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FRANÇOIS GRIN and BRITTA KORTH

ON THE RECIPROCAL INFLUENCE OF LANGUAGE
POLITICS AND LANGUAGE EDUCATION:
THE CASE OF ENGLISH IN SWITZERLAND

(Received 12 April 2004; accepted in revised form 18 August 2004)

ABSTRACT. Linguistic diversity in Switzerland, which is generally regarded as a

successful case of language management, is currently being challenged. One of the
most significant reasons for this is the growing importance of English. While national
languages were traditionally taught as the first foreign language and English as the
second foreign language throughout Switzerland, English has gained in importance,

leading, in some cantons, to its earlier introduction, or/and more hours of English in
the curriculum. This paper reviews these issues, taking the historical roots and
institutional aspects of Swiss multilingualism into account. Current developments in

language education are analysed not just as pedagogical, put as political and policy
responses to the major challenges confronting the longstanding principles of diversity
management in Switzerland.

KEY WORDS: bilingual education, English teaching, language awareness, lan-
guage policy, language teaching, linguistic diversity, Switzerland

ABBREVIATIONS: CDIP-EDK – Standing Conference of Cantonal Education

Ministers; CLIL – Content and Language Integrated Learning; FL – Foreign Lan-
guage; ILC – Integrated Language Concept

INTRODUCTION

Scholars regularly quote Switzerland as a successful example of
management of linguistic diversity. However, despite this flattering
attention, Switzerland remains a relatively little-known, sometimes
even misunderstood case, and it often proves useful not only to ex-
plain the intricacies of Switzerland’s language arrangement, but also
to call attention to the challenges that the country has to face in
language politics and language policy.

This paper addresses this twin set of questions. At the same time, it
explores the dynamics that shape the reciprocal relationships between
macro-level language politics and language issues on the one hand,
and one specific language education issue on the other hand, namely,
the teaching of English as a foreign language.

Language Policy (2005) 4: 67–85 � Springer 2005



No proper account of the Swiss case can dispense with a review of
the historical roots of Swiss multilingualism and an analysis of its
political and institutional implications. These dimensions are dis-
cussed in the next section, providing a backdrop for our overview, in
the following section, of current provisions for foreign language
teaching in the education system across Switzerland. Subsequent
sections turn to the particular case of English and to the assessment
of the related policy implications and public debate. The last section
reviews two pedagogical responses to language politics challenges.
The main points of this paper are summarised in a short conclusion.

INSTITUTIONAL SETTING AND HISTORICAL ROOTS

Until the end of the 18th century, the relatively loose confederation of
micro-states that was then Switzerland operated in German, despite
the fact that some cantons ruled neighbouring communities (tradi-
tionally called ‘‘bailiwicks’’) in which German, French, Italian, or
Romantsch were used. The Napoleonic wars, at the turn of the 19th
century, eliminated these Ancien Régime structures; former bailiwicks
were elevated to the rank of full-fledged cantons; additional, long
independent micro-states like Geneva also joined the confederation,
and Switzerland stabilised within its current borders in 1815.

Switzerland thus became a quadrilingual country whose citizens
could be native speakers of German (usually in the form of an Ale-
mannic dialect), French, Italian, or Romantsch. This pluralism was
regarded as an anomaly at a time when the ideology of the unitary
nation-state (one people, one language, one nation, one state) was
holding sway. In addition, Switzerland was the only republic in a
Europe of monarchies. The political and cultural discourse on
Switzerland as a Willensnation (nation of the will) defined by its very
diversity was therefore developed in this period to legitimise this
pluralism (Froidevaux, 1997; Grin, 2002). The country’s first modern
constitution, in 1848, mentioned three national and official languages
(German, French, and Italian); this provision was confirmed in the
1874 Constitution. Amendments in 1938 and 1996 gave Romantsch
recognition as an additional national language. In the present Con-
stitution (in force since 2000), all four languages are considered
‘‘national’’; German, French, and Italian, in addition, are ‘‘official,’’
while Romantsch is also official, but only ‘‘for the purposes of
communication between the Federal government and Romantsch-
speaking citizens.’’
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Federal provisions regarding language account for only one part of
Switzerland’s linguistic arrangement, and perhaps not the most
important one. Switzerland remains a truly federalist country, where
sovereignty rests with the cantons. There are 23 cantons of which 3, for
historical reasons not discussed here, are split in ‘‘half-cantons’’; it is
therefore an acceptable shortcut to say that Switzerland comprises 26
cantons. These micro-states delegate competencies to the federal
government, making Switzerland a case of devolution in reverse.
Powers handed over to the federal government include, for example,
national defence, energy supply, highways, and some parts of the so-
cial insurance system; however, language policy and education are
among the competencies that the cantons have retained. Therefore, it
would be deeply mistaken to view Switzerland as a country in which a
majority (the speakers of German) ‘‘concedes’’ some kind of ‘‘auton-
omy’’ to minorities (speakers of French, Italian, and Romantsch).
Even more erroneous would be the notion that speakers of French are
actually a ‘‘nation’’ for whom France is ‘‘the kin state,’’ or that
speakers of German are ‘‘in fact’’ Germans1 (see Grin, 2002).

Another key factor in Switzerland’s language situation is the use of
the territoriality principle, according to which each point in the na-
tional territory (with a few exceptions) has one and only one locally
official language. Whereas most cantons are defined as monolingual,
three (Fribourg/Freiburg, Valais/Wallis and Bern/Berne) are bilingual
(French and German) and one (Graubünden/Grischun/Grigioni) is
trilingual (German, Romantsch and Italian). In the three bilingual
cantons, the language boundary runs right through the canton, and
public services are available, either side of it, in one language only
(German or French). A few municipalities are designated as bilingual,
but they constitute exceptions. In geolinguistic terms, language
boundaries have remained practically unchanged for some seven
centuries (Haas, 1985/2000). The situation in the trilingual canton is
even more complex, since in this case, the cantonal authorities have
devolved to municipalities the responsibility to choose their own

1Also note that linguistic boundaries and (inter-cantonal) political boundaries do
not coincide, and that religion is not correlated with language either. The two main

religions in the country, Calvinist Protestantism and Roman Catholicism, are sym-
metrically represented in the German, French, and Romantsch-speaking communi-
ties. Only the Italian-speaking community is predominantly (though not

systematically) associated with one religion (Roman Catholicism). Given the deeply
secularised character of modern Switzerland, religious affiliation is of no conse-
quence. However, this is a relevant aspect of what is often referred to as Switzer-

land’s ‘‘cross-cutting cleavages.’’
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official language; this arrangement has proved notoriously unstable,
and is often seen as a contributing factor to the demolinguistic decline
of Romantsch.

The rather intricate Swiss pattern is further complicated by the
presence of a sizeable immigrant population. With foreigners making
up about 20% of the resident population, Switzerland has the second
highest rate in Europe after Luxembourg (apart from very small
states like Andorra or Monaco). Nine percent of the resident popu-
lation claims a main language other than any of the four national
languages. The distribution of the population by main language
spoken is provided in Table 1.

According to a common belief abroad, the average Swiss person is
multilingual. However, the reality is quite different. Survey results
indicate that 97% report one (and only one) mother tongue. Compe-
tence in additional languages, national or other, is of course wide-
spread, but unevenly distributed. Generally, the level of skills in other
languages is higher in the smaller language communities. Speakers of
Romantsch are also fluent in German and speakers of Italian tend to
have high competence in French and/or German2 (Grin, 1999).

The case of the German-speaking parts of the country deserves
additional commentary, owing to diglossia between standard

TABLE 1
Population by main language, percentages, 2000.

Resident population
N = 7,280,000

Swiss citizens only
N = 5,792,459

Germana 63.7 72.5

Frencha 20.4 21.0
Italiana 6.5 4.3
Serbo-Croatian 1.4 0.1

Albanian 1.3 0.0
Portuguese 1.2 0.1
Spanish 1.1 0.2

English 1.0 0.4
Turkish 0.6 0.1
Romantscha 0.5 0.6
Others 2.3 0.3

a National language.
Source: Office fédéral de la statistique (2002).

2For detailed survey results including skills levels in second or foreign languages,
(see Grin, 1999). The decennial censuses include questions on a person’s ‘‘first lan-

guage’’ and patterns of language use, but does not record language skills.
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German and one of the many local forms of Swiss German. Swiss
German is markedly different from standard German, and even na-
tive speakers of German coming from Germany (apart the neigh-
bouring southwestern parts of the country) only understand it with
great difficulty. Far from declining, the use of dialect is spreading,
and it is not restricted to given socio-economic segments of the
population. It is used as the regular medium of spoken communi-
cation in much of public life, including many television and radio
programmes. The lack of a written standard is probably what pre-
vents its spread to non-oral domains.

Against this highly complex demolinguistic, sociolinguistic, polit-
ical, and institutional background, the search for suitable language
education policies is an arduous one. The rising influence of English
further complicates the picture. In the following section, we discuss
the resulting challenges and their role in public debate and language
education policy.

FOREIGN LANGUAGES IN THE SWISS EDUCATION SYSTEM
3

Education is a matter of cantonal competence in Switzerland.4

Nevertheless, the Standing Conference of Cantonal Education Min-
isters (CDIP-EDK) regularly issues recommendations on various
aspects of the curriculum, and educational goals, including on foreign
language education, which are endorsed by the 26 cantons.

One recommendation, adopted in 1975, held that the teaching of a
national language should be compulsory (Grin, Hexel & Schwob,
2003: 91). In practice, this generally meant that French was taught as
the first foreign language (FL) in the German-speaking and Italian-
speaking parts of the country, while German was taught as the first
FL in the French-speaking part. Traditionally, Italian was offered in
the French- and German-speaking regions as an elective FL, usually
in post-compulsory education (that is, only from the age of 15).

3The expression ‘‘foreign’’ language is used here to denote any language other than
the locally official national language, even if it may be an official language elsewhere
in the country; for a more detailed discussion, see e.g. Grin and Schwob (2002).

4The language of instruction in the 26 public education systems is always the
locally official language. There is no right, for example, to French-medium education
in Zurich or to German-medium education in Geneva. Private schools may teach

through other languages, but the Federal Supreme Court has upheld the Cantons’
right to restrict access to such private schools, on the grounds that the principle of
territoriality might otherwise be undermined. Recent developments, however, indi-

cate a more relaxed attitude towards territoriality.
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However, Italian was offered as a second FL at an earlier age, in
specific streams, at ‘‘Secondary I’’ level, namely, from ages 12/13 to
15/16. In the same way, English used to be a compulsory subject as a
second FL only after the age of 15, for students intending to go on to
tertiary (university) education; like Italian, however, English was
offered at an earlier age in specific streams at Secondary I level. Since
only a minority of students attended pre-university streams, a
majority of each cohort received no English at all, and this situation
by and large prevailed until the 1990s.

Given the disappointing FL skills levels achieved by students, a
major reform, implemented in all cantons but one in the early 1980s,
was the earlier introduction of first FL instruction. However, broad
segments of public opinion expressed concern over access to com-
petence in English, whose spread, abetted by a wider process of
globalisation, made it an increasingly important element of a person’s
human capital. Some cantons started introducing English as a com-
pulsory subject, and some even did so at primary school. Thus,
English as an FL entered in competition with Switzerland’s national
languages, giving rise to tensions that have sharpened in recent years.

In 1998, a committee of experts commissioned by the CDIP-EDK
delivered an Integrated Language Concept, hereafter ILC (CDIP/
EDK, 1998). The committee’s report did not amount to a formal
recommendation. It did, however, signal a departure from the earlier
arrangement, in that it implicitly left cantons a choice regarding the
order in which a national language and English would be introduced
in the curriculum. The only restrictions were that one national lan-
guage should be among the foreign languages that children learn at
school, and that the competence level reached in this language should
not be less than the competence level reached in other foreign lan-
guages (that is, in English). Thus, the committee abstained from
advocating regulation of the input in the process, arguing instead that
what really mattered was the output. Given the eminently complex
(and often loose) relationship in foreign language education between
inputs (in particular hours of instruction) and outputs (FL compe-
tence), the ILC has been widely interpreted as permission to cantons
to handle the question much as they pleased.

At the time of writing (March 2004), the tendencies described
above have deepened. The CDIP-EDK (2001b) keeps stressing the
importance of foreign language acquisition; it recommends that
binding learning aims for the end of the sixth and ninth school year
be defined, without specifying the age and order of introduction of
foreign languages. The French- and Italian-speaking cantons within
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the CDIP-EDK generally recommend teaching a national language
as an FL from the 3rd grade on, while the introduction of English is
recommended in 7th grade (CIIP, 2003). The latest decision by
the CDIP, issued on 31 March 2004 (http://www.edk.ch/PDF_
Downloads/Presse/PM_Sprachen_f.pdf), recommends the introduc-
tion of two foreign languages at primary school (one in Grade 3, the
other at Grade 5). However, this system is only supposed to be fully
implemented by 2012, and in the transition period, the introduction
of the second foreign language can be deferred until Grade 7 unless
the first foreign language introduced is not a national language.

TABLE 2
L2 and L3 teaching in compulsory primary and secondary education selected

cantons. 2003–2004 schoolyear.

Canton Geneva Zurich Ticinob

Locally
official
language

French German Italian

Grade fl
1 –
2 –

3 G F
4 G F
5 G F F

6 G F F
7 G + E F + E F + G
8 G + E F + E F +

G + E

9 G + E F + E F +
G + E

L2 L3 L4 L2 L3 L4 L2 L3 L4
10–13a G

or E

G. E

or S

g. e

or s

F

or I

F. I

or E

e. f. I. s

or r

G

or F

F. G

or E

g. f

or e

Key: G. g: German; F. f: French; E. e: English. I. i: Italian; S. s: Spanish; R. r:
Russian. Uppercase: compulsory; lowercase: elective. Classical languages (Latin,
Ancient Greek) not included.
aOne national language is compulsory as an L2. One additional foreign language is
compulsory, but it does not have to be a national language. Students may choose
more than one additional foreign language; the maximum number of foreign

languages that students may study during post-secondary education (secondary II)
level (Grades 10 through 13) is four in Zurich and Ticino, three in Geneva.
bFrom 2004–2005 school year.
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Current provisions for first and second FL instruction in three
selected Swiss cantons are summarised in Table 2.

Overall, the extent of instruction that Swiss children receive in
foreign languages varies greatly. Part of the variability is linked to the
fact that some language subjects are compulsory while others are
elective. It also reflects the fragmentation of the system, since the
number of periods in the weekly schedule during which a language is
taught, as well as the various pedagogical practices and materials, is
set independently by the cantons, and is therefore heterogeneous.5

ENGLISH IN SWITZERLAND

The importance of compulsory English itself is generally not ques-
tioned (Acklin Muji 2003: 68), but public opinion, while over-
whelmingly in favour of developing access to English for all children
in the education system, is torn over the position that national lan-
guages should have in the curriculum: Should it be given more or less
importance than English, or should they be on par?

Despite a flurry of publications on various aspects of the issue (e.g.
Watts & Murray 2001; Acklin Muji 2003; Stotz & Meuter 2003),
‘‘hard’’ data, in the sense of an adequate number of observations
from representative samples remain few. As to census data, their
coverage of language variables remains limited. All this makes it
difficult to provide a complete and balanced account. Our assessment
therefore refers to small-scale evaluations of pilot projects as well as
qualitative studies.

Language Learning and Attitudes

An evaluation report of obligatory English teaching in Zurich
(Moser, Rhyn & Stamm, 2002: 21–25) shows that out of 3,966 Ger-
man-speaking 7th- and 8th-graders who had learned French as a
second FL and English as a third FL, a majority are more interested
in learning English than French; they feel more confident about their
skills in English and would prefer English over French, if given a
choice between the two. English is also often seen as the foreign
language that most of the Swiss will soon master better than any
other language (Aeberli, 2001: 84).

A sociolinguistic study among 1,351 German learners between the
ages of 11 and 18 shows that attitudes towards German and German-

5Information on language teaching in schools in the different Swiss cantons can be

found at: http://www.ides.ch/umfrage2003/mainUmfrage_D.html.
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language learning are more negative among young French-speaking
Swiss than among their peers in Bulgaria and France (de Pietro,
1994). French and Italian speakers are concerned that the standard
German they are taught at school as an L2 may be of little use for
interacting with the German-speaking Swiss, who tend to feel
uncomfortable with standard German (which is often perceived as
pompous) and prefer to use an Alemannic dialect (Ogay, 2000: 144).
As a result, there is a widespread perception that many people in
German-speaking Switzerland prefer to switch to English instead of
standard German when communicating with French- or Italian-
speaking fellow Swiss.

Casual observation suggests that the motivation to use and apply
English-language skills (whether these have been acquired in daily life
or in a formal school setting) will tend to be higher than the moti-
vation to do the same for national languages. An opinion poll of
1,000 Swiss citizens conducted in 2000 in the French- and German-
speaking parts of the country showed that almost a third expressed a
preference for English as the language of communication with the
other linguistic regions; the percentage of persons who preferred
either German or French is lower (Murray, Wegmüller & Khan,
2000). Those results are reported in Table 3.

Age and geographical distance from the language border had an
influence on respondents’ language preferences. The younger gener-
ation is more likely to opt for English than the older generation, and
those respondents living further away from the language border
favoured English over the respective other national languages.

Language Use and the Labour Market

The perceived usefulness of English for professional purposes has
increased in recent years, providing strong incentives to invest in the
language. Whereas only international corporations and organisations

TABLE 3
Preferred language of communication

with members of other language communities, by region, in percentages.

French-speaking
Switzerland

German-speaking
Switzerland

English 28 27
French 23 17

German 18 22

Source: Murray et al. (2000: 17).
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used to require their employees to be competent in English, circum-
stantial evidence suggests that an increasing number of large Swiss
companies require English language skills (Stotz, 2001: 122). This
perception dovetails with econometric estimates of the rates of return
on English language skills across the country (Grin, 1999, 2001a).
These estimates are, to our knowledge, the only ones available any-
where in the world for a country in which English is neither an official
language (e.g. Canada) nor the country’s main language (e.g. USA,
Australia). Estimates controlling for other determinants of labour
income (mainly education and years of work experience) indicate
particularly high returns for English, although returns on competence
for French (in German-speaking Switzerland) and German (in
French-speaking Switzerland) are also high. Case studies (e.g. Stotz,
2001) document the importance of English in some major companies,
particularly at managerial level.

Table 4 shows that German and English are used at work with
similar frequency by French-speakers in the French-speaking part of
the country. German-speakers in the German-speaking part of
Switzerland use slightly more French than English at work. The low
percentage of users of standard German in this region reflects the
importance of Swiss German as the main language of work, while the
use of standard German is restricted to communication with people
(including non-Swiss native speakers of German) who do not speak
or understand the dialect.

Language attitudes among the general public play a major part in
patterns of language learning and language use. These attitudes are,
at this time, not adequately documented. However, they tend to be
based on informal beliefs, such as the apparently widespread notion
that English is an easy language, or that it facilitates a more

TABLE 4
Use of selected languages at work
percentages (1990 census figures)

French Italian (Standard)
German

Swiss
German
dialect(s)

English

French speakersa 96.9 5.0 11.2 4.6 11.6

Italian speakersa 16.2 89.4 14.1 6.7 6.0
German speakersa 20.1 9.2 37.2 91.4 18.5

aWithin respective language region.
Source: Lüdi, Werlen and Franceschini (1997: 659).
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egalitarian interaction between speakers of different languages, be-
cause everyone would have to make a roughly identical effort to learn
it. Spoken English plays a limited role at Swiss universities, since
undergraduate lectures and seminars are normally held in the
respective official language of the region. Students, however, are
increasingly required to read specialist literature in English, and some
graduate courses are taught in English. This trend appears to
be stronger in the natural sciences than in the social sciences.
Switzerland’s National Science Foundation increasingly requests
applications for funding to be made in English.

English in Swiss Compulsory Schools: Recent Developments

Whereas many cantons have now added English to the curriculum at
the beginning of secondary school (usually 7th grade), other cantons
have introduced English at a much earlier age, namely, at primary
school, and in some cases before another national language. Much in
evidence, in particular, is a string of such reforms in the canton of
Zurich, which owing to its demographic size and economic weight,
plays a leading role in German-speaking Switzerland. This reform
enjoys the backing of large tracts of the local public. However, the
expansion in the teaching of English has also brought about struc-
tural difficulties (Moser, Rhyn & Stamm, 2002). Three types of
problems come to the fore: actual instruction, teacher training, and
results.

First, some children seem to be overburdened by the addition of a
language to the curriculum. This seems to affect in particular weaker
students, or those who have another (usually immigrant) mother
tongue, or those that come from underprivileged families. While
speaking another language at home is not, per se, a disadvantage
(Stern, 2002), this characteristic often coincides with a lower socio-
economic status; thus, the reform may risk heaping difficulties on the
same children. Conversely, stronger students, as well as those who
have access to English outside the school, often complain about the
slow pace of instruction. Loss of motivation is the result in both
cases.6 This raises the question of whether some of the weaker stu-
dents should be allowed to forgo English classes, and if so, on what
criteria this decision should be based. A variant of this overload

6However, postponing the introduction of English (or sticking to modest, even
perfunctory teaching goals in the language) exposes the system to another risk,
namely, that wealthy families send their children to private English lessons, thus

driving a wedge between linguistic haves and have-nots.
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problem arises, somewhat paradoxically, for majority children, owing
to the particular context of German/Swiss German diglossia in
German-speaking Switzerland. Given the trend towards an increasing
use of Alemannic dialects, children are said to have to struggle to
master standard German (Moser, Rhyn & Stamm, 2002: 28; Forster,
2002: 2). Therefore, early English or French in the curriculum would
compound the difficulty.

Second, the need to increase sharply, within a very short time, the
recruitment of suitably qualified English teachers is also proving to be
a problem in itself. In some pilot projects, English has been intro-
duced not merely as a subject, but as a medium of instruction. For
example, about 1,000 children in the participating schools in the
canton of Zurich have received instruction through the medium of
English in daily 20-minute sequences as part of content and language
integrated learning (CLIL) (Stotz & Meuter, 2003: 87). While this
might dampen the need for specialist English teachers, it suggests that
ordinary primary school teachers (whose native language is German,
and who were never trained to teach through another language) need
to receive adequate accelerated training in English in order to be able
to teach through it (Acklin Muji 2003: 95).

Third, results have not always been in keeping with expectations.
This applies even to CLIL pilot projects. The scheme’s shortcomings,
however, have been blamed on the inadequacy of the amount of time
allocated for the English ‘‘language shower’’: 20 minutes per day, or
about 8% of total teaching time, does not create the conditions for
the true immersion experience needed to simulate natural language
acquisition.

LANGUAGE POLICY IMPLICATIONS

As explained above, there is broad consensus around increased
presence of English in the curriculum; however, some aspects of its
implementation are considered problematic. Most controversial is the
fact that starting with the 2005–2006 school year, many German-
speaking cantons will replace French by English as a first FL from
3rd or even 2nd grade on, while French will become a second FL,
taught only from 5th – or even 7th – grade onward. Somewhat dis-
ingenuously, the cantons concerned justify their choice by invoking
the important role that ‘‘languages’’ in general play in Switzerland, or
by the notion that children easily learn a foreign language at an early
age and are very motivated to learn English. Both arguments may
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justify the young age of introduction rather than the switching of
preferences in favour of English (see CDIP/EDK, 2001a). Once these
changes are implemented, less than half of the cantons (in the main,
the three bilingual cantons, as well as all French- and Italian-
speaking cantons) will keep teaching a national language before
English.

Despite this enthusiastic endorsement of English as the first FL in
much of German-speaking Switzerland, many voices (an apparent
minority in German-speaking Switzerland, and an apparent majority
in the rest of the country) are expressing concern that ‘‘first’’ might
soon mean ‘‘main,’’ and that ‘‘main’’ will soon afterwards mean
‘‘only.’’ Opponents not only fear an ill-advised and uncontrolled drift
towards an excessive presence of English in the social and educational
landscape (see section ‘‘Relevance of Bilingual Education’’), but
deleterious effects on national unity as well. The issue is therefore
turning into one of political responsibility, namely, whether it is
appropriate, given Switzerland’s very specific history and linguistic
and political structure, to give priority to English over national lan-
guages. Critics of the trend towards an increased effort to teach and
learn English deride the purely market-oriented approach to language
education policy that allegedly underpins this trend. They often argue
that this amounts to a reckless omission of the cultural relevance and
political import of Switzerland’s national languages (e.g. Baschera,
1997).

A more widespread concern is that neglect of Switzerland’s na-
tional languages may, in the long run, fatally undermine the country’s
uniqueness and unity. Apart from its mythical construction as a
multilingual ‘‘imagined community’’ (Anderson, 1991; Grin, 2002),
Switzerland has always defined itself by its very difference from the
surrounding countries. One of the features that makes a western,
French-speaking Swiss different from a Frenchman is his or her
modicum of familiarity with the Germanic world; this access (and the
ensuing difference) is a direct product of sharing the Swiss adventure
with German-speaking fellow citizens. In the same way, what sets the
German-speaking Swiss so clearly apart from their German neigh-
bours is not only the increasing use of Alemannic dialects, but also
their connection with the Latin world, which is ingrained through
regular contact with French- and Italian-speaking fellow Swiss.
Therefore, should these reciprocal contacts be further weakened
through neglect (or through an overly enthusiastic endorsement of
English), the very future of Switzerland as a ‘‘nation of the will’’
could be endangered.
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At the same time, the issue of inter-community contacts may be
said to be virtual rather than factual, since neither language skills in
the national languages, nor actual inter-regional contacts are as
developed as is usually deemed politically desirable. It is unclear
whether intra-Swiss contacts really suffer due to failing language
skills,7 or if the relative lack of contact simply reflects a low interest in
the other linguistic regions. Debate goes on as to how serious inter-
community indifference really is, or whether respective interests are,
indeed, more divergent than before (Büchi, 2000).

Some commentators argue that the use of English as a lingua
franca does not give rise, within the Swiss context, to harmful
asymmetries (Coray, 2001: 173), whereas it does, by contrast, in the
EU, because some citizens, being native English speakers, enjoy
massive financial transfers (Grin, 2004). Therefore, Switzerland’s
language choices are tied with the much weightier debate on the
preservation of multilingualism in Europe: if Switzerland were to
endorse, in quasi-official manner, a lingua franca role for English, it
would, despite its reputation as an exemplary stronghold of multi-
lingualism, prove a less reliable model than the European Union,
which keeps issuing documents on the necessity to celebrate
and promote diversity (Commission européenne, 2003; Parlement
Européen, 2004).

Finally, the debate over the role of English ties in with long-
standing concerns about the marginalisation of Italian (Bianconi,
1994), and the increasingly desperate position of Romantsch (Furer,
1994). There have been no clear statements from the federal
authorities on language issues, and the draft law intended to give
substance to the new (and slightly more pro-active) constitutional
provisions adopted by popular vote in 1996 has proved disappoint-
ingly devoid of analytical and political vision (Grin, 2001b).

To some extent, solutions to policy problems, or even major
political ones described above, are sought on the pedagogical plane.
Whether this is a sensible strategy is a question addressed in the
following section.

7Studies at the end of the 1980s had shown that barely a quarter of Swiss were

capable of communicating in any foreign language (Coray, 2001: 162); more recent
survey figures (Grin, 1999) reveal an improvement in this respect. Therefore, the
problem may lie not so much in the teaching and learning of national languages, as in

foreign language skills in general.

FRANÇOIS GRIN AND BRITTA KORTH80



RELEVANCE OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION

Apart from teaching languages earlier (which increases the total time
available for this purpose), new approaches to language instruction
are seen as a key element in the enhancement of language teaching in
general. In this section, we focus on bilingual education. Owing to
limitations of space, ‘‘language awareness’’ programs (which have
recently been introduced in a number of Swiss schools) as well as
exchanges between language regions, (which play a marginal role in
practice, despite a potentially important function) are not further
discussed here.8

Bilingual education here refers to the teaching of content through
the medium of a FL. ‘‘Immersion’’ or CLIL is sometimes used syn-
onymously for ‘‘bilingual education.’’ There is little doubt that cur-
rent interest for CLIL in Switzerland is influenced by the political
context, and that policy makers are looking to language education
specialists to get them out of a tight spot: If FLs can be successfully
acquired through CLIL, then the conflict over resources (particularly
teaching time) between different foreign languages becomes less.
Advocates of this approach argue that it does not require additional
English classes, while guaranteeing the maintenance of French as a
second FL in the curriculum. This allows politicians to play to dif-
ferent constituencies, on one side by increasing the teaching of
English, and on the other side by claiming that the teaching of na-
tional languages is not undermined. CLIL also is perfectly compatible
with the teaching and learning of a second FL at a later stage, as
required by cantonal school curricula.

Interest in CLIL, however, is not just the result of political cal-
culation and did exist well before the pilot schemes discussed in the
preceding section. Different types of bilingual education models using
French, English, German, or Romantsch were developed in different
language regions during the 1980s. The bilingual canton of Valais and
the trilingual canton of Graubünden have introduced pilot groups in
pre-school and primary education (German–French and Romantsh–
German, respectively). Other models introduce bilingual education at
secondary level after several years of traditional L2 instruction and
prepare students for a bilingual graduation certificate. Evaluations
of the different Swiss approaches have shown that properly

8The (still modest) development of language awareness programmes is supposed to
defuse other potential tensions, and to help ease the transition into a more multi-

cultural society.
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implemented bilingual education is a promising alternative to tradi-
tional language teaching with regard to language skills, while student
achievement in the subjects taught through the medium of the L2 is
generally not lower than in traditional classrooms. At secondary le-
vel, as little as 25% of immersion time in L2 leads to significant
progress in second language acquisition (Diehl, 2001: 102; Grin &
Schwob, 2002).

CLIL does not, unfortunately, provide a ready-made solution to
Switzerland’s language problems. Some limitations have already been
noted with respect to early English through CLIL in Zurich (see
above); this dovetails with the evaluation results of a CLIL experi-
ment in French-speaking Switzerland, where children received half of
their instruction through German for a period of eight consecutive
years. Evaluation results indicate that as a strategy for the initial
stages of foreign language teaching, CLIL generates less sweeping
effects than could have been expected, and that its effectiveness is
highly sensitive to a number of factors, particularly whether it is
offered to high- or medium-achievement children (Demierre-Wagner
& Schwob, 2004). Additional socio-psychological and sociolinguistic
issues arise. In some bilingual regions, a linguistic group – usually in
the minority nationally, even if they are part of the local majority –
may feel threatened by the increased presence of the national majority
language in the school curriculum, and the existence of such fears
must be taken into account in policy formulation.

Another question arises, particularly in pre-school situations,
when French-speaking children undergo immersion in German to-
gether with their (Alemannic) dialect-speaking peers. Should
immersion prioritise standard German or dialect? While Swiss–
German dialect is closer to children’s speech habits in German-
speaking Switzerland (and therefore represents a more ‘‘natural’’
learning environment), its acquisition as an FL creates a need for an
additional learning effort at a later stage, once the francophone
children start learning standard German. The use of standard Ger-
man, by contrast, brings the children immediately closer to the de-
mands of German classes at school, but it is impossible to establish it
as the language of communication between Alemannic dialect
speakers and French speakers, since it is foreign to both.

Finally, CLIL provides no answer to the essentially political
question of the order in which languages should be taught; for rea-
sons discussed earlier, rather more than mere pedagogical issues must
be engaged when tackling this question.
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CONCLUSION

This overview of foreign language education in Switzerland and of
the associated interplay of political and educational factors can only
highlight some essential trends and features. For almost two centu-
ries, Switzerland has managed its linguistic diversity in a way that has
proved, in international comparison, remarkably successful. This
arrangement is currently being challenged for a number of reasons
that combine domestic and imported features. One of the most sig-
nificant may well be the growing importance of English, which
threatens to upset the delicate balance maintained until now through
a consensual approach to second language education.

Some cantons, while advocating changes such as the introduction
of English as a subject for all children, have been trying to do so
within the traditional framework of a clear priority for Switzerland’s
national languages. Other cantons, however, seem to have been
content with preserving, at best, the outward appearance of consen-
sus. Closer examination reveals the extent of the challenges that the
country is presently facing. Attempts are being made to de-politicise
the issues at hand by stressing their educational or even technical
aspects and denying their essentially political character. In particular,
the development of CLIL is expected to take some of the edge off the
competition for resources, particularly student time, between English
and national languages.

It is now becoming increasingly difficult to paper over the cracks
in the traditional consensus. Cantons will have to live up to the
incontrovertibly political nature of their choices in language educa-
tion policy. Despite its reputation as a boring country, Switzerland is
likely to offer very interesting developments for students of language
policy during the next few years.
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