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The R i g ht  Honou r a -
ble Dav id Johnston, 
Governor General of 

Canada, and Mrs. Sharon 
Johnston visited Everest 
Elementary School this past 
week. His Excellency’s visit to 
the school was to fulfill part 
of his mandate to promote 
learning, and at Everest 
this including observing 
student presentations to 

understand how the school 
was implementing their 
ArtsSmarts projects. These 
include creating a dancing 
robot, a science fiction film, 
and designing a book on the 
history of the city of La Tuque. 
Their Excellencies also took 
in musical performances by 
students of other schools 
within the Central Quebec 
School Board.

In an interview with the 
QCT, Everest Elementary 

School’s Principal Phil Joycey 
said the event was a great 
experience for the students. 

“There were a lot of people 
involved with putting this 
together. People from the 
school board, people from 
ArtsSmarts, both regional 
and national, and the school 
team here at Everest were 
amazing for some of the 
things you might see today; 
little things like keeping the 
kids in for recess, changing 
around schedules, helping 
put out chairs, all those type 
of things. It was a huge team 
effort and because of that, a 
huge success.”

When asked what initi-

ated the Everest school visit 
by the Governor General, 
Joycey said that Everest had 
participated in the Arts-
Smarts program, which the 
Governor General oversees 
as part of his mandate. Julie 
Hobbes, the regional person 
from ArtsSmarts, contacted 
the school board about invit-
ing their Excellencies to visit 
the school to familiarize them 
with the Everest ArtsSmarts 
program. The school board 
then contacted Joycey who 
gladly accepted. Joycey said, 

“The reason they selected the 
school was because of one of 
our teachers, Cedric Ferland, 
had the ArtsSmarts project in 
the school last year. I think 
Cedric did a great job putting 
that project together.”

Joycey explained there 
were students from other 
schools invited to partici-

“Learning the other 
of f icia l  language, 
whichever one, is not 

a barrier to the rest of the 
world. It is a bridge,” said 
Graham Fraser, Commis-
sioner of Official Languages. 
Fraser shared this and 
other insights with students 
at CEGEP Champlain–St. 
L aw r ence  on  T ue s d ay, 
February 12.  

While QCT readers likely 
heard about Fraser’s meet-
ings with key Parti Québécois 
leaders last week, little 
mention was made of his 
session with the leaders of 
tomorrow. Fraser spoke elo-
quently and candidly about 
his experiences learning 
a second official language, 
Canada’s ongoing shi f t 
towards multiculturalism 
and bilingualism, and the 
realities of Anglophone life 
in Quebec.  

Personal Anglophone 
minority experience

Fraser studied what he 
described as “Ontario High 
School French, which is 
not a spoken language.” He 
recalled a summer archaeol-
ogy study experience which 
transformed his interest in 
French. The key moment, one 
with which many language 
students can relate, was 
when “someone said to me, 
‘You know, you are very dif-
ferent in French, compared 

to in English.’”
A n o t h e r  w a t e r s h e d 

moment occurred when he 
moved to Montreal in 1976, at 
the behest of Maclean’s maga-
zine. At that time, Fraser 
found himself increasingly 
empathetic with the immi-
grant experience. He said, “I 
realized, you are a prisoner 
of your accent, you have no 
cultural frame of reference, 
you can’t even understand 
the jokes.”

Fraser lived in Montreal 
and Quebec City for nearly a 
decade. He reported on the 
Quiet Revolution, the estab-
lishment of Bill 101, and had 
direct experience as part of 
the Anglophone minority. 
As an author and consult-
ant, later he wrote books 
about language and policy 
issues, and, in 2006, he was 
appointed the Commissioner 
of Official Languages.

Commissioner’s role
“My responsibilities are 

twofold,” he explained.  “First, 
I serve as an ombudsman, an 
agent of Parliament reporting 
on the degree to which the 
federal government meets its 
responsibilities to Canada’s 
of f icial languages.” The 
second role is outreach. “Both 
responsibilities are carried 
out with the aim of promoting 
the two official languages of 
Canada.”

In response to a question 
about his ability to respond to 
highly-politicized topics, such 
as proposed changes to Bill 

101, Fraser described himself 
as an ambassador. He said, “I 
can be as political as I want 
to be. Getting on a soapbox 
would, perhaps, make some 
people feel better. However, 
it would likely inflame the 
current Quebec government, 
and would negate any efforts 
to build understanding.”  

Fraser stated, “If I only 
attack, the Office of Official 
Languages is rendered an 
annoyance. Being overly in-
dulgent will result in a loss 
of respect. It is a tightrope 
act.”  Fraser also clarified 
his limited scope of author-
ity over provincial decisions, 
saying, “I can have some 
influence, but I do not have 
jurisdiction in provincial 
affairs.”

Historical context
Noting that this year is the 

50th anniversary of the Royal 
Commission on Linguistic 
Duality, Fraser reminded the 
students of key recommenda-
tions of that commission. He 
highlighted the importance 
of recognizing two official 
languages, and “that multi-
culturalism be recognized as 
an essential part of Canadian 
identity.” He explained, “At 
that time, approximately 
2.2 million Canadians (12%) 
were bilingual.”

Modern context 
Today, nearly 5.8 million 

Canadians are bilingual 
(17%), of which Fraser esti-
mates roughly 2 million are 
Quebec residents. “In the 

last 15 years, the pendulum 
has swung, as globalization 
impacts Quebec. The shift 
towards recognizing the 
importance of English is 
coming from French-speak-
ing Quebecers, as well as 
externally.”

Co-existence of English 
and French

Fraser continued, “Yes, 
there are pressures on the 
French language in Quebec. 
But, they are not the fault of 
the English-speaking minor-
ity. He paused, chuckled, then 
said, “A bilingual colleague 
of mine once said it well 

–  ‘Just because you learn 
how to swim does not mean 
you forget how to walk.’” He 
added, “For example, French 
is not perceived to be a threat 
in Ontario, in contrast to the 
linguistic insecurity evident 
in Quebec over English.”

Immigration & official 
languages

Fraser pointed out, “We 
are essentially two predomi-
nantly unilingual cultures 
living side by side in one 
country. I think this is a key 
factor in why Canada suc-
cessfully welcomes so many 
immigrants each year.” He 
continued, “Every four years, 
we absorb a million people 
who need to become aware 
of why we are a bilingual 
nation.”  

In answer to a student’s 
question about the supposed 

“threat” of immigrants to 
language integrity in Canada, 

Fraser replied, “There are 
multiple factors to consider, 
and all of them point to ‘No.’  
First, many immigrants are 
attracted to Canada precisely 
because we have two lan-
guages, and most want their 
children to learn them both. 
Two Governor Generals in a 
row were immigrants, and 
this sends a powerful positive 
message to visible minorities. 
There is also significant 

Francophone immigration 
throughout Canada, not just 
in Quebec.” He concluded, 

“Immigration is not a threat, 
but it is definitely a challenge. 
These newcomers need to 
learn not just the languages, 
but also their social and his-
torical contexts.”

Part II in next week’s 
issue.

The Commissioner of Official Languages of Canada, 
Graham Fraser, spoke with students at St. Lawrence 
College last week about the importance of bilingualism.
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Language is a bridge: Part I
bethann G. Merkle   
bethann@qctonline.coM

Their Excellencies, the Governor General of Canada David 
Johnston and Mrs. Sharon Johnston, examine a robot built 
by ArtsSmarts students at Everest Elementary School.
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Governor General David Johnston visits Everest Elementary School


