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Abstract 
Postcolonial period in the countries that had been given a status of overseas regions and department 
of France (Guadeloupe, Martinique, Réunion, Mayotta, French Guiana, New Caledonia and French 
Polynesia) brought about significant changes not only in social and economic spheres but in the areas 
of language policy and education as well. School teachers and students in the overseas multilingual 
and multiethnic departments and regions of France are facing serious problems in the learning 
processes. France as one of the major former parent state according to its Constitution supports and 
develops solely French language as the only official language of France. France has signed but not 
ratified the European Charter for regional or minority languages thus demonstrating that priorities in 
the French language policy do not cover the interests of its regional languages. Overseas regions and 
departments of France are characterized by poor level of French, early leave from school, high level of 
illiteracy and as a result unemployment and other significant problems which are the issues France 
has to deal with nowadays. This paper considers the main problems connected with teaching French 
in schools and general educational policy in these multiethnic and multicultural states. The paper aims 
at analyzing current trends and approaches in language policy of France towards its overseas 
departments and regions.  

Keywords: France, language policy, education, overseas regions, regional languages, school, the 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The colonial empire of France had been existing for about 450 centuries. During this time, more than 
40 countries fell into its dependence, some of which remained in its possession and in 1946 received 
various statuses: the overseas department and the region (Guadeloupe, Martinique, Guiana, Reunion, 
Mayotte); the Overseas community (French Polynesia); Administrative-territorial formation with a 
special status (New Caledonia). Language situation and language policy in general and in education 
field in these overseas territories of France are interesting from the point of view of the interaction of 
the language of the former colonialist’s language, French, and the languages of the local polyethnic 
population in each country. 

France, since the Revolution and the establishment of the Third Republic, has positioned itself as a 
monolingual state recognizing the use of the only official language, French, in all social spheres. The 
centuries-old experience of the France language policy, promoting the study of French as the only one 
for the whole nation, is represented by quite a large number of legislative acts [1]. For the local 
population French has become a language of survival, the mastery of which is being regulated by the 
national policy of France. Nevertheless, in France, both on the mainland and in the overseas 
territories, they speak different regional languages. The concept of "regional languages of France" 
includes both regional languages and minority languages, which, if France ratified the European 
Charter for Regional Languages or linguistic minorities, could have become the co-official languages. 
So, among 75 "languages of France", 55, and this is almost three-quarters, are the languages of the 
inhabitants of the overseas territories of France. Most native inhabitants are native speakers of these 
languages: the Polynesian languages and Kanak languages in Oceania, the languages of American 
Indians in Guiana, the languages shimahoré and kibushi in Mayotte. Others are Creole languages 
based on French or English, resulting from close contacts between the local population or immigrants 
and the western population, and others [2]. Some of these actively used languages, neighboring with 
the French, are endangered. 

Besides, these French territories face the same problems, not only in the field of training and 
education, but also with problems of socialization and survival in the labor market. The origins of these 
problems are similar, as they proceed from the adherence to the Constitution, to other normative 
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documents, as well as the policy of the national education of France and national education programs. 
The educational system of the overseas territories of France is largely oriented to the model of 
education adopted in mainland France, particularly, it duplicates the structuring of training, the content 
of the training and the training program for teachers. 

The linguistic diversity of the overseas territories of France constitutes national wealth and contributes 
to rethinking and improvement language and education policy of the polyethnic population of the 
overseas part of France. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

The material for the research is the following: French and Russian electronic resources (websites, 
articles, conference reports, educational programs, legislative documents) processed by continuous 
sampling method for the purpose of studying the actual language situation in education field of 
overseas territories of France, as well as the identification of perspective and new approaches to the 
educational language policies of these regions. The method of comparative analysis of language 
situations in the French overseas territories allowed to determine common features and specific 
priorities in the educational language policy of these countries. 

3 RESULTS 
The results of the analysis of the actual material can be represented by dividing the overseas 
territories of France into two groups, depending on the status of the French language in these 
territories: 

1 Guadeloupe, Martinique and Reunion, where French is a "co-native" language along with 
Creole. 

The overwhelming majority of the population of these regions is Creoles: 96.8% in Guadeloupe, 
96% in Martinique and 55.2% in Reunion [3]. The Creole languages of these overseas 
departments are similar in their lexical composition, as they are based on French, and do not 
cause difficulties for mutual understanding among the inhabitants of the regions, having 
different historical circumstances that are not geographically connected [4]. Martinique and 
Guadeloupe are part of the Antilles in the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico, and Reunion is 
located on the island of the same name in the Indian Ocean. 

2 Mayotte, French Guiana, New Caledonia and French Polynesia, where French has the status of 
a second language, partly used along with the native language. 

In Mayotte, 71.3% of the population is from the ethnic group of mare or shimarae (the 
descendants of Arabs mixed with Malagasy and black people), 57% of the population in New 
Caledonia are Melanesians or Kanaks, in French Polynesia 45% are Tahitians [5]. 

Having different statuses, these overseas territories enjoy relatively different degree of autonomy in 
language and educational policy activities. This policy is regulated by articles 72-3, 73, 74 and 74-1 of 
the Constitution, which call for taking into account the peculiarities of the language situation in these 
countries [6]. For example, the primary and secondary education of French Polynesia is in the 
competence of local government, while the higher one remains under the control of the French 
government. The competence of the local government of New Caledonia since 2000 includes the 
development of training programs, teacher training and control of the primary level of education, and 
since 2012, monitoring the secondary level of education (in colleges and lyceums), private education 
and school health service. The secondary and the higher education of New Caledonia is under the 
jurisdiction of the French state [7]. 

3.1 The main characteristics of the language situation and the educational 
language policy in Guadeloupe, Martinique and Reunion 

One of the significant characteristics of the language situation in these regions is "unbalanced 
bilingualism" (non-equilibrial cbilinguisme) [8]. The overwhelming majority freely speak two languages 
(and are Franchophones), but the use of French covers most of the areas of language functioning, 
and makes it prestigious for residents, while the Creole language is readily spoken by people during 
friendly communication. Numerous studies among students of different levels of education in France 
show a tendency to revive interest in Creole language, in Creole culture. The first experimental 
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bilingual classes were opened in the 21st century, where they teach in two languages. Such a turn 
towards regional languages was also supported by the legislative base. Taking into account the needs 
of the main population of the overseas departments and territories, namely Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
Guyana and Reunion, in 1984 France passed a law on the possibility of organizing additional classes 
in regional languages [9]. And then, in 2000, the law on the development of all overseas territories 
establishes and expands the provisions of the previous law on the cultural heritage and national 
identity of the aboriginals of all overseas departments and regions of France [10]. Like any medal, 
close neighborhood of two languages, Creole and French, has two sides. On the one hand, the 
introduction of bilingual education in a multicultural environment has its positive results and 
prospects. Thus, the reports for 2015 show an increase in the level of French proficiency in 
Martinique, Reunion and Guadeloupe in comparison with the previous year, and even the level of 
French ownership on the mainland (88.1% of Martinique students have successfully completed their 
studies, and in mainland France this indicator reached 88.0%, 87.3% of students in Reunion 
successfully received diplomas of education, and in mainland France this figure reached 88.0%). The 
results of students in Guadeloupe reached a record level (90.3%) in comparison with the previous 
year (86.5%) and approached the level of mainland France (91.5%) [11, 12,13]. 

On the other hand, the centuries-old contact of these two languages led to the emergence of an 
"acrolect, the inevitable companion of the close coexistence of two related languages" [14]. Some 
researchers state that the notion of diglossia does not apply to the bilingualism of these regions and 
offer the concept of a "super-variety", which in turn develops the idea of "the world creolisation" 
[15]. The authors come to the conclusion that the language situation in Martinique and Guadeloupe 
"does not develop in the direction of a shift in favor of the French (standard / regional), and not in the 
direction of equal and separate French-Creole bilingualism, but in the direction of growing diversity of 
the speech repertoire (including through borrowings) with the simultaneous expansion of the space of 
mutual understanding and the norm erosion[15]. 

Nevertheless, the emphasis on bilingual education of these regions is one of the foundations of 
modern projects and programs in education field. In Martinique, for example, an academic project for 
the period 2014-2017, based on four main directions:  

• promote success, personal fulfillment and the construction of the self-sufficient intellectual of all 
pupils within an inclusive school;  

• promote the continuation of studies until the end of the high school and prepare young people to 
fit in the society and on the labor market at the end of a chosen orientation;  

• enter the school in the digital age, the age of multilingualism and multi-culturalism;  

• register strongly the academy in the developments in the educational world has been prepared 
[11]. I 

In Guadeloupe, for example, where today bilingual education is offered in primary schools, 24 lyceums 
and 38 colleges, an academic week of Creole is held at the level of the ministry of national education, 
higher education and research. In 2016 it took place from 6 to 10 March in schools, colleges, lyceums, 
at the University of Antilles, as well as at the Higher School of Professors and Education under the 
slogan: "We all come from the exile, we all live on the same earth. Let's use these forces, given this 
mix to live in harmony in this space that we share "[16]. Main objectives of this event within the 
framework of the development of modern foreign languages and regional languages and cultural 
openness are: to anchor the school and teaching staff in the territory and support the development of 
culture and the opening of the school. 

3.2 The main characteristics of the language situation and the educational 
language policy in Mayotte, French Guiana, New Caledonia and French 
Polynesia 

Such regions as French Guiana, New Caledonia and French Polynesia differ from other overseas 
territories in the variety of local languages actively used by residents. Thus, the population in New 
Caledonia speaks about 40 different languages, in French Polynesia - about 12, in French Guiana - 
about 30. Among these languages the status of "regional languages of France" has been granted to 
28 languages in New Caledonia, 6 Polynesian languages and 12 languages of French Guiana [4]. In 
Mayotte, they speak about 10 languages. 
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In Mayotte, unlike other overseas territories, the education system began to develop relatively 
recently. The first lyceum was opened in 1980, the first elementary school appeared in 1993, and the 
university base appeared only in 2011. Nevertheless, quantitative indicators point at the exceptional 
education development through the rapid expansion of infrastructure, mainly the public sector 
[17]. The educational policy of Mayotte is guided by educational projects for 4 years. So, the 
educational policy conducted in Mayotte is supervised by an academic project accompanied by 
indicators and measures. Over the period of 2012-2015, the guidelines are revolved around the 
success of the education of the student, the assertion of the ambitions of the school and the evolution 
accompanying. The purpose of the project was the improvement of all school results. The balance 
sheet of the educational policy 2012-2015 is currently being analyzed. The new project is an academic 
2016-2019 is structured around the three main strategic axes and endeavors to take into account the 
specific socio-cultural nature of the territory: 

1 Form in a different way, and dare to innovate 
2 Go from the management of flows to the construction of a course 

3 Be willing and be available to learn 

All colleges and schools of Mayotte are classified as a Network of Priority Education or NPE (REPE), 
and, since September 2015, Mayotte has eight reinforced NPE reinforced (REP +) which benefits from 
additional resources allocated to it (Total - 18 REP) [17]. 

Bilingualism and even multilingualism in the education system of these countries is not unusual. The 
recognition of the 4 kanak languages of New Caledonia as of the regional languages  date of the 
decrees of 20 October 1992. It introduces the four languages as a test in the bachelor's degree. These 
are the Drehu, Nengone, Paicî and Ajië. Today, they are taught in the secondary education as 
obligatory disciplines according to the Deliberation No. 213 of December 29, 2016. According to part 3 
of this decision  the study of these 4 regional languages takes 3.5 hours per week, while for the 
French - 5.5 hours [18]. Strongly recognized, they are preserved and developed, especially by their 
teaching, and so find their place in the title of the educational priorities. As for French Guiana, there is 
only one regional language here, the Guyanese Creole language, along with French, which is 
recognized in official texts related to education [19]. According to the Article 57 of Organic Law № 
2004-192 of 27 February 2004 on the status of the autonomy of French Polynesia, the education 
system of French Polynesia offers the Tahitian language or another Polynesian language training with 
a standardized number of hours at all levels of training [3]. 

One can not fail to appreciate the support of France and the European Union in the development of 
the educational infrastructure of these regions. So, thanks to the support of the EU, New Caledonia 
provides qualified continuous training of specialists in various areas in special training centers for 
crafts. So, in 2015, 75% of graduated students realized themselves in the specialty in labor market 
[7]. Moreover, based on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, 
Teaching, Assessment, put together by the Council of Europe, requirements for the competencies of 
owning Tahitian or other Polynesian language have been developed [20]. 

The support of special institutions that promote the preservation, maintenance and dissemination of 
regional languages, original culture and art is of considerable importance. Thus, in Guadeloupe, the 
Bureau for promotion of the Creole language and culture was established, in Guiana - Service of 
languages and heritage, in Martinique - Cultural center of reunion, in Mayotte - Direction of regional 
languages, in New Caledonia - Academy of Kanak languages, in Reunion - Office of the creole 
language of Reunion, in Polynesia - Service of Polynesian languages and cultures and Academies of 
languages, in Wallis et Futuna - Academy of Wallis et Futuna languages. In French Polynesia, also, by 
an order of October 20, 1986, it was decided to organize an oral and written translation service, which 
denotes, that local languages are greatly important. 

Acting since June 2, 1989, under the Ministry of Culture and Communication of France, the General 
Delegation of the French Language (DGLF), renamed into the General Delegation of the French 
Language and Languages of France (DGLFLF) in 2001, continues to fulfill its responsibilities to 
implement a global policy in favor of French, as well as the development of the regional languages of 
France and the coordination of cultural policies in favor of linguistic minorities. Within the framework of 
the Ministry for the Development of Languages in Overseas Departments, the General Delegation of 
the French Language and the Languages of France, with the support of the Ministry of Culture and 
Communication, has organized the work of the General States of Multilingualism in the Overseas 
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Departments (EGM-OM) in Cayenne, Guyana in 2011. The education policy is directly related to the 
objectives of language policy which are: 

1 To foster the multilingualism of the citizen. 

2 To recognize the languages of the overseas departments and territories, the organization of the 
joint existence of the French language and local languages in one territory. 

3 Simultaneously increase the prestige of regional languages and recognize the need for French. 

4 To contribute to the prevention and elimination of illiteracy among the population. 
To achieve these targets, the General Delegation developed 10 recommendations and 35 specific 
measures on language policy aimed at preserving and maintaining regional languages in three 
directions: 

1 To promote the emergence of interest in the diversity of languages. 

2 To attach great importance to the diversity of cultures. 
3 To recognize the languages of the overseas territories [21]. 

4 CONCLUSION 
The language situation in the overseas territories of France substantially differs from the language 
situation on the mainland, where French is native to the half of the inhabitants, and suggests a 
different approach to determining language policy in the overseas departments and territories. The 
common feature between these overseas territories is that the regional languages that are the 
property of France are actively introduced into the educational system of the analyzed 
countries. Today, a large database of legislative documents that determine the language policy in 
education has been created [22]. It is the education system that is the most important area for the 
functioning and languages learning. The promising direction of the language policy in education in the 
overseas territories of France today is bilingual or multilingual training. This fact is confirmed by the 
order n ° 2017-072 of 12 of April 2017 about teaching of regional languages and cultures. This 
process can take two forms: the teaching of the language and regional culture, and a bilingual 
education in the French language and in the regional language. This teaching applies to the Basque, 
the Breton, the Catalan, the Corsican, the Creole, the Gallo, the Occitan-langue, the regional 
languages of the Alsace, the regional languages of the country Moselle, the Melanesian languages 
(Drehu, Nengone, Païci, Aïje) as well as Wallisian and Futunien. Undoubtedly, this approach has both 
pluses and minuses. The introduction of the Creole language, four languages of the Melanesian 
languages, the Tahitian and other Polynesian languages into the school curriculum at all levels, from 
primary school to universities, indicates a change in their status. These languages are even given the 
status of the second "language of education". The school contributes to the rehabilitation of the 
language, to the strengthening their presence in the public sphere, expanding the field of their 
application. At the same time, as we have already noted, close contact of languages can develop the 
emergence of a new language and the abolition of the norm. The education system of the overseas 
territories of France is formed and developed both due to the documents intended for the whole 
France, and due to special laws and acts designed specifically for the overseas territories of France, 
that, in our opinion, strengthens the positions of bilingualism and multilingualism in this field. As a 
result of the research, the idea of a monopoly of the French language in the overseas territories, as 
the only language of education and culture, can be called into question. 
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