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Abstract

This study focuses on how children make sense of language and leamning
experiences in an early French immersion setting. The purpose of the study was to explore
hqmof%wmmmof:ﬂﬂqﬂmﬁuﬂnswﬂmwm

ing of concepts, that children’s of
Fl:mhmverylml&d.pnhqﬂllylhurhdﬂapofﬂlyFmﬂ:m The
work of has a great deal to our understanding of
hnwcxphﬁmyulkmdgmdcdd:monuneuhmuhddshwwledynimof
concepts. In an early French it itis ltmswond -language
proficiency levels usually do not match are they
with all subject areas which make up the p:uctibedammdmcommluuchlcvel The
thesis questions are examined with this in mind; is it possible to engage in dialogue and
discussion with early French immersion students, as a means of promoting concept
development, when the language of discussion and instruction is one in which the students
have not yet become proficient?

hadﬂhcxmmmmmloﬁuammoflmmlymdﬂwn
students and teachers at one primary
mLMgmmhmmmumhndbymympumﬂhwngmd
experience gained from thirteen years as a French immersion teacher. Qualitative research
methods have been used to design the study; presentation and analysis of the data follow the
guidelines for such research.

Results of the study confirm that some students and teachers feel that a lack of
proficiency in the second language limits comprehension of spoken messages and written
texts. This in tum, affects the selection and manner in which teaching resources may be
exploited in the early French immersion classroom. This is particularly evident in those
areas where discussion and dialogue are necessary for further development of concept
Wmmmmmaummomewa
because of children’s lack of and/or
and grammatical structures in French. A number of speclﬁcemplelan pmvndndby
students and teachers, and are supported by my own experience of thirteen years teaching in
early French immersion classrooms.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many thanks to the following people who have been so helpful during this period of
re-education:

Dr. Elizabeth Yeoman, my thesis supervisor, for her guidance and encouragement.

I am particularly grateful to her for helping me realize that my own voice and experience
are valid, and for showing me how to include them in my work.

To my husband, David, and to my children, Liam and Alana, for their love and
patience during what seems to have been an interminable period of hard work.

My brothers and sisters (too numerous to mention!) who continue to provide
support and inspiration at all times but particularly to my sister Mary Walsh for her help
with child care, to her husband, my brother-in-spirit, Mark Ploughman, for his computer
genius, and to my brother Narcissus and sister Maureen for their help with my introduction
to the world of computers.

To the teachers, parents, and administrators who so kindly agreed to participate in
this study.

To the children who participated in this study, and to my students who have been a
source of leaming for me since I began my teaching career. Their voices are more
important than I realized, and this is something that I will remember for the rest of my years

as a teacher.

iii



To my parents, Narcissus and Adele Walsh, who have taught me to persevere.

To Philomena French, who has come to my aid on so many occasions during the

completion of my graduate degree.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ii
ACKNOWL i
List of Figures vii
CHAPTER 1
1
Thesis questions. 3
Personal and reflection 4
Literacy in French 9
Teaching practices in early French 10
Thesis questions: putting them into persp 12
17
Qu research in French 18
‘Summary and outline of thesis 20
CHAPTER 2
Review of the literature. 23
Language and icati 26
Schema ﬂﬂl’y and the role of prior
in language
Typu of language knowledge
in French i
Thmleormvelmmgmuondlmgum leaming ...
Background and other knowledge:
influences on second language leaming 50
Observing children: how they use language. 52
Second-language schemata 54
Strategies used in id-language teaching and learning 57

Conclusion of literature review 59




61

Limitatic f the study. 78
Estads: 79
Summary of chapter 3. 80

Student interviews and ion data 84
Smmyofsmdﬂnmwewdm o

Results of teacher i
Overview of teacher
Summary of chapter 4.

CHAPTER 5

Summary analysis of study data, discussion and reflection

for teaching i 146
ions for further 163
Ce i 165




168
APPER A letters
APP B and teachers
APPENDIX C. Questions for student interview
APP D. for teacher interview

vii



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 85
Figure 2 86
Figure 3a 90
Figure 3b. 91
Figure da. 93
Figure 4b. 94
Figure 6a 12
Figure 6b. 13
Figede 114
Figure 6d 115
Figure 7. 118
Figure 8 120
Figure 9. 122

viii



Introduction:

Early French immersion is an educational program which begins instruction
in French as a second language at the kindergarten level in Newfoundland. In some
provinces, instruction for early immersion students might begin at the Grade 1 level.
Classroom instruction is typically carried out in French only for the first three years
of the program (kindergarten, Grade 1, Grade 2). [English Language Ants is
introduced at the Grade 3 level. In later grades, children who are enrolled in the
early French immersion program will reach approximately 50% English language
instruction at the Grade 6 level. Physical education and music programs are often
taught in English to French immersion students. In the School Board where this
study took place, immersion programs follow the pattern described above. In a way,
it could be said that students in early i ion move from total i ion to

partial immersion, affer they have spent three years being introduced to French as
the language of instruction in all subject areas.

Early French immersion programs began in Canada in the mid-1960's, and
have been implemented in provinces all across the country since that time. Their

initial implementation was largely due to the influence of parent groups in Quebec,
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whose primary goal was to help their children become bilingual in a bilingual
community. These parents were dissatisfied with the resuits of traditional core
French programs in helping their children learn and speak French.

It all began with 26 little English speaking kindergarten children

‘whose parents were determined that there had to be a better way for

their children to leam French in school (CPF National News, Winter,

1996).

My own experience in teaching French Immersion began more than thirteen
years ago. Since then, I have taught at kindergarten and all primary levels as a full
time or substitute teacher, the most extended periods of time in Grades 1 and 2
consecutively. The questions which will be explored in this thesis have arisen as a
direct result of my experience in teaching. This study is not therefore, one from
which my own beliefs and practical knowledge of the field can easily be separated.
In fact, the experiences and observations I have made through the years provided the
point of departure for the present study.

In qualitative inquiry, initial questions for research often come from real-

world observations, dilemmas and questions and have emerged from the

interplay of the researcher’s direct experience, tacit theories and growing

scholarly interests” (Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p.16).



multi-faceted, with one question leading to another. They are:

Do children fully comprehend the language of instruction in French
immersion? How do children demonstrate their understanding of the
language in a classroom setting, and what are their own perceptions of the
French language and learning in French?

Is it possible to extend children’s knowledge and concept development
through discussion and dialogue in French, when children are just beginning
to learn the language? If not, or if this can only be done in a limited way, what
should be done?

The nature of such exploratory questions does not allow a narrow focus for
research, but does provide a definite point from which to begin drawing a portrait of
a primary French immersion program. Based on classroom observations, student
and teacher interviews, and my own experience as a classroom teacher, a greater
insight into these questions is developed. The questions help develop a perspective
from which to view early French immersion classrooms and how students leam
there. This perspective results in a different view from that which has been typically

presented of French immersion classrooms.



Personal experience and reflection:

At the beginning of my teaching career, I had acquired very little theoretical
background related to teaching young children, as I had followed the course of study
for teaching at the secondary level. But, perhaps like many young, inexperienced
teachers, I believed that teaching was going to be easy, and felt confident that I
could teach at the primary level. I had already completed a French degree, during
which I had been ‘immersed” in the French language and culture. For me, this had
been an extremely positive experience and I had come to know the French language
very well. As a result, I believed strongly in the notion that children would leam
their second language in much the same way as they had learned their first, through
a natural exposure to the language during the daily activities of the classroom. My
own exposure to the language had resulted in my being able to speak and
understand French fluently, and I believed that the same experience could be offered
to the children in my class.

As far as my teaching responsibilities were concemed, it was obvious that I
was to teach children to speak French and ensure that they understood what I said.

At the Grade 1 level, I should encourage them to speak French to me and their peers
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whenever possible, to the best of their ability. Ishould deliver the program outlined

in the vari 2 ‘guides for each.

Curricular materials should offer equivalent conceptual complexity and
informational content as do those materials of corresponding grade levels in
the regular English program. At the same time, they [the curriculum
materials] should be made accessible to students who are in the process of
learning their second language by improving upon available material and by
assisting teachers to develop strategies for mediating between written
materials and students (Day, 1994, pp.17-18).

This seemed straightforward. One of the defining features of early French
immersion instruction is that children are exposed to that language in much the
same manner as they have been exposed to their first language. This meant that [
should speak French at all times to children, and as authentically as possible. Just as
parents speak to their children in full sentences long before children speak
themselves, immersion teachers speak French to their students without expecting
students to respond verbally. In the classroom, however, it is essential that students
respond by following classroom routines, and by indicating in some way that they
understand the curriculum content which is presented in reading, writing,

mathematics, science, and other subject areas. In the home, children have time to
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respond, and increased opportunity for repetition before being expected to reproduce
language.

I followed i idelines as they were presented to me

by my colleagues, and through reading theories of French immersion instruction. In
reading, for example, I attempted to mediate for students when using written
materials by trying to make texts meaningful and interesting to students, within the
limits of their second language ability. Using dramatizations, emphasizing picture
clues, and involving children in the story, I attempted to get the ‘message’ of the
story across. The emphasis was on the "message, and not the form" (Krashen, 1989,
p. 59) for students attempting to speak in their second language.

Krashen (1989) is convinced that "immersion programs succeed because,
like other good methods (of second-language teaching), they provide students with a
great deal of comprehensible input” (p. 60). "Comprehensible’ input is language that
students are able to understand, even though they might not yet be proficient in the
second language. Language can be made comprehensible, for example, by using
pictures or actions to help students understand what is being said. Krashen suggests
that teachers can adapt their language levels according to students' needs when
working with students who are at a similar linguistic level of competence. Materials
can be modified and supplemented, and the use of visual aids, gestures, and the

relating of ideas to context can all be part of rendering content and language
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"comprehensible.” Further, Krashen points out, .....“children do not have to
respond in French until the middle of Grade 1, a year and a half silent period is
provided in which children may use their first language until they acquire enough
French to respond in French” (p. 60). Again, this all seemed straightforward at the
time.
If the teacher’s task can be presented as a straightforward one, then whatever

impede the i ion process can be attributed to a

teacher’s personal failings. This creates a paradoxical situation in which the

teacher’s active role in the creation of new instruments is denied, but they

are credited with a generous share of the responsibility for failure

(Elbaz, 1983, p.17).

Hence, I felt that if children in my class were unable to understand, there
must be something lacking in my own methods of instruction. For many years, [
worked diligently to develop themes, and search out resources which would be of
interest to children. This would ensure delivery of the program as it should be
delivered, helping children achieve the necessary grasp of concepts and language
skills. I spoke French at all times, used visual aids to understanding, provided

dramatic ions to help children the language of instruction.

used every ‘performance’ technique I could think of, and tried many others that

were suggested by my colleagues.
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I recall a visit to the local skating rink with my group of six year olds. I
spoke French with every child as I helped with skates and mittens, taking advantage
of each opportunity to repeat the words, “patins” and “mitaines” . One little girl in
the group said to me very innocently, “Madame, don’t you feel a bit silly, since
you're the only one speaking French?” I did, in fact, feel a little foolish, but I also
felt that this was part of my job, and that it would promote children’s leaming. In
some instances, such persistence and belief in these methods have been effective,
and in others they have not. However, speaking French only did not seem to work
well in all situations. Therefore, [ began to move beyond questioning and reflecting
upon my teaching methods as the sole possible causes of limited success with
certain aspects of classroom teaching. After a time, I came to question the
theoretical premise upon which French immersion is based; that speaking French at
all times is the best way to teach children the language and that all prescribed
curricular concepts can be adequately developed in the second language.

Krashen's (1989) description of the approach to language leaming in early
French immersion might adequately describe the current basis of methodological
practice in early French immersion, even though methods have evolved and varied
somewhat over the years, and questions are being asked, however tentatively.
Krashen’s work is only one of the many sources to which French immersion

pedagogical practice is linked. It has been quoted here as a representative sample
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for the purpose of explaining the term ‘comprehensible input’. The notion that the
language can be rendered comprehensible for students is at the core of French
immersion practice. While this may be true for certain language purposes and

functions in the French immersion setting, the range of its application is being

questioned in this thesis.
Literacy in early Freach

The i of i i of all literacy skills (speaking,
reading, writing, and listening) is ized in French it i asit
is in English first language In the early i ion setting, however, it is

difficult to assess children’s grasp of concepts covered, given their limited ability
with the language. Does the French language that children produce adequately and
reflect children’s ing.? Or, does the teacher’s "paraphrasing’,

(helping children with words they do not know) often give the children answers
which they may not have produced themselves?

The types of errors children make while leaming French in an immersion
setting have been well documented. These errors do not disappear with repeated
exposure to the language (Froc, 1995; OReilly, 1993; Lyster, 1987; Tarone &

Swain, 1994). Emor correction strategies meet with some success, but the
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interlanguage evident in French immersion classrooms persists. How can the lack

of’ limited i f grammatical structures that

this interlanguage exhibits be compensated for in the French immersion classroom?
Is there a general perception that these gaps in second-language knowledge need
not be compensated for, that in fact the use of gestures, visual aids and other
teaching resources will adequately fill these language gaps? Or, does the child's
limited knowledge of vocabulary and French language structure inhibit
understanding of concepts, both concrete and abstract? As children advance
through school, concepts presented usually increase in levels of complexity and are
more abstract. Does the child's language skill increase at a rate which enables

comprehension of more complex and abstract subject matter?

Teaching practices in early French immersion:

to reflect the belief that input can be made comprehensible by speaking French
100% of the time, or as near 100% of the time as is possible. While such an
approach may indeed prove successful in some areas of second language leaming,
there are aspects of young children's language development and leamning which are
not addressed by following this approach. *...Educational activities cannot be

observed without reference to the shared educational values and beliefs of those
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engaged in educational pursuits” (Carr and Kemmis, 1986, p. 110). It is possible
that beliefs which were held about children and how they might best learn a sccond
language are subject to review at this stage in French immersion history. If the
language is not made sufficiently ‘comprehensible’ for students by methods which
are currently in use, then teaching practices may need modification.

‘Teachers are advised that children in French immersion must be encouraged
to attempt speaking in their second language, without fear of constant correction.
To focus on ermors is unnecessarily discouraging for students, and does not
contribute positively to second-language development within the classroom setting.
While this may be true, the importance of achieving a balance with comprehension
and accuracy in the French language is recognized by French immersion educators,
and attempts are being made to meet the challenges that arise when children must
learn about the world around them, and lear a new language at the same time.

If children are to leam the language through repeated exposure to French
from the various sources available (teacher, print materials, audio-visual materials)
and learning is said to be progressive with continued exposure, why is it that so
many language problems persist? This question has been addressed by a number of
researchers, and methods have been suggested as to how teachers might implement
error correction strategies. Questions not addressed fully include these: How can

children be expected to progress through the content areas of the curriculum when
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their spoken language does not reflect an understanding of grammatical structure
(i.e. verb tenses, agreements), vocabulary, and not least of all, word meanings? Do
these aspects of language not transmit at least some part of the message? Is it
possible to separate the message and the form, as Krashen (1989) suggests?
Classroom teachers are confronted with these questions daily, as they try to deliver a
well-rounded primary program in French.

In the practical context, it is the teacher not the leaming theorist,
who is the final authority on learning... Whether or not such authority
is actually granted him, the teacher is the only one in a practical
position to discharge it (Elbaz, 1983, p.17).

Researchers and French immersion teachers have come to realize that there
are a number of factors which affect the ‘natural” acquisition of the second language
in the immersion setting. How well children are able to leamn the language naturally

determines to a large degree, how the content areas of the program are delivered.

Thesis questions: putting them into perspective:

The literature review of this thesis includes discussion and examination of
research focusing on a number of areas which relate to French immersion
instruction and practice, and their effect upon children’s language development. A

great deal of French immersion research has focused on children’s productive
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language skills, compiling information about what children can and cannot do.

Such research has ignif to about language

proficiency, and what children are able to do with the French language. The
purpose of this study is to explore how children actually make sense of the French
language classroom environment, what they are leaming through that language, and

the resulting implicatic for concept By exploring situations

children encounter during daily language and leaming experiences in French
immersion, it is possible to examine which of those situations might be most
suitable to instruction in the French language only. One might then isolate subject
areas or topics which do not appear to lend themselves to instruction in a second
language, unless the learner is proficient in that language.

Ely (1991) describes qualitative study as being forged in the transaction
among what is done and learned and felt by the researcher. It is an intensely
recursive personal process, she says, and while this may be the hallmark of all
sound research, “it is crucial to every aspect of of the qualitative way of looking at
life”(p.1) “The great majority of topics for study and research questions do not
arise out of a vacuum or specious choice but instead, mesh intimately with the
researcher’s deepest professional and social commitments™ (p.30). It is with this
sense of personal commitment to the students I teach that I chose the questions

‘which are explored in this thesis:
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Do children fully comprehend the language of instruction in French
immersion? How do children demonstrate their understanding in the
classroom setting, and what are their own perceptions of the Freach language
and learning in French?

Is it possible to extend children’s knowledge and concept development
through discussion and dialogue in the French language in Early French
immersion, when children are just beginning to learn the language? If not, or
if this can be done only in a limited way, what should be done?

An exploration of these concems is essential to a deeper understanding of
the process of learning through a second language and leaming the second
language concurrently. Do children show ‘understanding’ of the language when
they respond to instructions by moving to the right place, or by getting an object
they have been asked to find? [s understanding of the language not more accurately
reflected by a child’s ability to use that language to communicate hisher own
feelings and ideas?

After a thirteen year period of teaching in early French immersion, I felt
there were many reasons to be positive about children’s successes, and the kind of
teaching that was taking place in immersion classes. I particularly admired

teachers’ inventive approaches to making the language ‘come alive’ for students. I
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also admired students’ willingness to leam, and their enthusiasm for leaming to
speak another language.

However, a number of concems were becoming increasingly difficult to
address. The greatest came from feeling that the children’s understanding of the
language of instruction might be limited in many ways, even when every effort was
made to ensure that the language was ‘comprehensible’. How could I be sure? It
was not always possible to determine from a child whether or not a concept or idea
was understood by asking him/her to re-tell the story, or to explain in his/her own
words how well the material was understood. With a very limited ability to speak
French at the earliest stages, most children are unable to use the language to express
themselves without a great deal of input from the teacher. This seemed to me a
classic case of putting words in someone else’s mouth. How was I to know what
the child wanted to say? How was the child to know to correct me if s/he did not
understand to begin with?

Very often, the teacher in a French immersion classroom must guide
discussion and dialogue to such a degree that it is difficult to determine whether or
not children would have reached the same conclusions without teacher help.
Current trends in education emphasize the importance of allowing children to
explore concepts independently through the use of appropriate materials, resources

and activities. The use of children’s literature as a teaching resource, for example, is
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prevalent, and replaces the ‘textbook’ which purported to tell us everything children
needed to know. This is viewed by many as a positive trend in teaching and
learning, as children’s literature can provide rich, meaningful subject matter for
young children. However, if children do not understand the text of such stories, and
are not familiar enough with the second language to express themselves in relation
to these texts, then such resources have limited value in French immersion
classrooms. I felt limited by what I was able to accomplish and frustrated that I was
unable to guide children towards meaningful discussions through the use of these
materials, or other resources which could be used in the child’s first language. I had
seen that children were easily engaged in English language books, plays, and
movies that were based on themes of interest to them. They quickly responded to
stories with predictable texts in English, joining in and becoming involved almost
immediately. They also listened attentively whenever a story was read in English,
although I always felt that this was something I should not do, as it did not conform
to the 100% French guidelines for instruction.

Theories of how children use language to develop an understanding of the
world and to extend their knowledge provide part of the theoretical framework on
which this thesis study is based. A number of theories which direct fundamental
aspects of French immersion practice are examined from this point of view. The

inclusion of this perspective in the literature review is intended to help the reader
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view this work as it is intended; its purpose is not to prove, but to explore. The truth

and validity of my work are found in the realistic and honest portrayal of people

who are actually involved in teaching in early French immersion classrooms. As

previously mentioned however, I am very closely involved with students and

teachers in French immersion, and it is important that a number of assumptions and

beliefs be made clear at the beginning of this thesis study.

Assumptions:
Basic assumptions underlying the discussion in this paper are:

that leaming a second language is of educational and personal value to children,
and that French immersion programs can, and do make a significant and positive
contribution to children’s second language development;

that iate practice must become the accepted basis for all
educational programs, none more important than those offered in early
childhood;  (Kindergarten Curriculum Adwsmy Committee, Provincial
Department of Education, 1992). French immersion programs must indicate
that the methods used to teach children reflect a knowledge of developmentally
appropriate practice;

that the role of a child’s prior knowledge is an integral part of any instructional
program and the French immersion curriculum should reflect an awareness of
this. This idea does not seem to be fully integrated with theories which guide
current practices, nor is it reflected in the choice of materials which is available
at the various levels of early French immersion;
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e that reflecion on current instructional practice is necessary, to allow
examination of programs from a perspective other than that which has been
traditionally presented in research.

Qualitative research in French immersion:

Tardif and Weber (1987) outlined 2 number of issues that they feit needed to
be addressed in French immersion research. Among them was the need to focus
qualitative studies on language leaming strategies and tactics used by children in the
early immersion environment.

It is important in second-language research to consider the tactics which will
be used and encouraged in a second-language classroom environment. Very little
research has been conducted which considers the tactics used by children in making
sense of their experience in a second-language immersion situation. “Children
beginning a second-language immersion program must cope not only with the new
experience of formal schooling but also with an unfamiliar language environment”
(Tardif & Weber, 1987, p. 72).

Personal experience in teaching at the primary level prompted me to begin a
case study involving children at the kindergarten and primary (Grades 1, 2, and 3)
levels. I also felt that it would be relatively easy to gain access as a participant-
observer in a school which offered the early French immersion program. “A case

study can be a detailed examination of one setting, or a single subject, a single
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depository of documents, or one particular event” (Merriam, 1988, p.62). Defined
in this way, a case study scemed to suit the exploratory nature of the research
questions examined in this thesis.

Fortunately, in recent years, there have been a number of researchers who
have made advances in exploring how children make sense of their learning
environment in French immersion (Duchesne, 1995; Weber & Tardif, 1991;
‘Yeoman, 1996). I will add to the growing body of research which explores how
children make sense of the langusge in that environment, and in particular, how
those sense-making strategies might affect subsequent language development and
learning.

The advice of Tardif and Weber has been influential in this regard. "The
question of proficiency in a language cannot be measured solely by paper and pencil
type tests. One must ask the question, "proficiency for what purposes?” (Tardif &
Weber, 1987, p. 74). I want to provide some insight into that question, without
ummafhmmﬁm,ﬂmmmmmfﬁmm
children’s understanding of the language. The aspects of the questions under study
here which focus on discussion and dialogue have been stimulated by reading the

work of child ists, and that of ialists in the literacy

development of young children. The literature review serves to develop a

framework which supports the validity of such questions.



Summary and Outline of Thesis Presentation:

Chapter 1 describes how [ arrived at the guiding questions for the research
which is the focus of this paper. It includes some discussion of the literature which
the desired perspective. The choice of research methods is briefly described, and
justified.

Chapter 2 provides a background to the study by outlining in some detail
theories of early childhood development, including language and literacy
development patterns in a child's first language. Principles of developmentally
appropriate practice are highlighted. A number of literature selections focus
specifically on research in the field of French immersion.

By idering the work of ists, and ialists in

the field of literacy development in young children, it is possible to examine the
early French immersion setting from a perspective other than that which focuses
only on second language acquisition. Literature which describes the reality of
teaching and leaming in a French immersion broadens this perspective. It is
important to note that in the French immersion setting, second language acquisition
is not the only goal which must be achieved. Children must be engaged in the

learning process if they are to develop independent thinking skills, and if they are to
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progress through the leaming experiences they will encounter each year, building on
their prior knowledge.

Chapter 3 provides a description of the study itself and the methodology
used to carry out this type of qualitative research. Limitations and strengths of the
study are outlined in this chapter. The choice of qualitative methods, and how each
of the methods s used are justified and explained in detail.

Chapter 4 focuses on the presentation and analysis of data collected through
the course of this study. Student responses to interview questions are discussed and
illustrated by bar graphs. The discussion which took place during teacher interviews
is presented in a narrative format. Background and other information which was
provided by teachers through the use of a questionnaire is summarized and
integrated with the data obtained from the teacher interview. Observation data
which is relevant to the thesis questions, and which often completes the ‘picture’
presented by the various participants in this study is interwoven with the
presentation of data outlined above. Copies of all interview questions and
questionnaires are included in the Appendices section of this document. As well,

copies of letters i ission from all i ici| in the study

have been included in the Appendices.
Chapter 5 includes references to the literature review, linking a number of

well-established theories to the current study’s findings. Recommendations for
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further study and suggested changes in French immersion pedagogy are outlined.

The contribution of this study to the field of French immersion research is
point in French immersion history, have not been dealt with adequately.



Review of the literature:

It is generally agreed by most researchers that French immersion programs
allow students to achieve greater success in second-language development than did
“traditional' core French programs. However, there remain some concerns about the
grammatical and structural weaknesses which are shown in students' spoken and
written French. Rebuffot (1993) summarizes his review of research dealing with

levels of proficiency achieved by French immersion students by including the

following comments:
Malgré I'enthousiasme de I'équipe de Lambert et Tucker(1972), on
s'accorde, en effet, pour que les capacités pi ives des

éléves de l'immersion n'atteignent pas celles des locuteurs natifs,
‘mais qu'elles dépassent celles des éléves ayant appris le frangais dans
des programmes traditionnels. ... D'autres avis sont plus nuancés et
mettent l'accent sur les faiblesses des éléves de I'immersion en ce qui

atnitala icale et au ire (Rebuffot,

1993, p. 110-111).
In spite of Lambert and Tucker’s (1972) enthusiasm (about early French immersion),
it is generally agreed that the productive skills of immersion students do not reach

those of native speakers, but that they do exceed these of students who have learned
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French in the traditional core French setting. Other researchers emphasize the

weaknesses of immersion studeats as far as grammar and vocabulary acquisition are

concerned ( my transiation.)

My own questions relate to how children make sense of, and use the
language of leaming to which they are exposed in an early French immersion
setting, rather than assessing the receptive/productive skills of students. The
question of whether or not children really do make sense of the language and
language related activities in the classroom has not been explored in depth up to this
point. It is particularly important at the initial stages of French immersion when
children have no knowledge of the second language, and it is meant to be the
language of instruction one hundred percent of the time.

The focus of French immersion research in the past has been, to a great
extent, on the receptive/productive skills of students, and indeed, evaluation of such
skills provides essential information about children’s second-language acquisition.
Researchers have cxamined the effect leaming in a second language might have on
children’s English language skills and cognitive development. Generally speaking,
research has found that children’s receptive and productive skills in French are
better as a result of the immersion process than was previously the case in
traditional core-French programs, and that children’s English language skills and

cognitive development are not negatively affected by leaming in Frenc': immersion.
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In recent years, experts have advised that qualitative studies in the field of French
immersion would be beneficial to our developing understanding of the processes of
learning in a second language setting such as French immersion. It is not enough to
analyze the language skills which children have developed.

The questions which are explored in this thesis have not been asked before.
Because there is not a great body of research which explores concept development
and “meaning” in a way that sufficiently answered my own questions, it is
necessary to consult literature from a number of disciplines in order to put the
research questions into the desired framework. There is no theory that explains how

children can learn and acquire new concepts in a language they are just beginning to

learn, especially when the concepts are iate to the age and
level of the child, if s/he were learning in the first language. There is a gap between
the language proficiency of the child and the concepts s/e is expected to explore
and develop at each level of the early Immersion program. Curriculum guides
outline the same content and objectives for early French immersion programs as for
the English language program, with the exception of language arts. In language
arts, all aspects of literacy are meant to be developed by using French as the
language of instruction.

The literature review in this thesis identifies established knowledge in the

field of child development, particularly in the areas of language acquisition and
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literacy It also highli the i of dialogue and discussion

as a means of facilitating learning through play and other experiences. Research
which has identified the kind of French children speak and ‘know’ in French
immersion is used to confirm some of the deficiencies that exist. Rather than
narrowly focusing the review on French immersion literature only, moving outside

the boundaries of second language research allows me to “search for illuminating

from other disciplines”’ (Marshall and Rossman, 1989, p. 40).

Language and communication:

A child's use of language is one of the first ways in which s/he is able to
communicate a response to external experiences and stimuli. Language is used by
adults and children alike to question, to verify, to express emotions of all kinds -
pleasure, surprise, fear, curiosity. Babies who have not yet leamed to speak express
themselves in other ways - crying, smiling, cooing, babbling. Parents respond to
their babies language in a variety of ways. As they come to know their children,
they recognize specific cries or responses. Generally, parents talk to their babies,
and repeat words often, saying out loud what it is they think it is the child wants or
needs. Individuals who cannot hear or speak have ways of expressing themselves
that compensate for the senses they cannot employ. In most situations, where

language is lacking or not available, other means of communicating messages are
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used. These might include sign language, use of pictures, facial expressions,
gestures. In many cases, language is accompanied by all of the above in order to
communicate an even more precise message than words alone would allow.
Learning depends fully on language of all kinds - spoken, written, heard, and seen.
Without even being aware of it, we tend to adapt the kind of language we use for the
person(s) to whom our messages are directed.

The term “developmentally appropriate practice™ refers to the kind of teaching
and leaming experience which reflect a genuine understanding of how and at what
stage(s) children leam. One of the guiding principles of developmentally appropriate
practice is that children are best able to direct their own leaming, but require the
help and guidance of adults to help them progress through the various stages of
development. "There is no more successful example of language leaming than that
provided by mastery of language during infancy” (Holdaway, 1979, p. 19). This
model of mastery has, in some ways, influenced current practices of teaching French
in early French immersion. [mmersion in the second language is meant to imitate
the child's initial encounters with the first language. Just as a child may not initially
respond to the language itself with words in his native language, in French
immersion the child is expected to leam and respond to instructions in the second
language. At first, this theory seems to make sense. However, there are factors

which contribute to the child's development of his/her first language which do not
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exist in the French immersion environment. There are two very important factors
which are instrumental to children’s first language acquisition, and have particular
significance in a typical school setting . They are:

o time to develop proficiency in listening and spoken language before being
presented with written texts.

. bemglblempmduuwnhngwhwhmﬂmmmdcgeeanlmphcu
and f the language.

For example, most children who attempt to write in their first language will say,
"That says Mommy," or "I love you," when asked to share something they have
to say the word. Vygotsky (1986) says that a word without meaning is an empty
sound and that word meaning is both thought and speech. Young children in early
French immersion are, based on this definition, confronted with many empty
sounds. According to Vygotsky, word meaning is both thought and speech. To
make sense of language, a child must employ strategies which link language and
thought, and ought to associate words with thoughts. Children indicate that they do
this when they fill in words in answer to questions, or when they say, "Oh, I know

what that is, it's a squirrel."
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The thinking and leaming of younger children differ from that of older children
and adults (Elkind, 1988). Before young children can enter the symbolic world, he
says, they need to conceptualize the concrete world which the symbols represent.
The early French immersion environment offers new symbols for nearly all of the
concepts a child is about to develop or has developed prior to entering school.
When a teacher speaks only French with a young child entering school, are there
opportunities for that child to conceptualize what all those symbols, (in this case
new words) represent?

Elkind (1988) expresses concemn that in today's educational climate, early
childhood education is becoming institutionalized, and is now subject to a host of
social, economic, and political pressures from which in the past, it may have
appeared to be immune. Elkind's discussion, though not focused exclusively on
kindergarten and early primary years, is relevant when examining the purpose of
enrolling children in early French immersion. He suggests that some parents and
educators might be inclined to believe that young children are not adequately
challenged by programs which have been offered typically in day care centres and
schools. Educators and parents may believe that French immersion will provide a

more sti ing and i i than the first-language classroom

might, because children must learn a new language, and will be challenged by the

process.
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Obadia (1994) suggests that, "Contrary to what one might think, being in an
immersion kindergarten is no more difficult for a five-year old child than it is in a
regular class. Like any other kindergarten, children participate in all kinds of
activities and for most of the year they speak English” (p.8). Children are, as
Obadia points out, guided towards language development in French by their teacher
and begin to use some phrases and words on their own by the end of the year. While
kindergarten French immersion may not ‘appear’ to be more difficult, can this type
of environment allow the kind of discovery and exchange of knowledge which can
take place through mutual dialogue between teacher and child? How can one be
sure it “is no more difficult for a five-year old child than it is in a regular class” ?

Smith (1978) emphasizes the importance of children being able to test their
theories about language. This is after all, "how they learn most of what they know,
by conducting experiments" (p.88). Smith believes that children leam about the
world through experimenting, and thus acquire implicit knowledge about human
language and behavior that is essential for continued learning and development. He
stresses the importance of context in language when a child is communicating with
adults during the infant stages. When an adult speaks, s/he relates what is being said
to the baby by touch or by pointing to the object mentioned. The infant, says Smith,
can then hypothesize a relationship between the two. This is a highly efficient

procedure, he says, that will work only if the child can make sense of the purpose of
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the adult language. Because the language is meaningful to the child within the
home and because these meaningful phrases are repeated often, they become
predictable. When a child is able to predict, s/he is able to “test’ what fits, or what
might fit. In an early French immersion setting, children are missing several critical
elements which enable predictions and verifications. These are:

e enough knowledge of the language to allow testing of what fits (this is
particularly so at the very initial stages of kindergarten).

o sufficient exposure to the French language to allow children to meet
expectations for predicting and verifying their understanding of language.

Smith's (1978) theories have implications for early French immersion
students and teachers. The importance of being able to predict and test language is
obviously a significant aspect of developing literacy skills. Literacy skills are
essential in all areas of the curriculum. The ability to make and verify predictions is
crucial to the development of critical thinking skills.

Smith's (1978) theories regarding word identification and recognition are
also applicable to second-language acquisition. His discussion centres around
object identification, but is also applicable to concepts and ideas. Identification, he
says, involves a decision that an object confronted be put into a category.
Recognition means that the object confronted has been seen before, although

identification may not be involved. In the French immersion environment, objects,



32
ideas, or concepts may be recognized and possibly identified by the child in his/her
first language. The goal for the child then is to leam new words and phrases to
associate with what was previously identified or categorized, thus extending
knowledge and understanding. This is a daunting task for the kindergarten French
immersion child who is still very likely in the process of recognizing, identifying
and categorizing objects and concepts in the first language. If the adult person, (in
this case the teacher) is to help the child during this process of recognition and
identification, does the teacher not need to somehow assess the child's prior

knowledge? It would seem that simply giving a child new words to identify and

the envil and i which take place within the classroom,
omits a significant step towards real understanding. That is, that the child may not
make the connection to prior knowledge, because the words which represent prior
knowledge have changed.

Smith (1978) describes techniques which might be effectively applied in
helping mediate word identification and recognition both orally and in the written
form in French immersion. These include helping children focus directly on
specific words and structures and helping them establish patterns for use of these
words and structures by promoting their use in meaningful contexts.

Adams (1990), Church (1994), and Stanovich (1993) agree that it is

necessary to help children establish patterns for language use. Predictable books,
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rhymes, songs, and attention focused on repeated patterns in spoken and written
language help to enhance pattemn recognition. If the child is able to recognize
pattems of language, s/he will also be likely to recognize what does not fit. The
child may be more likely to ask questions about what does mot fit in such cases,
allowing opportunities for further learning.

Ruddell and Rapp-Ruddell (1994) say that children at the emergent stage
and beyond are “theory builders' and “hypothesis’ testers. "Throughout the process
of acquiring oral language during the pre-school years, children actively construct
rules about how language works based on adult models and responses” (p. 83). In
early French immersion, children might have a confusing model upon which to
develop their understanding of the French language, and certain concepts. Children
speak English to the teacher, and the teacher responds to them in French. The
teacher points out objects in the classroom, shows the children pictures to aid
comprehension, reads stories using gesture and mime to help children understand.
Theory building and hypothesis testing are part of this approach, but the teacher is
directing the greater part of the leaming in such cases. Without knowledge of the
language, children must depend almost entirely on external factors, mainly the
teacher, in order to understand, rather than by doing their own theorizing and

testing.
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Weber and Tardif's (1991) study of kindergarten students in early
immersion indicates that children also latch on to key words as a means of

understanding. By using this strategy of ‘sense-making’ children are often able to

respond i to requests, i ions, or answer directed questions
when the only language used is French. This would seem to allow children to
“function’ in a French language setting, but does not allow for any kind of extended
dialogue or discussion, since conversation requires much more than comprehension

of key words.

Schema theory and the role of prior in languag

Schema theory and the role of prior knowledge as they relate to children's
language development have been the subject of considerable research in recent
years. A reader’s schema, or organized knowledge of the world provides much of
the basis for comprehending, leaming and remembering the ideas in stories and

texts (Anderson, 1994). Without this the basis for

‘messages is limited.

Schema theory highlights the idea that many interpretations of a given text

are possible. Based on previous and ience, family
economic status, and so on, readers' interpretations vary. The "click of

comprehension occurs only when the reader evolves a schema that explains the
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whole message” (Anderson, 1994, p.473). With only a partially developed schemata
in the second language, one cannot hope to engage children in the kind of discussion
that calls on their ability to reason, to compare their own ideas and beliefs with
those of others, and to express ideas that are not yet fully formed. The adult reader
of this text will realize how difficult it is to convey an idea that has not yet been
fully conceptualized. Part of fully realizing and understanding a concept is being
able to convey ideas and messages with language. Anderson further elaborates on
schema theory, and its relevance to language leaming by making the following
observations:

«  Schema provides ideal ing for

Mﬁusmmunddsmnmﬂywwmmmhmmmm
effort.

* By verifying that a child understands a concept and has assimilated information
in his’her own language, the teacher would then be able to help the child
assimilate the new knowledge with that concept, perhaps with "little mental
effort.”

® Schema facilitates selective allocation of attention which is part of being a
skilful listener and reader. Important aspects of texts (or spoken messages ) are
allocated cognitive resources, such as reading for meaning or knowing where to
pay close attention in order to extract meaning.

This also recalls earlier references (Adams, 1990; Holdaway, 1979) to
automaticity. Without a developed schema and knowledge of the language, the child

must focus all or nearly all cognitive resources on simply understanding the words.



Anderson (1994) says that:

e Schema enables inferential elaboration. Based on the
information that is available, one can infer what is not available.
If a child is unable to comprehend the available information, or
has difficulty comprehending the complete text this will very
likely have an effect on what might possibly be inferred.

e Schema allows orderly searches of memory. By tracing through
the schema used to structure the text, the reader is helped to gain
access to particular information which was learned.

e Schema facilitates editing and summarizing. The organization of
knowledge and structure allows the child to edit and summarize
for his/her own purposes after reading.

& IS its i 5 o Misiiag i .
can be supplied by testing possibilities and making predictions
based on what the reader is able to understand.

To establish such a fully functioning schema in a second language, the child must be

exposed to the second-language leaming environment for quite some time.
Noonan (1990) found that children at the Grade 3 level were beginning to
develop a schemata for the French language. Prior to that level, children's oral
language development reflects what might be termed a fledgling schemata, single
words, phrases, and some routine expressions. It is reasonable to suggest then, that
for children in early French immersion, comprehension of written and spoken
messages will be limited, and that exploratory talk and concept development might

be affected in a limiting way.
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Residual difficulties that a child displays in his use of oral language

(speech), or listening must be noted. All such children should be considered

at risk as soon as their oral language problem has been identified. They

should be assessed to determine the nature of inhibiting factors (Holdaway,

1978,p.171).

Certainly, teachers and all those involved with instruction in French
immersion consider this fact by adapting their instruction and use of the language so
that children have an opportunity to understand and to use their oral language to the
best of their ability. This does not change the fact that the students' oral language
and listening comprehension is limited. It might be said then that a// children in
early French immersion have residual difficulties with oral language. Consequently,
difficulties with reading and writing may be caused by inadequacies in the child's
oral language and comprehension of spoken French. Stanovich (1986) stresses the
importance of early intervention in detection and remediation of language/reading
problems.

Harste, Burke, and Woodward (1994) concluded after a six-year study

that children's language exhibits:

o adefinite syntactic structure

* sentence structure knowledge



e an ing of story or text

e an ability to use picture clues to construct meaning from text and to comprehend
stories which have been presented orally

e a developing sense of story chronology indicating that early meaning
constructions are chains of related events that reflect a general sense of
understanding (Harste, Burke, and Woodward, cited in Ruddell and Rapp-
Ruddell, 1994, p. 93).

Background knowledge, combined with word knowledge and the ability to
engage in word analysis, allows children to construct meaning from print. The most
obviously transferable of these skills to the second language would be the ability to
gain meaning from picture clues in texts, and to understand the purpose of stories.
In an early French immersion classroom, it is not clear how students compensate for
their lack of specific word/language knowledge. Noris it clear that the strategies

used by teachers during instruction such as gesture and visual aids adequately

Types of language knowledge:
Wells (1987) defines four kinds of literacy:
1. the performative, which emphasizes the mastery and decoding and encoding

skills;
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the functional, which refers to using the code in practical ways such as filling
out forms and reading signs;

3. the informational, where the focus is on reading for information, and;

4. the epistemic, which goes beyond the actual text to emphasize “creativity,

exploration and critical evaluation” (p.110).

The third and fourth of these, the informational and the epistemic, are those which
require the greatest degree of language knowledge and understanding. Without
language knowledge, it is debatable whether or not children can achieve their full
potential in areas of the program which demand an ability to focus on information,
and to relay that information by speaking or writing. In terms of epistemic literacy,
expressing one’s thoughts or going beyond is next to impossible without a level of
language proficiency which allows this. If basic, simplified vocabulary and
grammatical structures are used, surface exploration of the epistemic elements of
texts will be achieved at best. From the point of view of intellectual development
therefore, what is important about reading and writing is not so much the

of i ion, as the ility of ping ways of using

fanguage as an intentionally controlled tool for thinking and feeling. “Worlds of

whether real or imagi which are created through words, may be

apprehended, explored and connected through speech as well as through print”

(Wells, 1987, citedin Yeoman, 1994, p.28).
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Much of the child's language development prior to reaching school age and
results from extensive ‘with namative reading and discussions

with significant adults in the child's life (Friedberg & Strong, 1989; Sulzby, 1994).
During these encounters with print and through discussions, the child is likely to
hear new words. Sometimes these new words represent a concept well-known to
the child. In such cases, the child must assimilate the new term with the old
concept. In the early French immersion setting, all words will be new (at the initial
stages particularly). This process of assimilating new words with old concepts may
be affected.

‘When initiating children to their second-language environment, teachers often
show children what they mean by bringing the child to the area that is being
described, or by pointing to objects, or using gestures, facial expressions, and other
means to help the child understand. In this way, it is hoped that the child's receptive
knowledge of the language will be developed as far s listening and comprehension

This method is I to a degree, but does have limitations.

Weber and Tardif's (1991) study revealed that children in one kindergarten

French immersion class understood what was being said in a global sense, indeed

much as a very young child initially understands his/her first language.
Among the findings described by Weber and Tardif (1991) are:
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o children's sense-making often focused on the organization of classroom time, or
specific classroom contexts (i.e. "Clest le temps d'aller dehors,” might mean to
children that * it's time to get dressed,” or "it's time to go home,” depending on
the time of day it is).

o the questions associated with classroom routines (i.c. "Quel temps fait-il?")
might elicit an appropriate response suggesting sun or rain, but the question
itself is not easily defined by the children. The teacher’s response to leaming
that children did not know exactly what the words meant was one of some
surprise.

* many children displayed a growing awareness of the meaning of specific words
and demonstrated that their sense-making involved " latching on" to single
words as meaning makers for whole sentences.

o there was evidence of the development of an interlanguage, where children
teacher and peers.

The findings of Weber and Tardif (1991) confirm many of the positive attributes
of the early French immersion environment, one of them being that children are
showing signs of leaming their second language. The observation that children rely
heavily on context to extract meaning is not one that helps to alleviate concemns
about children’s ability to develop epistemic literacy (Wells, 1987), and to enhance
concept development. The sense-making observed by Weber and Tardif was
mainly limited to classroom routines, weather, and other concrete topics.

It was unclear from Weber and Tardifs (1991) descriptions of classroom
procedures how the teacher responded to children's needs with regard to leaming,

sharing, and thinking about others. Similarly, how children expressed their thoughts
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and feelings, other than in response to the teacher's questions, was not fully
addressed. For example, there was no mention of how the teacher facilitated
leaming when observing the children at play in centres, or when staging science
experiments and the like. Tardif and Weber did point out that meaning was

being i and i within the social context of the

classroom, between individual children and the teacher, between small groups of
children, and among the larger group” (Weber & Tardif, 1991, p. 105). This
comment was not clarified with regard to the “meaning’ which was being negotiated
and interpreted, the meaning of concepts, or the meaning of the second language.
Very often, in French immersion classrooms, it is necessary for students and
teachers to spend a significant amount of time negotiating the meaning of basic
instructions and routines, because specific vocabulary has not been acquired.

The interlanguage in French immersion

The term “interlanguage” often describes the type of French spoken by children
in French immersion. This term refers to students’ use of English language
structures in French, or the insertion of English language vocabulary when they

cannot remember or do not know the French equivalent. Such interlanguage is
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common among bilingual leamers, with the first language clearly dominant at the

early stages of second-language P The persistent domi of first
language structures in French immersion is cause for some concem however, as
Lyster (1987) points out. He believes that without some form of intervention to
correct the interlanguage, the problem will not be eliminated simply through
exposure to the language. Kirschner and Stevens (1987) call the interlanguage
evident in bilingual leamer’s communication a linguistic reality of "code-switching,”
or a transition made between the codes available. They see this ability as one of the
benefits of being bilingual because it allows access to more than one code. Children
have also been found to imitate the language of adults and create their own when
they do not have the conventional words to communicate (Morrow, 1993), allowing
them access to yet another code. It would seem that children’s abilities to adapt and
create codes is a language strength that may not have been exploited fully in French
immersion to date. It is possible that with an increased awareness of what makes up
certain codes, children might be able to use them more effectively.

Selinker (1983) defines interlanguage as an individual linguistic system created

by leamers as a result of five cognitive processes:

e interference from native language.

* effect of instructional approach (the approach, rules for language use provided
by teacher, classroom activities).



* overgeneralization of target rules.

® strategies involved in second-language learning (such as memorization, use of
formal rules, guessing in context).

® strategies involved in second-language communication (use of gestures) appeal
for assistance from a conversational partner.

Corder (1983) prefers to describe the use of first language in second-language
learning as “borrowing, or transfer. In fact, he says, "usage of the mother tongue
carries no sense of an inhibiting process at work as the term (interference) implies.
What interference is now most often used to mean is no more than the presence of
mother-tongue like features in the leamer’s performance in the target language” (p.
87).

Corder (1983) insists that previous knowledge and skills are intimately
involved in the acquisition of new knowledge and skills. Language acquisition, he
says, is a process of elaborating the basic grammar [evident at the initial stages of
language leaming] in the direction of the target language. "The mother tongue
comes in to act as a heuristic tool in the discovery of formal properties of the new
language, facilitating especially the leaming of those features which resemble
features in the mother tongue" (p. 95). Children can easily make mistakes with this
strategy if they are not helped to recognize when this rule is applicable. For
example, children may hear the word “fatigue’ in French, and think that it means
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“fat’, or some derivative thereof, when it really means ‘tired”. Duchesne (1995),

suggests that:
e bservé d: de permet de qut
action planifiée serait de au
des éleves i
@
The i i lead one

to believe that planned teaching strategies [regarding the second langusge component of
French immersion] would likely make a positive contribution o students’ linguistic
development (my transiationl.

Carey 1974, (cited in Rapp-Ruddell, 1994) studied young children's word
learning and found that a single or very few encounters with new words allow
children to enter the words into a mental lexicon and to represent at least some of
the word's syntactic and semantic features. Carey called this "fast-mapping” and
suggested that extended experience must follow fast-mapping for leaming to be
complete.

Duchesne (1995) observes that, “Comme I'acquisition de ce code (de la langue
seconde) ne semble pas se faire aussi naturellement qu'on le croyait, il faut penser a

T'enseigner” (p.528).
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Since the acquisition of this code [of the second language] does not appear to occur as

naturally

Instead of suggesting a rigid program of formal language instruction, he suggests

that there is a way to increase students’ inguisti by “
de périodes de discussions ouvertes reguliéres sur le sujet, accompagnées parfois
d'activités plaisantes telles que chansons, jeux, saynétes, etc.” (p.527).
By regularly discussing the subject [of metalinguistic awareness| with students,
accompanying these discussions with pleasant sctivities like songs, games, skits etc., one

Duchesne (1995) concludes his analysis of the interlanguage of immersion

research:
Les implications pédagogiques vont dans le sens d'éviter de perdre du temps &
expliquer ces structures aux éléves plus jeunes et de se limiter & développer des
automatismes en utilisant les aides mnémoniques disponibles et ce, dés les touts
premiers contacts avec la langue frangaise” (p. 528).
The pedagogical implications [of these findings| are that it would be wise to aveid

explanations of grammatical structures for young children, and to limit ourselves to
developing automaticity with the language by using mnemonic aids [like those mentioned
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abovel, and to begin doing 0 5 seon 25 the child first comes ia contact with the language

[my transiation].

Following Duchesne’s (1995) advice may prove effective in providing children
with opportunities to speak and understand French in certain situations at the
earliest stages of French immersion. However, memorized rhymes or language
routines will not sufficiently allow children to express themselves, or to
comprehend in situations which require more specific and perhaps abstract uses of
the language levels. The structures identified in Duchesne’s study as most lacking
in the language spoken by French immersion students were those which are required
in such situations. He states:

11 est certain que les structures linguistiques identifiées et classées dans la

présente investigation sont celles dont les éléves ont le plus besoin pour

transmettre les messages qui leur tiennent a coeur. Un enseignement précoce et
créatif centré sur ces structures pourrait accelérer le développement de leurs

compétences linguistiques ( Duchesne, 1995, p.529).

It is certain that the linguistic structures which have been identified and classified in the

present study, are those which children need most in order to express their most heartfelt

messages. Early and creative teaching methods which focus on helping children learn
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Even taking this into consideration, it is likely that no matter how quickly children
develop linguistic competence, there will be a gap in their expressive language, and
in what they are able to comprehend. Having identified which situations are most
limiting for children in terms of self-expression leads one to reflect upon a number
of very important questions. While waiting for this linguistic competence to
develop, can it be considered pedagogically and ethically sound practice to respond
to children's “heartfelt’ messages in French when they are expressed in English (as
might be the case in Kindergarten and early Grade 1)? By doing so, is the teacher
behaving in a manner which indicates a knowledge and understanding of
developmentally appropriate practice? What takes the place of talking with children
about stories they understand, experiences that come from their own lives, and
discussions which evolve from children’s questions and observations? There is at
least some reason to believe that using the child’s native language may enhance the
development of concepts, and contribute to the child’s developing sense of self,
especially at the earliest stages of formal schooling when so much is new to the

child. Several researchers discuss the role of native language in second language

learning. Their theories are i d with this di ion of French i
pedagogy, how well children actually understand the language, and are able to leam

in that language.
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The role of native language in second-language learning

Guiora (1990) highlights the importance of considering the native language of
second-language leamers. Pointing to the significance of gender in certain
languages (French being one of them), he brings new insight to the difficulties
inherent in attempting to separate the form from the message. Gender being just
one attribute of language which acts as a carrier of meaning, he states that "not
having the internal schema that obligatorily divides the universe, animate and
inanimate, into male and female categories, these leamers do not feel the need to
‘make these distinctions, do not have a " feel” for them, and will wander, if you will,
into uncharted linguistic territories” (p. 13).

Guiora (1990) also discusses aspects of language which designate time. He
refers to terms such as " [ was, [ will be, j'etais, je serai, je suis,” all of which
transmit meaning through their form.”

Can one say that these tense markers are nothing but grammatical
forms that have no connection with the way we describe,
conceptualize, and experience events and processes in and around
us? Can one say that internalization of formal categories, imposing

an obligatory segmentation of experience will have no effect on the
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of evolving, i i templates, that
it will leave no mark on the overall cognitive/affective schema? Itis

doubtful (p. 13).

Bransford (1994) argues that "activation of appropriate knowledge is not only

useful, it is a aspect of ing and ing." It must,

therefore, become a fundamental aspect of teaching, following this logic. Bransford
believes that there are two important consequences of activities that enable a learner
to understand the significance or relevance of new factual content. These

consequences are:

e that people who the signi of facts develop of
structures that help them deal with novel situations.

o activities that enable people to understand the significance of new factual
content also facilitate memory. Facts that initially seemed arbitrary and
confusing become meaningful. The information is, therefore much easier to
retain (Bransford, 1994, p. 487).

and other on d-language learning
Bialystok (1988) examines the role of "other knowledge" in second-language
learning. She describes this knowledge as all the knowledge of the learner which is

not specifically relevant to the target language. Included in this category are:
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. other languages (i.e. language
o knowledge of the world (i.e. conceptual knowledge)

. of the specific situation (i.c. ®-42).

Bialystok says that the extent to which this other knowledge is implicated in
language performance varies as a function of the type of language task.
Specifically, she points out, tasks which are more communicative and occur in a
known context permit the learner to rely more heavily on other knowledge than do
tasks which are more abstract. This might have important implications for the kinds
of activities which can be effectively carried out in French in the early French
immersion classroom. If teachers and educators know that certain types of learning
rely heavily on language knowledge, what is the rationale for insisting that they be
carried out in French, regardless of the degree to which children understand them?
In a French immersion classroom, putting language into a meaningful context
‘means relating it to the language and experiences of the child.

Bialystok (1981) discusses formal and functional uses of language and the
development of implicit and explicit knowledge. The implicit knowledge source is
a working system containing unanalyzed information about the language, that which

is i ‘When implicit exists, ideas are formulated

and expressed in a relatively automatic fashion. The fluency that results from this
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automatic process, Bialystok says, is essential to preserve the social aspects of
conversation. This differs from explicit knowledge in that:

Explicit language contains an analyzed set of features which can be articulated
and examined. The entry into implicit knowledge is more restricted [ than the
entry to explicit knowledge]. Since the system is analyzed, then all the

must be ious and at the time of learning (p. 65).

Implicit knowledge of the second language is virtually non-existent when
children come to early French immersion programs. However, by speaking to them
in French 100% of the time from the beginning of kindergarten, teachers behave as
if there were implicit knowledge. The same is true when young second-language
learners are asked to keep journals, or to attempt creative writing projects without at

least some degree of automaticity in the language.

Observing children: how they use language :

Hood (1986) stresses the importance of "kidwatching" as a strategy in helping
prevent the fossilization of incorrect structures when young children are involved in
the second-language leaming process. She describes her observations of students in
a bilingual classroom, and notes the apparent dominance of first language structure
in Spanish speaking leamners of English as a second language. Her aim was to

assess the development of the children she observed in ways other than with
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traditional assessments on written tests of knowledge. She found that the young
language leamers in her classroom knew a great deal about language use. The child
she focused on, Alberto, spoke only Spanish to his family, as they spoke no English.
Alberto was speaking only English at school, and had therefore assigned roles for
his languages, Spanish at school and English at home. This observation suggests
that, contrary to the notion that children must perceive the French immersion
teacher as a unilingual model in order to speak French, children might be able to
switch uses of language when it is appropriate, and more importantly, when they are
able to do what is expected of them.

French i ion children observed during f this case study as

being selective in their use of French and English. Their response to some interview
questions indicated that they were aware of the need to speak French at school, and
the need or desire to speak English at home. As time spent in immersion increases,
children usually speak only French with their teacher, French with their classmates
inside the classroom, and English with their classmates and other school friends
during play, and in corridors.

The natural language for children to use during play is the first language.
Automaticity (Adams, 1990) in spoken language would allow full attention to the
important “work' of the child, just as automaticity in word recognition and meaning

allows the child to become fully engaged in the text to be read. The imaginative,
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descriptive, collaborative nature of play in young children "You be the enchanted
princess, and I'll be the wicked witch,” could not possibly be achieved without a
certain level of automaticity in spoken language. It is common practice for
Kindergarten children to speak English nearly all year long in French immersion.
However, the expectation that children speak to each other in French exists long
before children have outgrown the need and desire to engage in such imaginative
play. A teacher’s role as facilitator and guide for children during such imaginative
play is problematic in French immersion if the teacher must speak French at all
times. For the child’s and 10 b ded, or for the teacher to
recognize the child’s “zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978), there
must be some exchange in a language that both can understand. Wells (1986),

Halliday (1994) and Vygotsky (1978) insist that such exchanges are crucial to the
of and ing for young children. The

schemata, or knowledge of language that the children have developed in French is
an important factor in determining or guiding such communication in the

classroom.

Second-language schemata :
Bransford (1994) says that a partial schemata may be sufficient for some types
of understanding and not for others. A pre-existing schemata may affect
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interpretations of texts by both teachers and students. Bransford also states that new
facts can seem arbitrary unless they are precisely elaborated in a way that clarifies
their significance or relevance. When new facts are not elaborated, he says, or are
imprecisely elaborated, they are difficult to remember and are not available for
future use as a result. This may result in children not retaining important
information and important concepts. Elaboration and precision appear to be critical
to comprehension. As Wells (1986) suggests, by engaging in dialogue, the teacher
and child work together to elaborate and clarify information effectively, mutually
verifying comprehension.

This is true for oral language exchanges, and also when students are attempting
to write and read independently. It is much more difficult for the language facilitator
(i.e. the teacher) to intervene with the same kind of immediate attention that is
possible in conversation. The teacher may be able to fill in gaps in a child’s second
language schemata during conversations, but obviously cannot do this when the
child is attempting to read a text or write a story independently. Prior knowledge of
content will undoubtedly help children understand the content of a story or lesson.
Without an understanding of the words in that story, however, comprehension of
concepts may be very limited. Without knowledge of the language to express what

s/he wants to say, the child’s writing expression is hampered. Neither of these cases
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provides the child with the optimum situation for leaming, nor do they seem to be
beneficial to second language acquisition.

Rivers (1974) found that second-language students tended to be controlled by
the task of writing itself, and were not able to achieve and sustain self-regulation by
using language to control the task. First language writers, comparatively, were able
to decide themselves what they wanted to write, and were not limited by what they
could write. In River's discussion of second-language narrations, he suggests that
writers found the task much more difficult than a similar task in the first language.
"Thus, in an attempt to gain self-regulation, they write to instruct themselves in the
task, rather than to relate the narration to some audience." Can this be described as
the most purposeful and meaningful use of writing? Without an adequate
vocabulary and knowledge of sentence structure to express one’s ideas, the process
of writing, as Rivers says, "becomes a process of instruction and not
communication.” There are a number of strategies which are currently used by
teachers in early French immersion with varying degrees of success. However,
there is little in the way of second-language “strategy literature™ which satisfactorily
answers the question of how to teach all content and concepts through the second
language. This section focuses on some strategies which are suggested for second-
language teaching, and, where appropriate, brings attention to the practical reality of

what is missing from each for teaching concepts and content.
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Strategies used in second-language teaching and learning :

Instructional conversation (Gallimore, 1992) involves encouraging a thematic
focus for discussion and activities by using or providing background knowledge
throughout by:

o direct teaching as necessary

* promoting more complex language and expression by students
e promoting bases for statements or positions

o fostering a challenging risk-taking environment

* minimizing known answer questions in the course of discussions.

During instructional conversations, teachers look for what children offer as clues
to their comprehension and use them as "hooks” to guide children towards further
understanding (Gallimore, 1992, p. 214). When children use their first language to
verify the meaning of words or expressions in the second language, teachers can use
those hooks to pull children towards competence in the French language, and at the
same time gain a sense of how well children are comprehending.

Freeman and Freeman (1992) suggest that "second-language teachers know that
the greater the contextual support provided by objects and actions, the lower the
necessity for students to rely on their new language itself" (p. 25). Observations of
immersion classrooms in this study confirm that teachers and students depend on
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context in many situations as a means of understanding, and of communicating
messages. There may be an excessive reliance on context. Context is ome element
of comprehension. Without language comprehension, inaccuracies can result.
Freeman and Freeman suggest that to avoid this, teachers of second-language
students may use the student’s first language to provide contextual support for the
second language. Using a method called “preview, view and review,” teachers will
discuss the topic at hand with students in their first language, to ensure that they
have the big picture. This helps them understand the "view" which is the instruction
in the second language. Finally, the teacher may provide additional context for the
lesson by reviewing the main concepts again in the first language.

In order to construct interpretations of language, an individual must refer to
his/her own knowledge of what is heard or read. Without that knowledge or means
of "connecting” the message with personal ol there may be degree of
confusion. French immersion teachers have developed expertise in anticipating

problems children might have, and make efforts to compensate for language
difficulties. This is often done by presenting unknown vocabulary prior to teaching
the lesson, or by referring to previous lessons which will help the child draw on
prior knowledge in French. However, it appears that, without the kind of exchange
which allows a child to question his understanding and to verify predictions, there is

a danger that comprehension and concept leaming are affected.
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In the past, considerable time and effort have been expended in French
immersion classrooms trying to make texts "fit" the instructional level of students
whose knowledge of French is limited, or at the initial stages, practically non-
existent. Making the 'input’ comprehensible (Krashen, 1989), is not always a
simple or feasible endeavour. This is particularly true of children's literature,
informational texts, and in subject areas where content and background schemata
are critical to comprehension. The dilemma for teachers and students is whether or
not a lesson is truly meaningful when such a high degree of concentration is

required simply to understand the lexicon.

Conclusion of literature review:
The theories which have been examined and discussed in this literature review
support and help to clarify a number of aspects of this thesis study. Most
with fthe ci in which children are most likely

to achieve maxi: levels of ion and language P the reader
is able to understand the rationale for exploring how well children actually
understand the French which is used in the classroom. Which situations appear to
lend themselves to total instruction in the second language? An awareness of how
children's language and literacy development occurs, or ought to occur during the

early years puts the thesis questions into the desired perspective.
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Certainly, as children progress through French immersion, their language
develops. So does the level of difficulty in texts and concepts which students
encounter. Is the level of language development in French sufficient to explore
concepts adequately and to develop a child's knowledge and critical thinking? The
principles of developmentally appropriate practice in early French immersion
demand that children be assured of this possibility. The following chapter describes
the design and methodology of the study undertaken. After a lengthy period of
reflection on teaching practices in early French immersion, child development
theories, second-language learning theories and ideals, the study was initiated.
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Design of Study :
The guiding questions of this thesis are neither straightforward, nor precise

in nature. There are no simple, one-step answers to such questions. Any

exploration of children’s and ing requires
more than testing to see whether or not they can identify flash cards or whether
they can repeat songs and vocabulary. It also requires more than observation to
determine if children are able to follow routines and general classroom
instructions. To extend my own knowledge and perceptions of how children
develop and leam through a second language, it was necessary to go beyond
where personal experience and classroom teaching had taken me. “A research
activity is something that people do, and as such is only made intelligible by
reference to the overall purpose for which it is undertaken™ (Carr and Kemmis,
p.107). One of the main purposes of this study is to determine whether my
concems regarding children’s conceptual development through the use of the
second language are well-founded. If, indeed, there is reason to be concemed,

what can be done about it?
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At the outset, then, it is important to recognize that since it is the

investigation of educational problems that provides educational research

with whatever unity or coherence it may have, the testing ground for

educational research is not its theoretical sophistication or its ability to

conform to criteria derived from the social sciences, but rather its capacity to

resolve educational problems and improve educational practice” (Carr and
Kemmis, p.109).

The objects of action research, as described by Carr and Kemmis (1993), are

teachers’ own i practices, their ings of these practices, and the

situations in which they practice (p.180) This ideally describes why I wanted to do

this study, and what [ hoped to achieve.

Qualitative methods of research, and the process of analysis which typically
accompanies such research, guide the design of this study. There are elements of
action research and personal namative included, and these fit easily and
appropriately into the overall design. Each component of the study is described in
this chapter, the rationale for choosing each data collection method is described, as
well as the intended purpose of each method. “Students who combine methods will
have to cross borders and risk being defined as illegal aliens, and transgress the
hedgerows that define and protect traditional interests and practices.” (Mishler,

19914, cited in Reissman, p.102). This task was not undertaken lightly, or without
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trepidation. [ felt very strongly that such a study was necessary, and could make a
in French i ion which is soundly

based on what is best for children.

Selection of the study site:

Ros: and Marshall (1995) describe the ideal study site as one where:

. entry is possible;
there is a high probability that a rich mix of the processes, people, programs,

N

interactions, and structures of interest are present;

3. the researcher is likely to be able to build trusting relations with the participants
in the study;
4. data quality and credibility of the study are reasonably assured (p.51).

In carrying out the study, [ was fortunate to have access to a site which offered
all of the above, and the support of parents, teachers and administrators involved
with the school in carrying out the study. The population of students at the school is
such that I did not have to limit my invitation to participate in the study. Letters
were sent to all parents explaining what I planned to do, upon receiving their
permission to carry out the study. As a result, parents and children themselves

created the sample for student interviews; those who agreed to be interviewed were
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interviewed. Responses from more than 50% of the student population create the
data derived from this portion of the study.

The study took place in a two stream urban school which has a population of
approximately 400 students. The site was chosen because it offers an early French
immersion program to children from Kindergarten through Grade 6, and it was
possible to visit the classrooms to observe daily routines at each of the targeted
grade levels. I concentrated my research on children at the earliest stages of French
immersion (Kindergarten through Grade 3) for several reasons. Although I have
taught French as a second language in a variety of situations, all of my experience
teaching in French immersion has been with children at these levels. I felt that my
experience would be an asset during classroom observation, allowing me to
differentiate between usual and unusual occurrences. Researchers who may not be
familiar with the primary school setting would probably need to spend extended
periods of time in the field to get a ‘sense’ of the daily routine. With a scheduled
amount of time available in each classroom, this was the ideal site at which to begin
my case study.

A qualitative case study can be described as an intensive, holistic description

and analysis of a single entity, phenomenon, or social unit. Case studies are

particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic, and rely heavily on inductive reasoning

in handling multiple data sources (Merriam, 1988, p.16).
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This case study focuses on students and teachers at the kindergarten and primary
levels of one early French immersion school. The analysis of the data also relies on

my knowledge of French immersion practices, goals and programs.

Description of study site
Most students enrolled in French immersion at the study site are from two-

parent families, either with both parents working or with one parent at home as the

primary care-giver. There are a number of children at the school who are enrolled in

English second-language classes, and who attend classes in the English program.

The majority of parents at the school who oa

questionnaire said they had enrolled their children in the French immersion program
to offer them challenge and opportunity. A number of parents also said they felt it
was important for their children to be bilingual in both of Canada’s official
languages. The language environment at the school is primarily English language,
with most messages, posters, and print being in English. Most visitors to the school
speak English during assemblies and presentations. Most parents of the children in
the French immersion program use English as their language of communication,

although there are several who speak French.
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Methodology

Many qualitative studies combine several data collection methods over the
course of the study. Limitations in one method can then be compensated for by the
strengths of a complementary one (Rossman and Marshall, 1995 p.99). The data
collection methods used in this study include:
e observation in the classroom setting, with the researcher acting as a participant

observer
o interviews with students at each of the four grade levels

questionnaires completed by each of the four participating teachers

o interviews with each of the four participating teachers

Procedure

Prior to beginning the study, it was necessary to obtain written permission from
school board officials and school administrators to gain access to the school, and to
contact those who would later be directly involved in the study (see Appendix A).
Once this permission had been obtained, letters were written to teachers and parents
requesting their participation in the study. Signed permission forms from parents or
guardians indicating that they would allow observation of their children for the
designated period of the study, and that children were permitted to participate in an

interview were collected (see Appendix A). Teachers also returned forms or
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responded verbally to the researcher’s request for involvement. With permission to

proceed, schedules were arranged for classroom observation periods.

Observation
My purpose in completing this study was to extend my knowledge and
experience, and to determine whether or not there is cause for concern with regard

to children’s in French il ion. Most current research

in the field of French immersion does not focus on this aspect of children’s
development in the school setting. My initial instinct was to go where the reality of
French immersion teaching and learning existed, to a primary school which offered
an early immersion program. I felt that the opportunity to observe children in the
school setting, without being the “director” of their experiences (as is usually the
case for the classroom teacher), would allow me to ‘see’ what I might have missed
when teaching. As described by Merriam (1988), participant observation was an
important part of the data collection process in my case study research.
Observation periods

A period of one week was spent in each of the four classes, beginning with
kindergarten. The study took place over a six week period, beginning mid-May,
1995 and finishing June, 1995. The observation period in each classroom focused

on general interactions and language use during the activities which occurred.
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Observation data was recorded, and field notes were later analyzed to determine

relevance to the thesis questions.

Inductive analysis begins with empirical observations and builds theoretical
categories instead of sorting data pieces deductively into pre-established classes.
The units of analysis or data segments are not predetermined but are carved out
from the data according to their meaning” (Tesch, 1990, p.90).

The absence of certain types of activities or discussions during classroom routines
were also recorded. For example, children were not involved in dialogue with their
teachers unless the language was very specific. Similarly, no instances were
observed when a spontaneous discussion about a subject arose as a result of a
student’s comment or involvement with a story.

The observation data provided very useful information about the leaming
setting. It allowed me to see how the children use second-language knowledge in
different ways as they progress through the program, and to see how language
development evolves. The time spent in each classroom gave me the opportunity to
know the children by name, perhaps putting them more at ease during the interview

sessions which followed.



Student interviews

I felt that interviews with students would allow me to ask children questions
about their experience in French immersion. As a teacher, I had previously had
little opportunity to engage children in conversation in French regarding their
personal feelings about school. Such conversations had never occurred naturally.
Because of the required emphasis on speaking French at all times, I had never felt
comfortable having long conversations in English with the children. The interview
sessions allowed me to ask children questions [ had wanted to ask for some time.

Permission requests were sent home to parents via their children, having been

by the teacher. Of it one hundred and twenty
children enrolled in the primary French immersion program at the study site, a total
of ninety parents gave permission allowing children to be interviewed. This
response may be considered very positive. Interviews took place towards the end
of each week-long observation period. At the time of interviewing, there were a
number of children who were away on holiday, or not at school. Children were not
coerced in any way to comply with the request to be interviewed. If a parent had
given permission, and the child later chose not to be interviewed, the child's choice
was accepted without question. Forty-eight children were interviewed (of the total

number of children whose parents had given permission to participate). Nineteen
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children from kindergarten, fifteen from Grade 1, nineteen from Grade 2, and

fourteen from Grade 3 participated in the interviewing process.

Interviewing technique and procedare

Interviews with children took place outside the classroom. Each child
accompanied me to a place that was available and relatively quiet within the school
setting. Although interviews in qualitative research may be conducted without
adhering to any list or predetermined pattern of questioning, I decided to conduct
the interviews with the children by using the prepared questions (sec Appendix B)

with all students for three important reasons:

1. these were questions for which I wanted answers, from the children’s point of

view;

N

. the questions were sufficiently open-ended to allow children the opportunity to

add any comments or information they felt necessary ;

w

. felt that by asking children at all levels the same questions, I would also gain
insight into how children understood the questions, and how their experience
influenced their responses.

A more experienced interviewer might have been able to reword questions for

kindergarten children who did not fully understand the intent or meaning of the
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question. My initial attempts at re-wording or creating analogies for kindergarten
revealed a great deal about how children think (sec Chapter 4). However, after one
or two attempts at explaining the questions through use of analogy, I allowed
children to simply answer questions in the best way they could, or offered simple

of words to help ing. I feared that by providing too much

explanation, I might lead the children. Because of my personal involvement with
the issue, I wanted to participate in the conversation, but not inadvertently influence
the children’s point of view.

Children were told that the interviews would be taped so that I would have
access to all responses, without having to write them down. Each interview lasted
from five to fifteen minutes in duration. Responses were later transcribed in note

form, and then categorized according to type of response. The process of

categorizing responses resulted in the p of bar graphs to the
discussion of student responses.

Student interviews were carried out to supplement data gathered from the
observation of students in the classroom setting. During the early phases of the
study, it became obvious to me that my observations of children within the
classroom were limited by what I could sec and hear, influenced by my

teacher ive. As intervi it became obvious

that the student i my cl ions of how
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students” knowledge of French and perceptions of leaming that language affected
concept development. In particular, students offered insight into the types of
strategies they use to understand the language, how they felt about conversation and
listening to stories in French, and asking questions and giving answers in dialogue
situations.

“In qualitative research, interviews may be used in two ways. They may be
the dominant strategy for data collection or they may be employed in

with ic| ion, document analysis, or other

techniques. In each of these situations, the interview is used to gather
descriptive data in the subjects’ own words so that the researcher can
develop insights on how subjects interpret some piece of the world. (Bogdan

& Biklen, 1992, p.96)

Interviewing process

Students at all four grade levels included in the study were asked a total of
nine questions, and encouraged to make comments or ask questions at anytime they
wished. [ explained that if there was any question they did not wish to answer, or
did not understand, they should feel free to let me know. Certain questions were
answered more consistently with the same or similar response than others within

and across the grade levels. The discussion which accompanies the analysis of
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student responses indicates which questions were answered most consistently, and

which questions elicited differing points of view.

Categories of responses

Questions used to guide the student interviews were designed to elicit responses
about a variety of experiences and situations to which children are exposed in
school, particularly in an early French immersion classroom. The questions were
open-ended, and served to obtain general information about student perceptions of
school and learning in a second-language environment. Other questions related

ily to students’ ing of stories and the language itself, and to

strategies children use to express themselves in the French language. All questions
are included in Appendix C.

A single category or classification of responses was not suitable for descriptive
purposes, nor was it a goal of the research. However, student responses did fall into
categories, based on similarity of response. For example, questions 1, 2, and 3 ask

students to describe their feelings about school, learning and speaking French. The

of was done by examining responses, classifying them into
positive (i.e. "I love school"), neutral (i.e. "School's O.K.") and negative (i.c. "I hate

school”) categories. Examples of responses are included in the discussion of each
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question to clarify this point. Categories were not pre-defined, but established after
students’ responses had been transcribed and patterns were identified.

Presentation of student interview responses:

The results of interviews with students are presented in the first section of
Chapter 4. Each question is highlighted, followed by a narrative discussion which
includes student comments, and references to instances which were observed in the
classroom. Because of the number of student responses, and the way in which the
responses were categorized, student interview responses are also presented by a bar
interviewed at each grade level, and what their responses were according to the
basic categories. ... every category, every theme, every finding, whatever its form
arises from the fact that it exists in the data and as such may be counted even though
the researcher may choose not to do so™ (Gamer, 1991, p.154). Although it is not
usual to include bar graphs, and ‘quantities’ in qualitative research, I decided to do
so as a way of organizing the data. The categories arose from the data, as did the
descriptions of responses. [ found it helpful to have the data organized according to
grade level, as I determined that there was a difference in the way children
responded, and in what they said. As the discussion of student responses indicates,

there is no attempt to suggest that the reader rely only on the bar graphs to evaluate
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student responses. In fact, it is made quite clear that the graphs do not tell the whole
story.

Gamer (1991) description of how she presented data which might appear
quantitative in a qualitative study helps to further clarify my choice of using bar
graphs in this study. Gamer’s presented data describing children’s play styles by
using a “rather complex table that presented numerical results about cach style
category as observed over time”(p.155). She presented frequency counts in order to
compare quantitative loadings in play-style categories, as well as

over ions and contexts. The presentation of

data collected from student responses in my study allows a clear view of the
numbers of students who have for example, a positive response to leaming French,
but clarifies such responses very clearly in the accompanying discussion. The
numbers of students who gave a particular response lend some meaning to the
reponse, but numbers alone would not have told the same story. Streamlined
categories permit the physical organization of the data. However, simply saying
‘how many students respond in a particular way is not enough; the narrative analysis

of student responses gives a fuller context.
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Teacher interviews and questionnaires:
Teachers are an integral part of any educational or instructional program. Their

opinions, life it and methods of teaching affect program

delivery. Teachers’ cl: i and their i i of how
language is best learned are important to understanding what happens in a French

Since application of theory is the teacher’s responsibility it

was important to speak with teachers to gain further understanding of the thesis
question.
T also decided to offer teachers th ity to complet ionnaires, using

a combination of open-ended questions, which included questions designed
specifically to obtain information about length of time teaching in French
immersion, and total teaching experience. The study took place during a very busy
time in the school year. Questionnaires were completed whenever time was
available; interviews required that the teacher take time from her day. I felt that the
questionnaire format might give teachers a chance to reflect and perhaps offer
comments which they might not include during an interview. Because the

questions were straij they were included in the questionnaire.

All teachers responded to a questionnaire (see Appendix B) designed primarily
to obtain i ion on i training and educational
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background. Questions (for the teacher questionnaire) focused mainly on teacher
background and general impressions of the early French immersion environment.
Each teacher’s responses were used to create a teacher profile, briefly outlining
opinions and beliefs, as divulged in the questionnaire. This information was
combined with teacher responses to interview questions and presented narratively.
The responses are important to the central question of this thesis because teacher
attitudes and methodology are directly linked to the type of language experience a
child is likely to have in any given classroom.

Each teacher who participated in the study agreed to a short interview, to
take place as schedules permitted. Interviews were tape-recorded, and followed
questions prepared in advance. The interview was guided by a number of open-
on teachers' own experiences in French immersion. (See Appendix D for a list of
questions.) The exchange with teachers was informal, and they were encouraged to
make comments and add information. The purpose of the interview was to
encourage teachers to elaborate on their feelings and perceptions of the early French
immersion program. Following each interview, tape recordings were transcribed
into written form. Following the analysis of teacher comments in their entirety, a

summary of those comments, including direct quotes, was prepared.
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The purpose of collecting data through teacher questionnaires and
interviews was to gain further insight into the background and opinions of teachers
involved in teaching in the early French immersion program. I wanted to know if
teachers were satisfied with current programs being offered in French immersion,
and where they might see changes being made, if they felt any changes were
necessary. I felt that it was essential to include the teacher’s perspective on the types

of learning experiences which take place in their

Limitations of the study

Ideally, this study would have been carried out over a longer period of time,
allowing a more in-depth period of observation in each classroom. The observation
period reflected the busy reality of school days, as students and teachers prepared
for a spring concert. There were many opportunities to see teachers and students
interacting, but daily routines had obviously changed during this time. As this was
the only term of the year when I was not working full-time, this was the only
opportunity [ would have to observe in a classroom setting other than as full-time
teacher.

Although my involvement as a French immersion teacher is an asset to
conducting research in that field, it may also affect the responses given to me by
teachers and students. An i with a different and
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the questions from yet i L

Strengths of the study:
The study offers a substantial amount of information about learning in an early

French immersion setting, which comes directly from the children participating in

the program. Their ions and ions might provide i guidance
to educators when assessing programs. Students are not usually the first to be
consulted about their education, and in fact are often last. This study shows that
they have some definite ideas about how the process should be undertaken,
particularly as they get older.

I have knowledge of French immersion programs, and the ability to speak
French and communicate easily with children and teachers involved with the
program. This enhanced ease of access to the study site, and also the ability to fit in
with classroom activities during the observation period.

It is important that theory and practice be examined regularly, by all who are
involved in education. The questions in this thesis have not been asked before, or in
this manner. My study makes a contribution to the field of primary education, and
carly French immersion, by examining the realities of theory and practice from a

number of perspectives.
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The design of the study may easily b modified or transferred to another like
setting to explore the same or similar questions. This is particularly important for
who may lack the to question existing theories, and

methods of research, or for those who may wish to challenge or extend the findings

of this study.

Summary of Chapter 3

‘This chapter outlines the for ion of this thesis.
It presents the rationale for the qualitative methods chosen to carry out the research,
and identifies elements of the study which might initially appear to deviate from the
boundaries of traditional qualitative research. The choice of data collection
instruments is justified and explained, as is the purpose for which each data
collection method was chosen. Most importantly, the purpose for having
undertaken the research study is defined in this chapter. This statement of purpose
gives meaning to the research process, and justifies the methods used to explore
complicated questions relating to language and conceptual development. The
challenges which face French immersion teachers and students are many, as are the
joys of learning and assisting the learning of others. The following chapter presents

the findings of the study, and offers insight and information into the early French
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existing practices in second language instruction.



Introduction:

In the previous chapter, I explained the choice of data sources, and
the data collection and analysis procedures in some detail. “For the social scientist
or researcher in applied fields, research is a process of trying to gain a better

of the ities of human i i (Marshall and Rossman,

1995, p. 15). Qualitative methods of analysis have been used to help create a view
of the early French immersion class, and of how children interact, learn, and
understand in that environment. Marshall and Rossman advise that a comprehensive
qualitative study will include data from a variety of sources. Their guidelines for
beginning qualitative research, which is exploratory in nature, suggest the use of

and i For example, interviews can

complement and clarify observations which might be made during visits to a
particular site. Questionnaires can elicit a type of information different from that of

and give the an ity to reflect privately on questions

being asked. Inclusion in this chapter of data from all of these sources in this
chapter allows a comprehensive view of one early French immersion setting.

In addition to the outcomes, [when writing a final version] we want to

integrate into our discussion relevant information about other research



83
studies, if available, to give a broader context to our work” (Maykut and
Morehouse, 1994, p.160).

For this reason, there are occasional references to literature which may or may not
be included in the literature review. Such references aid in the analysis of data.
This chapter presents the results of the thesis study in the following

sequence and manner:

Student i iews and ion data:

Student interview responses are discussed in narrative format, using relevant
observation data to clarify, explain, and illustrate points that the students made.
Sample comments are included from cach of the grade levels where appropriate.
The bar graph which follov:s the discussion serves to illustrate clearly the numbers
of students who were interviewed, and to clearly indicate in which categories their
responses were placed. It is important to recall the purpose of this illustration, and
not to interpret the graph as attempting to portray the results in a quantitative
manner. Responses as they appear in the bar graphs are not meant to be viewed
without reading the accompanying text. The bar graphs are meant to complement,
and add to the overall ‘story” which is created with text and pictures, just as a
child’s story might. The bar graphs immediately follow the discussion which

each i ion of this chapter.




Responses to the teacher ionnaire provide

which helps to create a profile of each of the four teachers who participated in this
study. This information is combined with the data collected during each teacher’s
interview, and is presented in narrative format. Personal experience in the field of
French immersion education is also used to clarify or support information obtained

through the data collection methods above.

Student interviews/observation data:
Question 1:  What are your impressions/thoughts about school?
Question 2:  How do you feel about learning French?

Student responses to these questions were generally very positive. Grade 3
students' responses may initially appear to be somewhat less so (see Figure 1). This
shows the beginning of a pattern which developed, showing Grade 3 students to be
much more specific in their responses than students at other grade levels. Instead of
offering responses like "I love it.” Grade 3 students were much more likely to

specify which subject areas they liked, or to qualify their responses. One boy said,
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for example, that he "liked school sometimes, and sometimes I prefer to be at home.
It depends what's going on at school, and what's going on at home. If there's
nothing going on at home, I like it here." Such a response was categorized as
neutral.

‘When asked how they felt about learning French, students responded that
they enjoyed learning French, and made comments similar to those given for
Question 1. Most liked the idea of learning a second language and a number of
children said learning French was "fun." These responses are illustrated by the first
of a series of bar graph figures.

Figure 1

Question 1: What are your impresssions/thoughts about
school?

mNeutral
§ 5% Negative
* 20%

‘ 10%




Figure 2:

Question 2: How do you feel about learning
French?

% Response

Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

Question 3a: Do you enjoy speaking French?
Question 3b: Do you find speaking French easy or difficult?

Question 3 was asked in two parts. Children were asked if they enjoyed
learning French, and they responded positively for the most part. A number of

children in kindergarten were careful to point out that they enjoyed French, but they
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"didn't know much French." Kindergarten children seemed to feel very much at
ease with the idea of using French or English, but were observed to speak English
nearly all of the time with each other, and with their teacher.

Grade One students typically responded to this question by saying that they
enjoyed leaming and speaking French, but were not always able to say everything in
French. One child pointed out, for example, that she liked French because "Tt's a
French class, and we're supposed to speak French.” Another child said, "Sometimes
T know the French words, and I always know the words in English. I would pick
English because I might get stuck in French.” Another child responded by saying,
"We're supposed to speak French when we're playing on the carpet, but if you don't
speak French, you have to go back to your seat. And sometimes I don't know how
to say the things in French." Duchesne (1995) found a similar type of response
from a Grade One student who refused to speak French at the school where his
study took place:

Cause I'm trying to talk French, but I can't. Maybe when I'm in Grade Two [

could talk more French, but I can't talk cause she (the teacher) doesn't tell us

no French. She ... she talks in French but she doesn't teach us no French (p.

528).



88

In immersion classrooms, it appears that discovery is often limited to
learing new words in French, or engaging in “hands-on’ type activities. Discovery
does not stem from discussion and observation.

In immersion classrooms, children learn an academic second language; they

leam for example, how to read/discuss geography, how to do math, how to

read science in the second language. Their input from the teacher focuses

almost exclusively on the business of the classroom. While the teacher may

occasionally nominate other topics (play, hobbies, etc.), these topics are not

usually dealt with in depth (Tarone & Swain, 1994).

Unlike the students interviewed in Grades 2 and 3, Grade 1 students seemed
to be unable to do what they felt was expected of them. Grade 2 and 3 students, for
the most part, seemed to have acquired enough French language skills to cope with
classroom demands and expectations.

Question 3b asked children if they found learning French easy or difficult.
Some kindergarten children needed an explanation for the words easy and difficult.
A number of children initially said they found leaming French to be easy. When I
asked them to tell me which words they found easy, they said "Bonjour” is easy.
‘When asked if they knew any other easy words, most said they only knew a few

words of French. The majority of children said they found some words easy and
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some words hard, but had difficulty when asked if they could give examples of such
words.

As intervi through the ing levels, children were able

to express themselves more clearly when asked this question. Words that are
familiar "words that [ know" are easy, "big" words are hard. Routine expressions
such as "Est-ce que je peux aller aux toilettes?" were considered by children to be
easy. The 'unfamiliar’ was often described by kindergarten children and Grade 1
children as a "big" word. When I asked children who referred to "big" words as
being difficult if they the word jon," they that they
did. Children in Grade 2 and 3 were able to specify more clearly what they found

difficult. One child in Grade 2 said " It's easy when you know the words, it's hard

when you don't." Another child in Grade 3 pointed out that "It easy now that I've

been doing it for a long time." These and cl; ions suggest
that words and concepts which have been repeated and used often by the children in
might be those which are unfamiliar, and not often repeated. It is also important to
note that children did not give examples of sentences or ideas that might be
considered abstract when they gave examples of what they Amew. Leaming in
French immersion appears generally to be at a more concrete level than in an

English language program of the same grade.
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Figure 3a:

Question 3a: Do you enjoy speaking French?
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Figure 3b:

Question 3b: Do you find speaking French easy or

ditfcutc?
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mEasy
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g g Difficut
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Kindergarten
Grade 1
Grade 2
Grade

Question 4a: Do you speak French at home?
Question 4b: Do you watch French television?

In response to question 4a, many children said they speak French at home
occasionally, with sisters and brothers who are also French immersion students, or
while they do homework. Several children in Grade 2 said " sometimes the French

comes out first," when doing homework, or school-related activities. If parents or
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others at home are able to speak French, it is possible that second-language
knowledge might be extended. If not, children will likely be using English with
their parents when completing reading, writing or other French homework. This
response also recalls Hood's (1986) comments about Alberto, and how he “assigned"
languages to certain situations.

In response to question 4b, no one watched French television programs on a
regular basis. Most children said they watched cartoons, exercise shows or sports. [
found the choice of programs to be interesting. Exercise shows and sports (golf,
surprisingly, seemed to be a favourite) are reasonably self-explanatory. It is
possible to follow the action without relying on accompanying dialogue. One Grade
3 child said that he found people "talked too fast" on French shows, and did not tend
to watch French television for that reason. It is unlikely, given these responses, that
children's language proficiency will be developed from watching television, one
possible second-language resource in a i ity. The
lack of interest in French television also indicates that while students understand

classroom French in a general sense, they do not understand French well enough to

enjoy it.
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Figure 4b:

Question 4b: Do you watch French television?

@ Ofen
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g 50% | Never
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*The fifth question asked students to tell me about their favourite and
least favourite activities at school. I asked this question thinking that
there might be some links between favourite activities/least favourite
activities and ability to understand the language. I found children’s
answers quite interesting, and it is possible that further exploration of
this question would lead to links between subject areas and language

ability. However, there were no distinct relationships established,
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and a wide variety of preferences was expressed. It is for this reason

that analysis of responses to question 5 is not part of this chapter.

Question 6a: When you share stories or experiences, are you able to do so in
French?

Question 6b: When you share stories or experiences are you able to do so in
English?

Question 6c: When you share stories or experiences in class, do you prefer to
use English or French? Why?

Question 6d: Do you enjoy/understand stories in French?

Through asking these questions, I wanted to discover children’s
perceptions of what they kmew. I wondered how well the sense of knowing their
own language was developed, and how they might express themselves in this
regard. Student responses indicated that they felt they had made progress in their
ability to share stories and experiences, and to express their ideas in French.
‘Younger children seemed to be less definite in their response to this question, and
my use of the word "stories' may have confused some children. One kindergarten

child responded to this question by saying " I don't know any French stories." I
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attempted to clarify such confusion by asking children to tell me if they would be
able to tell their teacher what they planned to do after school, or tell something that
had happened to them the day before. I used a specific example in kindergarten,
asking children if they had been playing after school (i.e. riding bikes), if they
would be able to tell their teacher what they had done. One child said that " I don't
need to know all the words in French, the teacher knows them, I only need to say
"bicyclette.”

There are a number of concems with regard to concept development and
extension of ideas which arise when children consistently respond to questions with
single words, or partial phrases, as they were often observed to do during this study.
First of all, the teacher is asking all of the questions. Secondly, it appears that
children are expected to give answers that the teacher either already knows, or will
not question. A child might for example, respond with "bicyclette' when he would
really like to say "skateboard'. The impression the children gave about this type of
conversation was that it did not really matter what their response was, as long as it
fit reasonably well. The language that teachers use in communicating with students
varies a great deal, even though teachers may use the least complicated form of
French possible. In response to the teacher’s instruction, "Va prendre ta boite de
crayons," one child was heard to say, "P'en ta boite - that means get your crayons."

The child was able to act appropriately, and get what he needed, but meaning was
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understood in a general sense. A similar response might have been achieved if the
teacher had said, "Allez chercher vos crayons.” In this case, specific understanding
‘'was not required, nor did it appear to have been achieved.

During a play period in this same kindergarten classroom, one child came to
me for help with a broken fishing rod. I asked the child if they had been playing the
alphabet fishing game in French (speaking French to ask the question), and the child
responded in English, "I don't know what happened.” This was an appropriate
response to a question that might be asked in that situation, but it was obvious that
the child had not understood my question. Many children and adults follow patterns
and routines and the behaviour of others in unfamiliar situations until they gain
understanding that allows them to behave independently of others. This is an
effective strategy in some situations, but as the description above points out,
ineffective in others. Using these strategies constantly, as children in early French
immersion might tend to do, may enhance some aspects of leaming and hamper
others. Bruner (1990) says, "It is only after some language has been acquired in the
formal sense that one can acquire further language as a bystander” (p. 73).

Based on classroom observations, it appears that kindergarten children are
not pressured to speak French. They do not appear to be limited in what they can
say, because they speak English nearly all the time. However, the absence of

meaningful conversational exchanges between teacher and students in this case is
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noteworthy. By this, I do not mean to suggest that the teacher or children did not
say meaningful things; instead, no conversational exchanges were observed
showing both people talking together in mutual dialogue. There was no visible
language connection other than a physical response to what had been said, or a
verification of meaning by hearing the children describe an object in English.
Children often responded with one word to questions or instructions.

During the observation period in kindergarten and in the primary
there were no i observed where children were

invited to express feelings or emotions about events or stories. Such questions are
usually phrased with references to experiences that a child might have, allowing him
or her to relate the question to personal experience. [f children were invited to do
so in French, it would be essential that the question be understood fully before a
child could formulate a response. Is it possible to ask children how they feel, or
what their response to a story is without using language that refers to events and
feelings with which children can identify? If the child does not understand the
question, s’/he will not be able to formulate a response. Even if children are
permitted and encouraged to respond in English whenever they wish in
kindergarten, (or in later grades), they must understand the questions being asked.
Observations during this case study suggest that such questions are rarely asked,
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perhaps because there is no point in asking them, or that asking such questions
‘would require an intensive language lesson prior to beginning.

From a second-language teaching perspective, question/answer scenarios
allow the use of the French language, and permit students to use the language, even
if the language is limited to single words. They also enable the teacher to speak
French at all times, providing the unilingual French ‘model’ that children will
hopefully leam from and emulate. For French language instruction alone, this
might be one of the most effective methods of teaching the language. For
conceptual development, it appears to be lacking. It is expected and understood
that children at the kindergarten level in early French immersion speak English on
‘most occasions. In this study, the teacher spoke French at all times, and responded
in French to student questions and comments. The children responded to most
questions with single words in French, or sometimes with questions in English to
verify comprehension of the question being asked. There were no occasions
observed where the children were actively engaged in questioning and answering
using language to extend their leaming. Children responded to instructions in
French with appropriate behavior by getting crayons when necessary, or naming
objects when asked. This could indeed be described as a limited use of language.

The same could be said to be true, to varying degrees, of each of the levels
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observed. Invitations to share thoughts, ideas and emotions might depend greatly

on the teacher and/or teaching style, but it would appear that children's language

levels would not be i such cither when promoted

by the teacher, or when spontaneously initiated by the children.

Another interesting observation was made in the kindergarten classroom.
‘The children had made butterflies out of tissue paper, and were singing the song:
Joli, joli, papillon
Vole, vole, vole, vole,
Joli, joli, papillon
Vole, vole tout le temps
The children "flew” around the classroom, landing on biue, orange, and yellow
chairs before finally landing on the carpet, to sing the song a final time. One of the
children asked, “What does that mean, "vole, vole, tout le temps?." The teacher
replied in English, “It means it never stops.” and then continued with the song.
The child said to himself, but loud enough for me to hear, “No, it doesntt, it stops
sometimes.” In such a situation, what should the early immersion teacher do?
Should she respond to the child in French with * Ah, oui, c'est vrai que les papillons
s'arrétent pour butiner les fleurs. Tu as raison." , which a kindergarten child will not
understand in any detail. Or, should she take advantage of the situation to talk about
butterflies, in English, of when and how they fly. The French response would not

have extended the child's knowledge of butterflies, nor would it have been likely to
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extend his French vocabulary. It is cases such as these which appear to inhibit the
natural curiosity of children, and subsequently the opportunity to promote concept
development and critical thinking. This is not to suggest that the entire experience
described above was without value. On the contrary, the manner in which the song
was sung and the children's ability to follow the movement of the butterfly was
excellent. The use of the song to reinforce vocabulary skills was also effective. It is
the lost opportunity for discussion and discovery about butterflies which is
lamentable.

Grade 1 students offered some very insightful comments and responses to
this question. Many children felt, as previously mentioned, that they should be
speaking French when they told their stories or related experiences, because they
were in school to leam French. They also indicated that they wanted to speak
French on those occasions, because they liked leamning French, but “didn't know
enough words."” Children said that they could use the French words they knew to
tell stories, and sometimes the teacher filled in the parts they did not know.

During one classroom session in Grade 1, children were studying farm
animals, and were planning to make butter. The teacher asked the children, in
French, what kinds of things butter could be used for. The children were able to
respond in French with many words, "Tu mets-le sur le pain” or "tu manges-le sur

les pancakes." This exchange allowed the children to share their knowledge, and
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increase their knowledge of French vocabulary, even though the language structure
is incorrect. Children used English words when they did not know the appropriate
word in French. The experience of making butter very likely added to their sensory
experience, since they were able to see and hear the cream change to butter as they
each had a tum shaking the container. In this case study, French immersion teachers
typically made an effort to engage children in the second-language leaming process
in the manner described above. Such hands-on activities are effective in involving
children in a meaningful way with the content matter which must be covered as part
of the curriculum.

LaPlante (1996) observed the teaching strategies of a number of Grade 1
French immersion teachers during science instruction. He compared the strategies
of two of these teachers and suggests that the ‘way' teachers teach is shaped by their
representations of language. In the butter-making lesson described above, this
teacher incorporated language, hands-on activity, and discussion with the children
about the subject with the content to be covered. “Mme Legault' (in LaPlante’s 1995
study) involved students by arranging a visit to a rabbit farm, followed by
discussion with the children about what they had seen and learned about rabbits.
Mme Legault helped children use the French language during the lesson. By
comparison, ‘Mme Tremblay’ organized lessons in such a way that vocabulary

tended to take precedence over content, by pre-teaching vocabulary that she felt was
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necessary to ensure students’ comprehension of the subject matter. LaPlante makes
the following observation:

. lorientation pédagogique est marquée par la transmission des
connaissances: ce sont surtout le discours et les idées de I'enseignante qui
dominent la communication” (LaPlante, 1996, p. 455).
~ the teacher’s pedagocical orientation is marked by the delivery of ‘knowledge’: it is
essentially the teacher’s ideas and discussion which dominate classroom
communication. [my transiation].

The implication is that Mme LeGault’s method of teaching proves more

effective in involving children in discussion, and that her approach results from a

which izes the icative nature of language.

While it may appear to be so, and may indeed be more interesting and enjoyable for
the children, I would suggest that in both cases the teacher is dominating
discussion, since the teacher is the only person who really has an adequate
knowledge of the language to guide students in French to discuss any subject. In
Mme LeGault’s lesson, the children spoke an ‘interlanguage’, and Mme LeGault
spoke French.

Teachers seem to be aware of their tendency to dominate or lead discussions
but might find it difficult not to do so when children are unable to respond in

French. During the butter-making session as described earlier, children were able to
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share their knowledge in a limited way, but it was unclear to me to what degree
children’s knowledge had been extended. Children were sharing what they knew,
cither from having recently leamed it in class, or from prior knowledge of how
butter was made and where it came from, and what it can be used for. The teacher
spoke French, and encouraged the children to do so but was still required to help
children communicate as 'Mme Legault' did in LaPlante's (1996) study. She
mouthed words for the students, gave hints, and translated what they said in
English. The children's language was a definite mixture of French and English, and
it appeared that they were drawing heavily on their knowledge of the subject in their
first language.

LaPlante (1996) describes the exchanges which took place in Mme
LeGault’s class as allowing the children access to a rich and varied vocabulary.
However, in the excerpts included from the classroom observations in his study, the
children’s language was not rich and varied. It was hesitant, and predominantly
English. The teacher replaced the children’s hesitant French with the correct
structures and vocabulary, but they did not do most of the talking, nor did they scem
to offer any new information about rabbits. Similarly, the butter-making episode
observed in my study emphasized both language and information acquisition, but
there were no ‘new’ discussions initiated, and none of the exploratory talk that might

lead to extended concept development. One might expect children who were
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making butter to share stories about a family farm, or a visit to one of the historic
sites in Canada which shows how butter was chumed or to ask more complex and

detailed questions about the process, idering the i of

many of the children at this particular school. On this occasion, none did. The
extended learning that this type of exchange might allow is difficult to manage in
French. It requires a language knowledge on the part of all students to be able to
share in the story told by another student, and perhaps to have some aspect of their
own experience or knowledge activated by the shared experience. Unfortunately,
even when a child begins to share such an experience, with the emphasis on
speaking French, the story is not told fluently, or necessarily from the child's point
of view. The teacher must “translate’ as the child goes along so that the French
language is heard and every possible opportunity for language acquisition is used.
In such situations, however, it is very unlikely that the vocabulary will register
sufficiently with the child who is telling the story, or with the listeners to be "fast-
mapped” (Carey, 1978) or to be adequately retained for future use.

This seems to be a limiting factor of French second-language instruction.
With time spent to ensure that children become familiar with basic vocabulary and
instructions, concepts are generally presented in their simplest, most concrete form,

to ensure that vocabulary and content are understood. Many children may be ready
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to extend their knowledge of concepts and ideas, but may be limited by the
emphasis on language acquisition.

In Grade 2, students tended to speak French more readily with their teacher

and with each other than they did in kindergarten and Grade 1. There is a general
of improved ion judging from students’ responses to
questions and instructions. However, children still relied heavily on teacher

guidance when answering questions, and participating in discussions. In fact, it
would appear that most group discussions in French immersion classes depend to a
great extent on the teacher's lead. Discussions did not follow naturally from
students’ comments. Students often needed help from their teachers to express their
ideas. This would seem to inhibit the natural flow of conversation, and limits the
possibility of children being inspired by each other. Wells (1986) uses excerpts

from conversations between parents and children, as well as discussions between

children and teachers, to illustrate the i of free
to Wells, the child's questions, observations of other children, and the guidance
which can be provided by an adult allow the child's knowledge and understanding of
concepts to be extended. In the situations observed in the Grade 2 classroom,
conversations which took place during the week spent in the classroom were not of
this nature. Grade 2 students were also involved in more independent types of

activities such as completing written exercises, or math sheets. They were also
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involved with performing a short play based on a story they had read in class. A
longer period of observation in Grade 2 may have resulted in more opportunities to
see how chil in ion and dialogue at that level.

Grade 3 students were able to describe how they used French to share
experiences or tell stories. They feit they were able to say most of what they had to
say, or they were able to find ways to "get around” speaking English, as one child
put it. One child in Grade 3 said that he was able to "say things in a different way"
if he did not know exactly how to say something in French. He answered that he
could use a dictionary to look up words he did not know, or could check charts and
posters in the classroom. He also added that he could write down a word in English
and pass the message to a fellow student to avoid actually speaking English. A
number of children also commented that the teacher helped with words they did not
know. Students in Grade 3 spoke French with each other, and with their teacher
almost exclusively, but still tended to verify their comprehension with English
words on some occasions "Oh that means ...." One student pointed out that she felt
confident speaking in French, now that “I've been at it for a long time." She
qualified this statement however, by saying that "I can't put the same detail in there
though, say if I'm talking about sports. I know all the names of equipment and stuff
in English, but [ don't know all of them in French." Another child pointed out that

"I can tell or write stories in French, but I can't make them detailed or exciting like I
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can in English." Making stories detailed and exciting and listening to stories which

exhibit 1 can b ivating and i ing for children.
Yeoman (1996) describes a similar type of comment from a young French

immersion student she interviewed about her feelings about stories in French.

... But when we hear a story in French, I mean we find it boring
because we don't quite know all the words and understand it exactly.
Their words that they know [the French writers] mean exciting stuff,
they'll write, but the stuff it means in English is boring. I just the

switch. (p. 599).

'Yeoman attributes this to a lack of engagement with the language on the child's part.
Even though the child may understand in a general sense what the words mean, the
language does not evoke the feelings required for a child to become truly involved
with the text. This suggests that French immersion/second-language pedagogy must
include methods which consider development of the “affective’ as well as academic
domains.

With the exception of one kindergarten child who was confused by many of
the questions, most children responded that they could easily share stories and
experiences in English. When asked questions about French and English, the

kindergarten child did not secem to know what I meant. I asked if he knew the
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difference between French and English, and he did not appear to understand that
there was a difference. He was unable to answer the question.

A number of children at each of the grade levels 1, 2, and 3 added that, even
though they could tell stories in English, they felt they should be speaking French,
cither because the teacher expected them to, or because they were in school "to leam

French.". ( A small number of Grade 2 students seemed to feel strongly about this, and the

category “not well” in Figure 6b y q

In response to being asked about a preference for using English or French, I
expected children to choose English almost unanimously, considering their
comments about not always knowing the words to use in French. Their answers
were somewhat surprising.

Kindergarten children were more definite in their preference for English
than children at the other grade levels, although there were several students who
said that they would like to "know more French" at the kindergarten level. In Grade
1, students were anxious to clarify that their reasons for choosing English were that
they “"knew more English, but would like to know more French." A number of
Grade 3 students pointed out that it depended on the situation, “things I've known
for a long time it doesn’t matter, both languages work." Children explained that
“things they had known for a long time” meant, “Est-ce que je peux aller aux
toilettes?”, and other routine questions. I observed that classroom and school
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routines seemed to present few problems for children in Grades 2 and 3, and that
they seemed comfortable ‘functioning’ in French. The number of students who said
they would choose both languages was higher as students reached Grade 2 and
Grade 3, supporting this observation.

When asked if they liked listening to French stories, a number of responses
required some clarification and di: ion with indivi children to determine

what they meant. Several students in Kindergarten said they “ I like stories but I
can’t understand them”. One student said she "liked stories with funny words like
‘ananas.’ A student in Grade 1 said that she enjoyed "short stories, not ones with a
lot of big words, or ones that are too long." Many students in Grade 2 responded
that they "like stories, but sometimes I don’t understand them.” Students in Grade 3
expressed similar responses. One boy said " Some stories are OK,, if you
understand them." [ asked about a story his teacher had been reading aioud in
class,and he said, "That story, "Le Camp de la Peur,"” [ don't understand a single
word." It would seem then, that children can and do enjoy some stories in French,
but they must be engaged with the story in some way. According to the comments
above, humour is engaging, as are short stories which are easy to understand.
Rhyme, song, repetition and illustrations help to engage children with stories and
books. Knowledge of what children like and understand can provide the basis for
choosing appropriate reading/listening materials for young children in early French



m
immersion classrooms. It is possible that the story "Le Camp de la Peur” was
chosen for a read-a-loud in the Grade 3 classroom because students at that age are
expressing an interest in the English language versions of such stories. It is also
possible, that because at the Grade 3 level students are often expected to, and enjoy
reading what they call "chapter books," this type of book is selected. While "Le
Camp de la Peur" may have been at the suitable reading level for some students in

the Grade 3 class, it was not suitable for all those who were listening.
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Figure 6a:

Question 6a: When you share stories or experiences, are
you able to do 5o in Freach?
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Figure 6b:

Question 6b: When you share stories o experiences, are
you able to do so in English?
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Figure 6c:
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Question 6c: When you share stories or experiences in
class, do you prefer to use English or
French? Why?
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Figure 6d:

Question 6d: Do you enjoy and understand stories in
French?
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Questions 7: Is there anything you would change about school/school work if
you could?

T had expected that some children might suggest that speaking more English

or working in English might be desirable in response to this question. This was not

the case. Most children did not think in terms of academic subjects when asked this

question, and because of this, it seems that they do not have a sense that second-
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language proficiency is a major concem for them. Even though responses to earlier
questions showed an awareness that they "didn't know French," children did not
relate this question to "language’. They tended to refer instead to social aspects of
school, such as "longer recess,” or "more play-time."

I attempted to clarify the question for kindergarten children on two
occasions by saying, "If you could change the school, or the things you would do at
school in any way you wanted, what would you do?” When the child still did not
seem to understand, I suggested, "If you had a magic wand, and you could change
things at school to be the way you wanted them to be, what would you change?"
One child responded by saying, "I would change it into a bunny rabbit." Another
answered that she would "change the school into a swimming pool.” Consequently,
[ decided to phrase the question in subsequent interviews by asking children if there
was anything different they would like to do or have at school. One child
responded, “T would like to have my mom at school with me because it's a long
time without my mom." These responses were endearing and informative,
reiterating the importance of keeping in mind what young children really need, and
how they think.

Grade 1 students offered a number of suggestions, similar to those
mentioned above, but seemed to be happy with things the way they were. Grade 2
students offered suggestions like "having a piano in the classroom” or having "a
cafeteria instead of eating lunch in the classroom.”
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Grade 3 students offered the most specific responses to this question.
When I asked one child if there was anything he would like to change about school,
he responded with a question for me: "You mean within reason?" Grade 3 students
had suggestions about how the day might be organized, "I would like to have free-
choice centre time in the aftemoon. That way you could do math, or science or
whatever subject you like best.” Another student suggested that he would "like to
study more geography.” One student who said he hated school said that he would
change "everything." This was not surprising.

The purpose for including these responses and their relevance to the thesis
questions is that children can often tell us what they like and want, but may not
always be cognizant of their own abilities, and are not informed about the processes
of learning. It is the responsibility of educators, teachers and parents together to
determine how effectively children's needs are being served within the school
environment, and in this case, in early French immersion. Of particular concern for
the purposes of this thesis is the fact that the language of instruction might be a
limiting factor in what children want or need. It is a positive sign that children
appear to be well-adapted to their second-language leaming environment. Further
exploration is necessary to determine if optimum levels of leaming take place, and
whether or not teaching practices might be modified in early French immersion to

accommodate this.
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Figure 7:

‘Question 7: Is there anything you would change about
school/school work if you could?
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Grade 2
Grade 3

Question 8:  How did you decide about going to school in French or English?
Response to question 8 shows that the choice to enroll children in an early

French immersion program was obviously made by parents. A small number of
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children said they had decided themselves, because their brothers and sisters spoke
French. Others said that they had discussed learning French with their parents, and
thought that “i's a good idea to know other languages." or "I already know English
$0 my mom and dad thought it would be a good idea to leam French.” One Grade 3
child said “I know it will be good for me when I'm about 40." One of the
Kindergarten children said that he had decided to come to Kindergarten French
immersion, because "they had big blocks in the French class, and they don't have
them in the English class.” One Grade 2 student said " I looked in the dictionary,
and decided French was easiest.” I asked this question thinking that a child’s own
sense of purpose often makes experi ingful, and ing how children

felt about the choice which had been made for them, leaming in French. None of
their answers indicated that children felt any personal need or desire to know
French. [ realized at the same time, of course, that many children may never feel a
need to go to school at all if parents did not make that choice. In the child’s first
language, however, given appropriate experiences, this sense of purpose should
develop as leamning evolves through exposure to books, personal observations, and
meaningful exchanges with adults and other children. The children’s answers
suggest that a necessary component of the early French immersion curriculum
would be to help children understand what language is, and how all languages and
modes of communication are connected. This might help them establish a deeper
sense of purpose for speaking the language. Leamning a language is another way of
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connecting with the world, and it is essential to connect language with the child's

world. This question also merits further exploration of how children's perceptions

of second-language learning might affect the d of language
and how children’s answers to questions might guide curriculum development in the

future.

Figure 8:

‘Question 8: How did you decide about going to school in |
French or English?

Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

Question 9:  How do you go about saying something in French?
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Responses to question 9 indicate that there are a variety of ways in which
students access the language which they must use to express themselves throughout
the school day. One observation that can be made as a result of this response is that
students use their language knowledge as the main source of language. This is, of
course, to be expected. However, observation and students' comments regarding
their language knowledge suggest that this language is not adequate for students to
express all their ideas, or to read and write as they seem to wish they could. As
students spend more time in the program, there are more words and structures they
say they "just know." A number of the methods which children said they used,
“make it sound French”, for example, may seem to work for the child. However,
making the English words sound French, saying “ordrer” for “commander”, as one
child suggested, might only be understood in a French immersion environment. The
teacher is obviously an important source of knowledge, but unfortunately will not
always be available or able to answer each child’s questions when s/he needs the
answers. “Describing the idea” when specific words were unavailable, seemed to
be an excellent strategy for communication, and I was impressed that children in
Grade 3 felt able to do this. It would seem that all of the ways that children feel they
can express themselves in the second language allow them to communicate. This
question merits further exploration with regard to the types of information and ideas

which can be communicated by using these strategies. If links are established
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and i

between strategies and types of ication, (or
which can be transmitted effectively in the second language by the use of such
strategies), then teaching practice might be guided by use of certain strategies for

certain purposes.
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Figure 9:
Question 9: How do you go about saying something in
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Summary of student interview data

Students at all primary grade levels in the early French immersion program
at the school where this case study took place appear to have a positive attitude
towards school, and towards their second-language leaming experience. They are
motivated to leamn French, and understand that at least one of the purposes for being
enrolled in French immersion is to leamn French. However, I did not gain a sense
that children see this as a personally meaningful endeavour for them. Instead, they
accept speaking/leaming French as a natural part of school life, and it is not an
unhappy reality for the majority of these students. Considering that most students
who were interviewed are the children of anglophone parents, living in a largely
anglophone community, it is not likely that children would be confronted by the
necessity to speak French outside the school. They are also aware that the dominant
language of use in the school and with their peers is English.

The purpose of the student interviews was to discover, in the children's own
words, how they made sense of their learning experiences in French. By asking
children to explain their feelings, i i ons, and 1 have

attempted to establish links between the children's second-language development
and the learning which takes place through and with the use of that language.

Classroom observation data has enhanced and enriched the data collected through
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interviews and questionnaires. [ have also added to my practical knowledge of
children’s concept development and epistemic use of language in French immersion
as a result of having completed this case study.

It appears that children are able to acquire knowledge in a range of content
areas in French immersion classrooms, and that, according to their own responses,
they can function happily in this environment. The degree to which knowledge is
extended through discussion, relating of personal experiences and shared knowledge
is obviously inhibited by the language level of students, and by the necessity to
cover all curriculum areas in French. It also appears that students are highly
dependent on teacher intervention when it is necessary to communicate in the target
language. Older students (Grades 2 and 3) express themselves for functional
purposes with relative ease, because they have acquired the language used for such
purposes. This is the language which is used everyday within the classroom, and is
often repeated. However, when expressing ideas or thoughts about unfamiliar
subject areas, students rely on a number of strategies to help them out (see Figure 9).
The strategies used are effective in a limited way. Students are not able to express
themselves with the fluidity which might be possible if there was a greater degree of
automaticity in the language. For other participants in a group discussion,
struggling to understand the idea that another child tries to convey in halting French

is not likely to jog the child's memory, or to encourage sharing of a similar
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experience. The natural flow of conversation is inhibited. When this happens,
thoughts, meanings and ideas may also be inhibited.

The findings of the student interviews confirm that language proficiency
affects concept development in a limiting way in certain situations. Observations
‘made during this case study suggest that the child’s limited knowledge of the second
language is a major factor in situations where the child's existing knowledge of
concepts could possibly be extended through the use of appropriate questioning
techniques, allowing the child to shares discoveries, and enabling the teacher or

peers to guide the student through a more exploratory use of language.

Results of teacher and
The following section presents the results of teacher questionnaires and

interviews. Responses from both are combined. Each teacher is ‘introduced’ by

the i ion obtained through the completion of a.
questionnaire. Teacher responses to interview questions are also summarized, and
presented in a narrative form. Direct quotes from teachers are included. The
questions asked in the questionnaire, as well as those which guided teacher
interviews are either stated or implied in the responses and in the summary of

information. ( All questions are included in their original form in Appendix B).



Teacher #1:

Teacher #1, the kindergarten teacher at the time of this study, has been
teaching in the early French immersion program for 10 years, and also has two years
experience teaching adults. She became a French immersion teacher "partly by
choice, and partly by obligation." She said that thcre ar= many frustrating moments
at certain points in the year, but finds it very rewarding to see the progress that the
children have made by the end of the year. This teacher felt strongly that the

was ing of a mi: as there is very little

French spoken outside the immediate classroom.

In response to the question, "Do you feel early French immersion programs
are successful?", this teacher pointed out that the materials currently being used in
French immersion, particularly those used in the language arts program are old and
out-dated, in contrast with the English program where more books and age or level
appropriate materials are available. She made the point that materials must be
adapted and suited to the age level and interests of the children in French immersion
and that this is not always an easy or feasible task. She also feels that children who
begin school at age 6 and older achieve greater success in early immersion than do
younger children, stating that the age of the child is a determining factor in that

child's success or failure.
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This teacher feels that the child's background knowledge is very important
in early immersion. She noted that in French immersion, adding to a child's
knowledge is difficult because of time constraints, lack of suitable resources, and
second-language limitations. This comment leads me to consider that the way a

child’s is d in French i ion may be adequate for a child

from a home background where enrichment is possible, but not for others. Can
French immersion provide adequatc background knowledge and concept
development opportunities for everyone, or is there an assumption made that
children already have, or will obtain those opportunities outside the school
environment?

Subject areas which this teacher considered easier to teach were math and
science, because at the kindergarten level, there are many ways of involving
children in concrete experiences. Teaching abstract concepts in content areas like
religion and language arts or more advanced math was described as being most
difficult.

This teacher perceived differences in the atmosphere of the English
language classroom at the same level, noting that children seemed able to advance
with a more natural, relaxed rhythm. In immersion, she said, the teacher must
always ensure that children are listening attentively, and that vocabulary is repeated

in many different ways.
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Most effective forms of instruction would include memorization of poems
and songs to create a ‘reservoir' of vocabulary, and helping children develop a
certain level of automaticity. She feels that immersing a child in a language s/he
does not understand is not the most effective way to leam that language. A
progressive development of language skills, promoted to a large degree by
memorization of songs, poems, rhymes, and repetitive phrases would be more
beneficial. Duchesne (1995) made a similar observation regarding songs, poems,
and rhymes.

This teacher concluded her response to the questionnaire with another
reference to the out-dated materials available for use in French immersion, and the
frustration she felt as a result. She added that many children seem to adapt well to
the immersion environment, in spite of the obstacles she had previously described.
She feels that children who have not reached a certain level of maturity, or who

have learning difficulties in their own language will likely have those difficulties

by the French i
TEACHER #2:
Teacher #2, the grade one teacher, had been teaching for five years in the
early French immersion program at the time of this study. She became a French
immersion teacher after a period of time as a substitute teacher. She feels satisfied

with teaching in French immersion most of the time, but is frustrated with the lack
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of resources and access to remedial education for students who need help. Her

general i ion of the it i i is that children miss out on a

considerable amount of language experience that results from lack of background
knowledge in French, but make significant progress in leaming their second
language.

In response to the question, "Do you feel immersion programs are
successful?", this teacher responded, "Yes, and no." This was clarified by noting
that she feels English language ‘interference’ often over-powers the French milieu.
At the same time, she feels the child's background knowledge and exposure to
‘books in the first language are of great importance.

Areas which posed most difficulty for teaching at this teacher's level were
math and science concepts. She gave the example of grouping numbers in math,
teaching children to understand "ones' or "units' and ‘tens.’ Because the children
must leamn the concept, and new words to represent that concept, she feels that the
children experience more difficuity than they might in their first language. This
teacher said she sometimes uses English to explain concepts such as this. Kessler,
Quinn, and Hayes (1990) say that "processing mathematics in a second language
need not be an obstacle to leaming if the complexities of the relationship between

the precise language of mathematics and natural language are recognized and
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properly addressed” (p. 162). Crandall, Dale, Rhodes, and Spanos (1990) assert

that:

The role of language in mathematics is ubiquitous. It is the medium
by which teachers introduce and convey concepts and procedures,
through which texts and problems are read and solved, and by which
math achievement is measured. Language skills, particularly the
reading skills needed to comprehend mathematics texts and word
problems, and the listening skills required to understand and follow

an instructor’s presentation of a problem's solution - are the vehicles

: through which students learn and apply skills (p. 130).

These authors effectively describe the complexity of math language. (They point
out that math is often considered to be "language free’ and therefore an easy subject
to teach when language skills are limited.) It would be wise to consider these
comments, as well as those made by this teacher, when reflecting on instructional
practice in immersion.

This teacher feels that the most obvious difference between instruction in
English language and French immersion classes is the amount of time that must be
spent acquiring basic vocabulary. She noted that comprehension of basic

vocabulary is sometimes difficult for children, even when they have no difficulty
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with the idea being expressed. An exampie of this would be following simple
instructions, such as "On va dehors pour la récréation.” The child would have no
difficulty understanding the meaning and implications of this sentence if s/he
understood the meaning of the individual words, “We’re going outside for recess.”

She believes that the most effective methods for teaching language ( and
other subject areas) are “hands-on' activities, singing and story-telling. She finds
that the materials available for use in French immersion are generally good, but that
itis often difficult to find a program where all materials are level appropriate.

This teacher always speaks French with students, except in cases where a
“difficult concept has not been understood”. This teacher also said she spoke
English if a child was upset, in danger, or in some sort of emotional need.
TEACHER #3:

Teacher #3 , the grade two teacher at the time of this study, had been
teaching in the early French immersion program for four years. She became a
French immersion teacher because of her love of children, and French, in that order.
She enjoys teaching in French immersion even though it can be very challenging.
She gains great satisfaction, as did Teacher #1 from seeing the progress children

make towards becoming French speakers. Her general impressions of the French

are that it is very i ive and visually oriented. “The

children are pulled into the learning activities."
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She feels that immersion programs are successful, but that it is important to

“contis dying and refinin; " She echoes Teacher #2's concemns

about lack of remedial support and time constraints on this support when it is
available.

This teacher feels that children's background knowledge facilitates
understanding when concepts and ideas are presented in French. She feels that
science is one of the most difficult subjects to teach because of the "specific
scientific language in French which is ofien difficult to understand in the upper
primary grades, and in elementary grades." This comment echoes concerns about
“"math-specific” language made earlier.

‘The French immersion environment is perceived by this teacher to be more
students are more dependent on teacher guidance.

Similarities in instructional methods in French immersion and first-
language instruction relate to language development and instruction, but this teacher
feels that many aspects of language development are taken for granted in English
language instruction. In French, all aspects of language must be consciously taught.

In this teacher’s opinion, use of concrete examples and visual supports are
effective in instruction. She feels that abstract concepts need to be "brought alive"

for students. She feels that lecturing, or simply ‘talking', is the least effective
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method of instructing students in the classroom. This explains, at least in part, why
some teachers may not attempt to engage students in dialogue or discussion about
certain subjects.

Textbooks in primary French immersion are of little value, said this teacher.
She finds children's literature, tapes, videos, student-authored books, and games to
be most helpful in classroom instruction. This teacher speaks French "99% of the
time," and only speaks English when a potentially dangerous situation arises
(usually relating to behaviour).

TEACHER #4:

Teacher #4, the grade three teacher at the time of this study, has five years
teaching experience in early French immersion, and loves teaching in the program.
She finds that the children are usually very eager to leam French. She feels that
within the School Board, however, there is a lack of concrete support for French
immersion. She considers early French immersion the most successful of available
second-language instruction choices (i.e. Core French or Late immersion). For
immersion students, she feels French is synonymous with school. This teacher
thinks that students' background knowledge is not as important as aptitude and
attitude in learning in French immersion. This teacher’s perceptions about
background knowledge may be related, at least in some ways, to the language
ability and grade level of her students. Grade 3 students have developed the greatest
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number of strategies for understanding the second language, and for working
independently. Of the students interviewed, Grade 3 students had also spent the
longest period leaning the second language.

The most difficult subject area to teach is science according to this teacher,
because of the precise nature of the vocabulary to be taught. She notes that there are
in both languages, and can be approached in the same manner, as can math and
word games." She feels that when a child already understands equivalent
vocabulary and language structures in English, they will be more easily able to
relate to concepts being taught in French. (This relates directly to background
knowledge even though this teacher said she considered attitude and aptitude more
important). She pointed out that “all the basics, for language and vocabulary must
be taught in French™. Therefore, if children already have some knowledge relating
to the subject, she consider it easier to teach the subject than if children are

‘This teacher feels that the most effective methods of instruction in French

* much discussion before beginning activities
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® teacher modelling language to be used
¢ building vocabulary
e group work before beginning work individually

e visual support as necessary

‘This teacher rates the materials used in early French immersion as generally
satisfactory, but notes that it is difficult to collect suitable French materials in an
anglophone community.

Teacher #4 speaks French with her students nearly all the time, except to
"lend gravity to a situation, or when safety is concemed.” English is rarely used to

explain concepts or ideas.

Overview of teacher comments:

Teachers answered questions relating to their perceptions of the success of
the program, and which methods of instruction they felt to be most effective. They
indicated which subject areas they felt were most difficult to teach in French, the
language of instruction for all content areas in French immersion. There are two
distinct areas which must be highlighted as a result of teacher comments and

information: background knowledge and abstract concepts:
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o Three of the four teachers felt that background knowledge of subject areas, as
well as relevant experience were very important for children who receiving
instruction in French, as it helps children understand information and concepts
presented in the second language. This includes, for example, having had the
opportunity to read books, or travel. One teacher felt that aptitude and attitude
were more important than background knowledge or experience. This might
relate to the fact that this teacher is teaching at the grade three level, where
children have acquired a considerable knowledge of the French language, as
well as knowledge of school routines and expectations. A fundamental element
of schema theory, outlined in the literature review, is that background
knowledge and experience are essential to full comprehension, and the ability to
build on what one has already leaed. Schools need to provide many kinds of
background knowledge and experience, some of which are very difficult, if not
impossible to provide in early French immersion. The lack of suitable resources
in French, access to remediation where necessary, and language limitations all
restrain the flow of information which might be possible in a typical French
immersion setting.

o Abstract concepts, in whatever subject area (i.c. mathematics and science), are
among the most difficult to teach. The absence of dialogue between teacher and

student, or between peers, may contribute to ‘surface’ development of concepts,
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as it is extremely difficult to assess how well children have understood a concept
without asking them to reconstruct certain sequences of events, or to explain in
“their own words’ how they understand a particular event or idea. Children, at
the earliest stages of immersion have not yet acquired an adequate knowledge of
French to have found their own words to express themselves.

While there are similarities in response regarding methods of instruction
provided by teachers at all grade levels, it would seem that students’ knowledge of
the language is an integral part of ‘how’ students are taught. The language dictates
what can be covered. It seems that certain methods of instruction might be more
effective at some levels than others, and that these are directly related to the amount
of French children have learned by the time they have reached that level. The
resources available also seem to dictate what is covered. Depending which
materials are available for use in the classroom, at an appropriate language level
suitable for students, certain topics may or may not be covered.

A number of teachers’ beliefs and opinions about the curriculum and
program might be specifically related to experience at a particular level. In general,
all four teachers appear to agree that children’s ability to understand the second
language does impose limits on the depth to which concepts are and can be
explored. This varies according to subject area, and is expressed more strongly by
kindergarten and Grade 1 teachers than by Grade 2 and 3 teachers. Suitability of
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resources is also perceived to be more of a problem in kindergarten and Grade 1
than in Grades 2 and 3. Teachers’ assessments of effective methods of instruction at
all levels, (based on their own experiences) is relevant for educators secking to
develop and expand second-language methodology.

It seems then, that teachers recognize the successes of second-language
instruction within the French immersion setting, but are also aware of certain
limitations regarding instruction in content areas, particularly in those involving
exploration of abstract concepts. These limitations were defined as relating, at least
in part, to the students' need to acquire basic vocabulary and grammatical structures
in the second language before being able to extend their knowledge and
understanding of concepts and information in content areas.

All teachers agreed that children made significant progress in
French language acquisition as they progressed through the program. There
were varying opinions expressed regarding resources at the various levels,
with the kindergarten teacher being very frustrated with the lack of suitable
resources available at her grade level. Others suggested that support for the
program is necessary for acquisition of resources and exposure to language
outside the classroom and for remediation. They felt that children would
benefit from increased use of French within the school itself. One teacher

mentioned if parents knew even a little French, "it does seem to help,



perhaps it has more meaning for the children then." Another teacher
suggested that the enthusiasm parents felt for their children's leamning of a
second language was transmitted to the children. As the results of student
interviews indicate, a positive attitude towards French is apparent.

‘With regard to students' participation in conversation, teachers at the
beginning primary levels felt that their students’ ability to participate was
limited. One teacher said that children usually had to search for words, and
had difficulty expressing ideas in French. She found that the material which
might be presented in English would be “limitless,” but in French, each
subject requires streamlining, because of the limited French language. The
implication relating to leaming through discussion and dialogue is that such
learning does not exist to the degree which might otherwise be possible,
because of children's limited language knowledge. She pointed out also that
the majority of activities are teacher-directed, and that there appears to be
less continuity in the immersion than there is in the English program.
"There are bits and pieces from everywhere." This might be explained in
part by the lack of suitable resources. This same teacher believes that
French immersion teachers cannot expect the same outcomes as teachers in

the English language program, because of the emphasis which must be

139



140
placed on leaming the language. This raises important questions. Day
(1994) says that in French immersion:

Curricular materials should offer equivalent conceptual complexity
and informational content as do those materials of corresponding
grade levels in the regular English program. At the same time, they
should be made accessible to students who are in the process of
learning their second language by improving upon available material
and by assisting teachers to develop strategies for mediating between
‘written materials and students. (pp. 17-18).

Prescribed content in French immersion is exactly the same as that of the
English program, with the exception of the language arts program. However, in
practice, the content seems to be much more streamlined, concrete and teacher
directed. French language is used in the development of literacy skills at all levels
in early French immersion, with the exception of English language arts, introduced

at the Grade 3 level. It is the language of instruction for all content areas at these

levels.
All teachers seemed to agree that it was necessary to "teach the language,"
and that it would not be adequately leamed through exposure alone. Teachers of

children who had already acquired some receptive skills in French, directed their
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concems towards the development of reading and writing skills, and felt that
children would benefit from an analytical approach to certain areas of the
curriculum. They did not feel that children would have difficulty understanding
structural, grammatical, or descriptive elements of the language which were
appropriate to their language levels. For example, children could begin to leam the
structure of the language by analyzing it in some detail (i.e. verb tenses and
agreements).

Teachers feel that students are able to participate in discussions and
conversations, but that participation when speaking French is limited, particularly
at the earliest levels, kindergarten and Grade 1. Teachers at these levels noted that it
is difficult to expand on content areas when students' language is limited, and
expressed frustration at not being able to do so. They feel students are ready for the
content which is available to them (i.e. science experiments, children's literature
selections), but are not ready for the language required to teach this content. It is for
this reason that teachers feel it is necessary to present information in the simplest
way possible, ‘streamlining’ the language where necessary. Teachers suggested a

number of ways in which improvements might be made:

®  access to appropriate resources at each grade level.

e a more analytical approach to the language was suggested by teachers at the
Grade 2 and 3 levels. The kindergarten and Grade 1 teachers did not make
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suggestions as to a particular approach but did acknowledge that it was
necessary to ‘teach' the language. To teach content, teachers feel that children
must understand the language, and as previously discussed, separating words
and form in language is virtually impossible.

e greater continuity in instructional practice. This was implied by all teachers in
their suggestions that children be exposed to various elements of the language at
different levels. This seems to be a valid suggestion, and would offer a solution
to what one teacher described as "taking bits and pieces from everywhere.”

* improved knowledge of second-language teaching methodology, and the nature
of language/literacy development in young children.

Teacher responses indicate that language proficiency has a direct effect on
the type of learning experiences which a teacher can offer students in her classroom.

It appears that the teaching of vocabulary and language structure may in some cases

take over concept P and ing. To fulfil

requirements at each level, and teach in French at the same time, teachers must
ensure that students acquire a level of language proficiency which permits the
teaching of factual content through spoken language. Visual aids and experiential
learning are effective supports to leamning, but cannot replace the language itself. In
a way, the ‘teacher-directed’ classroom as opposed to ‘child-centred” classroom in
French immersion is a result of the way the program is designed. The goals of the
program are at odds with a primarily child-centred program, because learning the
second language takes precedence over what the child may be ready to learn in other

domains .
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In summary, teachers feel that nearly all students make significant progress
throughout the various levels of the immersion program, particularly in their ability
to comprehend spoken French, and to follow classroom routines. They recognize
that there are limitations to what can be covered in French with regard to content
areas, and often find it necessary to ensure that children have acquired basic
vocabulary before development of concepts or ideas can be pursued. They feel that
parents have a positive attitude towards the program, and that parental support and
involvement are helpful to students. The perceived lack of support for immersion
outside the classroom is viewed as a negative factor. Teachers felt that it would be
helpful to students leaming in French immersion if there were greater remedial
support available for students, improved resources and more exposure to French

Summary of Chapter 4:

During interviews, I found the children to be very forthright, enthusiastic,
and friendly. They seemed to welcome the opportunity to answer questions, and
their answers did indeed broaden my own perceptions, and challenge my
preconceived notions of what children would like. For instance, I had expected that
difficulties students might encounter in understanding French would lead them to

wish for more English in the classroom. This was not the case. I have often thought
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as a teacher, "if only I could explain things to children in English, it would be so
much easier to get the point I am trying to make across.” While this may indeed be
true, and important to realize, the children's solution was much more to the point,
considering the reality of French immersion programs as they currently exist. They
felt they needed to know more French. “If T knew the words in French I would say
it in French." It would seem that children are very positive about learning French,
and would not be inhibited in the use of that language, if they simply had a better
grasp of the language and a wider vocabulary base.

The results of the cl i student i i and

exchanges with teachers were enlightening and affirming. Children are leaming a
great deal in French immersion, but there are changes which can and should be

made if early French immersion programs are to fit the criteria established for child-

centred, i If the French immersion
classroom is to reflect a knowledge of the child, then it is essential that the teacher
truly know the child. What better way to know a child than by engaging in
conversation and dialogue which leads to mutual discoveries? If the child’s second
language is not adequately developed to allow this, then practice in French
immersion must allow situations which permit such discussion and dialogue to
occur. Perhaps only certain subjects should be taught in French only at the earliest

stages. The following chapter presents the implications for current practice which
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result from the findings of this study. Recommendations for further research and




CHAPTER §

Summary analysis of study dats, discussion, and reflection :

The guiding questions of this thesis have been described as multi-faceted.
Consequently, one would not expect a single response to these questions, nor would
one expect a final and definite answer to these queries. Following the exploratory
case study completed for this thesis, there is, however, a reasonably clear indication
that language limitations affect the way children leamn, and the way that subject
matter can be taught. As students and teachers both describe, and observations
illustrate, there are instances when it is difficult to "get the message across," or to
"explain difficult concepts.”" This might suggest that certain subject areas or
concepts to be presented are simplified, or presented in their most basic form
because the language to be used must also be simple and basic to ensure

Based on the ions made in class during this study, student

responses, and information shared by teachers, it would seem that there are certain
areas in which leaming and teaching are made more difficult by a limited
knowledge of the second language. They would include reading, sharing, and
discussing stories, introducing abstract concepts in mathematics and science, or
other subjects. Concepts or materials which are more concrete can be presented
more effectively in the French language.
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Practices observed during this case study show that teachers adhere to the
policy of speaking French at all times, following the theory that language will be
leamned through exposure, and that contextual and other supports will make ‘input
comprehensible’. It cannot be denied, however, that language is inextricably linked
to learning. In a number of situations in the French immersion classroom, extended
learning and concept development may be limited by the use of French alone, since
children do not understand the language in its many contexts and forms. And while
students are highly motivated to leam French, they are aware of its limitations for
self-expression. This is not to say they exhibit a negative attitude towards French as
they advance in the program. Instead, they seem to become more aware of their
language limitations. This is ironic considering that one would expect children to be
increasing their levels of proficiency in the language as they spend more time
leaming. Children should then feel less limited by the language. This did not

appear o be so for the children involved in this case study. To compound the
problem, OReilly (1993) found no evidence of progression in students’ second-
language development in Grades 4, 5, and 6 except for the variety of vocabulary
which was used. Such findings accentuate the need for exploratory studies in early
French immersion with a view to ensuring a consistent and noticeable progression

in students' second-language development.
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The results of my study indicate that there are certain situations where

language i is crucial to the of concepts and

of ideas in children in French immersion. Teachers perceive that abstract concepts
and ideas are difficult to present when students have not yet acquired an adequate
knowledge of the French language. Students feit that there were some things that
they could not say or understand because of the language. Teachers felt limited by
language with regard to resources and manner in which subject areas could be
presented.

It would seem that children and teachers have developed a number of
effective strategies which help to compensate for the limited second-language skills
of young children in early French immersion. Certain leaming and teaching
situations lend themselves more readily to adaptation for language and content
learming purposes, as one teacher observed in her reference to language patterns.
However, the French spoken by the children involved in this study indicates that
their language profiles might fit very closely with those described by Noonan
(1990). That is to say that students are developing an internal schemata for second-
language use, but are still highly dependent on teachers, visual aids, other children,
and their background knowledge in English which allows them to translate to
French. Spontaneous thought processes, or utterances which might lead to further
discovery and extension of concept knowledge are certainly inhibited by the amount
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of time and effort that goes into just finding the words. The number of strategies for
leamning that children have acquired by the time they reach Grade 3 is impressive,
and may also provide a framework for isolating areas in which children are best
able to function in the second language. These strategies that children have
acquired however, do not offer solutions as to how children can deepen their
understanding of the language.

It appears that there are deficiencies in the ways children can express

in French i i Based on the level of awareness

exhibited by the students involved in this case study, particularly at the Grade 3
level, it is very likely that students at that age, as well as students in Grades 4, 5, and
6 would be able to choose which subject areas are best suited to their language

skills. of student ions and would be helpful to those

seeking to develop a modified early French immersion curriculum.

I[mplications for teaching practice

Early French immersion programs, as they currently exist, have a pre-
defined goal of achievement at every level. This is inherent in the nature of the
program itself. Children are expected to communicate and respond in some fashion
to the second language, even at the earliest stages of instruction. Students

themselves do not decide when the time is right to begin speaking and writing in
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French. It is expected that children should begin to attempt speaking French in
many situations as soon as possible, usually around the middle of grade one. As
these study results show, students do not feel ready in all situations to begin
speaking French in Grade 1, as they sometimes do not feel they know enough
words. Theories of first language development suggest that the child's ability to
predict and test personal theories about language are essential to that child's
understanding. Insisting that children must attempt to understand or speak French at
all times is not consistent with child development theories. How can one insist on
the use of a language that children do not know?

Based on the findings of this study, and the theories which support the study
analysis, it is not unreasonable to suggest that if a child is unable to predict and test
theories in some way, language and concept development will be hindered. If
children were able to converse in French outside school, meaningful aspects of
learning the second language would be enhanced, and language skills would be
likely to develop more quickly. This is often included as a recommendation
following studies which discuss strengths and weaknesses of French immersion
instruction. While this may be possible in some cases, it is not a practical solution
for most children. Opportunities for travel or access to francophone communities

and culture are not available to most students enrolled in French immersion.
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A more realistic solution might be to work towards creating a balance in
the French immersion classroom. Part of achieving this balance would be to
encourage children to discuss their developing understanding of concepts in their
categorized (Smith, 1978), they can be "labelled" in the second language.

With this in mind, targeting a series of words and expressions for “fast-
mapping” (Carey, 1974, cited in Rapp-Ruddell, 1994) at each grade level. might be
advisable. This would mean that children would mot be presented with the whole
language in every classroom situation starting at the introductory levels of French
immersion.  Instead, situations which lend themselves to ‘whole language’
instruction should be identified. As Duchesne, 1995 suggests, children might be
encouraged to develop automaticity with the language through the use of songs,
rhymes, and dramatizations at the earliest stages of language acquisition. As
children acquire some degree of automaticity, and familiarity with the language,
strategies may be implemented to help children retain and use this language on a
daily basis. This would allow a systematic *building-on’ of language structures and
vocabulary which would truly imitate the acquisition of the first language. With the
current practice in French immersion being to present the child with the ‘whole
language' in all situations, it might be that very few words are fast-mapped, because
50 many new words are encountered everyday.
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It is unlikely that children will gather information as quickly or as
efficiently in their second language as they would their first. This problem has not
been dealt with adequately and may lead to unnecessary pressure for students,
teachers and parents. Further reflection on the goals of French immersion and the
best way to achieve those goals from the child's point of view is necessary. To
suggest that students can cover the same content area through the second language
as can be done in the first language, is naive and unrealistic. There are many factors
which contribute to language and content learning. To say that children can
manage to achieve all that is required in first language programs while working in a
language in which they are far from proficient, reflects an inadequate understanding
of children and learning.

Carey (1978) found that children begin to use new words after they have
heard them read in stories, or have encountered them in conversations where there is
a meaningful setting for their use. This is most evident in early French immersion
classrooms in children's use of French for routine purposes, and in situations where
vocabulary has been encountered on many occasions, mainly those pertaining to
classroom life. Classroom life is indeed meaningful to children, and it makes up a
large part of their day as young children. A knowledge of good teaching practice
dictates that children’s personal experience must be integrated with their school life,

and not separated from it. In early French immersion, this requires an even greater
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demand on the child’s language knowledge. Not only must s/he leam the language
of the classroom, the language of life must also be leaed. This is much more

difficult when French is ively in the

Teachers often express wonder at the fact that children might hear a word
in French everyday, but still not be able to use that word or expression
appropriately. The method of echoing the child’s error and repeating it correctly in
French, as parents often do, has been found to be relatively ineffective in reducing
the occurrence of incorrect grammatical features in children’s speech. In the child’s
first language, for example, s/he might over-generalize the past-tense rule of adding
‘ed’ to the infinitive of a verb, and say “I goed”, meaning “I went”. In English, a
parent might correct the child by repeating the correct form of the past tense, and
after a time the child will ‘know” what is right. In French, the child often combines
the forms, what the adult repeats by way of correction, and whatever form of the
verb that s/he had used. An example of this is the perennial “J’ai a” a sort of “I
have have” situation. This phenomenon may result from the fact that the words or

phrases in the teacher’s’ ion were not i i to allow entry

into the child’s mental lexicon. Without being part of the child's mental lexicon, the
word or phrase will not be available for future use, and the child guesses at what

might be correct. In most i ional and i it ions which were

observed during the course of this study, the teacher provided cues for retrieval from
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the original context in which the word was used and helped the child express ideas
when he or she struggled to find words. This heips the child in the immediate
situation, but is not an efficient way to leam and remember words as it is both
teacher and context dependent. Neither does frequent correction of this kind foster
independent thinking, or creativity and exploratory use of language.

At the initial stages of second-language instruction, a more direct focus on
and language ion might allow students to

become familiar enough with French to express themselves with some degree of
automaticity. As tasks become less cognitively demanding children will not have to
struggle with every word, and meaning may be more easily attained (Adams, 1990).
If children are allowed to develop a basic understanding of word patterns and
structures in French first, they would likely be able to understand certain phrases
and sentences automatically. They demonstrate an ability to do this with the
everyday language they have come to use in French. This means higher levels of
comprehension could possibly be achieved from language exchanges that present
new words. At the entry level in French immersion, there is not usually a focus on
specific repetitive patterns. This is one aspect of the instruction. Young children are
not able to identify specific repetitive patterns in a language that they have not yet
learned. As a specific teaching/leaming strategy in French immersion, it might be
advisable to begin by teaching children to recognize certain patterns and routine
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expressions in the language, leading them to the stage where they are able to predict
and test what might fit.

For a child to develop a sense of self, and a sense of belonging, it is
essential that s/he be able to express needs, wants and experiences. For young
children who begin school in early French immersion, the language which would
allow such communication is the child's first language. Certainly, this is considered
by the understanding that children will speak English for the most part during the
Kindergarten year. How is the teacher's communicative role assessed by the child?
Does the child feel a sense of belonging, and a sense of being truly understood by
the teacher when she responds in a language that the child only partially
understands?  The situation of the teacher speaking consistently in French while
children speak English does not seem to be one that will foster dialogue, or creative
use of language.

In French immersion classrooms, children speak English almost exclusively
at the kindergarten level, particularly with their peers. They tend to speak a
significant, but decreasing amount of English at the Grade | level. The French
immersion teacher understands and accepts the children's communication in

English, responding as much as possible using gestures and context as an aid to

comprehension where necessary. From a
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this practice poses problems. Wells (1986) asserts that appropriate dialogue
between adult and child is essential to the child's growing level of understanding.

All i ions in French i i need not be tumed into

opportunities for specific second-language instruction. In fact, to do so, might deter
a child from asking questions and communicating freely, particularly at the early
stages. As one student said when asked how she went about saying things in
French, “Well, sometimes I know what to say, then it's no problem. But if I don't
know the words in French, [ just don't say it" Children's spontaneous reactions to
events or unsolicited comments allow the teacher to know the children and leam
about their interests. This knowledge can then be used to motivate and encourage
children to share their ideas and participate in activities and conversation. Moving

and route to take for carly French

leamers.

It is possible that an early concentration on developing children's
understanding of single words and phrases might offer them a broad vocabulary
base, which could be naturally extended as the years progress in French immersion.
This might allow for a greater focus on the structure of the language as children
become ready. Teaching factual content and concrete information through hands-

on activities, and repetitive exercises might be an effective method of teaching
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French and content at the same time. More abstract concepts and ideas might be

discussed in English, ensuring that the child’s questions and developing

are guided i A partial i ion program, with
empbhasis on the language structure and vocabulary in the French component, and on
concept (with stories, di: ion and dialogue) in the English

component might provide a more balanced and meaningful education for children
than does the current practice of “100%” French immersion.

Using the child's first language as the point from which to extend the child's
development, a meaningful framework for language leaming could be developed by
the child. It is very likely, based on theories of first language development, that the
child would then be better able to retain French language vocabulary, and use the
French language effectively to communicate. With more precision in listening
comprehension and oral language, the child would then be in a position to further
develop language abilities by listening to stories and by reading independently,
progressing towards a more fully functioning language ability. “Making education
developmentally sound means treating education as a general aim, not as the
achievement of specific tasks” (Gallimore, 1992, p. 155).

‘While the emphasis throughout the primary and elementary years in French
immersion is on the "message," it is possible that the "form" is perceived by
students to have little significance. What may seem arbitrary to someone who has
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already developed expertise in a language might be totally confusing to someone
who has not. Tardif and Weber's (1991) kindergarten study illustrated this point
effectively. The teacher involved in the study was surprised to leam that students
knew the corect responses to the question, "Quel temps fait-il?" but did not
necessarily understand the words. During the observation period spent in the
Kindergarten classroom during the completion of this case study, children
responded appropriately to requests, but did not indicate that they knew what the
words meant. Trial and error, and verification by asking what the teacher meant in

English were very much in evidence.

(1988; to "other are recalled at this point.
Specifically, as she points out, tasks which occur in a known context permit the
learner to rely more heavily on other knowledge than do tasks which are more
abstract. This theory might have important implications for the kinds of activities
which can be most effectively carried out in French in the early French immersion
classroom. Teachers and educators know that certain types of learning rely heavily
on language knowledge. This places in serious doubt the rationale for insisting that
French immersion classes be carried out entirely in French, when language

knowledge is limited, and is not acquired at the rate of a child’s need to know.



159
An active, hands-on approach to language teaching was highly evident in
the classrooms observed for this study. This approach is based on the premise that
the content or the activity itself will help children to acquire the language and
vocabulary necessary to understand. It also reflects the knowledge that children
leamn by doing. They also leamn by listening and talking, sharing observations and
asking questions. The findings of this study suggest that students do have difficulty

the language of i ion, and have relatively few opportunities for

extending concept development with language. While this study did not attempt to
determine conclusively which concepts would be most affected by language
ped through extended di: i ioning and dialogue are those which

might be most directly affected. Science is mentioned by several teachers and is

only one of the subjects taught in school which requires abstract thinking, and the
asking of questions to develop understanding.

Teachers and parents are often heard to say that young children leam
languages more quickly than adults do. Daigle (1977) addressed this question and
concluded that young children are less likely to be inhibited by the second language
than are adults, but that adults and children learn languages at about the same rate,
given similar circumstances and amounts of exposure. Some children leam quickly.

Some adults leam quickly.
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Mais il est une question qui revient souvent, peut-étre trop souvent lorsque
Yon parle de Facquisition dune langue seconde, existe-t-il un dge idéal,
parce que, ce qui différencie le plus I'acquisition dune langue seconde de la
langue cest que contrai i la langue Ia langue
seconde doit étre enseignée Daigle, 1977, p. 24).

It is a question that often surfaces, perhaps too often when speaking of learning 2

second language, “Is there an idesl age?” What differentiates a second language most

of all from the first language is that the second langusge must be taught [my

transiation] .

It does not seem to have been given full consideration in French immersion
programs that teaching a language takes time, and children need time to learn.
Experience and research suggest that linguistic competence will take time to
develop, even if it can be developed quickly. While we wait for this linguistic
competence to develop, can it be considered pedagogically sound and
developmentally appropriate to respond to children's "heartfelt’ messages in French
when they are expressed in English? This is often the case in kindergarten and
Grade | French immersion in particular. The restrictions on deep emotional
communication through language is another problem. A child might want to share
the fact that a family member has died, or that his or her best friend is coming for a
sleep-over, and the teacher responds in a language that the child does not

understand. Or, the teacher might respond with sympathy or shared excitement
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which she attempts to express with simple words and tone of voice. In such
exchanges, there is no invitation for the child to share more information resulting
from the teacher's questions or comments, unless the child has learned enough
French to understand.

One way that this redefinition of goals might be achieved is to have the
percentage of English language instruction, and its introduction into Freach
immersion programs reversed from the current arrangement. Children might begin
with a significant percentage of instruction in English, gradually decreasing English
language instruction as language proficiency in French increases. This would seem
to follow a more natural progression of language development than the present
situation which is to begin by using French as the language of instruction in

and i ing the amount of French used in the

classroom from Grade 3 through the elementary and high school years.

Evaluation and assessment were not discussed as issues of concem during
teacher interviews. However, methods of evaluation and assessment which are
holistic in nature must be adopted in French immersion. One cannot expect to
adequately determine a child's level of language development or literacy skills based
solely on second-language skills. It would seem that few teachers depend entirely
on evaluation in the second language, but evaluation methods are often imprecise

and haphazard. This area of French immersion instruction must be improved. The
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evaluation in their first language, particularly at the earliest stages when diagnosis
and intervention are crucial to minimizing leaming problems. More specific and
immediate recommendations for French immersion programs are based on the
results of this study, and supported by my own experience in teaching at the earliest

levels of French immersion. They are:

®  ensuring the availability of age, interest, and language appropriate materials.

* recognition of the fact that content cannot be covered in the same manner, or to
ﬂ:emedeyeenm@tbewm’bkmﬁmlm@ngemg Thechh

program might allow the achievement of such a balanced program.
* greater support from outside sources (school board, school environment) for
French immersion programs.

o improved access to real language outside the classroom (ie. school or
community sponsored events where the target language is featured).

* improved access to remedial support for children who may experience difficulty
in French immersion.

* changes in teaching approach and strategies. The current practice of involving
children in hands-on activities would be more limited to concrete concepts, with
more abstract conceptual exploration being done in English. The use of English
part of the time would allow for a more child-centred and dialogic classroom.

® redefinition of instructional goals of French immersion, to include the use of
English for reading stories, and for discussion and presentation of abstract
concepts



Recommendations for further research

Any one of the sources used to collect data during the completion of this
case study could offer opportunities for further exploration. Students and teachers
in particular might be best able to inform researchers about the reality of second-
language learning and teaching. Further study is recommended in the following
areas:

« It might be advisable to explore the relationship between children's preferences
for certain activities and/or school subjects in French immersion and language
proficiency. Is there a direct link between the two? s it possible that a child
might dislike a subject because of difficulty with the language? Is it possible
that the second language might promote leaming in some subject areas?

* Further exploration of how children make sense of the second language in a
French immersion setting is desirable. A case study of students in Grades 4, 5,
and 6, similar in design to this study, might offer further insight into what
children feel they know and want to know. Longer and more systematic
classroom observations would likely be helpful in this area of study.

® Research into how English and French instruction might be combined in French

immersion to reflect a true ing of children’s ping language
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abilities and interests would help to determine how French immersion programs
might be modified. Would children’s second language proficiency develop as
well if they began with some instruction in English, gradually moving toward a
greater percentage of instructional time in French?

e Comparative research in a variety of French immersion settings should be
undertaken to determine whether or not children's second language development
is affected by the use of the first language as a 'starting point.' For example, in a
modified immersion setting, children might be exposed to French in high
concentration but in specific contexts and more gradually than is currently the
case. Would second-language development be negatively affected?

e It is also recommended that more extensive research be initiated to further
explore the questions of this study. Is the teacher-centred nature of French
immersion inevitable, given children’s lack of independent ability to read,
write and converse in French? Which curriculum areas lend themselves most to

instruction in French? Which areas might best be taught in English? s there a

ity of i ining the two?
A similar study focusing on children in grades 4, 5, and 6, in French
immersion and their teachers would likely result in a broader perspective on how
children perceive the program, and in particular, if they feel that the second

language environment limits learning and/or concept development in any way.
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Children at this age level would likely be able to articulate their feelings quite
adequately, and could be encourageq to tell their own stories about their school
experiences, and how they feel abot learning in French. Teachers would likely
have a great deal to contribute about presentation of abstract concepts and ideas
through the French language, as there are typically fewer opportunities in the

elementary grades to engage in hands-on activities than in the primary grades.

Concluding comments

Based on the findings of this study, and on my personal experience in the
field of early French immersion, it is reasonable to suggest that a partial French
immersion program can offer a well-balanced and more developmentally
early French immersion program. Cpildren would have the opportunity to leam
French, and to experience the benefits and joys of knowing a second language.
Teachers would have the opportunily to know children by communicating with
them in their first language about the many leaming situations they encounter in
school. Through dialogue and discuision in the first language, as well as through
more formal methods of evaluation, teachers might also be able to identify learning
problems and to begin early remediation of those problems. Teachers would be able

to provide leaming opportunities for children which build on the language and other
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knowledge children have already acquired, instead of beginning with the ‘basics’,
as is so often necessary in French. Most significantly, the teacher can become the
facilitator of the child’s leaming, and not the director, by engaging the child in
dialogue, by introducing the child to the wonder of stories which s/he is already able
to understand on the very first day of school. The French language is one of those
wonders to which the child can be introduced, in a variety of ways. French
immersion educators have already developed many effective strategies for teaching
the second language in a meaningful and exciting way. This cannot be said for
teaching all of the content which must be covered in a primary program.

In an era which allows and encourages people to be citizens of the world,
leaming more than one language would seem to be a natural aspect of our
educational evolution. However, there is a danger inherent in trying to leam too
many things too quickly, o in assuming that because children are young, they are
naturally predisposed to adapting to a second-language environment which
immerses them in a language they do not understand. Levels of development must
be considered when choosing appropriate programs for young children. Individual
interests, emotional, social and intellectual development and needs must also be
considered when developing such programs. An appropriate program will allow for

individual growth within the overall goals for achievement and learning at any
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particular level. Learning a second language can be integrated with these goals, but

not if the second language is an inhibiting factor.
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APPENDIX A

PERMISSION LETTERS




PERMISSION LETTER TO SCHOOL PRINCIPAL

Box 50578, SS #3
St. John's, NF AlB 4M2
April 21, 1995

School Principal

My name is Adele Walsh, and [ am currently a student in the Graduate Program of
the Faculty of Education at Memorial University. My studies are focused in the areas of
Primary Language Arts and Reading, and I am particularly interested in the progression of
first- and second-language development. My background as an Early French Immersion
!ﬂcherpmmpfsmewmdyuzequmonofmndhngmgepmﬁnmcymdns

to concept in Early French

1 would like to carry out a study in the kindergarten and primary grades in Early
French Immersion at your school that would allow me to explore this relationship. Such a
study would, with your permission, take place during the spring session of this school year,
1995, and would involve:

. ion in each of the Kis Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 3 classrooms, on
a daily basis, for a one-week period. The purpose of the observation period would be to
collect data relating to children's use(s) of French, response(s) to spoken French during

* interviewing each child for a period of approximately 15 minutes (please see enclosed
sample interview questions)

* interviewing each teacher (please see enclosed sample interview questions)

. on of questionnaires by parents and participating teachers.

Anonymity for the school and all participants in this study is assured. Participation
is strictly voluntary and permission may be withdrawn at any time during the study if so
desired. Students, parents, and teachers may withdraw from the study at any time, and may
refuse to answer interview questions or refrain from responding to questionnaires if they
wish. Letters requesting consent from students, parents, and teachers have been drafted and
are enclosed. These will be sent when approval has been granted from the school and from
the school board superintendent. [ understand that I must receive permission from the



Avalon Consolidated School Board Superi before beginning any study.
I have written to request this permission.

This study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education Ethics Review
Committee. If you wish to speak with a resource person not associated with the study,
please contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Associate Dean, Research and Development, Memorial
University.

I feel that my proposed research will be beneficial to children and teachers who are
mvolvedelmﬁImmunonpngnms, I am requesting your permission, and the
of the teachers to carry out the study I have described.

Your cooperation would be greatly appreciated. All results of the study will be
‘made available to you upon completion of my thesis.

Thank you very much for your consideration of my request.
Sincerely,

Adele M. Walsh, B A, BEd.
Graduate Student (MUN)



PERMISSION LETTER TO SCHOOL BOARD

Box 50578, SS #3
St. John's, NF
April 21, 1995

School Board

As you know, [ am currently on leave from my position as a Grade 2 French
Immersion teacher. [ am hoping to begin the classroom study portion of my thesis this
spring.

My proposed study will involve an exploration of the relationships between levels
of second-language proficiency and children's concept development in an Early French

I would like to request permission from the school principal to camy out a
classroom study involving the Kindergarten, Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 3 students at that
school. This study would include:

* observation of students in each of the four classrooms for a one-week period on a daily
basis

« interviews with participating students (please see attached interview questions)
« interviews with participating teachers (please see attached interview questions)

« completion of questionnaires by teachers and parents of Early French Immersion
students (please see attached questionnaires)

I have enclosed copies of the letters which have been drafted and will be sent to the
parents, teachers, and school principal pending your approval of this proposed study.
Results of the research will be made available to you upon completion of my study. The
study has been approved by the Faculty of Education's Ethics Review Committee at
Memorial University. If at any time you wish to speak with a resource person not
associated with the study, please contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Associate Dean, Research and
Development, at Memorial University. Thank you very much.



PERMISSION LETTER TO TEACHERS

Box 50578, SS #3
St. John's, NF A1B 4M2
April 21, 1995

Teachers

My name is Adele Walsh, and I am a graduate student at Memorial University in
the Faculty of Education. My studies are focused in the area of Primary Language Arts and
Readmg, A great deal of my work during the past year has involved studying and

first- and d-languag in learners of all ages.

I plan to study the relationship between second-language proficiency and concept
development in my thesis. To do this, I hope to spend some time in each of the
Kindergarten, Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 3 classrooms at your school. I would like to
spend a period of one week, on a daily basis, in each classroom to observe children and
their use of their second language as part of their everyday routine. I would like to note
their responses to spoken French and would examine the possible links between receptive
language and written/reading expression.

If permitted to observe children in your classroom, [ would make every effort to be
as unobtrusive as possible (i.e., participating in activities where necessary, playing the role
of teacher helper where appropriate).

Teacher behaviours are not the focus of this study. It may be necessary, however,
to describe the type of activity that was carried out during an observation period, or what
was said when describing a student's response to instruction. I will, with your permission,
record classroom language/activities, as recording language usage by taking notes might not
always be effective. All tapes will be destroyed immediately after data has been
transcribed. You, and the children in your classroom, will be informed on all occasions
when an audiotape recorder will be in use.

I would also like to request, as part of this study, that teachers complete a
questionnaire and agree to be interviewed by me. The length of the interview might be
awmnmal:llemmmsmdlongenfywwmh, '['hlsvmuldallowmemcrutzamom
extensive profile of the i between | and concept
than might otherwise be established. I would audiotape the interview so that our




convmnmnmbeskmeddawnhymyuhngnmawmdmgm These
i will be destroyed i after responses are transcribed in written text.

This study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education's Ethics Review
Committee at Memorial University. If you wish to speak to a resource person not
associated with the study, please contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Associate Dean, Research and
Development, Memorial University.

If you have any questions or concemns, please contact me at:

Adele Walsh
739-0053

Results of the study will be made available to you upon completion of my thesis.

Thank you very much.
Sincerely,

Adele M. Walsh, B.A., B.Ed.
Graduate Student (MUN)

I, agree to participate in this study, as
described by Adele Walsh in this letter dated ,1995. [
understand that my participation is purely voluntary, and that  may withdraw from the
study at any time. (I may refuse to answer any or all questions contained in the
pmposedqusnvnnnm,andlmay:hmsenmmmmpaxemthemqueﬁedmmcw)
and no indivi will be




PERMISSION LETTER TO PARENTS/GUARDIANS

Box 50578, SS #3
St. John's, NF A1B 4M2
April 21, 1995

Parents/Guardians

My name is Adele Walsh, and I am currently a graduate student at Memorial
University. I am focusing my studies in the areas of Primary Language Arts and Reading.
A particular area of interest for me relates to language development, as it is seen through
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. As a French Immersion teacher, second-language
development in those same areas is of primary concem to me.

I am now on leave from my position as the Grade 2 French Immersion teacher and
will be returning to that position in September, 1995.

This spring, [ hope to begin a study at your child's school which will explore the
questions of second-language proficiency and its relevance to concept development. With
your permission (as well as that of the school’s administrators and teachers), I hope to spend
a period of one week in your child's classroom for observation/data collection purposes.
Data collection refers to audiotapes of language activities and notes recording observations
‘made in the The ions would include, for example:

e children's ability to express themselves in French
© responses to spoken French (i.e., listening to stories, instructions)

I would like to interview each child very briefly to ask questions about their
i in a French ion setting. These i i would be held after [ have
spent time in your child's classroom so that he/she will be familiar with me and, hopefully,
comfortable with the idea of an interview. If your child feels uncomfortable, or shows any
hesitation to be interviewed, he/she will not be coerced in any way. With your permission, I
will audiotape the interview so that children will not be distracted by my taking notes. All
tape recordings will be destroyed i it after i ion has been into
written text.




1 would also appreciate your help in ing a ionnaire, which will be sent
include your name unless you wish to give it.

Yw&iﬂ.mﬂl-ﬂa wsﬂwolwﬂlmtbendﬂnﬁdmmymxby
name or by any other possibly i
participants in the study. Al]mﬁmmgﬂﬂedmmundyumalym My

is mot to assess individual children in any way. I wish to gain information about
children's use of their second language in an Early French Immersion environment and how
they learn through use of that language.

This study has received the approval of the Faculty of Education Ethics Review
Committee (of Memorial University). If you wish to contact a resource person not
associated with the study, please contact Dr. Stephen Norris, Associate Dean, Research and
Development, at Memorial University.

The results of the study will be made available to you upon request. If you have
i the d study, pk me:

any q

Adele Walsh
Tel. 739-0053
Fax. 739-6182

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. You and/or your child may
withdraw at any time, or decline to participate in any aspect of the study if you choose to do
0.

If you have no objections to your child's participation in this study, please complete
the attached permission form.

Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
Adele M. Walsh, B.A., B.Ed.
Graduate Student (MUN)
Name:
L grant permission for my child to




participate in the research study as outlined in the letter dated

1995 from Adele Walsh. I understand that my child will be
a participant in this study by being observed, but not identified, and by being
interviewed for a brief period of approximately 15 minutes.

I understand that my participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and that
my child and/or I can withdraw permission to participate at any time. All
information is strictly confidential and no individual will be identified. No
permanent audiotape recordings of my child will exist upon completion of this
study. Audiotape recordings may be made of my child's response to interview
questions and kept only until information is transcribed in written form.
Interview questions will be supplied to me upon request.

Date:




APPENDIX B

QUESTIONNAIRES
TEACHERS AND PARENTS



@
®)
@
®
@
®)
a)

®

TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE

What is your teaching/education background?
How did you become a French Immersion teacher?

How do you feel about teaching in French Immersion?

What are your general i ions of the
Do you feel that Early Immersion programs are successful?

‘What from that

Is achild's i important in i

How so?

Are some areas more difficult/easier to teach in French than others, or would you

consider all areas to be equal?

Do you perceive differences in French Immersion and English language

instruction? If so, please give details. If not, please note similarities.

What types of activities do you see children choose during free play/free choice

time in your classroom?

‘What language do children use during:

work periods

free play

recess time
group work/collaborative activities
with parents



with teachers

What language is heard most at school:

in the classroom

in the hallways

ontheP.A.

at assemblies/school functions

Do you always speak French with students? Please give details.

@
®)
@

®)

Are fi anguag
How?

What do you believe works most effectively in French Immersion
instruction?

‘What is least effective?

How do you feel about the materials used in French Immersion instruction (books,

tapes, etc.)?

How would you assess your knowledge of first-language and second-language

development?

Please add any comments you wish to make.



PARENT QUESTIONNAIRE

1.

2.

How would you describe your child's impressions of school?

How would you describe your child's language development in the pre-school
years? (Did the child begin to speak early? Did the child talk a lot or a little, or did
it depend on the situation?)

Do you speak French? How would you describe your experiences with French and
leaming French (if applicable)?

Did your child express an interest in speaking French him/herself before coming to
school?

Does your child seem to enjoy learning French? Does your child speak French at
home? Does your child watch French television, choose French language books,
comics, etc., to read for pleasure?

Does your child understand words in English that you expect him/her to
understand?

Do you notice differences/similarities in your child’s language and the language of
children who attend classes where instruction is given in English?

‘What are your i ions of Early French

(@) What is your involvement with your child's school work at home/in school,

etc.



(b) Would this be different/same if your child were receiving English language
instruction?
10. What were some of your reasons for choosing to enrol your child in French
Immersion?



APPENDIX C

QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT INTERVIEWS




'QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT INTERVIEWS

‘What are your i i about school?

How do you feel about leaming French?

Do you enjoy speaking French? Do you find it easy/difficult?

Do you speak French at Home? Do you watch French television? Please give
details.

Tell me about your favourite/least favourite activity at school.

(@) When you tell stories, are you able to tell them in French?

(b)  Are you able to tell them in English?

(¢©) Do you have a preference? Why?

(@ Do you enjoy/understand stories in French?

s there anything you would change about school/school work if you could?
How did you decide about going to school in French or English?

‘When you want to say something in French, how do you go about it?



|
l
[
i

APPENDIX D

‘QUESTIONS FOR TEACHER INTERVIEWS



'QUESTIONS FOR TEACHER INTERVIEWS

In your opinion, how do parents perceive the Early French Immersion program?
In your opinion, how do children perceive the Early French Immersion program?
How do you perceive this program?
In your opinion, are there outcomes of Early French Immersion programs that differ
from English language programs of the same level? Please give details about your
answer.
(@)  What kind of language development do you observe in your students?
() How would you describe your students' participation in conversations,

descriptions, narratives, etc?
Please feel free to discuss any area that you would like regarding your involvement

in Early French Immersion teaching.
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