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Second national language education policy in
Switzerland from the late 1970s to early 1990s:
The development of plurilingual trends
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Abstract

This article aims to clarify the state of second national language education practice in Switzerland from
the late 1970s to early 1990s, the position in the overall language education policy, and its basic
philosophies and objectives, through examination of policy documents of the Conference of Cantonal
Ministers of Education (EDK/CDIP). In Switzerland, where each canton has its own official
language(s) selected from four national languages defined in the Constitution, the EDK has
recommended that a second national language (one of the other cantonal official languages) be made a
required subject in compulsory education since 1975. Through analyses of the several official
documents of the EDK from the 1970s through the 1990s, it was found that the second national
language education is encouraged for the purpose of improving of mutual understanding among Swiss
people, with consideration given to the prevailing negative social representations of German and
Italian, and their learning, resulting from the complicated linguistic situation (including Swiss-German/
standard German bilingualism, multiple varieties of Swiss-German, Italian as a minority language in
context of public policy, and Italian as a lingua franca of foreign workers). | conclude that these
discussions over internal linguistic diversity formed the development of the foreign language policies
that would come to adopt elements of plurilingualism, which was thereafter extended to languages
other than four national languages.
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