population with English as a mother tongue showed a slight decline over 

each decade. The difference between the population with English as mother tongue and the population 

with English most often spoken at home rose from about 1.5 million in 1971 to 2.9 million in 2006, an 

increase of 2 percentage points. The Index of second language acquisition rose from 110 in 1971 to 

115 in 2006.  

Assimilation and integration also occurs between the official languages In 1971, one Canadian in 

four (25.7%) spoke French at home. Thirty years later, in 2001, the proportion had decreased to 

22.0%. The decline has continued since 2001, reaching 21.4% in 2006. Since 1991, the downward 

trend of French as the language spoken at home has been a steady 0.6 percentage point every five 

years. 

Intergenerational transfer 

Transmission of language from one generation to the other cannot be taken for granted. The 

language spoken at home is most likely the mother tongue of the next generation. Thus, if English or 

French, rather than the mother tongue was spoken at home, children were less likely to learn the 

mother tongue of their parents.  

Harrison, in an analysis using 1996 census data showed that children whose parents had the same 

heritage language were much likely to learn it as their mother tongue. At least three quarters of 

children whose parents mother tongue was Polish, Chinese, Spanish, Punjabi or Vietnamese had the 

same mother tongue but less than half the children shared Dutch, Italian and Tagalog as the mother 

tongue with their parents. Furthermore, fewer children had their heritage language as their home 

language than their mother tongue. (Figure 8) Even in endogenous marriages, fewer than half the 

children use their heritage language as their mother tongue, except for Polish, Chinese, Spanish or 

Vietnamese families. When only one of the parents has the heritage language as the mother tongue, its 

use as the home language is quite rare. The exceptions were Chinese, Punjabi and Vietnamese, where 

more than 10% of children in exogamous families used the heritage language as their home language. 

Nonetheless, 7 of the 13 largest heritage language groups, at least 90% of children of endogamous 

families spoke the heritage language as a second language. Often, they spoke it well enough to carry 

on a conversation (Harrison, 2000). 

This phenomenon had been the case for French families living outside of Quebec. Increasing 

numbers of people shifting to English contribute to the loss of French as a mother tongue to the 

children of Francophone women. Consequently, the number and proportion of Francophone children is 

much reduced. As a result, the Francophone population is aging much faster than the Anglophone 

population (Figure 9). 
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Figure 8 

Children may learn the mother tongue of parents but 
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Source: Harrison, 2000 based on 1996 census data 
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Figure 9: Age structure of English and French mother tongues, 5 year age groups, Canada less Quebec, 
2006 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, Census 2006.  

Fostoring linguistic competencies in Canada 

Languages are well entrenched in the legislative frameworks of Canada and they have played a 

key role in the political and cultural life of the country. This is to be expected in a country with as 

diverse a population as Canada. (Textbox 2)  

Language wealth as well as language human capital can decline without investment by 

individuals and countries. The two main strategies are to support the retention of known and spoken 

languages and to support the acquisition of a second language. The strategies for the retention of 

known and spoken languages are not directed to instruction, but rather to communities and groups 

which engage in activities that help to retain languages, particularly heritage languages. The strategies 

for the acquisition of second language are more complex, because they are largely voluntary and 

require citizens to take the initiative. Such decisions are affected by consideration of time, effort and 

money as well as the age of the citizen and possibilities of returns in the working years.  

The acquisition of a second language requires time, effort and money. Since these resources are 

not abundant, they have economic value, or scarcity. The benefits resulting from knowledge of a 

second language are spread over time. Learning a second language therefore is an investment or the 

acquisition of an asset. More specifically, it can be said that a second (third or fourth) language is a 

form of human capital, capable, like all capital, of being increased or depreciating-although, unlike 

material goods, it does not deteriorate with use-or even of becoming outdated.
 
 (Breton, 1978, p.1-2) 
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Figure 10: French–English bilingualism rates among Anglophones and Francophones 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, Census 1971, 1991, 1996, 2001. 

Support for bilingualism 

Canadian culture and policies are largely directed to the two official languages, English and 

French. Over the past 40 years, the bilingual population has grown, however, only 20% of the 

population can speak both English and French. (Figure 10) As discussed before, bilingualism is more 

widespread among francophones than Anglophones.  

Three of the major programs contributing to bilingualism are: immersion programs, second 

language education in schools, and bilingualism training for public servants in order to provide 

government services in either official language. 

Immersion programs 

Canada has been a leader in “immersion education”, particularly at the start of the schooling 

years. The purpose of immersion programs is to support the acquisition of a second language by using 

it as the language of instruction rather than as the object of instruction. In immersion, the second 

language is used to teach a variety of subjects, ranging from history and arts to mathematics and the 

sciences. There are three models: (1) Early immersion - kindergarten or Grade 1 (2) Delayed or middle 

immersion - Grade 2 and Grade 6 (3) Late immersion - Grade 6 or later. The proportion of instruction 

time spent using the second language can vary between 100% for total-immersion programs, to as low 

as 40%–50% in a partial-immersion program.  

Parents of children aged five to 24 years were asked during the Survey of Canadian Attitudes 

toward Learning, whether they had ever enrolled any of their children in some form of language-

immersion program at the elementary or secondary school levels. Approximately one-quarter of 

respondents had done so with 18.5% whose children had attended French immersion, 4.5% had 

attended English immersion and 1.5% had attended other immersion programs. (Canadian Council on 

learning, 2007) In homes where French is the language spoken most often, parents were much less 

likely (.04 times as likely) to enroll their children in immersion, compared to homes where English 

was the language spoken most often. In homes where both English and French were regularly spoken, 

parents were nearly five times more likely to enroll their children in immersion, compared to English-



DRAFT VERSION – Please do not quote 

 15 

only homes. Immigrant children were less likely than non-immigrant children to participate in French-

immersion education, however, when they do, they perform as well as Anglophone children. . 

The effectiveness of immersion education at an early age is hotly debated. However, French 

immersion students appear to perform nearly as well as native speakers in many language assessments. 

(Figure 11) French-immersion students do not do as well in speaking and writing skill but their 

proficiency is sufficient for most purposes. Students graduate from immersion programs with strong 

French-language skills and show above-average achievement in English literacy and in math and 

science.  

Figure 11: Scores on French-language tests for early-French immersion, core French, and native French 
fifth graders 

 

Source: Canadian Council on Learning, Lessons in learning: French immersion in Canada 2007 

Since immersion programs focus on instruction in French, this could affect native language 

development. Typically, students in total early immersion receive no instruction in English until the 

third or fourth grade when English-language arts are introduced for the first time. During the first 

years of their immersion programs, early total-immersion students tend to score lower than students in 

English school on English-language testing of literacy skills (such as reading comprehension, spelling 

and written vocabulary). However, most studies indicate that they show improvement in these skills 

after the first year of English-language arts instruction (introduced in grade 3 or 4).(Turnbull et al. 

2001) 

Though French immersion is a successful program, participation rates are not sufficiently 

widespread to increase substantially rates of French–English bilingualism among Canadians. 

Language education at school 

Most children are exposed to English and French in school. However, the quality of the teaching 

of languages is uneven. Many provinces do not have data on language training in schools. (Table 7) 
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Table 7: Number of students learning an official language as a second language at school, Canada. 

French-Language School Systems English-Language School Systems 

 591,615 students learn English as a 

second language in Quebec and New 

Brunswick.  

Statistics not available for other provinces and 

territories. 

 2,060,322 students learn French as a 

second language, including 328,451 in 

French immersion programs.  

Statistics not available for core French 

programs in Quebec English schools 

Source: Data 2001-2002. Centre for Education Statistics, Statistics Canada. 

Second language training for public servants 

Because any federal public service must be available in either official language, many federal 

public servants must be bilingual to serve the public in the official language of their choice. The 

federal public service has established its own language-training program. During the 20 year span 

between the early 1970s and the early 1990s over 2500 public servants annually received language 

training in French or English in language centres across Canada. The last few years have been marked 

by a sharp reduction in the number of courses offered directly through federal language training 

centres and by more subcontracting to commercial language schools. Furthermore, efforts are made to 

hire people who already are bilingual.  

Individual and societal returns to linguistic competencies in a globalising world 

Key questions remain. Is the value of language knowledge enhanced in a global context? Is there 

a comparative advantage accruing to countries with populations that speak diverse languages? How 

would the value and comparative advantage be measured?  

An useful framework for examining the potential returns to linguistic competencies takes into 

consideration both social and economic returns, as well as returns to individuals and societies, in a 

global context. (Figure 12) 

Figure 12: Framework for returns to linguistic competencies in a globalizing world 

[To be provided] 

Individual social returns in a globalization context 

Though no empirical studies exist, ethnic identity, family wellbeing and world view are 

suggested as social returns to the individual.  

Societal social returns in a globalization context 

Social returns are difficult to identify, however, relationships based on language spoken such as 

Canada’s membership in Francophonie is a notable one. A case can also be made that Canada has 

assumed the role of peacekeeper and peace maker around the world due to trust earned because 

immigrants from many countries are an integral part of Canadian society. Many point to the number of 

people of immigrant origin who have been elected to parliament.  
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Societal economic returns in a globalization context 

It has been hypothesized that there is a competitive advantage for pluri-lingualism of countries in 

trade which has given birth to the discipline of “language economics”.  

Some international theory and evidence (Rauch 1996, Gould 1994, Head and Ries 1998) supports 

the premise that immigration has tended to induce trade flows, either because immigrants brought 

established tastes specific to the country of production with them,  (Trefler (1995)) or because 

immigrants had the knowledge and contacts necessary to establish and maintain bilateral trade 

linkages. Language skills of immigrants, no doubt enhanced this trade-producing potential.  

There was evidence in large global samples that bilateral merchandise trade flows were higher 

between pairs of countries that shared a common language (Eichengreen and Irwin 1998, Frankel, 

Stein and Wei 1998, and Helliwell 1998) as well as for trade among the industrial countries of the 

OECD. (Helliwell 1997b and 1998). The effects of language were found to be robust to the inclusion 

of other, possibly confounding, variables such as distance, adjacency, and joint membership in a 

preferential trading group. In other words he was able to show that the effect of common language was 

more trade and not because they were neighbours or trade partners. Helliwell extended this analysis to 

determine if the effects of a common language apply equally to all languages, as well as to second and 

third languages.(Helliwell, 1999)  He found that among OECD countries, the common language effect 

is due to the role of English and other language based trade pathways were not significant.  

Both contiguity of land mass and languages could have contributed to the success of trade 

relations in North America. The longest open border between the United States and Canada is 

certainly facilitated by a shared language. The 300,000 or more Spanish speakers also could benefit 

trade with Mexico. 

NAFTA accord has resulted in a tripling of intra North American trade since it was signed. 

among Canada, Mexico, and the United States through NAFTA. In 1998, total three–way trade among 

Canada, Mexico and the United States rose to about $752 billion, with Canada–U.S. and Canada–

Mexico trade accounting for $484 billion. Since the implementation of the NAFTA, Canada’s trade 

with the United States has risen 80%, while trade with Mexico has doubled. Mexico is now Canada’s 

13
th
 largest export market and fourth largest import source. All three countries have grown 

economically, Canada at the fastest average rate, Mexico at the slowest. (Foreign Affairs and 

International Trade Canada, 2008).  

Canada’s trade missions include native language speakers and people originating from the 

countries in question which have resulted in easier negotiations.  

Individual economic returns in a globalization context 

Individuals can contribute to the flows of money to other countries. The World Bank estimates 

flows to developing countries at US$167 billion in 2005. Remittances represent an important revenue 

source for developing countries. In absolute terms, India (US$21.7 billion), China (US$21.4 billion), 

and Mexico (US$18.1 billion) top the list.  The value of these remittances is particularly important to 

small developing countries because, for example, they account for 20 to 30% of GDP in Jordan and 

Haiti.  

A significant proportion of immigrants to Canada send money to families in their countries of 

origin The incidence of remitting among immigrants from different countries ranges from less than 

10% (developed countries, such as UK and South Korea) to over 60% (developing countries such as 
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Jamaica) and the annual amounts from about $500 to almost $3,000, depending on earnings, length of 

time in Canada and age.  

Individual social returns to language in Canada 

The very fact that Canada has been able to retain 200 languages while also maintaining economic 

growth as well as a rising standard of living speaks volumes regarding the social returns to the 

individual. Individuals are able to retain their ethnic identity and cultural pride as citizens of Canada.  

Societal social returns in Canada 

There has been little research on social returns of language competencies society as a whole. 

However, the success of the multicultural policy is an indication. Kymlicka (1998) in his analysis of 

this policy used five indicators: rising naturalization rates, active political participation of minorities, 

rising exogamy, official language competencies and comparisons with USA and Australia. He found 

positive results in all five indicators. He concludes that multiculturalism has been a vital policy 

promoting citizenship acquisition, participation and integration, while allowing people to "retain or 

express their identity if they so choose" (1:9).  

Breton states that there is “in addition to an economic yield to languages, a cultural yield which is 

related to literary and other forms of creativity.  

Societal economic returns to language in Canada 

Since Canada is a bilingual state, trade flows between provinces was studied using methodologies 

that tested factors such as language and contiguity.  No robust language effect was found. According 

to Helliwell, “ the language effects on trade that are so apparent across national borders do not appear 

to characterize trade flows across provincial boundaries in Canada.  

However, languages have enabled Canada to excel in certain sectors. Despite its small population 

(one percent of the world’s population) Canada ranks among the world leaders in translation and 

language training sectors. Canada's translation sector accounts for a remarkable six per cent of the 

world market, with annual revenues of over C$400 million while Canadian language training 

specialists serve approximately twelve per cent of world demand and generate approximately C$450 

million in revenues. (Industry Canada, 2008)  

Individual economic returns to language in Canada  

By far, the greatest amount of work has been done on individual economic returns and whether 

knowledge of languages enhance or hinder employment outcomes and earnings.  

Earnings of immigrants in Canada were shown to increase with schooling, pre-immigration 

experience and duration in Canada, as well as with proficiency in the official languages (English and 

French). Using selectivity correction techniques, Chiswick and Miller (2003) showed that there was 

complementarity between language skills and both schooling and pre-immigration experience so that 

greater proficiency in the official languages enhances the effects on earnings of schooling and pre-

immigration labor market experience. Language proficiency and post-migration experience appear to 

substitute each other, therefore, those with greater proficiency have a smaller effect of time in Canada 

on earnings.
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The effects of immersion on language proficiency in an official language and participation in post 

secondary education was first examined. PISA scores in English and French were used as a measure of 

proficiency gained in the official language. The OECD average was a score of 500. It is clear that 

those with scores well above the OECD average of 500, whether or not they had immersion education, 

attended post secondary education while those that were below did not. Furthermore, well over 80% of 

those that had immersion education did so. A higher percentage of those without immersion did not 

attend post secondary education. Their PISA scores were below the OECD average. The key finding is 

that mother tongue is not a factor in the success of immersion education as a prelude to post secondary 

education.  

Table 8: Mother tongue, immersion education and participation in Post secondary education 

Educational Outcome 

English Mother 
Tongue 

French Mother 
Tongue 

Other Mother Tongue 

French 
Immersion 

No 
Immersion 

English 
Immersion 

No 
Immersion 

English 
Immersion 

French 
Immersion 

No 
Immersion 

Not in Tertiary A or 
Tertiary B 

18% 27% 16% 32% 16% 15% 11% 

Tertiary A or Tertiary B 82% 73% 84% 68% 84% 85% 89% 

 Mean Score in PISA Reading 

Not in Tertiary A or 
Tertiary B 

496 479 506 471 452 --------- 451 

Tertiary A or Tertiary B 574 557 594 558 555 532 534 

The language used at work can have a major impact on employment outcomes and earnings. Use 

of a particular language or a mix of languages indicates a demand for those language skills in the local 

market economy. Three fourths of the working age population used English at work. (Table 9) 

However, it was surprising to find that the demand for both official languages at the work place was 

very similar (less than 2%) to the demand for a non-official language. Most of those with a non-

official mother tongue language worked in English.  

Close to 2.8 million Canadians, or 15% of the population, reported using more than one language 

at work in 2006. This was a 0.4 percentage point increase over 2001 levels. 

Table 9: Mother tongue and the language used most often at work 

Mother Tongue and Language Used Most Often at Work 

Working population, Census 2001 

  Mother Tongue 

Language Used Most 
Often at Work English French 

English and 
French 

Aboriginal 
Language Other Total 

          

English 58.60% 2.82% 0.16% 0.28% 14.39% 76.25% 

French 0.51% 18.59% 0.08% 0.01% 1.00% 20.18% 

Both 0.24% 0.94% 0.07% 0.00% 0.33% 1.58% 

Non-Official Language 0.04% 0.01% 0.00% 0.13% 1.23% 1.40% 

Other Response 0.05% 0.02% 0.00% 0.02% 0.49% 0.59% 

Total 59.43% 22.37% 0.31% 0.44% 17.44% 100.00% 
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Has this pattern of language use persisted among immigrants? Since the languages of more recent 

immigrants were more likely to be neither English nor French, their language at work could have 

changed over time. Data from the most recent census, 2006, showed that a lower percentage of 

immigrants from 2001-2006 work in English than those that arrived before 1991 – a drop from 83% to 

75%. (Table 10) The percentage working in French did not change. However, the percentage of those 

working in a non-official language rose from about 5% to almost 12% . The percentage using English 

and a non-official language also rose slightly but the percentage was below 3%. 

Table 10: Language used at work for immigrants whose mother tongue is neither English nor French 

Source: Statistics Canada - 2006 Census. Catalogue Number 97-555-XCB2006033.  

If indeed immigrants were working in English or French while their mother tongue was different, 

did their proficiency in the official language affect their income? First, the impact of home language 

on language proficiency was analysed using the International Adult Literacy Survey. (Table 11) 

Table 11: The distribution among literacy proficiency levels of the working age population based on first 
language learned 

Population estimates by literacy levels and first language learnt and still understood in thousands       
(percentages in parentheses) 

 Prose literacy level    

First language learnt and still 
understand 1 % 2 % 3 % 

4 and 
5 % Total % 

English 1770 (12.6) 3630 (25.9) 5580 (39.8) 3050 (21.7) 14030 (100) 

French 1270 (21.9) 1910 (33.0) 1920 (33.1) 696 (12.0) 5796 (100) 

Other 1910 (37.6) 1370 (27.0) 1300 (25.7) 488 (9.6) 5068 (100) 

Total 4950 (19.9) 6910 (27.8) 8800 (35.3) 4234 (17.0) 24894 (100) 

Those with a first language other than English and French fare less well in official language 

proficiency compared to native speakers. Over half scored below level 3, the desired level of 

proficiency. 

Lower language proficiency could be the reason for the lower earnings of those whose first 

language was neither English nor French. Using the census it is possible to examine the income 

according to the knowledge of languages. (Table 12) There definitely appeared to be a premium for 

knowledge of both English and French. More of those that only knew a non-official language or more 

Language used at work for Immigrants whose Mother Tongue is neither English nor French 

 Year of immigration 

 2001 2006 1996 to 2000 1991 to 1995 before 1991 

Language used most often at work     

 English 75.70% 80.57% 80.38% 84.37% 

 French 7.66% 5.64% 6.29% 6.91% 

 Non-official language 11.94% 9.22% 8.48% 4.69% 

 English and French 1.64% 1.41% 1.77% 1.74% 

 English and non-official language 2.72% 2.91% 2.77% 1.91% 

 French and non-official language 0.14% 0.10% 0.10% 0.12% 

 English, French and non-official language 0.20% 0.15% 0.20% 0.26% 

Total  100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 
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than one such language earned in the lower ranges. Those that spoke another language in addition to 

English earned better than those that knew French and another language.  

Table 12: Income distribution based on the knowledge of languages 

Income by Knowledge of Languages, Census 2001 

 

English 
and 

Other 
English 

Only 

French 
and 

Other 
French 
Only 

English 
and 

French 

English, 
French 
& Other 

Other 
(single) 

Multiple 
Other Total 

Below $20,000 14.32% 11.12% 24.35% 16.29% 12.55% 10.65% 20.56% 21.09% 12.50% 

$20,000 to $39,000 21.17% 18.38% 30.71% 24.80% 18.51% 17.88% 25.18% 22.20% 19.75% 

$40,000 to $59,999 19.44% 20.29% 21.76% 23.88% 19.15% 19.86% 18.51% 18.61% 20.49% 

$60,000 to $84,999 18.81% 21.71% 13.50% 20.18% 19.08% 21.07% 15.86% 16.94% 20.73% 

$85,000 to $99,999 7.76% 8.87% 4.30% 6.13% 8.14% 9.06% 6.28% 7.71% 8.28% 

$100,000 to $119,999 7.18% 7.88% 2.11% 4.52% 7.69% 8.26% 5.09% 4.62% 7.31% 

$120,000 + 11.33% 11.75% 3.26% 4.20% 14.88% 13.23% 8.52% 8.83% 10.94% 

Could these discrepancies in earnings be explained by proficiencies in English and French? 

Research from the International Adult Literacy Survey has clearly shown a positive relationship 

between proficiency level and earning. The market rewards proficiency in English and French over 

and above education and work experience. The table below shows the income by first language spoken 

as well as the prose literacy level. (Table 13) Low proficiencies have an impact on earnings regardless 

of language spoken at home. Similarly, high proficiencies are associated with higher earnings, no 

matter which language is spoken at home.  

Table 13: Population distribution by literacy levels, home language and income  

Source: IALS 2003. Learning Policy Directorate, HRSDC 

Researchers have pointed out that other elements of human capital, rather than language alone 

can affect income. Educational credentials are a major variable. An attempt was made to examine the 

earnings of graduates based on their childhood language and language most often used at work. 

Population distribution by literacy levels and language most often spoken at home and income levels 

  Prose literacy level 

First language learnt and still 
understand 

Personal Income 1 2 3 4 and 5 

English 

$8,000 or less 27.4 21.6 19.5 16.6 

$8,000 to $25,000 45.2 34.9 24.6 21.5 

$25,000 to $50,000 22.6 30.3 33.6 30.5 

more then $50,000 4.8 13.2 22.2 31.3 

French 

$8,000 or less 18.7 17.6 17.0 18.1 

$8,000 to $25,000 56.0 37.3 29.5 22.2 

$25,000 to $50,000 21.9 32.6 33.3 32.8 

more then $50,000 3.5 12.5 20.1 26.9 

Other 

$8,000 or less 27.0 25.6 21.1 17.1 

$8,000 to $25,000 46.5 32.7 23.9 16.8 

$25,000 to $50,000 21.1 29.7 32.4 26.2 

more then $50,000 5.4 12.0 22.7 39.8 
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(Table 14). There appears to be a large variation in earnings based on standard deviations so the results 

must be considered with caution.  

Those that spoke a non official language and worked in a non official language tended to earn 

less based on median income compared to those with a similar level of educational attainment. 

However, those that worked in English earned as well as their peers with similar education regardless 

of their childhood language. In other words, most markets reward both education and work in an 

official language.  

Table 14: Childhood language, language at work and their impact on earnings 

Education Level 

Tertiary B 

Childhood language 
learned and still 

understands 

Language used 
most often at 

work N 50th Pctl Std Dev 

English English 59408  $     30,000   $  39,440  

English French 914  $     26,000   $  43,805  

English Other 169  $     33,600   $  62,384  

French English 4222  $     31,130   $  43,582  

French French 35227  $     26,455   $  41,264  

French Other -  -   -  

Other English 11935  $     31,200   $  48,095  

Other French 1128  $     24,960   $  34,209  

Other Other 484  $     26,000   $  54,714  

Tertiary A 

Childhood language 
learned and still 

understands 

Language used 
most often at 

work N 50th Pctl Std Dev 

English English 59403  $     36,000   $  61,439  

English French 1314  $     35,500   $  44,012  

English Other -  -   -  

French English 3544  $     39,500   $  43,548  

French French 14646  $     36,000   $  56,819  

French Other -  -   -  

Other English 12368  $     37,000   $  41,682  

Other French 1040  $     37,000   $  51,887  

Other Other 274  $     19,760   $  54,957  

Master's Degree  

Childhood language 
learned and still 

understands 

Language used 
most often at 

work N 50th Pctl Std Dev 

English English 8993  $     52,000   $  60,145  

English French 177  $     48,994   $  63,358  
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English Other -  -   -  

French English 1029  $     53,000   $  68,260  

French French 3200  $     45,000   $  76,934  

French Other -  -   -  

Other English 2738  $     52,000   $  49,758  

Other French 272  $     46,800   $  49,282  

Other Other -  -   -  

PhD 

Childhood language 
learned and still 

understands 

Language used 
most often at 

work N 50th Pctl Std Dev 

English English 1534  $     54,000   $  32,097  

English French -  -   -  

English Other -  -   -  

French English 148  $     56,064   $  31,680  

French French 452  $     54,600   $  61,129  

French Other -  -   -  

Other English 710  $     51,600   $  31,147  

Other French 75  $     55,900   $  32,784  

Other Other -  -   -  

Source: National Graduate Survey, Class of 2000, Learning Policy Dirctorate, HRSDC 

While such bi-variate analyses can hint at returns to language, results could not be considered 

causal. Multivariate analyses are few. Pendakur and Pendakur (1998) have studied data from regional 

labour markets because the demand for official languages or other languages is dependent on the use 

of that language locally. Among the key factors included in analyses were whether there is an 

advantage to learning a second language in childhood rather than as an adult, whether English (or 

French) as a second language has a greater advantage than a non-official language and whether 

proficiency in the working language mattered. Results did not show a premium for knowledge of 

multiple languages though knowledge of English was a key factor in both full time full year 

employment and earned income.  

Conclusion 

Canada is well placed if the language component of human capital provides a competitive 

advantage in a globalized world. Its multicultural and bilingual policies have ensured that there are 

large number of speakers of many of the world’s languages. It is difficult to measure and to quantify 

the economic and social benefits to the individual and to societies arising from multi-language use. So 

far, only the economic benefits of English, specially by proficient users, regardless of other languages 

spoken, are supported by evidence. However, it can also be shown that allophones who work in the 

official languages earn a good living while retaining their heritage language.  
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