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Background

English and French are the two official languages in
Canada. The French-speaking population is present all
across Canada. The province of Quebec is the only
province where French is spoken by the majority (85
percent). The French-speaking population living in a
minority setting, however, totals more than one million
with percentages that vary in provinces and territories
from 1.9 to 33 percent of the total population respectively.
In 2001, the Association of Faculties of Medicine of
Canada (AFMC) during a strategic planning session under
the theme of social responsibility identified that the
Francophone minority of Canada was a vulnerable
population compared to their Anglophone counterparts. In
general, access to health care in their mother tongue was
limited or totally absent depending on where they lived.



Even though at that time, no research had been done, it
was thought that linguistic barriers had a negative impact
on health care services and health outcomes. In 2015, Dr.
Sarah Bowen  demonstrated by means of an extensive
literature review that linguistic barriers had a negative
impact on: access to health care services, the experience
and satisfaction of users, and, on the equity of services
offered. 

As a result of their strategic planning, in 2001, the AFMC
established its “Resource Group for French-language
minority communities” which undertook the examination
of this issue and produced a framework and action plan to
address it. This group partnered, from the start, mainly
with two community organizations being the Société
Santé en français  which is a consortium of 14 health
networks based in all provinces and territories where
there is a French-language minority population and whose
work aims to increase access to health care services in
French, and, Médecins francophones du Canada  which
encourages doctors to commit to providing quality health
care services, gathers them in formal or virtual networks,
and offers them resources and tools to support their
initiatives and projects as well as their life-long learning.
Together, these partners have developed Franco Doc, a
socially accountable project to better respond to the
needs of the Francophone minorities across Canada. 

Objectives of the Franco Doc Project (2014-



2017) Phase One

The main goal of the project was to contribute to the
development of Francophone medical resources by
working with French-speaking medical students attending
English-language faculties of medicine in Canada and
having them contribute to the needs of the Francophone
minority communities by means of an integrated
interdisciplinary approach. The Franco Doc project set
specific objectives to make this possible. The objectives
were to: 

Identify Francophone and Francophile students in the
14 English-language faculties of medicine in Canada; 
Provide Francophone and Francophile students with
experiential activities by increasing access to
community-based hands-on training in Francophone
minority settings; and
Facilitate collaboration between faculties of medicine
and local Francophone community health networks. 

Franco Doc: Action Plan in Action

After having the action plan approved by the board of the
AFMC, the Resource Group sought and obtained financial
support from the Office of the Official Languages of
Health Canada. A project director and coordinator were
hired, and the action plan was implemented. Medical
school deans were asked to identify a faculty champion
for the project and the representative of the Société Santé



en français’ Health Networks in the catchment area of the
respective medical school were linked with this faculty
lead. The medical faculty champion and Health Network
community partner with the participation of French-
speaking medical students formed the faculty-community
liaison committees. These committees were supported by
the Franco Doc project coordinator. These 14 committees
have been the local drivers of the project. Medical
students have been very enthusiastic and have greatly
contributed to the activities. Médecins francophones du
Canada has offered resources and tools to support the
project activities.

Francophone and Francophile medical students have
been identified by a self-reporting mechanism through
medical school undergraduate secretariats and/or through
medical student associations. 550 Francophone or
Francophile undergraduate medical students were
identified across Canada after the first year of the project
and on average, an additional 150 new Francophone or
Francophile admissions are occurring yearly. 

A variety of activities have been put in place by the liaison
committees ranging from service-learning activities,
medical terminology practice sessions, history-taking
practice sessions,  networking with French-language
communities, webcasting, and even French wine and
cheese socials. In 2018-2019, 21 activities have taken
place to date. This, all in an effort to inform, engage, and
promote networking among faculty, students, and



communities. On two occasions, the project offered a
one-day leadership event for medical students where
students learned about the importance of the increasing
need for culturally and linguistically competent human
health resources, developed leadership skills, and shared
their success stories with Franco Doc. The goal of these
two events is to help the participants plan their activities
and experiences for the year to come. Attendees are given
a certificate of recognition as an “Ambassadocteur” for
their participation. We also produced an online toolbox  for
students and others interested in the subject.

The project is now in Phase Two (2018-2021). Health
Canada was very satisfied with the outcomes of the first
phase which helped us secure a further three years of
financial support. We are continuing with the same
objectives but with some expansion. We hope to ensure
sustainability of the objectives that are in place. First, we
have established a partnership with the Canadian
Federation of Medical Students and the Resident Doctors
of Canada that will ensure yearly nomination of their
respective member-representatives to our national
steering committee. We have expanded the faculty
community liaison committees to include postgraduate
residents and we are looking at possibly adding student
representatives from other programs like nursing, social
work, clinical psychology, all in line with the needs of the
communities. We are also linking with another project of
the Société Santé en français being Franco Professionnel,



which is looking at replicating or adapting the Franco Doc
strategies to other health educational programs based on
the needs of the communities.

We will be supporting the faculty liaison committees to
put in place permanent identification measures for
Francophone and Francophile students both at the
undergraduate and postgraduate levels in order to screen
their linguistic competencies. We are moving to
identifying Francophone preceptors and linking
Francophone and Francohile students through an online
catalogue for clinical placements within Francophone
communities. We will be supporting a range of activities
as described above and continue to offer and encourage
knowledge transfer and share best practices through
constant communication. This most certainly will generate
new ideas and contributions. A new Facebook page has
been set up and is managed by Médecins francophones
du Canada. The page is open to medical students as well
as to other health professional students interested in
French-language health services.

Discussion

Placing the Francophone minority community’s needs at
the center of the initiative has been a stimulus for all. It
gives the faculty an action plan to be more socially
responsible towards this population. The faculty champion
has the opportunity to reconnect and contribute to his or
her community of origin. For the students, who indicated



that they felt abandoned by their communities of origin,
they are thrilled that they can offer services to their
communities and are much more informed and conscious
of the latters’ needs. The health networks of the Société
Santé en français have a great opportunity to influence
and interact with medical schools which is a very rare
scenario and helps them to contribute more successfully
to health human resources development strategies than
they already undertake. Also, the networks of
communities take an active part in educating learners and
the medical schools about their realities. For Médecins
francophones du Canada, they are fully meeting their
mandate and have a greater visibility across Canada. 

This project has had major successes but also some
challenges. We are working with 14 medical schools and
16 community networks that are different in size, located
across a huge land mass, have varying resources, and,
have their own priorities. The Francophone minorities
need a voice both at the level of the AFMC and at the
medical schools. Keeping both the AFMC and medical
school managers engaged in the long run is a must.
Hopefully, the newly added accreditation standard on
social accountability will put to good use all of the
strategies and activities of Franco Doc and the faculties
will integrate them in their ongoing process. This
collaborative approach with community partners, learners,
and medical faculties will lead to an increase in linguistic
competencies of future clinicians and to the active offer of



French-language services in Francophone minority
communities. 

Conclusion

Nurturing close ties between communities and faculties of
medicine establishes the necessary conditions to better
understand the challenges facing patients and better
prepare learners to respond to those challenges more
efficiently. This hopefully will increase access to improved
quality and security in health care delivery as well as
increased satisfaction and more equity for Francophone
minorities in Canada. This project is a testament to major
sustained social innovation and a model for best practices
for any educational program looking to better respond to
the needs of its respective minority populations.
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