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Language 
 
Language is a key component of the definition of a person’s culture. People rely on 
different languages, expressions, and combinations of languages, to communicate their 
daily needs, but also to tell stories about their histories, their experiences, and their hopes 
for the future. The deaf community in Atlantic Canada uses at least four different sign 
languages; American Sign Language, Maritime Sign Language (almost extinct), Quebec 
Sign Language, and Inuktitut Sign Language. American Sign Language is by far the most 
common. Access to interpreters to help the speaking community and the deaf community 
communicate with each other is limited. Since society is organized for people who can 
hear, barriers to full participation remain for many people who are deaf.  
 
English is the dominant language in Atlantic Canada, but there are also many 
Francophone communities across the region. New Brunswick is Canada’s only officially 
bilingual province, but there are also vibrant Francophone communities in the other 
Atlantic provinces.  
 
The history of Francophone communities in Atlantic Canada is marked with many 
challenges, dating back to the expulsion of Francophone and Acadian people in the 
1600s. Historically, French speakers have faced significant challenges with accessing 
similar services as English speakers. Many Francophones continue to find it challenging 
to access services in French, and barriers to services, employment, and social networks 
for people who don’t speak English continue. At the same time, we sometimes hear 
unilingual English speakers say that they find it difficult to get (especially) government 
jobs because bilingualism is often a requirement.  
 
Strangely, even though the ability to speak multiple languages is seen around the world 
as being of benefit, and even as being an expectation, we seem to approach bilingualism 
and language differences as liabilities or challenges, rather than as assets or opportunities. 
In New Brunswick, it is common to hear that children with learning exceptionalities have 
been moved out of French immersion programs, further limiting their opportunities for 
success in the future. There are different ways of including language learning in 
education curriculums across Atlantic Canada, but also ongoing concerns about the 
region’s general failure to graduate students who are fluently bilingual. Generally, there 
is a push across the region for more French language instruction for more grade school 
students. Language researchers are clear about the benefits of teaching language at very 
young ages, but opportunities for formal early additional language learning are limited.    
 
Federally funded English as an Additional Language (EAL) programs are available and 
for newcomers to Atlantic Canada, but the resources available are often directed to urban 
areas and are not easy to access for newcomers who wish to settle in rural areas. This is 
one factor that makes rural immigration less desirable.  
 
Many First Nations, Inuit, and Métis languages are at risk of becoming extinct, in part 
because there are fewer and fewer native speakers of Indigenous languages still living. 



   
  Atlantic Regional Panel Theme Summary 
  July, 2012 
   

2 

There are many different efforts across our region to preserve First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis languages, both within higher education institutions, and through community 
organizations. Some government programs also target language preservation. An 
interesting challenge with language preservation is that as young people modify the 
language to include new ideas, words, and expressions, the question of which version of a 
language to preserve arises.  
  
The Atlantic region is also known for distinctive dialects, particularly in NL, southern 
NS, and Cape Breton. Atlantic dialects impact how people from other parts of Canada 
perceive Atlantic Canadians. Besides Indigenous language preservation, there is some 
work is being done in the region to document particular phrases, words, and grammatical 
constructions that are unique to the area. 
   
 


