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Which language do you use in MTL? 

 

This article aims to make my language situation clearer (though things are not clear even for me). Indeed, some 

of you say: 

Anyway in Montreal he will speak French only… 

McGill is an English-speaking university so… 

I don’t know how you will improve your English in Quebec… 

 

In McGill 

 

The rule is the following: McGill University is an English-speaking area. If there is one language to be used, 

that is English obviously. The campus could be located in Toronto or Vancouver and nothing would be 

changed. Employees, scholars and students speak in English. Emails are sent in English, courses are taught in 

English. Therefore I speak English in McGill. So do not whine: I have to deal with: 

1
 

In Quebec, students are allowed to submit their assignments in either French or English. But all my assignments 

are written in English. Indeed, my courses are taught in English and my required readings are written in 

English; why would I write in French? 
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The personnel is able to work in French and in English, and most signs are bilingual so that you will not be lost 

(e.g. Bibliothèque Redpath Library). 

Many Canadian students in McGill come from outside of Quebec; therefore most of them are English-speakers. 

Sometimes they do not speak French at all. A similar situation exists within international students. That is why 

the demand for French as Second Language is huge: they live in Montreal and want to improve their French. 

 

In Montreal (A) 

 

Montreal is not a bilingual town (contrary to what has been said in France). Montreal is the largest town in 

Quebec, and Quebec’s only official language is French. Everything in Montreal is written in French, in the 

supermarket, in the metro, on advertisements, in public services… 

Moreover, in stores, you will find many stickers "Au Québec, on communique en français !" 
2
(from the Office 

Québécois de la Langue Française
3
). Provincial politicians often talk about the « francisation

4
 » of newcomers 

in Quebec. The 101 Bill enforces the use of French as the only language in advertisements, and according to this 

provincial law employees must use French in stores and large firms.  

 

Sometimes, things get weird. For instance, University Street is called rue University. KFC are called PFK
5
 in 

Quebec, and some activists want to change the name of WalMart (because WalMart is an English name). Road 

signs are also different: “Stop” signs are replaced by “Arrêt” signs
6
.  

 

However, Montreal is not Paris. Quebecker French is different from “French” French. Obviously, language 

evolves on a different way when its speakers are split in two groups. However, Quebecker French is not exactly 
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the language spoken by the settlers of the 16
th

 century; it is just a different way of French. Here are some 

examples: 

English Quebecker French French French 

You’re welcome Bienvenue  De rien 

alteration altération retouche 

sometimes des fois parfois 

OK? C’est correct? C’est bon? 

leaflet circulaire prospectus 

Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner Déjeuner, Dîner, Souper Petit-déjeuner, Déjeuner, Dîner 

See you soon À tantôt À bientôt 

As you may notice, sometimes Quebecker French is closer to English expressions. Grammar also differs a bit. 

 

Nevertheless, the above statement must be moderated. French is not the only one language in Montreal. As in 

Paris, information is translated in English if needed on signs. Furthermore most Montrealers speak both 

languages (though most of them are more able to speak in French).  

Some French people think that “Montreal is bilingual” because there is a large English-speaking community in 

Montreal. They mostly live in the west part of the Montreal Island. Some of them are newcomers. The others 

are “English Quebeckers” (they had played a critical role in Montreal’s history). 

 

Moreover, as a North American city, Montreal welcomes people who speak other languages: multilinguism is 

an asset. For instance, in HSBC you may be served in French, English, Chinese or Cantonese. In Royal Bank of 

Canada, even more languages are spoken. And in the metro, you can hear dozens of different languages. On the 

contrary, French people are more suspicious towards foreign languages… 

However, there is a political issue: most of newcomers speak 

rather English than French. That is a concern for the 

provincial government which tries to make them speak 

French. 

 

How I dealt with that 

 

For this exchange year, I primarily expected to improve my 

English. I misunderstood the language situation in Montreal 

and I thought that I could live in Montreal without speaking 

French. In the very first days, I tried to speak in English only. 

But then, it became harder to speak English only. In my 

neighborhood, most people are French-speakers. They may 



speak English with you, but they can become angry if they notice that you perfectly understand French. For 

instance, they ask you curtly why you do not want to speak French though you are French-speaker.  

Therefore, how do I manage with that? In McGill, I only use English. In other situations, it depends on the 

context. I take account of the neighborhood (English is more welcomed in McGill neighborhood than in 

Hochelaga-Maisonneuve), I also pay attention to “On gagne à parler français”
7
 stickers. But if the customer in 

front of me speaks in English, I will use English. 

Sometimes, I wonder if I do use the right idiom: I speak French but the other person seems to be more fluent in 

English (or conversely). 

 

All in all, I will not take position in this article about this language issue. No position in favor of French-

speakers, neither in favor of English-speakers! 

 

PW  
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