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International student mobility
Globalization & race for global talent
◦ The « mobility-higher education » nexus

In Canada, the number of international students rose:
◦ From 326,120 in 2014 to 494,525 in 2017 (CBIE, 2018)

Growing literature
◦ Interdisciplinary: Education, Psychology, Geography, Migration studies

◦ Focus: language proficiency, academic success, acculturation, employment, 
financial challenges, transnational networks, social capital and social mobility, 
etc.



Literature review
English language proficiency of international students
◦ Pre-arrival proficiency and post-arrival acquisition of English-language in 

relation to academics, sense of belonging, social relations, and employment

◦ Research focus:
◦ Specific/homogeneous groups of students (e.g., from China)

◦ Language proficiency mainly in English (vs. other languages)

◦ Primarily in unilingual contexts

Bilingual and multilingual education
◦ Bilingual and multilingual programs in countries with multiple languages and 

official language minorities (Canada, Spain)



Linguistic capital
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital

Linguistic capital: “acquired skill of speaking a dominant or 
‘official’ language that embodies both economic and non-
economic value” (Nawyn et al., 2012:258)

Power relations and agency
◦ Economic value (e.g., employment) 

◦ Non-economic value (services, resources, networks, advocacy, belonging)

➢Role of context and spaces of everyday life



Research objectives & questions
Objectives

1. Examine how international students experience, perceive, and negotiate language in 
different spheres of life

2. Shed light on the dynamics between space and linguistic capital

Questions
1. How do international students navigate and perceive the complex language geographies 

of the uOttawa campus / Ottawa-Gatineau region?

2. How does the asymmetrical bilingualism of uOttawa/Ottawa-Gatineau shape their 
experiences in different spheres?

3. To what extent do they exercise agency in negotiating English and/or French language 
learning opportunities and barriers both on/off campus?



Language geographies
of Ottawa-Gatineau
Canada
◦ Two official languages

◦ Official language minority communities and 
increasing

Ottawa-Gatineau
◦ Ontario/Quebec interprovincial border

◦ Uneven language geographies
◦ Asymmetrical, fluid bilingualism

◦ Ottawa (ON): English as dominant language & 
a significant Francophone minority

◦ Gatineau (QC): French as dominant language

◦ Changing demographics: growing share of 
foreign born population
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Figure 1. Percentage of population who identified as 
Anglophones, Francophones, Allophones, or having two or 
more mother tongues, in Ottawa, Gatineau, and Ottawa-
Gatineau (CMA) in 2016 (source: Statistics Canada, 2017)



The University of Ottawa
BILINGUALISM

Asymmetrical bilingualism for academic
programs 

All on-campus services available in both
languages

Bilingualism promotion
1) French immersion programs
2) Differential tuition fee exemption for 

international students studying in 
French

3) Free ESL & FLS courses

In practice
◦ Diverse formats and experiences

INTERNATIONALIZATION

Internationalization strategies
1) Recruiting international students from 

a wide range of countries

2) Increasing support for incoming 
international students  

2009-2019
◦ International students’ numbers increased 

from 1,929 (5.4%) to 8,332 (19.3%) 
(uOttawa, n.d.)

◦ 31.9% of all graduate students

◦ Over 90% were English-speaking 
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Figure 2. Number of international students enrolled at uOttawa 
from 2010 to 2019, by language and level of study.
Source: uOttawa. (n.d.). Student registrations by level of study, attendance 
status, student’s gender, language in use, immigration status, and co-op 
enrollment.

Figure 3. A bilingual sign on the uOttawa 
campus

https://www.uottawa.ca/institutional-research-planning/sites/www.uottawa.ca.institutional-research-planning/files/uottawa_-_enrolment_-_report_-_v0.1_english-pdf.pdf


Methodology
Qualitative ethnographic approach

Semi-structured personal interviews 
with 19 international graduate students

Recruitment
◦ Posters, social media, campus networks

Thematic analysis

Positionality

Limitations
➢Small sample

Interview themes:
-Pre-arrival awareness of the 
university
-Post-arrival experiences: 
languages/bilingualism, academics, 
employment, social connections, and 
support services on and off campus
-Post-graduation plans 

Campus ethnography:
Attending events, analysis of IO 
services & newsletter, social media, 
student associations, etc.



Participants’ profile
Personal characteristics
◦ Language: 13 EN-speaking, 6 FR-speaking

◦ Gender: 11 women, 8 men

◦ Age range: 18-23 (6), 25-34 (9), 35-54 (4)

◦ Time in Canada: from 3 months to 8 years

Academic profiles
◦ Level of study: 9 Masters, 10 PhD

◦ Faculty: Arts (4), Education (2), Engineering (4), 
Health Sciences (1), Law (1), Management (1), 
Sciences (1), Social Sciences (5)

◦ Language of program: French (6), English (11), 
bilingual (2)

➢Pre-arrival awareness of bilingualism
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Figure 4. Self-rated language proficiency of participants



1. Language & academic success

Inadequate resources in French-language
programs:
◦ Fewer courses in French

◦ Reading materials in English

◦ A lack of Francophone students and culture

French-speaking IS

Il y a un choix beaucoup plus restreint [en 
français]. L’été, il faut oublier. En plus, en 
éducation on a des sous-programmes, (…) moi 
je suis dans le domaine de la santé, il y a encore 
moins de cours. Immanquablement on tombe 
dans des cas où on prend ce qui se présente. 
Pas le choix. (femme, Europe)

Challenges 
reported

English-speaking 
participants 

(n=13)

French-speaking 
participants (n=6)

Academics 1 4
Employment 8 0

Table 1. Challenges due to bilingualism reported by 
English- & French-speaking participants



For one of my [bilingual] courses, […] sometimes when we don't understand, [the professor] 
will talk in English. But we have a lot of discussion groups and most of it is in English 
because everybody is more comfortable speaking in English. (female, South America)

We have a lot of French professors and French students. […] I went to a meeting and I 
couldn't understand about 60% of what was said during the meeting. Even though the 
meeting was supposed to be a bilingual meeting, a lot of it was in French. […] I think 
sometimes people can default to French very easily if they're comfortable in that space and 
not consider that this is a bilingual university. (male, Central America)

English-speaking IS



2. Language & employment
CONTEXT

Capital city and 
bilingual population

Labour market: 
public service and 
service jobs with
bilingualism
requirements

But some
occupations do not 
have bilingualism
requirements…

I can't apply for any mentorship [job] here [at uOttawa] because they need someone with 
French language. […] you have other languages like Russian and Belorussian. [But] those 
aren't mainstream languages here. (female, Eastern Europe)

I thought that the government jobs might require French, to be bilingual. […] I was 
interested in a government job but that was English. …I was always under the impression 
that to get a government job you need to be fully bilingual, but that's not the case. (female, 
Asia)

I'm a Ph.D. student studying grand philosophical theories and I probably cannot get basic 
kinds of employment because they tell you “you need to be bilingual.” (male, Americas)

C’est une chance pour les francophones qui vont se mettre à l’anglais alors que les 
anglophones ne se mettront pas au français … quand on parle avec beaucoup d'employés 
sur le campus … c’est souvent des francophones … et très vite, si on a compris, on fait l’effort 
de maîtriser l’anglais. (female, Europe)



3. Perceptions of bilingualism (1/2)

GATINEAU/QC VS. OTTAWA/ON

Role of pre-existing linguistic capital

Past experiences with
unilingualism/bilingualism/multilingualism

Once I cross that bridge from Quebec to Ontario 
it's ok because Ontario does a better job of being 
bilingual. (male, Americas)

I didn't find anything bilingual [in Ottawa] compared to Quebec. In Quebec, you 
have everything in French like the street signs […], in the shop they will talk in 
French. But in Ottawa, I don't find that. They don't talk in French. So, bilingualism 
was a lot more diluted. […] But for a person who just came from an international 
country, they may find it difficult. (female, Asia)



3. Perceptions of bilingualism (2/2)

UOTTAWA CAMPUS
Tolerant, multicultural, open to diversity

Internationalization & bilingualism
enhance one another

Francophone language politics

➢Towards superdiversity?
Maybe that's one of the reasons why it's such a multicultural 
place. Because if you embrace both languages, you equally 
respect those languages and it shows there's not a superior one 
and you increase the possibility of other people coming here. 
(female, South America)

One of the jobs that I had […] was in the call centre. […] When I 
talk to people on the phone, they would comment on my 
accent, and other people around the call centre […] they were 
not educated in a cultural type of sense, right? So, when I 
actually came to uOttawa, from then on, not many people 
commented on my accent because it's so common, you know. 
Here nobody notices. (male, Eastern Europe)

I really think bilingualism is a kind of 
tokenism because there are apparently many 
more languages that are minority languages, 
not only French. Chinese has a big population 
or even German … Why only promote French 
and not Chinese? (female, Asia)



Les politiques de la diversité francophone
Il y a un petit café donc « je voudrais demander un croissant, s'il-vous-plaît » au serveur et il était comme 
« I am sorry…? ». « Je voulais un croissant, s’il vous plait », il était comme « I am sorry… ». « I would like a 
croissant, please » …he is like « ok… », donc il assume parce que je suis asiatique et il y a pas beaucoup 
d'asiatiques qui parlent français, donc il assume que j’étais en train de parler anglais. En effet il était  
francophone, c’était comme un stéréotype, il y a beaucoup de stéréotypes. (female, Asia)

« À la maîtrise, il y avait le groupe des Québécois, des Franco-Ontariens, et encore il y a ceux du Nord et 
du Sud, et les étudiants internationaux. On peut pénétrer ces groupes, on peut faire l’effort de pénétrer 
ces groupes mais dès qu’on ralentit, on se fait éjecter et je crois qu’ils s’en rendent même pas compte. 
C’est une culture, une habitude, un enseignement qui est différent. Le Québec enseigne différemment de 
l’Ontario, quelqu’un qui vient du Nord de l’Ontario, il aura eu son type de programme de français, le 
Québécois aura eu le sien donc on se comprend, on se parle mais on comprend qu’on est différent, et les 
internationaux on est une autre type de planète, je pense qu’on se comprend mais entre l’Europe et 
l’Afrique, car on vient d’un même système, car beaucoup de pays viennent de la colonisation avec un 
système français qui ressemble au système suisse et européen en général. » (female, Europe)



4. Becoming bilingual/multilingual
STRUCTURAL FACTORS

Ottawa, Gatineau, and uOttawa offer
different levels of French immersion

Institutional supports (e.g., FLS courses)

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS

Socio-spatial strategies

Responsibilities and priorities

Role of pre-exisiting linguistic capital

I'm living in Gatineau, so there's more French. 
So, I try to practice French. When I'm in a 
restaurant, I try to order in French. But then if 
the person asks me a question I don't 
understand, then I ask in English and the 
person responds in English. (female, Americas)

I learn new words when I'm using the O-Train 
or seeing some sign. I try to make the 
connection between the English and French 
to get something. (male, West Asia)



Discussion and conclusions
International students’ perceptions and experiences with bilingualism are 
shaped by their linguistic capital in interaction with the language dynamics in 
different social spaces (on/off campus, Ottawa, Gatineau) and spheres of 
activity (academic studies, employment, language learning)

◦ Perceptions and experiences of English- and French-speaking participants vary 
significantly

◦ Bilingualism operates differently depending on the program of studies, which leads 
to varied language requirements and experiences

◦ Uneven and fluid language geographies of Ottawa-Gatineau and uOttawa present 
unique linguistic challenges and opportunities for accessing employment and 
linguistic capital buildings
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Recommendations
➢Provide I.S. with clear information regarding linguistic capital requirements

◦ Academic programs, employment opportunities, everyday social interactions

◦ Improve informed decision-making, adequate preparation for program requirements, 
more realistic expectations regarding employment prospects, choice of residence 
(e.g., Ottawa vs. Gatineau)

➢Support development of I.S. linguistic capital
◦ Consider barriers, challenges, conflicts, priorities

◦ Flexible and less time consuming opportunities: 

◦ French/English learning mini-workshops, a conversation program for language 
exchange, free access to language learning apps, and increase bilingual signs on 
campus


