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Pre-service Teachers of French as a Second Language and the Construction of a Professional
Identity

Abstract

This study explores the development of linguistic competence and confidence of pre-service
French as a second language (FSL) teachers enrolled in a teacher education program in New
Brunswick, Canada. In addition to their regular program requirements, participants in the study
engaged in a series of language support sessions. We collected French oral proficiency
assessment results pre- and post-sessions and focus group interview data. The analysis shows
that participants’ language proficiency increased over the course of the sessions and the
program. Interview data reveal professional identity-related themes such as confidence, and
the importance of safe spaces for interaction and mediation. Implications for FSL teacher
recruitment and retention are given, specifically with regard to teacher candidates’ need for
certain types of support.

Context and objectives

French immersion (Fl) programs has been steadily increasing in popularity for several
years in Canada, and that increase is greatest in New Brunswick (NB). According to Canadian
Parents for French (2019), from 2014 to 2018, the average growth of students registered in Fl
programs for all Canadian provinces and territories was 0.8%, while for NB it was 9.6% (total
enrollment increased from 27.2% to 36.8% in NB). The shortage of FSL teachers felt across
much of Canada is therefore particularly acute in this province.

The popularity of Fl in NB is partly explained by provincial demographics. The
percentage of Francophones (31.8%) living in NB is the highest in Canada outside of Quebec
and 42.5% of the population have a knowledge of both French and English (Paez Silva & Lavoie,
2019). Although English and French are the official languages of Canada, NB is the only officially
bilingual province in the country. The French language requirements imposed by the province's
Ministry of Education are also the most robust in Canada. Learning French is mandatory for all
students in the province's English-language schools. Two program options are offered: the Fl
program, in which French is the medium of instruction and learned through academic subjects,
and intensive French, in which French is learned as a school subject for all students not in Fl. For
intensive French, teachers must have an advanced plus French proficiency level as defined by
the NB proficiency scale and that level increases to superior for FI (Department of Education
and Early Childhood Development, 2018). To complete a practicum in FSL the province's English
schools, interns must have at least an advanced level.

Although FSL teacher candidates have the pedagogical knowledge necessary to teach a
second language (L2) in NB, they are often criticized for their lack of French linguistic and
cultural competence by the Minister of Education, the president of the teachers' union and the
school districts (Fraser, March 2, 2019). Many Canadian universities are having difficulty
recruiting enough students with the required language skills to meet the market demand
(Masson et al., 2019).



In our FSL teacher education program, in order to support our students’ development
and use of French as their L2, and to increase their level of confidence, we delivered support
sessions to complement FSL methods courses and French practicum. The effects of these
sessions were examined and are shared here to inform decision makers with respect to the
recruitment and retention of FSL teachers.

Theoretical Framework
Second language proficiency

In this study, language proficiency is conceptualized as a plurilingual and pluricultural
competence where sense-making is the defining principle of communication. It is

an uneven and changing competence, in which the user/learner’s resources in one
language or variety may be very different in nature to those in another. ... Plurilinguals
have a single, inter-related, repertoire that they combine with the general competences
and various strategies in order to accomplish tasks. (Council of Europe, 2018, p. 28)

Mediation

This plurilingual perspective of proficiency presents the user/learner as a social agent
and takes into account the social and individual dimensions of language use as well as the
internal and external contexts of this language used in action (Piccardo, North, & Goodier,
2019). This linguistic and cultural mediation has become increasingly important in the
plurilingual and pluricultural framework to support sense making (Archibald & Garzone, 2014).
The Common European Framework of Reference for language (CEFR), a descriptive scheme of
language proficiency for language teaching and learning, categorized modes of communication
as reception, production, interaction and mediation. Mediation is defined as making
communication possible between individuals unable to communicate with each other directly
(Council of Europe, 2018).

Literature Review
The New Brunswick Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI)

In NB, the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) is used by the Department of Education and
Early Childhood Development (EECD) to measure the language proficiency of its FSL teachers.
The OPI assessment scale (NB-EECD, 2019) derived from American language testing frameworks
such as the Interagency Language Roundtable Scale and the Proficiency Guidelines developed
by the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages and the Educational Testing
Services (ILR, 2011). The OPI scale has six main levels; the interviewee’s proficiency is ranked as
either unrateable, novice, basic, intermediate, advanced or superior. For candidates who clearly
meet the requirements of a given level yet struggle to maintain the conversation at the



subsequent proficiency level for the duration of the interview, a “plus” is added to the given
level (NB-EECD, 2003).

Native-speaker standard

The dominant yet contested ideology regarding the teaching and learning of FSL in
Canada is that of the French native-speaker standard, and the “ideal” variety is defined by a
small group of native speakers (Mison & Jason, 2011). Roy (2020) interviewed Fl students and
FSL pre- and in-service teachers and demonstrated that the majority adhered to an idealized
standard of French. This native-speaker standard is an ongoing factor in the identity
construction of FSL teachers (Wernicke, 2020). Pre-service FSL teachers often feel language
insecurity when confronted with these normative assumptions, since they are both future
language teachers and language learners (Wernicke, 2017). Masson et al. (2021) underscored
the importance of supporting teacher candidates’ French linguistic proficiency.

Research question
In our study we asked the following question:

What are the effects, if any, of language support sessions on the language proficiency
and confidence of teacher candidates in our pre-service teacher education program?

Methodology

We adopted a qualitative case study design (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2005). The language
support sessions were a bounded system in which a limited number of pre-service teachers
participated. Several sources of information were used to construct detailed descriptions of the
development of participants’ French proficiency and confidence: pre- and post-session
guestionnaires, OPI and evaluator reports, and focus groups. In this paper, we report on the OPI
results and the focus group analysis.

Participants and sampling

Nine students, enrolled in an intensive pre-service teacher education program with an
FSL specialization, participated in language support sessions, following typical purposeful
sampling (Merriam, 2009). In addition to the support sessions, participants completed three
required courses for the FSL specialization taught in French. Students with advanced or higher
levels of proficiency completed a minimum of 50% of their practicum in French (minimum of 8
of 16 weeks). Two students with intermediate plus proficiency received special permission
from one of the NB school districts to be placed in an FSL practicum, since the university was
providing language support to these students.

Three session groups of 3-5 participants were formed based on proficiency levels and
met on Zoom every week at different times for one hour each (three blocks of 8 weeks, for a



total of 24 hours of sessions, separated by two 8-week practicum). One facilitator set language
objectives based on the OPI scale and provided a weekly guide for the sessions and support
materials (e.g., vocabulary cards, grammar lessons on video) on a Desire to Learn (D2L)
platform. During the sessions, the facilitator offered corrective feedback orally or in writing in
the chat.

Data Analysis

Pre- and post-sessions OPI ratings of participants’ French language proficiency (August
2020 and June 2021) were compared. Focus group recordings (1 hour x three groups) were
transcribed. Focus group data were collected after the first block of language support sessions
in October 2020, that is, after 8 hours of the total 24 hours of sessions. These were analyzed
using qualitative data analysis procedures (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Preliminary
analysis involved breaking transcripts into meaning units and highlighting relevant quotes for
general meaning. These data were coded according to recurring and common themes, then
analyzed using a final coding according to themes and sub-themes.

Results

Our research question asks about the effects of language support sessions on the
development of language proficiency and confidence of FSL teacher candidates. The
comparison of OPI results revealed that 8 of the 9 participants increased their rating by at least
% level and 3 of those 8 increased by 1 level. (The remaining participant was already rated
superior at entry point.) Further, four major themes emerged from the qualitative analysis of
the focus group data.

Confidence and language skills

Participants stated that they perceived improvement in their language skills. Those in
the intermediate range reported more noticeable and widespread perceptions of improvement
(e.g., vocabulary, fluency, sentence structure, grammar). Others with advanced levels and
higher expressed more limited perceptions of improvement (fluency and deepening of already
acquired knowledge). The FSL teacher candidates explained that from an increased sense of
proficiency came an increased sense of confidence. Participants placed a high value on linguistic
accuracy, but acknowledged the role played by communication strategies, discourse markers,
contexts of use, registers, culture, and metalinguistic knowledge. Participants said they felt less
confident with native speakers, and while they feared native speakers’ judgement their main
concern was offending native speakers by making mistakes. Another reported concern was
that teaching in a L2 was more complex, as they had to be competent in L2 pedagogy and the
French language itself.

Space for oral interaction



Participants perceived oral interaction skills as weaker compared to listening, reading
and writing skills. They reported a lack of opportunities for oral interaction in previous school or
university experiences. For them, weekly scheduled opportunities for oral interaction were
important because they provided a structure for their language learning. Additionally, the
participants appreciated opportunities for extensive oral interaction with a focus on meaning-
making and linguistic forms in “real” language use contexts for FSL teachers.

Safe and supportive space

Participants expressed that a safe and supportive space was created in the sessions and
that they benefited from the opportunities to practice in small peer groups. They developed a
sense of belonging to a learning community. According to participants, they felt encouraged
and emotionally supported by their peers and the facilitator and could talk about their linguistic
insecurity. Participants also underscored the importance of corrective feedback in a context
resembling real-life interaction. This safe and supportive space fostered a sense of
preparedness and agency.

Mediation space

The language support sessions served as a space for mediation with respect to the
participants’ courses, their Francophone peers, and the wider Francophone community. For
example, knowing the mandatory content language and having the opportunity to practice this
in these support sessions increased teacher candidates understanding and participation in their
required FSL pedagogy courses. The sessions also fostered bonding with their Francophone
peers due to increased confidence in interacting with them. According to participants, their
Francophone peers became allies in their FSL learning process. Feeling more empowered,
participants also increased their number of interactions with the Francophone community.
There was an overall increase in positive language risk-taking.

Significance of the study

Our study reveals the need for safe and productive spaces in which pre-service teachers
can reflect on and discuss native speaker ideology as well as their linguistic insecurity. It also
demonstrates that language support sessions can be integrated into a pre-service FSL teacher
education program, enhancing it by building bridges with the required courses, Francophone
students, and the broader Francophone community.

Our study also highlights some of the specific language support needs of future FSL
teachers:

e Afocus on oral language and interaction

e Multiple opportunities for extended output

e Small homogeneous groups to create a safe and supportive space

e Interactions about real-life “teacher” topics that meet professional needs and allow for

practice in the professional language register
e Opportunities to consider both sense-making and form



e Corrective verbal or written feedback

For pre-service FSL teachers, the positive effects of language support sessions not only on
confidence and language skills, but also on a sense of belonging to a community could have a
favourable impact on recruitment and help foster retention. Although this study was conducted
in the specific context of NB, it could contribute to the recruitment and retention of teachers in
other FSL contexts in Canada and beyond.
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