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This study investigates social identity as a potential psychological variable in second language education. Despite the fact that school plays a critical role in the formation of social identity for students, social identity has yet to be studied across educational contexts. Thus, this study investigates social identity differences across three groups of learners enrolled in French as a second language programs in Ontario, Canada: core French, extended French and French immersion, to determine whether students’ membership in a particular language program influences their social identity. Sixty high school students registered in these programs completed a validated measure of social identity (i.e., Ingroup Identification Questionnaire) and answered several open-ended questions about student dynamics within and between French programs. Results confirm that there are statistically significant differences in social identity between all programs. Findings suggest that French immersion students have the highest level of social identity associated with their French program, followed by extended French and lastly, by core French students. This corresponds to the amount of class time that students spend in program-specific classes with their same-program peers. Qualitative findings suggest that French immersion and extended French students are aware of ingroup-behavior, experience a bond with their same-program peers and, in some cases, perceive a division with students enrolled in other programs, while the same is not true for core French students. These dynamics between students enrolled in different French programs provide further evidence for the formation of education program-based social identities. This is one of the few studies to measure social identity in educational settings and the first study to compare the social identities of second language learners. Its findings may be used to help future studies examine group-level behaviors resulting from social identity in various educational contexts and support social identity as a psychological variable that merits further attention in education research.

Keywords: social identity, second language acquisition, French, education, psychological variable, questionnaire, identity


INTRODUCTION

This study seeks to introduce a new psychological variable, namely social identity, to studies of second language (L2) acquisition that may account for variability across learner groups. This variable refers to individuals’ self-identifications with social groups across various social contexts (e.g., Reay, 2010; Reicher et al., 2010; Ehala, 2018) and has potential implications for group-level perceptions, attitudes and behaviors (Hogg, 2018). While social identity has been largely studied in the field of social psychology, typically focusing on ethnicity, gender, social class and sexuality identities, it has rarely been examined in education-related contexts and has never been considered in L2 acquisition. That being said, it is widely accepted that school plays a critical role in the formation of a context-specific social identity, as students create an image for themselves to be perceived by both teachers and other students (Reay, 2010). Furthermore, L2 acquisition is a field that is strongly marked by interlearner variability (e.g., Dörnyei, 2009).

To explore whether social identity may be a relevant factor in the L2 acquisition of classroom learners, we investigate the strength of individuals’ social identities associated with their L2 education group. This is not typically done in studies of social psychology, which primarily focus on the role of social identity in established macro-scale societal groups (e.g., gender, ethnicity) and thus, do not require a measure of social identity as individuals either fit the inclusionary criteria or they do not. More recently, studies have begun to use questionnaires to evaluate individuals’ level of identification (i.e., ingroup identification; Cameron, 2004) with a larger variety of social groups (e.g., crowds, corporate organizations, electorates; Reicher et al., 2010). Accordingly, the present study will make use of a validated questionnaire to assess the strength of individuals’ self-categorizations in L2 education-related social groups to investigate potential differences in social identity due to learning context.

The current study explores whether high school students associate themselves with particular social groups based on their language learning program. We compare the strength of the social identity of students enrolled in different French as a second language (FSL) programs in Canadian high schools. These students were selected as the populations of study due to their learner profiles: these are students of similar ages and backgrounds, enrolled in the same schools, whose educational contexts vary only by the French program in which they are enrolled. This will allow us to determine whether students in certain high school programs have higher levels of social identity than others. This work will provide an important first step for studies investigating social identity as a factor in language education. Such findings would also offer significant insights in the field of education more generally and may encourage the investigation of social identity as a potential underlying influence on classroom and language learning as social identity has the potential to serve as an explanation for group-level phenomena.



SOCIAL IDENTITY: BACKGROUND

Social identity refers to an individual’s identification with a particular social group paired with the emotional significance that they ascribe to that group and results in a shared sense of belonging between members of the same social group (Reicher et al., 2010). According to Hogg et al. (2004), a social group consists of two or more people who “identify themselves in the same way and have the same definition of who they are, what attributes they have and how they relate to and differ from specific outgroups” (p. 251). Other studies of social group membership propose that individuals within a social group must be bonded in some way (Royce, 2007), typically by individuals’ real-word experiences (Ehala, 2018). Therefore, individual relationships are required for the formation and internalization of social identity (Dunbar, 1993) and direct, ongoing social interaction between members is crucial for social identity formation (Moreland and Levine, 2003). We would thus expect groups like sports teams, immediate family, workers in the same office and students in the same class to constitute social groups due to their interaction and shared real-world experience (Royce, 2007).

Social groups have shown to reinforce individuals’ self-enhancement and self-esteem (Rubin and Hewstone, 1998; Hogg et al., 2004). Indeed, ingroup membership (i.e., social identity) may alleviate individuals’ feelings of uncertainty about themselves and their identity, thereby increasing their self-esteem (Hogg, 2012). Moreover, individuals promote their own group membership as they amplify the positive qualities of their ingroup over the outgroup which leads to feelings of superiority over non-members (i.e., positive distinctiveness; Brewer, 1991; Leonardelli et al., 2010). This also allows individuals to take on the prestige and value of groups to which they belong (Hogg, 2018).


The Social Identity Perspective

The social identity perspective has become the dominant framework for studies of group processes in psychology due to its generality and potential applications to numerous fields of study (Dumont and Louw, 2009). It is composed of Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel and Turner, 1979) and Self-categorization Theory (SCT; Turner et al., 1987) which offer insights into the formation of social groups. SIT is a psychological framework that allows for the investigation of how individuals define themselves as members of a social group and the potential implications of social group membership on group-level perceptions, attitudes, behaviors, and communication. This theory suggests that all individuals categorize themselves into meaningful social groups, which results in group-level behaviors (Jenkins, 2014). At the core of SIT is the notion that individuals have any number of self-constructed personal and social identities, the former being based on personal attributes and intimate relationships (e.g., mother, friend), while the latter are based on common attributes with people who share a social category (e.g., players on a soccer team, students in the same program).

To expand on how social categorizations of the self and others are formed, Turner et al. (1987) put forward SCT. This theory maintains that individuals are organized into social groups based on the notions of accessibility and fit. Accessibility of a particular social group is determined by its perceptual salience and perceived importance, which are increased if the group has prior meaning or significance (i.e., if it was already recognizable). The second notion, fit, is based on the shared similarities of social group members and their perceived differences with outgroup members (Hogg et al., 2004). According to SCT, only one of an individual’s identities may be psychologically active at a particular moment in time and individuals identify with their most salient group membership for the given social context (Reicher et al., 2010). For example, although a student may have very strong religious, gender and ethnic identities, in the context of a classroom, their most salient social identity may be that of a student.

Hogg (2012) explains that according to the social identity perspective, social groups are internalized as group prototypes (i.e., a collection of attributes that capture group-level similarities and outgroup differences) which lead individuals to perceive increased cohesion and structure within their social groups and to accentuate their own similarities to the ingroup protype if the identities are salient. These prototypes can have implications for group-level phenomena, as individuals create group norms such as behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes (Hogg, 2018) which become synonymous with group prototypes (Turner, 1991). Group members then begin to conform to the ingroup norms, that is, they assimilate to the prototype (Turner, 1985; Turner and Oakes, 1989; Abrams and Hogg, 1990). Generally, prototypical behaviors of ingroup membership serve two primary purposes: they (i) identify members of the ingroup and (ii) differentiate members of the outgroup, particularly if the difference between these groups is socially prominent (e.g., Abrams et al., 1990). Thus, we should observe distinct behaviors between related social groups with strong oppositions.



Social Identity in Educational Contexts

Social identity may prove to be particularly salient in classroom contexts due to institutional and program organization as well as factors pertaining to adolescence such as self-esteem and social importance. School presents the first occasions in which individuals engage and deal with public context and social differences (Reay, 2010). Researchers maintain that the organized network of recognizable roles (Jenkins, 2014), the practical knowledge about social positions (MacKinnon and Heise, 2010) and relationships with teachers and their peers (Perry, 2002) within school contexts help students develop a sense of self and identity. Secondary students in particular are at a key stage in their development of identity (McLeod, 2000) as these students are still developing both their personal and social identities, both implicitly and explicitly, and, as such, these processes are on-going. During this period, individuals experience a decline in self-esteem, possibly due to (i) the emotional, physical and hormonal changes that accompany the adolescent experience (McLeod, 2000) and (ii) their greater awareness of the discrepancy between the personal qualities and attributes that they have and those that they would like to possess (Harter, 2012). Harter (2012) discovered that, during the period of middle adolescence (i.e., ages 14–16), individuals’ relationship self-esteem with their classmates is the most predictive factor of their global self-esteem. A possible explanation for this is that students value their social identity above their personal identity, even in situations that focus on the individual (Reay, 2010). Therefore, if a student has high relationship self-esteem, it may increase the individual’s global self-esteem. As such, adolescent students may place greater emotional significance on their social identities than other individuals. Despite these factors, studies of social identity do not consider classroom factors such as institutional practices, composition of the peer group or social interaction between students and teachers (Reay, 2010). As such, the present study investigates the social identity of high school students enrolled in three distinct FSL programs. We propose that students’ FSL programs will serve as social categorizations delimited by the educational contexts. These programs classify students into established categories which increases the likelihood that individuals’ social identity will become consequential (Jenkins, 2014). Thus, we hypothesize that students may assign weight to their FSL program categorization and internalize their membership in a specific FSL program as a social identity.




CANADIAN FRENCH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

In Canada, French and English have equal status as official languages. Thus, elementary and secondary students in Anglophone communities must complete a minimum number of hours of French instruction. This study compares the social identity of students enrolled in three FSL programs–core French, extended French and French immersion–offered by the Ministry of Education in Ontario. These formal language learning programs are offered in English-majority communities and are open to all students. In these programs, students take French classes with their same-program peers and they do not typically use French outside of class time (Genesee, 1978). The same teachers are typically the instructors for all FSL programs offered by a given school.

The differences between these programs are first and foremost related to French instruction. First, there are differences in the age at which the programs begin: French immersion programs begin in Grade 11 while core French and extended French programs both begin in Grade 4. Once the program begins, students only take classes with students in their FSL cohort until the end of elementary school. It is only in high school (beginning in Grade 9) that students of all FSL programs begin to take courses with students outside of their FSL cohort. Second, there are major differences in the proportion of studies that students complete in French; with students in core French programs completing the smallest proportion of their studies in French, followed by students in extended French programs and lastly, by French immersion students who complete the largest proportion of their studies in French (see Table 1 for details). In addition to differences in the amount of French instruction, there are also differences in the type of French instruction. For core French students, all FSL class time corresponds to French language classes in which students study French as an academic subject. While both extended French and French immersion students also take French as a subject throughout their education, these programs also use the French language as a medium of instruction for other academic subjects (e.g., science, geography, history). Overall, French immersion students begin their program at the youngest age and complete the largest proportion of their studies in French. Core and extended French students begin their programs at the same time (Grade 4); however, extended French students have a greater exposure to French than core French students through an increased proportion of French studies and exposure to a variety of academic subjects taught in French. A summary of these differences is presented in Table 1. The differences in French instruction across FSL programs may give certain groups of students more time to associate themselves with their FSL group and to assign importance to their FSL membership. Thus, we may observe that the strength of students’ social identities correlates with the time spent in the FSL classroom.


TABLE 1. Differences in French instruction between French programs.
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In addition to differences in French instruction, there are some dissimilarities between programs which may influence students’ identification with their particular program and their peers. First, it should be noted that parents must choose to register their children in extended French and French immersion programs at the time of registration (Grade 1 for French immersion; Grade 4 for extended French) as they offer supplementary French in addition to the amount of French instruction mandated by the Canadian government. Moreover, French immersion and extended French programs are not typically offered in the same schools, whereas many public schools will offer core French and one of either French immersion or extended French programs. Contrarily, core French programs provide the required amount of French instruction to students and do not require additional registration. These differences may lead to a greater awareness of the labels of “French immersion” or “extended French” for students registered in those programs than to the label of “core French” for the program’s students.

Moreover, the differences in FSL program structure mean that students spend more time with their same-program peers than other students throughout their education. This may lead to perceived divisions between programs either (1) physically due to differences in schedules and FSL courses or (2) socially due to the development of friendships and increased familiarity between members of the same program. In both cases, students’ time spent with their same-program peers may contribute to the formation of social identity; through distancing themselves from the outgroup and increasing the emotional significance of the ingroup, respectively. According to SIT, this may in turn increase students’ self-esteem and social importance derived from their FSL program membership. If so, we would expect French immersion students’ FSL experience, followed by that of extended French students, to be most strongly affected by their FSL peer group because these learners spend the most time within their FSL cohorts throughout their education.

While differences in (1) French instruction; (2) program registration, and (3) program structure do exist between these FSL programs, students enrolled in these programs are largely similar: they are the same age; they attend the same schools; they take the same courses; and they are taught by the same teachers. This provides an interesting context for the current investigation, as differences in social identity between groups should be linked to program-level differences. We thus propose that high school students in each of the three distinct FSL programs will have internalized their position in their FSL program as a social categorization based on the school context. According to SIT, because these FSL categorizations distinguish related social groups with clear demarcations, members of these FSL social groups may be characterized by distinct behaviors (e.g., attitudes, behaviors, perspectives) as students attempt to create positive distinctiveness or distinguish themselves from members of other FSL programs.



CURRENT STUDY

The current study surveyed learners enrolled in three different high school FSL programs: core French, extended French and French immersion to determine whether differences between these programs influence students’ social identities associated with their FSL group membership. This section begins by presenting the two primary research questions investigated along with their corresponding hypotheses. Next, it introduces the participant groups of study. Lastly, it describes the data collection protocols.


Research Questions and Hypotheses

The first research question is related to our assumption that students enrolled in different FSL programs have different levels of social identity associated with their FSL group membership due to differences across the programs of study. It seeks to test the hypothesis that there will be differences in the strength of individuals’ social identities associated with their FSL program membership based on the program in which they are enrolled—core French, extended French or French immersion. We predict that students enrolled in these programs will indeed report differences in social identity due to program-level differences in French instruction, registration and structure (Hypothesis 1). Such differences could contribute to any number of program-specific social dynamics as they may influence the development of friendships and familiarity between students enrolled in the same program as well as feelings of self-esteem and positive distinctiveness derived from students’ particular program. Specifically, we predict that French immersion students will report the highest level of social identity of the three FSL groups, followed by extended French students and lastly, by core French students (Hypothesis 2). In line with the definition of social identity put forward by SIT, French immersion programs should provide students with the greatest (1) knowledge of their social group, through purposeful registration in the program as well as time spent in the FSL classroom and (2) emotional significance of the social group, as they spend the greatest amount of time in the FSL classroom with their same-program peers and the least amount of time with students outside their FSL program which may contribute to increased familiarity and cohesion within the FSL ingroup.

The second research question is more exploratory in nature and seeks to provide insight into how the structural differences between programs (e.g., amount and type of French instruction, age at program onset) may influence the social dynamics within and across FSL programs in the same school. These findings will provide insight into whether students in certain programs are more likely to identify with members of their ingroup or differentiate themselves from members of the outgroup. Here, we hypothesize that French immersion students’ comments, followed by those of the extended French students, will reflect a greater awareness of an FSL social group and a greater emotional investment in their FSL program membership than core French students because of differences in program structure (see Table 1) and time spent with their same-program peers (Hypothesis 3). We would expect that comments from student groups reporting higher levels of social identity would reflect self-esteem derived from the program as well as positive distinctiveness through attempts to distinguish themselves from the other FSL groups by amplifying the positive characteristics of the ingroup and perhaps, criticizing characteristics of the outgroups. The analysis of within- and between-program social dynamics will provide greater insight into students’ relationships which may, in turn, help account for any observed differences in social identity between FSL programs.



Participants Groups

This study includes data from 60 Grade 12 high school students enrolled in one of three FSL programs: core French (n = 17; 16 females, 3 males; mean age: 17.4 years), extended French (n = 19; 7 females, 9 males; mean age: 17.6 years) and French immersion (n = 24; 15 females, 9 males; mean age: 17.3 years).2 Participants were recruited at public high schools in the Greater Toronto, Ontario Area. They were asked to participate voluntarily and were compensated $5 CDN for their participation. All participants completed the entirety of their elementary and secondary studies in Ontario, Canada and reported having first learned French in an educational context.



Ingroup Identification Questionnaire

The section presents the measure of social identity selected for the present study. As we are inscribing our work within the social identity perspective, we must consider individuals’ social identities to be part of their self-concepts (Tajfel, 1978) and consider SIT’s two-pronged definition of social identity as both “the knowledge of [one’s] membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, p. 63). Accordingly, for the current study, we selected the multicomponent ingroup identification questionnaire developed by Leach et al. (2008; see Appendix) to measure participants’ self-categorization as members of their high school French program. In line with the social identity perspective, this measure of ingroup identification (i.e., social identity) targets both (1) the knowledge of group membership as well as (2) the value and emotional significance of said membership along two constructs: group-level self-definition and group-level self-investment. The former equates to individuals’ definition for their place in society through self-categorizations and is assessed with questions targeting: (1) individual self-stereotyping, that is, the degree to which individuals perceive themselves as similar to, and having things in common with, average ingroup members (e.g., “I have a lot in common with the average [Ingroup] person.”) and (2) ingroup homogeneity or the degree to which individuals view their entire ingroup as sharing commonalities that make the group relatively homogeneous (e.g., “[Ingroup] people have a lot in common with each other.”). The latter reflects individuals’ emotional investment and subjective salience of the social group by targeting: (1) satisfaction, defined as an individual’s positive feelings about group membership (e.g., “I think that [Ingroup] have a lot to be proud of.”); (2) solidarity, or an individual’s degree of psychological and behavioral commitment to the ingroup (e.g., “I feel committed to [Ingroup].”); and (3) centrality, the degree of salience and importance of an individual’s ingroup membership (e.g., “The fact that I am [Ingroup] is an important part of my identity.”).

As there has been little agreement about how social identity should be conceptualized and measured, Leach et al. (2008) conducted several studies to validate their ingroup identification questionnaire as a measure of social identity. The authors first used confirmatory factor analysis to validate the proposed two-construct model of social identity consisting of (1) group-level self-definition and (2) group-level self-investment across three social identities (national, supranational, and university). Next, they demonstrated the construct validity of the components of each construct by examining their correlations with established measures of ingroup identification (e.g., Luhtanen and Crocker, 1992; Sellers et al., 1998; Ellemers et al., 1999; Jackson, 2002; Cameron, 2004). Lastly the authors, established the predictive validity of the questionnaire results on intergroup orientations (e.g., perceived differences between groups). Results were more consistent with the ingroup identification questionnaire than with any measure of social identity previously described in the research.

The questionnaire consisted of fourteen Likert scale items assessed along a 7-point scale that ranged from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” Items were made to refer specifically to students’ FSL program as the ingroup of interest (e.g., Original statement: “I have a lot in common with the average [Ingroup] person.”; revised: “I have a lot in common with the average person in my French program.”). Each item related to one of the two constructs: (i) group-level self-definition which measured the degree to which individuals associated themselves with their FSL ingroup (e.g., four questions including I have a lot in common with many students in my French program) or (ii) group-level self-investment which targeted the emotional and psychological significance of individuals’ FSL group membership (e.g., 10 questions such as I feel a bond with students in my French program).



Data Collection Protocol

Data were collected via an online survey created using the tool eSurv.org. First, participants completed a questionnaire targeting basic biographical data (e.g., age, province where they attended school) as well as their language learning backgrounds (e.g., where they first learned French) to assure that participants met the inclusionary criteria. Next, participants completed the adapted version of the Leach et al. (2008) ingroup identification questionnaire described above to evaluate their ingroup identification associated with their FSL program membership. Lastly, participants were asked three open-ended questions targeting their FSL program experience. Participants were first asked to answer “Yes,” “No,” or “I am not sure” to each of the three questions (e.g., Do you feel like students in your French program formed or acted like a group in any way?). They were then given the opportunity to support their response with a long answer. These questions sought to investigate possible ingroup attitudes or behaviors of students within and outside their FSL program that may provide insight into students’ social identities. The survey took approximately 12 min to complete.




RESULTS

This section begins by reporting the results of the ingroup identification questionnaire: first, for the group-level self-definition construct, followed by the results for the group-level self-investment construct. We then present the results of the open-ended questions. Throughout the results sections we will use the acronyms CF (i.e., core French), EF (i.e., extended French) and FI (i.e., French immersion) to avoid repetition of the three labels.


Ingroup Identification Questionnaire


Group-Level Self-Definition

Recall that group-level self-definition reflects the degree to which individuals define themselves as members of a particular ingroup. In the case of our French learners, we hypothesized that the three student groups would report different levels of social identity due to the differences across FSL programs (i.e., instruction, registration, structure; Hypothesis 1). We further predicted that FI students would report the highest levels of social identity as we expected this group to have the greatest knowledge of their social group due to the combination of earliest age at onset of the program and purposeful registration in said program as well as most time spent in the FSL classroom and least amount of time spent with students outside their program of all FSL groups (Hypothesis 2). The results of the group-level self-definition construct (α = 0.85) for the three student groups are displayed in Figure 1. This boxplot displays the reported Likert scores from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree) for participants in CF, EF, and FI programs.
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FIGURE 1. Reported likert scores for questions 11–14 targeting group-level self-definition by FSL program.


When reporting agreement with questionnaire items associated with group-level self-definition, CF students reported a median Likert score of 4.5,3 the lowest of the three groups. EF and FI students both reported a median Likert score of 5 (Somewhat agree). Results of a Kruskal-Wallis chi-squared test revealed that there were statistically significant differences between at least two of the groups (p = 0.01). Dunn’s multiple comparison test then determined that, while the results of the EF group did not statistically differ from either the CF (p = 0.34) or the FI group (p = 0.10), the differences in median scores between CF and FI groups were statistically significant (p = 0.015). The score most often reported for questions targeting self-definition was 5 (Somewhat agree) for both CF (N = 20) and EF (N = 31) participants, whereas the mode for the FI participants was slightly higher at 6 (Agree; N = 37). Figure 1 depicts visible differences in the distribution of scores between all groups. Overall, we see that, along with higher median scores, FI, followed by EF scores tend toward higher levels of agreement than CF scores. Indeed, 71% of FI students reported a level of agreement from 5 (Somewhat agree) to 7 (Strongly agree). In comparison, 64% of EF and 50% of CF participants reported such levels of agreement. Additionally, the scores of the EF student group were the most homogeneous overall, with scores that were concentrated between 4 (Neither agree nor disagree) and 5 (Somewhat agree), despite the presence of a few outliers.



Group-Level Self-Investment

The group-level self-investment dimension reflects individuals’ psychological and emotional connection to their ingroup. Recall that we predicted that the three student groups would report differences in social identity (Hypothesis 1) with FI students reporting the highest levels of social identity, followed by EF students and lastly, by CF students (Hypothesis 2). With respect to differences in emotional connection to the ingroup, we predicted that French immersion students would have the greatest amount of familiarity and solidity with their same-program peers because they spend the greatest amount of time in the FSL classroom of the three FSL groups. Figure 2 presents the reported Likert scores for the questions targeting the self-investment construct (α = 0.91) for all student groups.
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FIGURE 2. Reported likert scores for questions 1–10 targeting group-level self-identification by FSL program.


As with the group-level self-definition results, CF students reported the lowest level of agreement with group-level self-investment items with a median score of 5 (Somewhat agree). Once again, the EF and the FI students reported identical median scores of 6 (Agree), higher than that of the CF students. A Kruskal–Wallis chi-squared test signaled that there were statistically significant between-group differences (p < 0.001) and a Dunn multiple comparison test confirmed that differences in the median scores of all groups were statistically significant from one another (all differences p < 0.001). The dispersion of these results shows that the FI participants reported the most homogenous levels of agreement for this construct with scores ranging from 5 (Somewhat agree) to 6 (Agree). With the participants from both CF and EF groups, there was much more variability in the results with scores ranging from 3 (Somewhat disagree) to 6 (Agree) for CF participants and 4 (Neither agree nor disagree) to 6 (Agree) for EF participants.




Open-Ended Questions

In addition to the quantitative data obtained through the social identity questionnaire, we obtained supplementary qualitative data to support our analyses. This section presents the multiple-choice responses for each of the three questions as well as a representative selection of participant comments.


Question 1: Do/Did You Feel Like Students in Your French Program Formed or Acted Like a Group in Any Way? Explain

This question was selected to explore whether participants perceived the formation of an ingroup within their FSL program. Recall that SIT proposes that one aspect of social identity is the emotional significance of one’s social group membership. This question also seeks to target whether students perceive increased cohesion and similarities between the members of their own FSL group, which may reflect that students have internalized their FSL social group as a prototype. Table 2 provides participants’ multiple-choice responses to this question.


TABLE 2. Distribution of multiple-choice responses for question 1: Do you feel like students in your French program formed or acted like a group in any way?
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As can be seen in Table 2, FI students reported the highest level (67%) of agreement with this statement, followed by EF participants (32%) then CF participants (18%). FI also had the lowest number of students respond “No” to this question with 8%, while EF and CF students reported higher negative response levels, with 42 and 35%, respectively. The percentage of students who reported uncertainty for this question was also relatively high for all groups, particularly for CF participants. A chi-square test (p < 0.001) confirmed that, according to Wei and Hu’s (2019) benchmark system,4 there was a medium level of association (Cramér’s V = 0.33) between students’ FSL program and their response to Question 1. A post hoc pairwise comparison determined that the FI responses differed statistically from both the CF (p = 0.018) and the EF (p = 0.031) groups, while there were no statistically significant differences between the CF and the EF groups (p = 0.39).

Several patterns emerge from participants’ explanations for their answers. Various individuals commented that students in their program formed a group because of a “bond.” For example, one FI student noted that “we had an exclusive bond that kids who weren’t in our program could not duplicate” (FI05). Another explained:

Most of the students in my high school immersion program have been in the same class/group since elementary school. We have created a strong bond and usually gravitate toward each other when in a group setting (or, for example, when we are placed in courses with a mix between [French immersion] and English students). (FI24).

A similar comment was also made by an EF student who said, “we had a special bond because we spent years together” (EF15). Notably, only students in FI and EF programs shared this sentiment—there was no mention of a bond or similar relationship in the CF responses.

Comments from the FI and EF participants suggest that size and duration of their FSL programs may contribute to a feeling of familiarity with their fellow group members and may encourage potential group behaviors. One participant described their FI program as “the exact same group for every class in French. Throughout the years this brought us closer together and although not everybody still talks to each other, the French program definitely formed many close friendships” (FI01). These ideas were echoed by other FI students (FI04, FI13, and FI23) who noted that students share many classes over the years and, because of this, feel “more accustomed to being around each other” (FI10) than other students. One EF participant also noted, “we’ve all been in school for so long and have many similar classes, it’s easy to remain friends” (EF19). The above comments reflect students’ perceptions that the program contributes to their friendships and familiarity with other students in their same FSL program.

A second factor that appears to further strengthen the bond between students enrolled in both FI and EF programs is a divide with so-called ‘‘English’’ (i.e., core French) students.5 Students in both of these programs noted this divide and cited it as the reason that “we were only usually friends with those in our group” (FI15) and that “French program students are usually in separate friend groups than those in the English classes” (EF10). There were also several notes that may indicate that this divide was purposeful. For example, one EF participant noted that “we always participated in activities together and did not allow English students to join” (EF11) and a FI participant said that “[we] were more inclined to differentiate ourselves from the English students because we were mocked by them” (FI09). These statements reflect that FI and EF participants categorized their same-program peers as members of their ingroup and students outside their FSL program as members of an outgroup.

The same cannot be said for students enrolled in CF programs who largely did not report that students in their program formed or acted like a group. Moreover, the majority of them did not provide an explanation for their response. No CF student mentioned a divide with students in any other FSL program. In fact, the only comment from a CF participant that supported the notion of a CF group stated that “since we are learning about French, we have something in common and therefore use each other’s help to learn the second language and get better at it” (CF09). This comment made reference to the shared goal of language learning as opposed to social group dynamics and was the only comment of this type from any speaker. This may reflect that CF students are less aware of group behavior within their program and instead perceive their FSL program as a means for learning French, attributing less social value to their program than do FI or EF students.



Question 2: Do/Did Students in Your French Program Act Differently From Other Students in Your Same Secondary School? Explain

This question was included to explore whether participants categorize groups of “us” and “them” between their FSL ingroup and students enrolled in other French programs at their same school and whether they associate any prototypical behaviors with either the in- or outgroup. Table 3 presents participants’ responses to this question. No statistical differences were found between the FSL groups (p = 0.26). In terms of absolute differences, FI participants had the largest proportion of “Yes” responses with 25%, followed by EF with 21% and lastly, by CF participants with 6%. FI had the lowest number of “No” responses with 33% followed by 53% of CF and 58% of EF participants.


TABLE 3. Distribution of multiple-choice responses for question 2: Do students in your French program act differently from other students in your same secondary school?

[image: Table 3]
To explain their response to this question, participants tended to identify individual differences as distinguishing characteristics of different FSL groups; associating greater motivation, particularly academic motivation, and confidence with their FSL ingroup as compared to their peers outside their FSL program. For example, when describing their own FSL ingroup, FI students said that they were “more school centered” (FI02), “more confident” (FI11), “more motivated and [that they] work a bit harder” (FI13). Similarly, EF participants labeled their ingroup as “more school oriented” (EF15), “more outgoing” (EF13) and “on the more ambitious side when it comes to academic goals” (EF02). Interestingly, one FI participant also noted that “sometimes French [immersion] students feel superiority because they know how to speak French when others don’t and even if others learn, French [immersion] students will always have more experience” (FI07). This pattern of attributing positive characteristics to the ingroup over the outgroup was only observed in FI and EF participants. In contrast, the only comment by a CF participant served to negate the existence of behavioral differences between groups with the statement: “French is thought of as a subject one is taking. People don’t think they’re better or worse for taking French” (CF03). This contrasts strongly with the comments of FI and EF participants who indicated that students in these programs may derive positive self-esteem and feelings of superiority from their FSL group membership.



Question 3: Are/Were Students in French Programs Separated From Other Students in the Same School? Explain

This question was motivated by the notion that the program structure may lead students to perceive division between students of different FSL programs whether it be strictly physical (e.g., schedules, classes) or social (e.g., friend groups, familiarity, attitudes). Table 4 presents the percentage of responses to this question for each FSL group. EF reported the highest proportion of “Yes” responses with 26%, followed by FI with 21% and lastly, by CF with 6% of respondents. A chi-squared test found that there were statistically significant between-group differences (p = 0.006) exceeding Wei and Hu’s (2019) medium effect size benchmark (Cramér’s V = 0.34). Specifically, differences between the EF and the FI groups’ responses reached statistical significance (p = 0.015) while differences between the CF and the EF (p = 0.06) participant groups and the CF and the FI (p = 0.06) participant groups did not reach statistical significance.


TABLE 4. Distribution of multiple-choice responses for question 3: Are students in French programs separated from other students in the same school?
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When commenting on a perceived division between students enrolled in different FSL programs, participants from all programs (CF14, EF08, EF15, FI02, FI05, and FI17) noted that students take different courses based on their program. There were also several participants from both EF and FI programs that repeated the notion of a separation with the “English” students, some of whom explained that a divide had existed in either elementary or middle school, but that it did not extend into high school. For example, EF participants noted that “in elementary school there was a great separation between extended French students and regular English students” (EF06) and “in middle school, there was a large divide between the core French and extended French students. In high school, this divide does not exist” (EF02). FI participants had similar comments, remarking: “in elementary yes, but in high school not so much because people start to care less about that divide” (FI15) and:

Yes, there was always a divide with the French students and English students. The French kids were always together so they felt like a group and the kids not in French immersion thought the French kids thought they were better than them. (FI23)

As they did when answering Questions 1 and 2, the CF participants’ responses patterned differently from those of the EF and the FI participants. No CF student explicitly described a separation, with one participant noting only that “They are a part of everything.” (CF03) which, though slightly ambiguous, seems to negate a potential separation and indicate that they perceive the FSL groups at their school to be integrated.





DISCUSSION

In the field of applied linguistics, studies of individual differences often focus on non-psychological variables including L2 motivation (e.g., Masgoret and Gardener, 2003), aptitude (e.g., Li, 2016) and anxiety (e.g., Dewaele et al., 2017) while psychological variables remain under-studied. Researchers have begun to call for more systematic research into such factors in order to enhance the psychological profiles of language learners and generate pedagogical implications (e.g., Comanaru and Dewaele, 2015; Wei et al., 2020). Accordingly, the present study applies the work of Leach et al. (2008) to education research and contributes to our understanding of Canadian FSL learners as a population of study.

The results of our ingroup questionnaire confirm Hypothesis 1. There were statistically significant program-level differences in strength of reported social identity associated with FSL program membership. The results of the group-level self-definition construct (i.e., shared common identity) revealed differences between two out of the three FSL groups: core French and French immersion. For this construct, French immersion students reported higher levels of self-definition than the core French students, indicating that French immersion students perceive a shared ingroup identity more strongly than core French students. The results of the extended French group did not differ statistically from either group. Unlike the group-level self-definition results, the results of the group-level self-investment dimension, which reflects individuals’ emotional and psychological connection to their FSL ingroup, yielded statistically significant differences between all FSL student groups. Thus, confirming Hypothesis 1—there are differences in social identity across FSL programs, particularly as it concerns the emotional significance of the FSL programs to their ingroup members.

Moreover, the ingroup identification questionnaire provides evidence to confirm Hypothesis 2, which predicted that French immersion students would identify most strongly with their FSL group membership, followed by extended French students and then, by core French students. Indeed, French immersion students reported the highest ingroup identification scores overall, followed by extended French students and lastly, by core French students. This pattern was particularly clear with respect to the group-level self-investment results. This is perhaps unsurprising, as the primary differences between FSL programs (e.g., French instruction, time spent in the FSL classroom with FSL peers) seem to be more related to students’ emotional and psychological connection to the program (i.e., group-level self-investment) than to students’ awareness of the program and their particular FSL label (i.e., group-level self-definition). For example, as French immersion students spend more time in the FSL classroom, they have more time to build familiarity with their same-program peers and to create their FSL identities. This increased time spent with students in their program and separation from students outside their program may lead to stronger internal ingroup-outgroup categorizations, which may result in higher emotional attachment to the ingroup than students in other FSL programs.

Although the current study cannot attribute causation for the differences in reported social identity across programs to any singular factor, the responses to the open-ended qualitative questions do provide insights into the experience of different FSL programs and the dynamics between students of various programs. Indeed, the explanations for students’ multiple-choice answers reveal similar themes in the responses of French immersion and extended French students. These FSL groups were more likely to agree that students in their FSL program acted like a group (Question 1) and were separated from students in other FSL programs (Question 3) than their core French counterparts. The notions of group bonds (Question 1) and behavior (Question 2) also seem to be most recognizable to these students, who describe boundaries between members of their own FSL group and non-members, particularly core French students whom they refer to as ‘‘English’’ students. This distinction reveals that the participants have internalized and appropriated the label ‘‘French’’ to their own identity and seem to derive self-enhancement and positive self-esteem from it. This provides evidence for the existence of French immersion and extended French social groups. Future studies could expand on the factors underlying the reported social identity differences between FSL programs to determine how specific ingroup-outgroup social dynamics contribute to the formation of social identities among these high school populations. Moreover, it would be interesting to investigate potential hierarchies6 or oppositions between programs that may contribute to these dynamics.

Concerning methodological improvements, our suggestions are twofold. First, we suggest the inclusion of a measure of L2 performance. This would allow us to determine whether there is an association between social identity and linguistic variables. Although associations between speech and school- (Eckert, 1989, 2008) and classroom-based social groups (Nardy et al., 2014) have been observed in first language research, associations between social identity and L2 speech remain unexplored. Second, we propose that an increase in the size and scope of the study would allow for more in-depth analyses. The inclusion of a larger age range of participants with a larger sample size would allow for the consideration of group characteristics. Future studies could investigate whether factors such as age or gender influence the social identity of high school learners. Additionally, we would like to note that while the questionnaire was administered to participants online and that this provided greater flexibility and accessibility for participants, it also presented some limitations (Wilson and Dewaele, 2010). As individuals’ social identities become psychologically active based on the social context at a particular moment in time (Reicher et al., 2010), it is possible that the FSL program-based social identities may have been more salient if students were in an FSL context (e.g., the FSL classroom) at the time of testing.



CONCLUSION

There are few studies in social psychology that examine the strength of individuals’ social identity with respect to a particular social group. Among these studies, education-based social groups have rarely been investigated and, to date, no research has compared the strength of program-related social identities of students in the same schools who are otherwise comparable. The present study extended an existing questionnaire, the ingroup identification questionnaire (Leach et al., 2008), to a new population of study, FSL classroom learners, to investigate social identity within L2 educational contexts. It is clear, that high school FSL programs do lead to the formation of distinct social groups as students categorize one another into ingroup and outgroup members. Different student groups do, indeed, report varying levels of social identity with their FSL program ingroup, with French immersion students reporting the highest levels of ingroup identification with their FSL membership as compared to extended or core French students. Such findings could be the result of numerous factors underlying the structure of these unique programs such as time spent in the FSL classroom and the development of friendships, confidence and familiarity with their same-program peers. Furthermore, student comments reveal that, in accordance with SIT, individuals who identify more strongly with their FSL program report identification with their ingroup and comparison and differentiation with members of the outgroup. These patterns seem to correspond particularly to the emotional connection that individuals associate with their ingroup indicating that this makes up an important part of students’ educational experience.

First, this study contributes to our knowledge of the dynamics within and between FSL programs in Ontario, Canada. We see that there is, indeed, comparison and dissociation between members of opposing programs. The results of the open-ended questions provided insight into students’ perceptions of their L2 programs—an element that is often missing from L2 acquisition and education studies. This insight into how students feel regarding their L2 peer groups is of particular interest and may provide a new area of consideration for L2 teachers and researchers. Second, such findings indicate that social identity could in fact serve as a new variable in L2 acquisition and that its potential implications for L2 learners merit further investigation. Social identity could serve as an important reflection of various aspects of language education programs that contribute to the strength of individuals’ association with their L2 ingroup. Future studies might investigate group-level behaviors in L2 education programs. This will expand our knowledge of individual and group-level differences in L2 acquisition as well as studies of social identity more generally. There are many potential avenues of research to explore, such as potential relationships between social identity and specific group-level attitudes (e.g., toward teachers, education, language learning), motivations and linguistic behaviors (e.g., grammatical, morphological, phonetic) in L2 acquisition.



DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The datasets presented in this study can be found online in the APA’s repository on the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/df9xb/?view_only=8673ba51c2e14f9aa69503aab6798b2a.



ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by The Social Sciences, Humanities & Education Research Ethics Board, University of Toronto. Written informed consent from the participants’ legal guardian/next of kin was not required to participate in this study in accordance with the national legislation and the institutional requirements.



AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

The author confirms being the sole contributor of this work and has approved it for publication.



SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2022.874287/full#supplementary-material


FOOTNOTES

1The age equivalences for students at the beginning of the school year (i.e., September) for the Ontario grade levels mentioned here are as follows: Grade 1: Ages 5–6, Grade 4: Ages 8–9, Grade 8: Ages 12–13, Grade 9: Ages 13–14, Grade 10: Ages 14–15, Grade 11: Ages 15–16, Grade 12: Ages 16–17.

2The disproportionate female-to-male ratio of participants in the current study, particularly among Core French students, is reflective of student enrollment in Ontario FSL programs at the secondary level, where female students are slightly overrepresented (Sinay, 2015).

3Our analysis treats Likert scale data as ordinal data because this is the prescribed method by most available statistical resources (e.g., Allen and Seaman, 2007; Boone and Boone, 2012; Mangiafico, 2016).

4As this study is survey-based, we determined Wei and Hu’s (2018) benchmark system to be most appropriate for our analyses.

5The fact that core French students are referred to as the “English” students may further serve as a means of distancing them from French immersion and extended French groups.

6The investigation of potential hierarchies was inspired by participant comments suggesting that students in one FSL group mocked (FI09), excluded (EF11), or thought themselves superior to (FI07) students registered in other FSL programs.
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