
© Kailey Penner, Danielle de Moissac, Rhéa Rocque, Florette Giasson, Kevin
Prada et Paul Brochu, 2021

Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d’auteur. L’utilisation des
services d’Érudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie à sa politique
d’utilisation que vous pouvez consulter en ligne.
https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/

Cet article est diffusé et préservé par Érudit.
Érudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de
l’Université de Montréal, l’Université Laval et l’Université du Québec à
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche.
https://www.erudit.org/fr/

Document généré le 16 mars 2025 22:44

Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Revue canadienne d'enseignement supérieur

Sense of Belonging and Social Climate in an Official Language
Minority Post-Secondary Setting
Kailey Penner, Danielle de Moissac, Rhéa Rocque, Florette Giasson, Kevin
Prada et Paul Brochu

Volume 51, numéro 4, 2021

URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1085337ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v51i4.189087

Aller au sommaire du numéro

Éditeur(s)
Canadian Society for the Study of Higher Education

ISSN
2293-6602 (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer cet article
Penner, K., de Moissac, D., Rocque, R., Giasson, F., Prada, K. & Brochu, P. (2021).
Sense of Belonging and Social Climate in an Official Language Minority
Post-Secondary Setting. Canadian Journal of Higher Education / Revue
canadienne d'enseignement supérieur, 51(4), 26–39.
https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v51i4.189087

Résumé de l'article
Pour les étudiants de niveau postsecondaire, une perception positive du climat
social et un sentiment d’appartenance sont essentiels, car ils contribuent à la
réussite scolaire, à une bonne santé mentale et à la recherche d’aide. Peu
d’études ont exploré le sentiment d’appartenance et les perceptions du climat
social chez les personnes qui étudient dans un établissement postsecondaire en
situation de minorité linguistique attirant des francophones d’origine
canadienne, des anglophones qui poursuivent des études supérieures dans
leur langue seconde et des étudiants internationaux francophones. En raison
du déclin de la santé mentale des étudiants et d’une plus grande diversité
ethnolinguistique sur les campus canadiens, cetteétude importante vise à
explorer le sentiment d’appartenance et le climat social perçus par les
étudiants francophones sur le campus. Au total, 35 étudiants d’origines
ethnolinguistiques variées ont participé à des groupes de discussion ou des
entretiens individuels. Les étudiants canadiens dont le français est la langue
maternelle ont plus souvent signalé un climat social positif sur le campus et un
sentiment d’appartenance que les étudiants internationaux et les étudiants
dont le français est la langue seconde. L’insécurité linguistique dans l’une des
langues officielles, toutes deux étant couramment utilisées sur le campus, était
un obstacle considérable aux échanges entre étudiants. Les universités
accueillant des étudiants de profilsethnolinguistiques variés devraient donc
proposer des cours et des événements sur le campus pour  stimuler la
connaissance et le dialogue interculturels.

https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/cjhe/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1085337ar
https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v51i4.189087
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/cjhe/2021-v51-n4-cjhe06685/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/cjhe/


Canadian Journal of Higher Education | Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 51:3 (2021)

Sense of Belonging and Social Climate in an  
Official Language Minority Post-Secondary  

Setting 

Abstract
Perceived sense of belonging and positive social climate on campus are crucial elements for post-secondary students, as 
they contribute to academic achievement, positive mental health, and help-seeking. Few studies have explored post-sec-
ondary students’ sense of belonging and perceptions of social climate in an official language minority campus, which 
attract Canadian-born francophones, anglophones who pursue higher education in their second language, and francophone 
international students. With declining student mental health and greater ethnolinguistic diversity of post-secondary students 
on Canadian campuses, this important study aims to explore francophone students’ perceived sense of belonging and social 
climate on campus. In total, 35 students from different ethnolinguistic backgrounds took part in focus groups or individual 
interviews. Domestic students with French as their first language more often reported positive social climate on campus and a 
sense of belonging, in contrast to international students and students with French as a second language. A common obstacle 
to connecting with others was language insecurity in one of the official languages, as both are currently used on campus. Uni-
versities hosting students of multiple linguistic diversities should provide courses and campus events to stimulate intercultural 
knowledge and dialogue. 
Keywords: post-secondary, sense of belonging, social climate, official language linguistic minority, language insecurity  

Résumé
Pour les étudiants de niveau postsecondaire, une perception positive du climat social et un sentiment d’appartenance sont 
essentiels, car ils contribuent à la réussite scolaire, à une bonne santé mentale et à la recherche d’aide. Peu d’études ont 
exploré le sentiment d’appartenance et les perceptions du climat social chez les personnes qui étudient dans un établisse-
ment postsecondaire en situation de minorité linguistique attirant des francophones d’origine canadienne, des anglophones 
qui poursuivent des études supérieures dans leur langue seconde et des étudiants internationaux francophones. En raison 
du déclin de la santé mentale des étudiants et d’une plus grande diversité ethnolinguistique sur les campus canadiens, cette 
étude importante vise à explorer le sentiment d’appartenance et le climat social perçus par les étudiants francophones sur 
le campus. Au total, 35 étudiants d’origines ethnolinguistiques variées ont participé à des groupes de discussion ou des 
entretiens individuels. Les étudiants canadiens dont le français est la langue maternelle ont plus souvent signalé un climat 
social positif sur le campus et un sentiment d’appartenance que les étudiants internationaux et les étudiants dont le français 
est la langue seconde. L’insécurité linguistique dans l’une des langues officielles, toutes deux étant couramment utilisées sur 
le campus, était un obstacle considérable aux échanges entre étudiants. Les universités accueillant des étudiants de profils 
ethnolinguistiques variés devraient donc proposer des cours et des événements sur le campus pour stimuler la connaissance 
et le dialogue interculturels.
Mots-clés : postsecondaire, sentiment d’appartenance, climat social, minorité de langue officielle, insécurité linguistique
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Introduction
Post-secondary institutions are ideal settings for emerg-
ing adults to meet others and develop new friendships. 
At this time in their life, when personal and psychosocial 
identities continue to develop (Arnett, 2000), emerging 
adults benefit from interacting with their peers and being 
exposed to different cultures and new ideas. Ideally, this 
learning environment should provide opportunities for stu-
dents to engage with others, whether in the classroom, 
team sports, or clubs, thus contributing to the campus 
ambiance. Social climate, or the perception of a social 
environment shared by a group of people (Bennett, 2010), 
is shaped by relationships among students and between 
students and professors (Allodi, 2010). As students en-
gage with others, they learn about themselves and others, 
and develop a sense of belonging, or feelings of connect-
edness and being a valued member of the community 
(Hausmann et al., 2007). A welcoming social environment 
plays an important role in the development of sense of be-
longing for post-secondary students (Wells & Horn, 2015) 
which, in turn, is predictive of academic persistence and 
achievement (Franco & Kim, 2018; Gopalan & Brady, 
2019; Meeuwisse et al., 2010), positive mental health 
(Backhaus et al., 2021; Gummadam et al., 2016; McGuirk 
& Frazer, 2021), and the likelihood of students seeking 
mental health services (Stein et al., 2016). As such, efforts 
should be made to enhance the social climate and pro-
mote the sense of belonging in higher education.

In a linguistic minority setting, social climate may 
prove to be of greater importance; social interactions 
with members within the ethnolinguistic group and with 
majority outgroups play a significant role in ethnolinguis-
tic identity development (Pilote & Joncas, 2016). A strong 
attachment to one’s ethnolinguistic collective identity is 
generally associated with a sense of belonging to this 
group (Berry, 2005; Tajfel, 1978; Taylor, 1997). Qual-
itative studies conducted in four Canadian provinces 
where official language minority groups live demonstrate 
varying collective identity profiles among young adults 
(Benoit et al., 2018). In these studies, one’s ability to per-
sonally and collectively identify with such a group has 
been shown to benefit psychological well-being (Bahi & 
Mulatris, 2018; Levesque & de Moissac, 2018), as has 
been previously reported for other Francophone minority 
groups in Canada (DeCou et al., 2013; Levesque, 2015; 
Noël & Beaton, 2010). Providing opportunities to explore 
one’s cultural and linguistic history and experience its 

heritage appears to be beneficial for ethnolinguistic mi-
nority post-secondary students.

What has yet to be explored is the sense of belong-
ing of emerging adults to a post-secondary institution in 
an official language minority setting, where the teaching 
language is that of the language of the minority. As these 
institutions attract students from different linguistic and 
ethnic backgrounds, including Canadian-born franco-
phones, anglophones who pursue higher education in 
their second language, and francophone international 
students, how is the sense of belonging and campus 
climate perceived, and what is their impact on student 
well-being? A recent quantitative study on student mental 
health and risk-behaviour in such a setting revealed de-
clining mental health status among students (Rocque et 
al., 2019) and higher prevalence of depression as com-
pared to students in an English language post-second-
ary institution in the same province (de Moissac et al., 
2019). While exploring factors influencing mental health 
of students on this campus, the role of belonging and 
campus climate was suggested. This led the research 
team to conduct this current qualitative study to better 
understand what factors influence post-secondary stu-
dents’ well-being, particularly within a linguistic minority 
context. More specifically, students’ sense of belonging 
to their post-secondary institution, as well as their de-
scription of the campus social climate, were explored. 

Ethnolinguistic Minorities
Canada, a bilingual country, has two official languages: 
English and French. Although francophones represent 
the majority in the province of Quebec (85%), they rep-
resent only 3.8% of the population in other provinces and 
territories, according to the 2016 census (Canadian Her-
itage, n.d.). Thus, outside of Quebec, francophones be-
long to official language minority communities (OLMC). 
Studies have shown that members of OLMC have been 
subjected to minoritisation (Lafrance, 2008), defined 
as “the different ways in which unequal power relations 
between minority and majority groups are manifested in 
systems and structures that perpetuate privilege” (Pratt 
et al., 2004, p. 33). The process of minoritisation has 
an impact on identity development (Lafrance, 2008) 
and mental health: Francophones in a minority setting 
in Canada are more likely to report their mental health 
negatively (Bouchard et al., 2018; Chartier et al., 2014), 
and to present higher lifetime prevalence of depressive 
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episodes when compared to anglophones (Puchala et 
al., 2013). As mentioned previously, students who at-
tend a French-language post-secondary establishment 
were more likely to report depressive symptomology as 
compared to students studying at an English-language 
post-secondary establishment in the same province (de 
Moissac et al., 2019). Gaining a better understanding 
of factors which might impact well-being of official lan-
guage minority (OLM) groups is warranted. 

Post-Secondary Institutions in Official 
Language Minority Communities
Canadian post-secondary francophone establishments 
are unique, as they host students with diverse linguis-
tic profiles. Not only do these establishments welcome 
Canadian-born francophones; they also accommodate 
students whose native language is English. Many of 
these students are pursuing post-secondary education 
in French because bilingualism is considered a valuable 
asset in many careers (Givergis, 2019). Little research 
pertains to how these French-immersion students fare 
in higher education: literature reports mostly on student 
academic engagement, and sociolinguistic performance 
and competence (Mougeon & Rehner, 2015; Yang & 
Rehner, 2015). In a study by Gueye et al. (2018), anglo-
phones studying in their second language showed lower 
mental health scores when compared to francophone and 
international students. The researchers of this previous 
study posit that this could be due to low ethnolinguistic 
identity among anglophone students (Gueye et al., 2018), 
but further research on this topic has yet to be explored. 

International students are increasingly present on 
Canadian post-secondary campuses. During their tran-
sition into Canadian society (Smith et al., 2013), these 
students may experience loneliness, isolation (Mesidor 
& Sly, 2016), and discrimination (Shadowen et al., 2019). 
Some studies suggest these students are at greater risk 
of experiencing psychological distress than their domes-
tic counterparts (Clough et al., 2018; Shadowen et al., 
2019) in response to the acculturation process (Huang 
& Mussap, 2018). This process, a period of dynamic 
cultural and psychological change resulting from contact 
between members of two or more cultural groups (Berry, 
2005), may impact beliefs, values, identity, and behaviour 
(Thomson & Hoffman-Goetz, 2009). Shadowen and col-
leagues (2019) suggest that language barriers may in-

tensify acculturative stress; barriers in communication 
may impede participation in class lectures, assignment 
quality, and creation of positive social connections with 
domestic students, as well as hinder help-seeking. Of 
interest, international students in our 2018 study were 
more likely to report flourishing mental health but less 
likely to talk about their hardships than domestic respon-
dents (de Moissac et al., 2020). Although other studies 
have gathered information on the mental health of in-
ternational students attending post-secondary education 
(Clough et al., 2018; Huang & Mussap, 2018; Shadowen 
et al., 2019), few have investigated the perception of be-
longingness and campus climate for students of diverse 
linguistic backgrounds in a minority setting.

Purpose of Research
Considering the linguistic diversity of post-secondary 
students on Canadian campuses in OLMC, and the de-
clining mental health of these students (Rocque et al., 
2019), this study was conducted to explore factors which 
may contribute to languishing mental health for minority 
groups, including those of the OLM, international stu-
dents, and students studying in a second language. As 
suggested by other studies, a positive social climate and 
sense of belonging may have an impact on the mental 
health of post-secondary students. Our research ques-
tions were: What are students’ perceptions of the climate 
and ambiance on campus? What are students’ percep-
tions of the sense of belonging on campus? Our goal was 
to understand post-secondary students’ perspectives re-
garding campus social climate, and sense of belonging 
in an OLMC. To our knowledge, this is the first in-depth 
exploration of these topics with minority subgroups within 
a Canadian linguistic minority post-secondary institution.

Methods

Study Design, Context, Participants, and 
Recruitment
The present study used a qualitative approach, gath-
ering information through focus groups and individu-
al semi-structured interviews to complement previous 
quantitative findings by the research team on the well-be-
ing of students studying in a linguistic minority context 
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(de Moissac et al., 2019; Rocque et al., 2019). The pre-
vious quantitative study involved 664 post-secondary 
students, consisting largely of female students (about 
70%), and students who were on average 22 years old. 
The study was conducted in an urban French-language 
post-secondary institution located in the majority anglo-
phone province of Manitoba. The findings of this previous 
study were compared to the findings of four other similar-
ly sized universities, including one in the same province, 
where the teaching language was the majority language 
of the province (English). As findings suggested that stu-
dents studying on a francophone campus reported higher 
depressive symptomology than students studying in En-
glish, (de Moissac et al., 2019), the research team want-
ed to further investigate why this was the case. 

Inclusion criteria to participate were being between 
the ages of 18 and 24 and enrolled at Université de 
Saint-Boniface, a French-language university in Winni-
peg, Manitoba. Efforts were undertaken to have equal 
representation based on gender (male and female) and 
ethnolinguistic group (francophones, anglophones with 
French as a second language, and international stu-
dents). Students self-identifying as belonging to a sexual 
or gender minority were also recruited. Among interview 
questions, two pertained to the focus of this article: What 
are students’ perceptions of the climate and ambiance 
on campus? What are students’ perception of the sense 
of belonging on campus? 

After receiving approval from the Research Ethics 
Committee at Université de Saint-Boniface, an email de-
tailing the purpose and the procedure of the study was 
sent to all students by the institution’s Student Association 
and International Office; research assistants also pub-
licized the study in classrooms where student numbers 
were high. Students were invited to complete an online 
sociodemographic survey to ensure eligibility. In total, six 
focus groups were conducted; efforts were undertaken to 
have eight to 10 participants in each group. However, the 
number of participants ranged from two to nine, due to oc-
casionally low turnout. Participants who expressed inter-
est in participating, but were unable to attend scheduled 
focus groups, were invited to participate in an individual 
interview. Seven individual interviews were conducted.  

Participant Demographics
Participant demographics are presented in Table 1. In 
total, 35 students took part in this study, of which 15 

self-identified as francophones, 14 as international stu-
dents, and six as anglophones with French as a second 
language. The average age of participants was 19.83 
years. Slightly more than half of the participants identi-
fied as female (n = 18; 51%), and the majority identified 
as heterosexual. Anglophone students with French as a 
second language were underrepresented as compared 
to the two other groups, especially among male students. 
The country of origin of most participants was Canada or 
a French-speaking African country. A greater proportion 
of participants were in their first year of study. 

Procedure
Interviews were conducted from January to March 2020, 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in our province. 
Focus groups and individual interviews took place in a pri-
vate room on campus. Participants provided written con-
sent and received monetary compensation ($20) prior to 
participation. Focus groups were facilitated by a research 
team member, and individual interviews were conducted 
by either a researcher or a trained research assistant. 
Interview questions focused on students’ perception of 
social climate and sense of belonging on campus. Inter-
views were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by 
a research assistant. Names of participants were coded 
with pseudonyms, as presented in Table 2; participant eth-
nolinguistic and sexual identity are also presented.

Analysis
Qualitative thematic analyses were performed using 
NVivo 12 (QSR International). Passages were initially 
sorted into four main categories: (a) sense of belonging, 
(b) social climate, (c) barriers to belonging and positive 
social climate, and (d) facilitators to belonging and posi-
tive social climate. An inductive approach was then used 
to code sub-themes within each category. Initially, two 
researchers and the trained research assistant coded 
three focus group transcripts independently. Codes were 
then discussed; when disagreements occurred, a con-
sensus was obtained by discussion with the research 
team. The remaining transcripts were then coded by 
the trained research assistant. Findings were summa-
rized and discussed by the research team for interpre-
tation. Investigator triangulation (Archibald, 2016) was 
used: members of the research team were from differ-
ent disciplines (psychology, social work, health studies, 
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Table 1

Participant Demographics

Characteristic n (%)

Gender

Female 18 (51.4)

Male 15 (42.9)

Non-binary 2 (5.7)

Sexual orientation

Heterosexual 25 (75.8)

Bisexual 5 (15.2)

Other (homosexual, queer, questioning) 3 (9.1)

Ethnolinguistic identity

Francophone from abroad 15 (42.9)

Franco-Manitoban 14 (40.0)

Anglophone with French as second language 6 (17.1)

Country of origin

Canada 17 (49.0)

Morocco 6 (17.0)

Democratic Republic of Congo 4 (11.0)

Other (France, Philippines, other African countries) 8 (23.0)

Academic year

1st year 21 (60.0)

2nd – 4th year 14 (40.0)

Study program

University 1 10 (29.0)

Business 8 (23.0)

Arts 7 (20.0)

Nursing 5 (14.0)

Other (Social work, Sciences, Technical college) 5 (14.0)
Note. N = 35. Participants were on average 19.83 years old, with a range from 18 to 24 years. 
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and sociology) and representative of the three ethno-
linguistic groups invited to participate (Canadian-born 
francophone, francophone from an African country, and 
anglophone with French as a second language). Thus, 
intersecting perspectives enriched interpretation of data. 
Of note, excerpts presented in this article are a free 
translation, as the interviews were conducted in French.

Results

Perceptions of Social Climate and Sense 
of Belonging on Campus
Participants were invited to describe their perceptions 
of the social climate on campus, as well as their per-
ceptions of sense of belonging at the university. Two 

principal themes emerged: participants either viewed 
the social climate on campus positively and as such, felt 
a strong sense of belonging, or inversely, perceived the 
campus social climate negatively with ensuing lack of 
connection. Additionally, when describing the ambiance, 
those who described it negatively often provided exam-
ples of barriers, whereas participants who responded 
positively were more likely to identify facilitators; these 
are presented below.  

Positive Perception of Social Climate 
and Sense of Belonging
Participants who defined the social climate positively 
often used words such as “friendly,” “accepting,” “warm,” 
and “welcoming” to describe the campus ambiance. 
As such, these students revealed that they either felt a 

Table 2

Participant Pseudonyms

Gender Ethnolinguistic identity Sexual orientation Pseudonyms

Female Francophone LGBTQ+ Céline, Théa, Roxanne

Female Francophone Heterosexual Marie, Béatrice, Dianne, 
Jacqueline

Female Anglophone with French 
as second language

Heterosexual Taylor, Lily, Kaeley

Female Anglophone with French 
as second language 

LGBTQ+ Julia

Female Francophone with interna-
tional student 

Heterosexual Désiree, Bintou, Fatima, 
Awa, Fatoumana,  
Mariama, Ines

Male Francophone LGBTQ+ Antoine, Olivier

Male Francophone Heterosexual Cristophe, Timothée, Joel

Male Anglophone with French 
as second language

Heterosexual Wendell, Jim

Male International student Heterosexual Oumar, Cheik, Babacar, 
Moustapha, Ibrahim,  
Mohamed, Malinka, Sory

Non-binary Francophone LGBTQ+ Jules, Adrienne
Note. N = 35. LGBTQ = Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and others. 
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strong connection to the university or felt accepted at 
the university. As Antoine described, “For me, it’s much 
easier to find myself here.” The reasons participants 
revealed feeling a positive social climate and a strong 
sense of belonging were further discussed, as presented 
in the following sub-themes: a generally welcoming atti-
tude from students and faculty, a peer support network, 
French-language education and services, a sense of 
community, and extracurricular activities.

A common facilitator that emerged that seemed to 
contribute to the sense of belonging and positive social 
climate was having friendly and welcoming staff and stu-
dents. Students were described as “open,” “accepting,” 
and “respecting.” Participants from rural regions de-
scribed their experiences on campus as more accepting 
as compared to their high school experiences. For ex-
ample, Roxanne, who identified as lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, transgender, or queer (LGBTQ), mentioned, “Once I 
got here… I felt more accepted, and I was able to make 
these connections with my colleagues, and my peers 
that I just couldn’t do at my high school.” Professors and 
teachers were “understanding,” compassionate, easy to 
talk to, and were even described “as more open than stu-
dents.” Sharing the same beliefs and motivations as oth-
er colleagues and students in the faculty was described 
as making a significant difference.

Being on a French-language campus, activities and 
services are conducted in French. This was greatly ap-
preciated by francophone students, as well as students 
who genuinely sought to improve their French-language 
competencies. Additionally, as the campus is smaller in 
size, with approximately 1,400 students, participants de-
scribed feeling more connected to others, as they would 
in their high school environment. Certain personality 
traits, such as being sociable, having a social network of 
friends, participating in extracurricular activities, as well 
as enjoying the multiculturalism on campus, further aid-
ed students’ integration into the university experience.

Negative Perception of Social Climate 
and Sense of Belonging 
Nonetheless, the ambiance was also described nega-
tively by some participants. This was more often the case 
for international students, who described Canadians as 
unfriendly and closed off toward others. As explained by 
Oumar: “The climate at the university is like, the climate 

of Winnipeg: COLD.” As such, some international stu-
dents did not have a strong sense of belonging or con-
nection to the university, which was compounded by lim-
ited local support networks, such as family or friends. As 
expected, some international participants felt a cultural 
shock when they arrived in Canada. For example, “There 
were things that at home…you shouldn’t do it, it’s disre-
spectful, but here it is normal,” as described by Babacar 
in reference to eye contact with people of authority. Par-
ticipants with English as their native language also felt 
the ambiance was uncomfortable, as these students felt 
uneasy in the environment due to linguistic differences 
with their peers. With French as the teaching language, 
students are expected to speak French in class; howev-
er, conversations held outside of class are most often 
in English, confirmed some participants. For anglophone 
students for whom French is a second language, feeling 
insecure about the spoken language in the classroom 
was common; this was qualified by students mentioning 
having felt “embarrassed” and “inferior” to francophones 
concerning their quality of spoken French. As Taylor de-
scribed, “My first language is English, and so I feel it’s 
a bit weird because everyone speaks French here, and 
I am just not comfortable.” For these students, profes-
sors were sometimes described as drivers of language 
insecurity, often reprimanding them for their accents and 
linguistic errors. Interestingly, language insecurity was 
also present for international students, for whom some 
had limited proficiency in English. Several international 
students acknowledged that what prevented them from 
getting to know Canadian students was that the latter 
spoke English during their free time, despite being on a 
French-language campus. As Fatima said:

 I always hear people speaking in English, and I don’t 
speak English very well… and even if you want to 
make friends, there are those group of friends that 
speak a lot in English, so that restrains you a bit. 

Thus, in addition to the culture shock and the cold 
climate within the campus walls, language becomes a 
significant barrier for international students. Not only did 
these language barriers affect students’ sense of belong-
ing and feelings of the social climate, they also impacted 
their well-being. Anglophone students described being 
afraid to speak in French or have meetings with their 
professors because they felt inferior. 

Other barriers mentioned by participants were that 
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academic requirements and the timing of events pre-
vented them from enjoying the university’s social activi-
ties, which normally contribute to a positive climate and 
stimulate a sense of belonging by creating cohesiveness 
between students. Finally, although professors and facul-
ty were generally described as contributing positively to 
the social climate and sense of belonging, they were also 
described as ignorant of the extracurricular demands on 
students and of their mental health. Professors who did 
not notice students’ anxiety level, or who lowered student 
self-esteem, were also described as having a negative 
impact on campus climate and sense of belonging. 

Discussion 
This qualitative study set out to explore and describe stu-
dents’ perceived sense of belonging and social climate 
on a campus in an official language minority communi-
ty. Facilitators and barriers to creating connectedness 
and a positive ambiance were identified by students of 
different ethnolinguistic backgrounds: Canadian-born 
francophones, anglophones learning in a second lan-
guage, and international students. Findings suggest that 
domestic francophone students are more likely to view 
the campus climate positively and have a strong sense 
of belonging than their peers, as they are more familiar 
with the local environment and have prior connections 
to some students with whom they have attended school. 
It should be noted that usually, these students have 
strong linguistic competencies in both official languages 
and are therefore able to converse in either language 
with comfort. In contrast, international and anglophone 
students learning in a second language more often per-
ceived a significant language barrier to developing con-
nections with other students on campus, and thus often 
felt the campus climate was unwelcoming. 

Canadian-born francophone students often de-
scribed a sense of belonging to the campus, which 
was sometimes compared to their high school. In fran-
cophone schools in OLMC in Manitoba, ethnolinguistic 
identity is strongly enforced by cultural activities reflect-
ing the values grounded in the history and the battles 
fought to preserve the French language in a minority 
province (Cormier, 2020; Robert, 2018). Having been 
exposed to this cultural influence since a young age, it 
is not surprising that local francophone post-secondary 
students in OLMC place greater importance on their eth-
nolinguistic identity than other students (Cormier, 2020; 

Gueye et al., 2018). Interestingly, international students 
also have a stronger sense of belonging to their own 
ethnic group as compared to anglophone students; this 
has been associated to higher mental health scores and 
may therefore be protective of student well-being (Gueye 
et al., 2018; Gummadam et al., 2016). Efforts should be 
made in post-secondary institutions, especially those in 
OLMC, to promote the cultural heritage of minority popu-
lations and celebrate the cultural diversity of its students 
on campus. Whether through campus events or in target-
ed courses, an increased understanding and knowledge 
of ethnic and minority populations (Gummadam et al., 
2016; Labrèche & Piquemal, 2011; Sims et al., 2021) 
could benefit students, as they learn not only about 
themselves, but about others. With reflection, exchange 
of ideas, and connections with others through the cultur-
al identity lens, a sense of belonging could develop, as 
has been the experience of Métis students in this institu-
tion (Gagnon, 2010). With contemporary issues such as 
reconciliation increasingly present in public discourse, 
intercultural knowledge and competencies are essential 
(Deschênes, 2018), and as such, post-secondary institu-
tions play an important role in educating and facilitating 
dialogue.  

The fact that anglophone students studying in their 
second language, who are more comfortable speaking 
in English, and international students, who generally 
have limited proficiency in English but are very fluent 
in French, both felt disconnected from the university 
setting and lacked a sense of belonging is somewhat 
surprising if language is the principal medium by which 
students engage with one another and build social net-
works. One would expect that students with less profi-
ciency in French feel less connected in this particular 
context. However, such is not the case for international 
students. As highlighted by some participants, despite 
being in a francophone post-secondary institution, 
students will more often speak in English outside the 
classroom; this deters international students from par-
taking in informal conversations between classes. It has 
been shown for other minority groups that this language 
barrier may be a primary stressor in the acculturation 
process (Chen & Zhou, 2019) and prevent international 
students from feeling accepted and valued. However, the 
use of English in hallways should facilitate inclusion of 
anglophone students; that is not apparent either. These 
students feel intimidated linguistically in class and ap-
pear to transfer their linguistic insecurity to outside the 
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classroom, as reported elsewhere by students in French 
immersion schools (Cormier, 2020; Pilote & Magnan, 
2008). Ironically, such a campus could provide the space 
and opportunity for students from diverse linguistic 
backgrounds and competencies in both official languag-
es to improve upon their language skills. Although not 
unique to Manitoba, this issue may be more specific to 
post-secondary institutions in OLMC, where the teach-
ing language is that of the official language of the minori-
ty, but where most extracurricular activities and services 
off campus are in the majority language. In such a con-
text, knowledge of both official languages is necessary. 
Post-secondary institutions in OLMC could benefit from 
this unique opportunity and use bilingualism as a recruit-
ment and retention marketing strategy if they are able to 
support interventions that facilitate interaction between 
students outside the classroom. This would also benefit 
OLM communities who strive to improve equity in ac-
cess to services in the minority language (Drolet et al., 
2015; Falconer & Quesnel-Vallée, 2014), as the upcom-
ing workforce would be more fluent and confident speak-
ing in either official language. 

Reported strategies that promote connection be-
tween students from diverse origins generally pertain to 
international students (Martinez & Munsch, 2019; Thom-
son & Esses, 2016). Mentorship programs pairing domes-
tic and international students have some benefit, as the 
presence of other students and relationships that develop 
over time with peers are most influential in strengthen-
ing their sense of belonging on campus (Franco & Kim, 
2018; Meeuwisse et al., 2010). Other facilitators identi-
fied by participants included professors and their role in 
promoting interaction and connections between students 
in class. When faculty take interest in the development of 
their students, recognize their achievements and/or po-
tential to succeed, and encourage them to be involved in 
on-campus activities, students are more likely to develop 
a sense of belonging to the campus (Hurtado et al., 2015). 
In our study, this was especially evident for international 
students, who at times felt a greater connection with pro-
fessors than with students. Raising awareness among 
faculty of the important role professors play in engaging 
students to interact, thereby facilitating their integration 
in campus life, could be helpful. With the shift to online 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, professors 
were ill-equipped to transform face-to-face classroom 
dialogue into meaningful connectivity with and between 

students. However, interpersonal relationships may still 
be achieved through discussion posts, especially if dif-
ferent media (written text, audio, video; Sousa, 2021) 
and in-class opportunities to share personal experiences 
(Mehta & Aguilera, 2020) are provided. Future studies 
measuring the impact of online learning on student be-
longingness, campus climate, and well-being should be 
conducted as students return to in-person learning.

An avenue for future study would be addressing 
the unique issues faced by LGBTQ post-secondary stu-
dents in a linguistic minority context. Considering this 
study included one focus group constituted of LGBTQ 
students, findings provide unique insight into the dual 
gender or sexual/linguistic minority students’ perspec-
tive. Literature has shown the need for targeted supports 
for LGBTQ students generally (Hunt et al., 2021), as they 
manifest greater incidence of negative psychological and 
physical outcomes, and lower levels of belongingness 
than the broader student population (Gaylord-Harden 
& Cunningham, 2009; Meyer, 2003; Prada et al., 2021; 
Ramirez & Paz Galupo, 2019; Wilson & Liss, 2020). A 
local study analyzing the needs of French-speaking 
LGBTQ Manitoban adults found that many of these felt 
unwelcomed in both the local French-speaking commu-
nity, and the broader LGBTQ community (Prada et al., 
2021). It would be vital that in OLMC post-secondary 
settings, French-speaking LGBTQ individuals would be 
able to fully express themselves as such, without feeling 
the need to stifle one identity for another (Prada et al., 
2021; Vu et al., 2011), as a positive affect toward the 
LGBTQ community, a sense of self-efficacy, and a sense 
of collective autonomy has been shown to favour psy-
chosocial well-being (Kachanoff et al., 2020). 

Study Strengths and Limitations
This study is among the first to gather valuable findings 
pertaining to sense of belonging and positive social cli-
mate of Canadian-born francophone students, anglo-
phones choosing to study in a second language, and 
francophone international students on a post-secondary 
campus in an OLMC. One limitation is that we were 
unable to inquire among Métis students, a vulnerable 
segment of the francophone population (Gagnon, 2010). 
Interestingly, a recently published article describes Facul-
ty of Education Métis students’ thoughts on their cultural 
identity, reconciliation, and education in our post-second-
ary institution (Sims et al., 2021). Although not addressing 
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belongingness directly, these students recognized their 
responsibility in taking leadership roles, such as within 
the student association, in promoting not only the minori-
ty language, but also other contemporary issues such 
as reconciliation and the environment. Common causes 
such as these could bring students together, decreas-
ing segregation between cultural groups and increasing 
friendships across ethnolinguistic boundaries (Von Ber-
gen et al., 2020). A second limitation is that participants 
identifying as anglophones were few in number, as were 
male francophones; this, however, was expected, as fe-
males generally outnumber male students in Canadian 
higher education (Turcotte, 2011). Lack of anglophone 
students’ perspective may have influenced study results, 
as francophone students would have been better repre-
sented and provided a wider array of viewpoints. 

Conclusion 
Findings of this study show the dichotomy between do-
mestic and international francophone students’ sense of 
belonging and perceptions of campus climate on a OML 
campus, often associated to language insecurity in one 
of the official languages of Canada. In such a context, 
efforts should be undertaken to overcome language bar-
riers between official language minority speakers, as 
these directly impact campus social climate and student 
sense of belonging, which may in turn influence their 
well-being and academic achievement. Training and 
support should be provided to staff and faculty for the 
promotion of positive interactions on campus; univer-
sities hosting students of multiple linguistic diversities 
should provide courses and campus events to stimu-
late intercultural knowledge and dialogue. With many 
post-secondary institutions returning to in-person activ-
ities following the COVID-19 pandemic, future studies 
examining the impact of online learning on the sense 
of belonging of students in post-secondary institutions 
should be pursued.
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