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The lived complexities of language teaching  

in Belgian superdiversity 
 

Pauline Dupret 
(King’s College London) 

 
Abstract 

 
This case study digs into the practices and beliefs about multilingualism of two Belgian teachers of 
French as a foreign language (Français Langue Étrangère, FLE), and it approaches this from three angles.  
First, the classroom is studied as a pool of linguistic resources, with the help of concepts such as 
repertoire and translanguaging; then, the analysis turns to the FLE space and its related ‘regime of 
language’; finally, the linguistic experience of one of the FLE teachers is presented with a language 
portrait. These elements lead into a discussion of the strengths and limitations of both the theoretical 
frameworks (i.e. translanguaging, repertoire) and the teachers’ beliefs and practices, drawing in the 
notion of ‘sociolinguistic citizenship’. Overall, alongside other research (e.g. Cooke et al., 2018, 2019), 
this study points to the need for sociolinguistics to support teachers like these, who are developing 
inclusive models of linguistic citizenship intuitively, working against the grain of national and elitist 
European discourse. 

 
 

Introduction  
 
‘Migrant integration’ and its link to language have both become mainstream topics in political 
debates in Western countries, including Belgium. But while the media often draw attention to 
institutional issues, less attention is given to the teachers’ actual — not theoretical or imagined — 
practices when involved in language courses (here, FLE: Français Langue Étrangère, French as a 
Foreign Language). So this paper explores beliefs, experiences and ideologies about 
multilingualism and about teaching multilingual students by focusing on two FLE teachers in 
Wallonia1. Indeed, like Cooke & Peutrell (2019: 228), I am committed to the belief that ‘teachers 
[who are front line practitioners] should be at the heart of any thinking about education’ and in 
consequence, a first step towards this is to pay attention to their actual practices, which might 
regularly diverge from what they are officially expected to do, or from the ideologies they are 
assumed to transmit. In what follows, I will first present my methodology and a brief 
contextualization of FLE in the wider political context. Second, I will explore if and in what ways 
linguistic resources other than ‘standard French’ have a place in these teachers’ FLE courses, using 
insights provided by sociolinguistic concepts such as ‘repertoire’ and ‘translanguaging’. Next, the 
teachers’ exploitation of the FLE class as a specific space organizing its own ‘regime(s) of language’ 
will be investigated (Blommaert et al., 2005: 198). After that, commentaries about a language 
portrait drawn by one of the teacher will be used to show how teachers themselves experience 
multilingualism in their classroom, and how this experience may challenge some mainstream 
linguistic ideologies they previously shared. The concluding section of the paper is a discussion of 
all of the above – practices, beliefs and theoretical frameworks – pointing to their strengths and 

 
1 The linguistic institutional situation of Belgium is as follows: there are three official languages (Dutch, French and 

German) accounting for three official ‘linguistic communities’, and three regions (Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels). 
While Dutch is the official language of Flanders, Brussels is officially bilingual (French-Dutch) and French is mostly used 
in Wallonia with the exception of three German-speaking ‘cantons’. Here, I will focus on the official French-speaking 
part of Wallonia.  
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limitations within a larger ‘sociolinguistic citizenship’ perspective. Here I will argue that 
sociolinguistic insights could be made more available to enthusiastic teachers like these, who are 
already intuitively developing inclusive models of linguistic citizenship.  
 
 

1. Methodology, participants & fieldsite 

 
The data was mainly collected through three interviews, each one lasting approximately an hour, 
conducted with two teachers who work collaboratively providing FLE lessons in the same 
institution: two interviews were with TeacherA, a woman of about sixty years old, and one with 
TeacherC, a middle-aged woman,. These teachers also agreed to share written text from past FLE 
projects and from materials they intended to use. Finally, TeacherA drew her own language 
portrait — paying particular attention to her FLE experience — and commented on it in her second 
interview.  
 
Both teachers work in one of the ‘Citizens’ Spaces’ (Espaces Citoyens) in a large Walloon Belgian 
town. This institution provides FLE courses along with other social projects and it is part of the 
CPAS (Centre Public d’Action Sociale, i.e. Public Centre for Social Action), which is a Belgian 
communal institution that helps ‘people in need’ (Bruxelles-J, 2019) — people with a lower socio-
economic status — such as migrants (except of course elite migrants who regularly come to 
Brussels for Europe-related purposes).  TeacherA is also a secondary school French teacher with 
teenagers whose first language is usually French and does not hold any specific FLE diploma.  
TeacherC is a theatre teacher who recently obtained one. Their adult students have a wide array 
of nationalities, e.g. Moroccan, Italian, Cameroonian etc, but according to TeacherA, they are 
advised to use - or to lean towards – French-only in the classroom. 
 
  

2. Political context  

  
In Belgian ‘political rhetoric’, as in the UK, ‘the country’s multilingualism2 can be a source of 
tension[. It] is even presented as a threat to national unity and is usually regarded as a problem 
that needs to be managed — as is migration itself’ (Simpson, 2015: 2). Indeed, even though the 
political landscape of Wallonia is less characterized by extreme-right nationalism than Flanders3 
(see Jaspers, 2005), these issues are still very sensitive. For instance, the theme of 
‘communautarisme’ came to the forefront in debates among the francophone parties during the 
2019 elections – communautarisme refers to communities living ‘parallel [and potentially 
threatening] lives’ on Belgian land, allegedly due in part to their lack of command of an official 
language (Cooke, Peutrell, 2019: 1).  Some campaigning texts from Ecolo (a Belgian green political 
party) specifically talked about the Islamic veil and targetted the so-called ‘Muslim community’, 
and this caused a major argument in the election debates, with the party being accused of 
‘fostering communautarism’ (instead of integration) – a theme often associated with language (La 
Libre, 2019). 
 

 
2 In this case, I am not addressing the issue of the official Belgian multilingualism (Dutch-French-German), which is 

also a source of tension, but for reasons that are not directly related to this work.  
3 The results of the last Belgian elections do indeed underline this enormous gap, as the majority of Flemish voters 

voted for right/extreme-right nationalist parties, while the majority of Francophone voters voted for left/extreme-left 
parties, which rendered the constitution of the federal government even more difficult than it was already.  
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In this context, an ‘integration programme’ for newly-arrived non-European adults (i.e. parcours 
d’intégration) has been established in Wallonia since 2012 and its linguistic component was made 
compulsory in 2016. The programme encompasses three features: French Language classes, a visit 
to a ‘welcome desk’ and a ‘citizenship module’ (i.e. formation à la citoyenneté) (Lucchini et al., 
2018: 193; Le Parcours d’Intégration en Wallonie, n.d.). The programme is presented as aiming to 
foster migrants’ integration and success, but researchers and other associations have consistently 
pointed to how French language education and language testing increasingly function as 
‘immigration filters’ (Lucchini et al., 2018: 194; Lucchini, 2012 for Wallonia). In this context, FLE 
teachers are now intermediaries between, on the one hand, official policies which endorse either 
a strong monolingual-French ideology or an elitist multilingual Belgian/European one4, and on the 
other hand, the linguistic diversity on the ground which characterizes superdiverse (parts of) 
Belgium (Hambye & Richards, 2012; Jaspers, 2005).   
 
In the three following sections, I will dig into the two FLE teachers’ approaches to teaching their 
multilingual students, several of whom follow this integration programme.  
 
 

3. The FLE classroom: A pool of linguistic resources?  

 
During the interviews, I asked the teachers how they felt about the French-only policy often 
advocated in FLE classrooms. Indeed, while ‘mastering French’ may be the ultimate goal, one may 
wonder whether they see the use of other languages as having a legitimate role in the attempt to 
achieve French mastery. TeacherC, the theater teacher, stated that she wanted to ‘give back 
confidence when it came to speaking French and to cast shame out’. So during a improvisation 
project where the students had to tell personal stories, she allowed them to ‘start in their own 
language and then continue in French and finish in their own language again’. Even though she 
used the phrase in ‘their own language’, it seems reasonable to assume that nearly any language 
or any way of speaking that they felt confortable with would have suited her.  
 
TeacherA, who gives French lessons to the beginners, shares TeacherC’s aim of ‘trying to give 
them pleasure to speak French’, even when it is not ‘correct standard French’. This explains why 
she refused to use language tests: in her opinion, tests fostered an atmosphere that wasn’t 
oriented to conviviality, and in addition, they could only capture a tiny part of the meaningful ‘life’ 
of the classroom. In fact, this rejection of language testing in a FLE setting seems to be central to 
her teaching practice. It was one of the condition she insisted on when the Espace Citoyen offered 
to hire her, and as a result, only the entry test remains - used to place the students in the most 
appropriate group (beginners/advanced). TeacherA also explained that her students ‘knew she has 
some idea of Italian, Dutch and English, and that they could travel through other languages in 
order to understand each other’, especially as they often had very extended and varied 
repertoires. She recalled with pleasure that one of her students, despite being Italian, preferred to 
use English. She also stated that there were several Moroccan women who ‘would use Arabic 

 
4 By ‘elitist’, I refer to the EU emphasis on producing ‘plurilingual citizens’, in line with the globalisation of the 

economy which has ‘increased the social value of individual bilingualism/multilingualism’ (Heller, 2003, 2007 in 
Hambye & Richards, 2012: 163). But the European perception of multilingualism is very restricted: it is linked to 
‘standardizing assumptions’, rejects hybridity or non-elite forms of multilingualism, and is Europe-centered (see 
Rampton et al., 2018: 5). With this term, I also point to the Belgian government’s ambition of making plurilingual 
citizens master at least two of the official languages (preferably Dutch-French) and English, taking the same 
perspective as the EU.  But these two cases of officially fostered multilingualism are not relevant for many of the 
migrants coming to Belgium, especially those whose ‘integration’ is regularly questioned in the political sphere. 
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translation [in their dialects, or sometimes switching to classic Arabic] when one of them did not 
understand’5, although she would remind them that they ‘were in the French classroom’ when 
they started having long conversations together. Additionally, if a student was getting 
discouraged, she would regularly tell them with admiration ‘but do you realize how many 
languages you speak?’, thereby valorizing their multilingualism. She also liked it when her 
students could themselves playfully appropriate the French language, linking it with their own 
linguistic repertoires. So for instance, when a student figured out that the word ‘confetti’ did not 
have the same meaning in French and Italian, this generated a discussion that was then archived 
in a drawing project. In a discussion of the numerous French letters that are represented 
graphically but that are not meant to be pronounced, she was also delighted when another Italian 
student called them ‘des lettres décoratives’ (i.e. ’ornamental letters’).  
 
Sociolinguists have developed some concepts which can help us better understand attitudes and 
beliefs about multilingualism like these teachers’. The first of them is ‘repertoire’, which can be 
defined as an individual’s very variable (and often fragmentary) grasp of a plurality of differentially 
shared styles, registers and genres [i.e. linguistic resources], which are picked up (and maybe then 
partially forgotten) within biographical trajectories that develop in actual histories or topographies 
(Blommaert & Rampton in Holmes, 2015: 6). This vision entails a critical understanding of the idea 
of ‘a language’, which is considered to be a theoretical construct, always truncated in somebody’s 
actual repertoire (Blommaert & Backus, 2011).  
 
The second concept, ‘translanguaging’, is related: translanguaging scholars see speakers as having 
a unitary set of linguistic resources which is very different from the institutional ‘nationalist’ 
perspective which, in contrast, emphasizes bounded, structured and standardized named 
languages (García, 2017), a view that also features in officially multilingual states. The 
translanguaging perspective is very critical of ‘monoglossic language ideologies’ (Flores, 2019: 49) 
and highlights the fluidity, hybridity and creativity of speakers’ use of linguistic resources (Busch, 
2012: 4), even when the latter ‘might be categorised within dictionaries […] as ‘belonging to’ 
specific languages’ (Holmes, 2015: 6).  Although it takes several different forms, the concept of 
translanguaging has a strong pedagogical base (linked to bilingual education); it is associated with 
a commitment to ‘social justice’; and it has been presented as highly transformative at a societal 
level (even though this is partially contested (Jaspers, 2019)). Some teachers involved in 
participatory ESOL have used a ‘translanguaging stance’, ‘incorporating multilingual practices and 
activities into lesson plans’, and this has been combined with a ‘sociolinguistic citizenship 
perspective’, seeking to foster ‘democratic participation [and] agency’ (Cooke et al., 2018: 10; 
Rampton et al.: 2).  
 
How can these two concepts illuminate the beliefs and attitudes of our two teachers? First, while 
TeacherA and TeacherC do not explicitly declare a translanguaging stance and seldom address 
sociolinguistics topics like multilingualism or citizenship directly or at length, they both  
acknowledge the diversity of their students’ repertoires as well as their own, referring to the links 
between these repertoires and their students’ mobile biographies. Contrary to the French-only 
policy, translation and a more or less controlled fluidity in language usage seemed to be an integral 
and welcomed part of their FLE classrooms. ‘Controlled fluidity’ because it was considered more 
valid at some times and in some forms than others — for instance, in the theatre piece discussed 
below, it occurred at the beginning and the end of the improvisation, and in the French classes, it 

 
5 TeacherC also used this technique. She said she regularly let them work in groups often involving a person ‘speaking 

Arabic and another one mastering French better’, so that translation could be used in order to include those in need.  
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was allowed as long as it did not become too lengthy. Having a different perspective on the French 
language — a perspective that does simply replicate the view of people whose first language is 
French — is also considered an enrichment (e.g. considering letters as ‘ornamental’).  
 
Overall then, the position of these two teachers is complex. Teaching standard French is taken for 
granted as a goal and hybridity is considered more as a transitory state than a potentially long-
lasting way of learning/behaving. However, they do not bend to French-only policies, fiercely 
reject some of their features (language testing) and have a positive view of multilingualism, going  
beyond the limited European elitist perspective.  In sum, these teachers do not adopt a ‘purist’ 
perspective on French, but nor do they attempt to set up an entirely translanguaging 
environment. They share the idea that, in the end, the languages have to be bounded and 
somehow separate from each other, probably because Belgian public spaces — even the 
plurilingual ones — operate according to the idea of separate languages, as will be shown below.  
 
 

4. The FLE space: regime of language 

 
In this section, I will shift away from an understanding of multilingualism as ‘what individuals do 
and don’t have’ (Blommaert et al., 2005: abstract) and instead focus on TeacherC’s FLE theatre 
classroom as a specific environment that enables and disables the deployment of specific 
resources. In other words, what ‘are the regimes of language valid in that particular space’, 
distinct from other institutional settings (id.: 198)? Blommaert et al. (id.: 203) provide the 
theoretical apparatus necessary to raise this question and invite us to see context as ‘[doing] 
something to people when it comes to communicating’, impacting on (a) what ‘forms of behavior’ 
are deemed legitimate or not, on ‘(b) the value and function of [people’s] sociolinguistic 
repertoires’; and on ‘(c) their identities, both self-constructed (inhabited) and ascribed by others’ 
(ibid.).  
 
During the interview, TeacherC referred to a theatre project she had led with her students a few 
years ago. The project’s topic was their ‘linguistic experiences in Belgium’ (e.g. 
misunderstandings)6. Some of the students’ stories recorded funny events. For instance, one of 
them was at an administrative desk where the official apologized for the mess — i.e. ’le bordel’, an 
informal word also meaning brothel. This prompted her to answer with shock: ‘I am not a whore!’ 
Another Moroccan student mistakenly said ‘congratulations’ instead of ‘sincere condolences’ at a 
funeral after noticing the displays of flowers and interpreting them as the sign of a huge festive 
gathering like a wedding, as in Morocco. But some stories were also traumatic. One student was at 
the post office, trying to ask for a service, when the official answered ‘You arrived in Belgium 4 
years ago and you still cannot speak nor write?’. When the student burst into tears, the official 
added ‘yes, yes, it’s easy to cry’. Here, the student’s complex multilingual repertoire was 
considered as valueless and irrelevant — and her inability to speak ‘correct’ French was portrayed 
as laziness about language learning (see Lucchini et al., 2008). Her ‘linguistic competence was’, in 
other words, ‘assessed using the (Belgian) [administrative] criteria of a language regime valid in a 
particular national order’ (Blommaert et al., 2005: 213). 
 

 
6 The text produced during the project and the interview of TeacherC will provide the data used in the rest of this 

section.  
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However, as the theatre project developed, it allowed the students to move away from these 
events/environments and their language regimes. So for example, the traumatic experience at the 
post office was:  
 

1) recontextualised during improvisations in the FLE classroom where students could begin 
and end their story in their chosen language(s);  

2) entextualised (along with the funny stories) in a script written in French by TeacherC which 
would form the basis of an upcoming theatre play;  

3) then recontextualised in the play based on the teacher’s text, which the students had to 
remember and perform in front of a wider public during the traditional ‘performance’ 
organized by the Espace citoyen7. This larger public was varied, as it encompassed 
students’ families, teachers, but also other Belgian citizens who hadn’t had any previous 
involvement with the activities of the Espace Citoyen (even though they were likely to have 
some sensitivity to the issues raised in an event and institution like this).  

 
In this way, TeacherC crafted the FLE space in a way that gave her students ‘power to determine 
how [discourses] circulate’ across networks (Briggs, 1998: 540), and to actively shape their 
recontextualisation. This contrasts starkly with the way in which these students are regularly 
positioned in the Belgian society, treated as passive observers to the circulation of (harmful) social 
discourses about them (as in extreme right discourses about the dangers of immigration and the 
reluctance of immigrants to integrate). The shift of genre, from a post office encounter to a 
theatre play, also shaped new interpretations of the reconstructed event, and indeed more 
generally, this patchwork of variously moving and hilarious personal stories was transmitted to an 
audience who jointly laughed and/or empathised, thereby giving students legitimacy and a 
positive identity: their repertoires and they themselves weren’t problematic any more. The trauma 
got ‘softened’ in this recontextualisation, and the FLE space allowed them to regain a voice, with 
inter alia their ‘contributions remembered and recorded’ by the teacher (Rampton et al., 2018: 4), 
and now – in this text – even reaching over the Channel and beyond. Plainly, TeacherC’s classroom 
was a space where ‘meanings are built and shared and gain specific importance’ (Bryers et al., 
2013: 11). 
 
Even so, it is essential to remember that while several languages spoken in an informal register 
were present during the improvisation stage, the play itself was nearly exclusively in monolingual 
French — indeed, a French that, despite some ‘mistakes’, was overall quite formal, except when it 
came to adding a sense of realism of some of the scenes. So although students’ linguistic 
repertoires was no longer hidden and could be valued, it was (standard) French which was most 
functional in the sharing of these students’ experiences, and in which they found power.  In other 
words, TeacherC and her students built a regime of language flexible and convivial while at the 
same time French-centered.  
 
At this point, it is worth looking into the way in which an FLE teacher can herself experience 
multilingualism.   
 
 
 
 

 
7 And one could even add that this work is a new reentextualisation, based on both the first entextualisation by 

teacherC and her memories and comments.  
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5. TeacherA’s language portrait: experiencing multilingualism 

 
At first glance, TeacherA perfectly fits the one-language-one (sub)nation framework that official 
policies implicitly promote.  She is a Belgian-born woman who mostly speaks French in her daily 
life in Wallonia. But the portrait that she drew of her own language use complexifies and partly 
challenges this account, also highlighting how she herself experiences multilingualism in her own 
classroom — which is different from welcoming/fostering it. Indeed, in the two previous sections, 
multilingualism has been presented as a reality mostly external to the teachers themselves: 
multilingualism was tied to their students’ identities and biographies, to their place in the Belgian 
social web, etc. Here, on the other hand, I want to dwell on how a specific multilingual 
environment like the FLE classroom does something to the teachers too, and how it can lead them 
to question some mainstream linguistic ideologies. 
 
‘Language portraits’ are a ‘creative research method’ which combines visual and discursive 
representation – a drawing activity in which an informant is asked to portray their own linguistic 
repertoire by colouring in the outline of a human figure representing themself, and then talks 
about this to the researcher. In this way, language portraits are conceived as ‘suited to […the] 
exploration of a heteroglossic linguistic repertoire’, encouraging research participants to reflect on 
their own experience (Busch, 2018: 11; Busch 2012). While ‘synchronic coherence’ is favored in 
talk and discourse, in the ‘pictorial mode, contradictions, […] overlaps and ambiguities can readily 
coexist’ (id.: 6).  Language portraits can also be seen as representing ‘emotional aspects’ of 
informant’s experience, as well as ‘the influence of language ideologies and of stance taking 
towards such ideologies’ (id.: 5)8.  
 
In order to elicit the language portrait from TeacherA, I used (with only slight modifications9) the 
following prompt presented by Busch (translated into French): ‘I would like you to represent 
graphically your linguistic repertoire — languages, dialects, and ways of speaking that are 
important in your life (whether you are able to speak them or not). For this you may either copy 
the silhouette provided or draw one for yourself […]; choose colours that fit the different 
languages and modes of speech which have a paritcular meaning for you’ (Busch, 2018: 8). As 
advised by Busch (ibid.), I completed this prompt with several additional questions/suggestions, 
such as: ‘you could think about the kind of emotions and/or people you associate with each 
language’ or ‘you may think about ways of speaking/languages that are important in your current 
life, but also about those related to your past or those that bring you towards the future’. 
Additionally, I asked TeacherA to create a caption where she could make visible the meanings she 
associated with each colour (ibid.). TeacherA decided to copy the silhouette provided. Afterwards, 
during an interview that lasted approximately forty-five minutes, she explained at length why she 
had chosen a particular colour, why she had drawn languages in such a way or in such a place, etc. 
She appeared very eager to talk about her drawing and provided me with plenty of details, which 
is why I let her be quite autonomous during the explanation, without trying too much to steer the 
ongoing discussion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 Regarding the methodology, see Busch (2018).  
9 The parts in italics are the ones I added/modified from the example provided by Busch (2018).  
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Illustration 1. Language portrait of teacherA. 
 

 

Pink 
mother tongue/matrix FRENCH 
(child) 

➾ languages which 
‘irrigate’ [the body] 

Various shades of 
pink [in the heart 
which is drawn on 
the bottom right 
and which refers to 
the heart in the 
body] 

FLE 
- Italian 
- Spanish 
- Arabic 
- Polish 
- Turkish 
- English 

Orange 
language from the father 
FRENCH < FRANCE 

Yellow 
Walloon  
language from the grandparents 

Grey 
scholarly languages (German, 
Italian, Spanish, Dutch) 

 

Brown [even if 
it looks red] 

English 

Table 1. Transcription and translation of the key in TeacherA’s language portrait 
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In her comments on this portrait, TeacherA acknowledges clearly how much the ‘one language-
one [sub]nation framework […] obscures… about sociolinguistic reality’ (Jaspers, 2019: 13), 
especially in the Belgian case, and her linguistic portrait starkly relates to Wallonia’s history10.  She 
states that she has been ‘nurtured by three languages’ which ‘flow in her veins’ and which she is 
deeply attached to: the Belgian French variety of her mother, the French French variety of her 
father ‘who worked in France’, and the Walloon oral regional dialect ‘which [she] heard at her 
grandparents’ — with ‘regional variations’, as her grandparents did not live in the same regions —, 
but which she cannot speak. 
 
She placed the ‘FLE languages’ — whether she understood them or not (i.e. Arabic dialects), 
whether she had more or less linguistic resources  (i.e. English) — in her heart because of her 
emotional bond to ‘those languages which were discovered through people’, as ‘they all arrived with 
their languages, their cultures’.  When I asked her, she insisted that ‘languages and cultures’ were 
to be understood as plural, not singular, not in a one language-one culture-one person mode. She 
stated that it had ‘opened something regarding her matrix11 and her French-language university 
training, it had liberated something, which is why the heart flows [both from the matrix and] 
towards the mouth, towards the communication centre’. She indeed explained that, when ‘younger 
[she had] thought that it was necessary to speak French without regional accents […], [but she] now 
focus[es] on languages as tools for interaction, for communication’. She also stated that ‘the cerebral 
languages’ — those drawn in her head in dark colors, which were ‘studied at school but never 
practiced’ — had been ‘revitalized by the FLE interactions’, which showed that ‘learning grammar 
and conjugation are not enough when we talk about communication’: FLE had made languages 
‘meaningful’. Finally, while she was also aware of the less convivial ‘administrative imperatives 
linked to French: find a job, social security…’, she explained that ‘[she] liked the FLE diversity, you all 
sit around a table with different languages, and you dare to talk, and French can become a place 
where everybody meets even when you fetch words in another language or make mistakes’.  
 

How can TeacherA’s portrait and commentary enrich our understanding of experience as a FLE 
teacher? First, it partly challenges the ‘traditional distinctions between the ‘newcomer’ as the 
’[deficient] learner’ and the ‘native’ as the ‘[proficient] teacher’’ (Eley, 2015: 47). Indeed, TeacherA 
also seems to be ‘expanding her language repertoire’ in the FLE’s ‘linguistically diverse and changing 
classroom’ (ibid.), and to be developing more positive attitude towards several of her own 
resources. Jointly, the FLE part of her repertoire points to a feeling that she shares linguistic 
experience with her students, and this questions a one-way understanding of integration and 
belonging. Second, her portrait shows that being a so-called ‘native’ is much more complex than it 
might seem (various French varieties, Walloon dialects, etc.). Third, the FLE classroom seems to have 
fostered a reflexive stance on her own attitudes towards language, leading her to question 
previously unchallenged standard language ideologies. Additionally, the last sentence in the 
previous paragraph emphasizes her belief that ‘expert competence in a standard variety […] is [not] 
the only acceptable benchmark for full participation and citizenship’ (Cooke et al., 2018: 11).  
 
 
 
 

 
10 I will not dwell on this as it is not the primary focus of this work, but one can indeed recall that in Belgium, dialects 

were largely replaced by standard French during the 20th century under the state’s impulse and that the French 
variety of Paris (France) has for a long time been considered as the legitimate variety Belgian people should use. 
11 By matrix, she said that she referred to the three languages (and mediums: oral/written) which ‘nurtured her’ 
(although, on the portrait, 'matrix' is mainly associated to the Belgian French variety of her mother). 
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6. Discussion and conclusion 

 
When talking about a past project where she had corrected the original texts written by her 
students, TeacherA said that she would nowadays keep both versions. Asked why, she said that ‘one 
cannot cut somebody from their roots’ and added ‘yes standard French is necessary for finding a job, 
but students sometimes idealize language as the ultimate solution for living better here’. She also 
told of her annoyance when some students only wanted to do grammatical or orthographic 
exercises in the classroom, and when she saw other FLE teachers teaching conjugations which were 
unlikely to have any practical value in their students’ daily lives (e.g. past simple/imperfect 
subjunctive, which are not used any more in Belgium, except in classic books or in some highly 
cultivated and often literary spheres). She herself strove to insert structural exercises in projects in 
order to foster discussion (e.g. learning the imperative while writing recipes).    
 
TeacherA's essentialization12  and subsequent ‘romantic celebration of difference and creative 
agency’ (Rampton, 2012: 3) could be at odds with her students social positionings in the 
contemporary Belgian social and political climate.  If it had appeared alone in her discourse, it 
would have discarded too quickly the students’ own ‘social, political, rhetorical or linguistic 
positioning’ in the Belgian social web, as well as the violence they can experience there (Rampton, 
2012: 3).  However, this is combined in her discourse with a fierce rejection of the widespread 
deficiency paradigm, where ‘speaking another language than [standard French] or speaking it 
differently or with difficulty is [considered a] proof of the impossibility of [migrants] integration’ 
(Jaspers, 2005), and where migrants are presented as ‘responsible for their own exclusion’ 
(Hambye, Richards, 2012: 175). This combination of stances could be found in multiple sections of 
the interviews with TeacherA, and it could be seen in, for example, our conversation about a 
poetry book that she was very fond of and had given me. In this book, two versions of poems were 
displayed together: one version in what the authors called ‘immigrant creole’, and the other in 
standard French. The publisher’s goal, which was presented in the introductory part, was both to 
defend the migrants’ ‘melodious and singing French’ and to ‘end the forbidding of talking before 
all the rules of the host country’s language have been mastered’ (Aharroun et al., 2013)13. In 
addition to this positioning, TeacherA’s statement about students idealizing standard French 
points to a sense that (local and public) interaction, rather than purely theoretical knowledge, was 
important for integration14, and that some language issues – such as the need to speak perfect 
French – masked other issues such as racism, and could therefore tie her students to absolutely 
unreachable goals. 
 

 
12 TeacherA’s metaphor about the ‘roots’ of her students (‘one cannot cut somebody from their roots’) suggests a certain 
‘biologisation’ of her historical trajectory. It points to a world where the languages which were present at the beginning 
of our lives (i.e. the mother tongue(s)) are those which nourish us in the most fundamental and stable way (‘roots’), 
forming the base of our true inner selves (Hambye & Richards, 2012: 173). Indeed, TeacherA’s parents’ languages — the 
ones she was raised in — are associated with an idea of ‘matrix’ and are represented like arteries which pump the blood 
across the whole body. On the other hand, the linguistic resources gathered later are either related to the brain (rational 
self, languages learnt at school) or to the heart (emotional self, languages associated with people), which attributes to 
languages very specific roles. Although all this is certainly related to TeacherA’s personal attitudes to languages, this 
biologisation provides it to some extent with a normative scope: you have to keep contact with your first languages, 
where your identity lies, they are the ones keeping your inner self alive (ibid.). I would like to thank Philippe Hambye for 
his wise comments on the matter.  
13 It is worth noting that the poetic (and literary) contexts can be sites where this celebration becomes powerful: the 

authenticity and legitimacy of the speaker may be put forward, in a very moving and striking way. 
14 This also emerged when she described her language portrait and talked about the ‘dead’ languages learnt in 

scholarly settings as somehow ‘revitalized’ by the FLE environment. 
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At this point, it is worth asking whether, how far and in what ways these teachers were fostering 
sociolinguistic citizenship?  Sociolinguistic citizenship — based on Stroud’s concept of linguistic 
citizenship (e.g. Stroud 2001) — is committed to ‘democratic participation, to voice, to the 
heterogeneity of the linguistic resources that these entail, and to the political value of 
sociolinguistic understanding’: it mixes democratic issues with ‘political and educational efforts 
tuned to the significance of language’ (Rampton et al., 2018: 9). We have seen how these FLE 
classrooms seemed to be ‘safe spaces’15, at times opened to a wider public, and how teachers 
were committed to several issues relevant to sociolinguistic citizenship: to voice, to participation, 
to the use of a pool of multilingual linguistic resources, to multifold experiences and 
understandings of integration, and to the rejection of several nationalist language ideologies. But 
without minimizing any of those elements, I want to point to the limitations too,16 and I would 
instead argue that their classrooms are emergent spaces for participatory sociolinguistic 
citizenship.  
 
So for example, although it was part of the teachers’ own beliefs, reflected in their attitudes, 
‘awareness-raising about language ideologies’ was more implicit than explicit, and citizenship 
issues were not directly addressed during projects, even though they may have been raised more 
informally during discussion (Cooke et al., 2019: 139). During the theatre project, for example, 
stories of students’ experiences were shared and this had a powerful impact, fostering 
conversations in which issues relevant to sociolinguistic citizenship undoubtedly arose. But the 
project was not designed to set up specific and structured moments for these discussions, nor to 
orient them in a non-constraining way towards sociolinguistic understandings or towards debates 
about the (potential) meaning(s) of citizenship. This is different from, for example, the 
participatory ESOL course Our Languages set up and discussed by Cooke et al. (2019), or the 
educational project described by Kerfoot (2011) in South Africa. This is not to suggest that 
informal discussions don’t themselves have value — indeed, the Our Languages project was 
absolutely not aimed at ‘structuring’ every utterance of the participants. But pairing the issues 
emerging in informal talk with some structured sociolinguistic discussion prepared in advance 
could help to build longer-lasting and more systematic critical abilities. In other words, even 
though it is not a mandatory part of a teacher’s role, the nurturing of ‘critical capabilities and 
resistance’ (Cooke, Peutrell, 2019: 8) could have been been stronger in the two cases that I have 
described. Their practices certainly sought to minimize the reproduction of dominant linguistic 
ideologies, but they were not designed to challenge them directly. 
 
Was these teachers’ overall attention to standard French at odds with a translanguaging stance? 
Translanguaging scholars have certainly shown how ‘drawing on bottom-up, fluid linguistic 
practices, can be liberating and innovative’ (Jaspers, 2019: 13-14). Some even tend to ‘assume that 
notionally purer, higher status and more standard ones are thereby necessarily excluded’ when it 
comes to sociolinguistic citizenship (Rampton et al., 2018: 4). But as shown by the theatre project, 
uniformity in linguistic practice is not necessarily opposed to real democratic participation 
(Jaspers, 2018: 6). Indeed,  
 

’if someone’s viewpoint is to be heard elsewhere in unfamiliar situations, it needs to 
be represented in a repeatable form that, regardless of its eloquence, inevitably 
simplifies the first-hand experience that motivated it [...] Named languages may form 
part of persuasive rhetorics that travel [...] [Sociolinguists have to] accept the 

 
15 i.e. they try to foster warm and friendly regimes of language where every voice can be heard.  
16 These limitations are not problematic per se, since different goals are relevant to different teaching activities. 
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possibility that in certain circumstances [...] named languages hel[p] to advance 
political causes that they deem progressive’ (Rampton et al., 2018: 6). 

 
In this way, the stance of these teachers, which involved openness to ‘fluid language in class’ while 
also helping the students ‘acquire academically valued, ‘pure’, registers’ looks very justifiable 
(Jaspers, 2019: 16).  
 
Overall, this study has tried to generate multi-dimensional insight into teachers’ beliefs and 
attitudes towards multi/monolingualism and citizenship, travelling through FLE as (1) a pool of 
linguistic resources, (2) as a specific linguistic space, (3) as a linguistic/human experience.  It has 
shown two members of a public institution actively building convivial — in the sense of ‘living 
together pleasurably’ — approaches to multilingualism and inclusion: the FLE classroom is 
‘somewhere where you all sit around a table and talk’. This is very different from the account of 
multilingualism, multiculturality and integration provided in government discourse, which instead 
fosters dauntingly monolithic educational goals that lend these teachers little support. Despite 
this, their enthusiasm and dedication to the version of FLE that they had developed seemed 
irrespressible, and TeacherA, for example, was thrilled by the language portrait idea.  Of course, 
any ‘sustained transformative project’ needs an ‘ecology of agents’ to blend ‘the institutional 
capacities of the state and the associational resources of civil society’ (Heller in Kerfoot, 2011: 
256), but even though they are only one link in the chain (and not listened to nearly enough), 
teachers are still very important. It is a problematic paradox that despite the contribution that it 
can make to work like theirs, ‘much current theorization of language and politics [is] unavailable 
[to the teachers and students]’ (Stroud, Heugh in Rampton et al., 2018: 7). The creation of 
stronger links should be an urgent priority. 
 
 

------------------------ 
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