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AFLS President

State of French Language Studies world-wide. 

It is not a good time for French Studies at the moment; the world economic crisis as well as the economic difficulties in the countries where French has traditionally been studied all conspire to affect profoundly the status of French  as a second language. And all of this is in addition to the background constant issue of English as a global language. 

Added to this is the situation of Britain for instance, in the past decade where French is no longer automatically the second language taught to students and is no longer compulsory. In other Anglophone countries which traditionally take French as a foreign language we see the same situation threatening as soon as French is no longer mandatory. 

It is clear then that our Association is faced with a greater challenge perhaps than at any other time in its history.

However by slightly shifting perspective it is possible to view the situation in a better light. In the 21st century we are seeing many situations world-wide where French is no longer the primary language of the people who speak it but rather one of many. It remains an important language and its interaction with its neighbouring languages with whom it may be jostling for ‘position’ is important to consider.

English may be the lingua franca for many of the world’s speakers but local languages (including French) remain of primary interest: local languages, local information, local identity. French remains a vital part of what constructs people identity.

In addition, while it is true that there is a major fall-off in people taking French as an L2 in certain countries, there are in fact other countries where the numbers of French speakers are growing. In Canada, newcomers to Quebec are swelling the numbers of Francophones for instance brought about by Quebec language policy.

Also around the world the profile of the foreign language classroom is changing radically. The place of French in the multicultural and multilingual classroom is in constant evolution. The reasons for which people undertake to study French have changed and continue to change. There is evidence that there is a diversity of reasons for which students may take French in the future. Some may take it for cultural reasons, as was traditionally the case, but now many may take French for other reasons such as for economic benefits (Canada) or instrumental reasons (educational success). Research is being carried out on the area of the situation of French language studies in multicultural and multilingual societies. 

What does all of this mean for us as academics interesting in French language and linguistics, as teachers of French as a foreign language in the classroom? 
What it doesn’t mean is that we should wring our hands and lament the death of French as a first or a foreign language. French continues to be healthy in the many Francophone countries in which it is spoken and remains a subject worthy of study for this reason.
French as a foreign language needs perhaps our careful consideration at this juncture.

Above all we need to be flexible in our approach to French L2. In fact we may need to abandon the term L2 – French is just as likely to be an L3, L4 and so on. We need to become aware of how people now acquire French in these conditions. We need to understand the many reasons for which people undertake to learn French. And we need to understand the new and evolving relationship between French and its neighbouring languages. We need to know the role that French plays in the lives of multilingual speakers in different countries throughout the world. We need to know the role of French in the lives of migrants who form an ever greater number of people in the 21st century in all countries. There is currently interesting research being carried out on these areas in second language acquisition and third language acquisition, and in sociolinguistics.

And the good news is that within our own organization (AFLS) we have some of the most distinguished, creative and dynamic researchers in the world in French language. And these researchers are encouraging and mentoring the next generation of exciting researchers in French. 

And the exciting news is that in our Cambridge 2010 conference we have a wonderful programme of research presentations which cover an enormous range of topics in French language – from work on the language itself to the people who speak it and those who choose to learn it in an immigrant situation.

Let me conclude by thanking most warmly all committee members for the support and interest they continue to bring to French Studies. Without this French studies would be a lot less robust in the academic world which is becoming an increasingly difficult environment for all research areas, perhaps especially in the Humanities.

Specifically a Big THANK YOU to all who participated in the preparation of the conference and were a great help to Mari Jones our ‘hero on spot’ who organized AFLS 2010. Our web master Vivienne Rogers has generously helped throughout.

The current AFLS committee is an excellent team with wonderful and complementary skills. Thanks to all of those who read numerous abstracts promptly. We are also fortunate to have close links with Kate Beeching, our former President, who liaises with Pierre Larrivee re AUPHF and UCML. Representation from the AFLS is being taken care of; Pierre has been managing the British element of the organization which continues to be crucial for our large numbers of British based member.

We have also continued in the enterprise of internationalizing the organization which is crucial in the light of the issues above for the survival of French studies in the 21st century and beyond. Our membership has continued to become more international and attendance at the conferences has widened steadily. 

Our other continuing goal is the development of graduate studies. This is progressing successfully and much new exciting PhD research is emerging which is crucial in keeping French Studies healthy. Our members continue to support these young scholars during their studies and afterwards throughout their careers.

Conferences are under control for 2009, 2010, 2011. France Martineau has proposed to host the conference in Canada for 2015 (on the ‘Francophone’ year). The Association has accepted tentatively depending on the outcome of France’s bid for funding.

Thanks to the committee for the tremendous support throughout the year, and to our wonderful and efficient secretary, Marie Noelle Guillot.

Vera Regan

