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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to determine whether a relationship existed between low
achievement in reading comprehension in elementary French immersion schools, and
French immersion attrition by the beginning of grade 9 in School District 79 (Cowichan
Valley). The number of elementary French immersion students, from six separate
cohorts, who achieved a level of “not yet meeting expectations” on the reading portion of
the grade 4 Foundations Skills Assessment, were compared to the number of students
from the same cohorts who left the French immersion program by the beginning of grade
6 and 9 using a correlational analysis. Similarly, the number of students from the same
six cohorts who achieved a level of “not yet meeting expectations” or “minimally
meeting expectations” on grade 6 spring DART assessments, were compared to the
number of students from the same six cohorts who left the French immersion program by
the beginning of grade 9 using a correlational analysis. The results of this study indicate
that there appears to be no relationship between reading comprehension and attrition
between grades 4 and 9, or grades 6 and 9. However, the correlational data analysis
indicates that there is a strong positive relationship between attrition by grade 6 and

reading comprehension levels in grade 4.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to examine the potential impact that limited
abilities in reading comprehension in French, can have on student success in French
immersion programs in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley), a public school district of
approximately 8,000 students on Vancouver Island, British Columbia, Canada. Reading
comprehension skills develop gradually throughout the elementary years, but they
become increasingly important for student learning of curricular content in the
intermediate years and beyond, as textbooks become more widely employed in
classrooms. In French immersion, the increased reliance on using textbooks as a tool for
delivering curricular knowledge when students enter high school, places students who
struggle with reading comprehension in their second language at an academic
disadvantage relative to their peers, who meet or exceed expectations in reading
comprehension. The goal of this study was to determine whether or not a relationship
could be established between the relatively high student attrition rate at the high school
level in French immersion and the reading comprehension levels of students in the
program.

Attrition in the French immersion program in the Cowichan Valley School
District is an ongoing issue. In September 2012 there were 29 French immersion
students enrolled in grade 12 at Cowichan Secondary School. When this cohort of
students entered kindergarten in September of 2000, there were 68 students enrolled in
the program (School District 79 Enrolment Data, 2000-2012). This translates to a

significant drop out rate of 43% and, according to the data, this has been a relatively
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consistent trend. District enrolment data also indicate that the most significant changes to
enrolment numbers occurs at the high school level, from grades seven to nine. This
relatively high attrition rate was worthy of further research.

Potential causes of attrition have long been a subject of discussion amongst
teachers and administrators who work in the French immersion program in the Cowichan
Valley. In the past seven years that I have been teaching grades 5 and 6 French
immersion, I have noticed how challenging reading comprehension of textbooks is for
second-language learners in my classroom. The textbooks used in French immersion are
often direct translations of English textbooks, and the language used is designed to meet
the learning needs of Francophone students living in Francophone or bilingual regions of
Canada. Therefore, these textbooks are challenging for French immersion students living
and learning in Anglophone regions of Canada, where exposure to French outside of the
classroom is extremely limited. Since reading comprehension skills are extremely
important for gaining knowledge in all curricular areas, in my experience students who
struggle with French reading comprehension often also struggle in other academic areas
such as math, science and social studies.

Another important observation that [ have made over the past six years of
teaching in French immersion in the Cowichan Valley is that at the elementary level,
subjects are taught in a very integrated manner whereby a French Language Arts class
will address the writing and reading needs of a social studies project, and a science
project will be discussed as part of a problem-solving unit in mathematics. In this way, an
elementary school teacher can assess the reading level of a student and can adapt the

reading component of a project according to individual learning needs and, more
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specifically, student reading comprehension levels. In the high school French immersion
program in this district, based on conversations I have had with past students, I have
learned that subjects are taught in greater isolation and textbooks are used more
extensively. The combination of a greater reliance on textbooks for acquiring
knowledge, and a decreased amount of subject integration, can have a significant impact
on student learning of important curricular content if students have challenges in reading
comprehension in French immersion.

My intention in conducting this research project was to determine whether or not
there is a link between student attrition and French immersion reading comprehension. If
there is, then there would be data to support digging deeper into the issue to determine if
placing a greater emphasis on the importance of reading comprehension at the
intermediate and high school level will lead to a decrease in the rate of attrition in the
French immersion program in our district. While we as educators and administrators
have little control over the language used in French textbooks, if we can identify reading
comprehension as a contributor to attrition in French immersion then we can formulate
school and district achievement goals that reflect the needs of our second language
learners in French immersion programs.

Justification of the Study

Academic difficulty has often been cited as one of the reasons affecting a parent's
decision to withdraw their child from a French immersion program (Millstone, 1994). If
children, after enrolling in the program, begin to find it challenging, there can be an
automatic reaction by some parents to assume that the second-language delivery

component of the program is responsible for academic difficulties. However, some
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studies indicate that students with low academic ability, or students who suffer from
some form of language impairment, will experience the same difficulties in an all-English
program as they would in a French immersion program (Genesee, 2007; Millstone, 1994;
Lapkin, 1978). Additionally, Genesee (2007) argues that, all things being equal, students
who remain in a French immersion program and exhibit low academic ability can benefit
from learning a second language because it gives them an advantage over their
monolingual peers with average academic ability.

Kurk and Reynolds (2012) engaged in research that looked more closely at
struggling students and their study targeted their areas of weakness. In their study, French
immersion learners who exhibited low academic ability in reading were compared to
students of similar academic ability enrolled in an English program. When both sets of
students received the same amount and type of learning assistance to address their needs,
the French immersion students actually surpassed their English peers in reading after
receiving these special services (Kurk & Reynolds, 2012). This research thus supports
the claim that cognitive benefits accrue to students enrolled in French immersion.

Based on my six years of experience teaching in French immersion in School
District 79, another important issue for French immersion learners who struggle in the
program is the more prevalent use of textbooks to deliver curricular content at the high
school level than at the elementary level. In addition, core subjects can be very
challenging for French immersion students when they are presented using a less
integrated model in high school. According to some French immersion parents, the
combination of these two aspects of the high school model has left some students feeling

overwhelmed and eventually they have withdrawn from the program in favour of what
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they believe to be a less challenging English stream option (S. Hall, personal
communication, October, 2012). However, a study by West and Schwerdt (2012),
looking into the middle school model in the United States, indicated that English program
students also realize a distinct drop in academic performance when they enter middle
school, and the decline continues when students enter high school in grade 10. The same
research indicates that students who attend the same school from K-8 experience a much
less profound drop in academic achievement when they enter high school in grade 9 than
students who transition twice, to middle school then high school (West & Schwerdt,
2012). In other words, switching to an English program may not necessarily change
outcomes for struggling learners in French immersion.

If we try to identify changes that occur for French immersion students more
specifically, that may contribute to the significant increases in the rate of attrition in high
school, many are not unlike those that the average English student would face. In other
words, according to this researcher, broad obvious changes such as the school being
larger, social pressures being greater, the impact of adolescence, and more freedom being
granted, could place vulnerable learners from either the English or French immersion
stream at an academic disadvantage. If however, as studies have shown, academic
challenges contribute significantly to the rate of attrition in French immersion in the high
school years, how can we better equip our elementary French immersion learners to
succeed in high school and beyond in French immersion?

Researchers have tried to determine whether there are predictors of academic
difficulty in French immersion. For example, studies have been conducted to determine

whether or not there were specific reading and language acquisition challenges that could
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place students who were learning in a second language at a disadvantage relative to their
peers in the same environment. Building on previous research into how first language
reading ability impacts second language reading ability in alphabet-sharing language
pairs, Jared, Cormier, Levy and Wade-Woolley (2010) were interested in finding out
whether early predictors of second language reading ability existed for French immersion
students in Canada. The goal of their study was to provide measures that would help
with early identification of students who would experience difficulties in reading in both
French and English so that appropriate interventions could be put in place early in their
educational career to help them succeed in an immersion environment. The second goal
was to determine whether there were specific skills that played a role in learning to read
in one language or whether there were more general cognitive and linguistic skills that
transfer across languages (Jared et al., 2010).

The findings from this study indicate that, “some of the skills that play a role in
learning to read are general cognitive skills that transfer across languages” (Jared et al.,
2010, p. 134). The results show, in particular, that phonological awareness, grammatical
ability and the ability to learn symbol-sound relationships as assessed by letter-sound
relationships and rapid automized naming (RAN) predicted future reading ability in
French. While English vocabulary does not seem to reflect an ability to acquire words
that transfers across languages, working memory and storage of information show some
signs of being predictors of reading comprehension across languages.

This research supports the notion that English reading skills are predictors of
French reading skills. Consequently, District Assessment of Reading Team (DART)

results, a reading comprehension test administered in English in the fall and in the spring
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each year across all grades, and Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) data for reading
comprehension which is collected in the spring of grade 4 and 7, are predictors of reading
comprehension skills in French. Results from these assessments were compared to
district enrolment data to see if changes in enrolment could be linked to low reading
comprehension achievement.
Research Question and Hypothesis

Based on the current research into French immersion attrition, the role that
reading comprehension plays in academic success in French immersion, and the research
into the English reading ability being a predictor of French reading ability, the question
guiding this research was as follows: Is there a positive correlation between English “not
yet meeting expectations” and “minimally meeting expectations” reading comprehension
levels at the end of grade 4 and 6 and the attrition rate at the beginning of grade 9?7 It was
believed that since reading comprehension impacts student success in all curricular areas
requiring the use of French textbooks for the acquisition of knowledge, that the number
of students who received low results in their grade 4 FSAs and grade 6 DART reading
comprehension spring assessment would correlate to the number of students who exited
the French immersion program by the beginning of grade 9.
Definition of Terms

The Cowichan Valley School District underwent restructuring in the fall of 2013.
As a result, high school now refers to grades 8 to 12 throughout the entire school district.
The French immersion program at the elementary school where this study was conducted
operates as single-track early French immersion school, which means that only French

immersion students attend the school and there is no English program operating within
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the school alongside the French immersion program. The term early French immersion
means that students enter the French immersion program in this school in kindergarten or
grade 1. Another important item to note is that French immersion schools have the
option of introducing English Language Arts at either grade 3 or grade 4 in British
Columbia. Prior to the introduction of English Language Arts, all instruction is delivered
in French only. In the district where this study was conducted, English Language Arts is
introduced into the program in grade 3.

The elementary school where the DART and FSA data were collected feed
into a dual-track French immersion and English high school. The term dual-track
means that the school runs two distinct programs: one that is delivered entirely in
English and one that is delivered using the French immersion model. At the high
school level from grades 8 to 10, French immersion students receive
approximately 70% of their instruction in French, whereas students in the English
stream receive 100% of their instruction in English.
Brief Overview of the Study

The Superintendent of School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) was contacted in the
fall of 2013 to request permission to use data from the grade 6 spring DART assessments
and the reading results from the FSA assessments in grade 4 from the French immersion
elementary school where this research was conducted. The data from the spring DART
assessments for grade 6 students from 2005-2010 and the grade 4 FSA data from the
spring of 2003-2008 was tabulated by year and sorted by number of students who
received “not yet meeting expectations”, “minimally meeting expectations”, “fully

meeting expectations” and “exceeding expectations”.
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The Superintendent of School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) was also contacted
by the researcher to request permission to access District Enrolment Reports for the
elementary school where the research was conducted, and the high school that the French
immersion students in the school district feed into. Enrolment data were tabulated by
year of enrolment for six cohorts of students in grades 4, 6 and 9 and the attrition rate was
calculated based on the number of students who had left the program from grade 4 to 6,
grade 4 to 9, and grade 6 to 9.

The information was plotted on a scatter diagram graph with one axis indicating
the number of students who had left the program and the other indicating the number of
students who achieved low reading comprehension results on either the grade 4 FSAs or
the grade 6 spring DART assessment. One data point for each cohort was plotted on the
diagram and a coefficient of variation was calculated to determine if there was a positive
correlation between the rate of attrition in by the beginning of grade 9 and the number of
students who received “not yet meeting” or “minimally meeting expectations” results on
the reading component of their grade 4 FSAs and their grade 6 English spring DART
assessments. This study looked only at enrolment and reading results by cohort, and did
not track individual student enrolment and their respective results. Therefore, the intent
of this study was not to identify a cause-effect relationship between reading
comprehension and attrition. Instead, its results were meant to provide evidence to
determine whether further research into attrition and reading comprehension was

warranted in the district where this study was conducted.
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Chapter 2: Review of Relevant Literature
Introduction

The literature review in this chapter will focus on four main themes related to
French immersion programs in Canada. The first section will discuss the history of
French immersion in Canada, enrollment trends and the various program models that
exist nation-wide. The second section will summarize research-based evidence regarding
the potential benefits that can be realized by students who choose to study in French
immersion.

Section three will discuss the elevated attrition rate in French immersion and the
most common grade levels at which attrition generally occurs. The most common causes
of attrition will also be reviewed in this section. Section four will look more closely at
academic difficulties experienced by students and their impact on attrition, with a focus
on the impact that reading comprehension has on academic success. In this section, I will
also review literature that indicates that reading comprehension skills in English are
predictors of reading comprehension skills in French, which supports the use of
provincial and district-wide English reading comprehension assessment results to predict
reading comprehension abilities in French for the purposes of my research.

History of French Immersion in Canada

French immersion was introduced in the public school system in St. Lambert,
Québec in the 1960s in response to the desire of Anglophone parents living in Québec to
have their children learn French (Swain & Lapkin, 2011; Shea, 2003; Keep, 1993). The
primary objectives of the program were to permit Anglophone children to become

functionally bilingual in oral and written French while continuing to satisfy the
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requirements of the curriculum at their age and school level. In addition, the program
aimed to help foster an appreciation and respect for Francophone culture while allowing
students to maintain their own cultural identity (Roy & Galiev, 2011).

French immersion models vary from province to province, and often from district
to district within the same province. Generally speaking, early French immersion refers
to a program where the language of study is solely French in the first years of elementary
school, and English Language Arts is added to the curriculum only once a child has
reached a satisfactory level of French language proficiency (Keep, 2003; Lapkin, 1979;
Barik & Swain, 1978). In BC, the amount of English taught gradually increases to 20%
from grade 3 or 4 to grade 7, then to 25%-50% from grade 8 to 10, and to 75% for grade
11 and 12 (BC French Immersion Policy, 1996).

French immersion expanded rapidly across Canada throughout the 1970s and
1990s. By 1977, there were 45 087 students enrolled in French immersion in Canada,
which represented 1.2% of total student enrolment nation wide (Shea, 2003). According
to Canadian Parents for French (2013), a national parent-based advocacy group that
promotes and supports young people in learning French as a second language, enrolment
in French immersion in British Columbia has seen steady increases for the past decade.
In 2003, the Canadian Parents for French reported that French immersion accounted for
5.45% of total BC public school enrolment and by the 2012-2013 school year, it had
reached 8.48% of total public school enrolment in BC (Canadian Parents for French, BC

Public School French Immersion Enrolment, 2003-2013).
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Benefits of Learning in a French Immersion Environment

The popularity of the French immersion model is in large part due to the benefits
that research has shown accrues to students who enter the program. Studies that looked
at the achievement results in academic subjects of students enrolled in French immersion
indicate that French immersion students perform at the same level or better in academic
areas than students enrolled in regular English programs (Makropoulos, 2010; Lapkin et
al., 2003; Barik & Swain, 1978). Early studies of French immersion students also
indicated that intensive exposure to, and instruction in a second language, appears to have
the effect of strengthening the knowledge of a student’s first language (Mannavarayan,
2002; Lapkin, 1978). All the while, as Barik and Swain (1977) proved through their
research, students studying in French immersion acquire as much knowledge in academic
subjects as their peers in the regular English program. Further anecdotal evidence
gathered from teachers at all levels indicates that the study skills and attentiveness of
immersion students are superior to that of their counterparts studying in an English
program (Barik and Swain, 1978; Lapkin, 1978).

Research also supports the notion that socio-economic benefits can result from
graduating from a French immersion program in Canada. For example, adults who are
functionally bilingual can access to a larger variety of university programs since they can
enter into either French or English programs of study, and their employment prospects
within Canada and abroad are increased since they can compete for jobs that require an
individual to be bilingual, unlike their monolingual counterparts (Markopoulos, 1998;

Genesee, 1987). According to Makropoulos (1998), students who meet with success in
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the program also generally have heightened self-esteem and experience feelings of pride
when they graduate from the program.
Attrition in French Immersion

Despite evidence that supports the notion that extra benefits to can result from
choosing to enroll children in French immersion programs over a unilingual English
program, French immersion programs have experienced a relatively high rate of attrition
nation-wide (Canadian Parents for French Enrollment Data, 2003-2013). Enrollment
statistics for BC indicate that students are exiting the program at a rate of 17% from
grades 1 to 5, and that from grades 7 to 12, 42% of students who entered the program as
early immersion or late immersion registrants opt to exit the program (BC French
Immersion Attrition by Grade, 2003-2013). In addition to the statistics provided by
Canadian Parents for French, there is also research indicating that there is a significant
dropout rate at the secondary level across Canada (Makropoulos, 2010; Beck, 2004;
Mannavaryan, 2002; Halsall, 1997).

The desire to determine what factors contribute to attrition in French immersion
has generated a great deal of scholarly interest in Canada since as early as the 1970s.
Studies that looked at the most common causes for attrition stated that academic
difficulty and a lack of adequate remedial services available for students in need is one of
the most significant contributors to attrition in French immersion programs at a variety of
levels, but predominantly at the elementary level (Millstone, 1994; Genesee, 1983;
Lapkin et al., 1983; Bruck 1978). At the secondary level, lack of course variety, heavy
workload and the anticipation of better grades in an English program of study have been

cited as contributors to the attrition rate (Halsall, 1991; Hayden, 1988). Behavioural and
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emotional problems are also cited in the research as contributing to attrition. Studies
indicate that students who held poor attitudes towards the program or school in general,
or who felt that their performance was not meeting their expectations of themselves,
tended to abandon the French immersion program in favour of a unilingual program of
study (Mannavarayan, 2002; Bruck, 1985a; Genesee, 1983).

Obadia and Thériault (1995) took a slightly different approach to studying the
causes of attrition. They queried French coordinators, school principals and French
immersion teachers in British Columbia regarding their perceptions of causes of the
attrition rate in French immersion. While in this study academic difficulty and limited
choice of subjects were cited as contributors to attrition, peer pressure was also perceived
as a common reason for students leaving immersion, and that grades 7 and 8 were critical
periods for retention, which are often transition periods (Obadia & Theriault, 1995). In
fact, transitions to middle school or high school are stated as periods of higher attrition in
the literature for a variety of reasons. Some research states that having to travel greater
distances to access secondary French immersion programs impacts the choice to continue
French immersion studies, and that some students feel that an adequate level of French
has been achieved by the end of elementary school and there is no reason to continue in
French immersion (Halsall, 1991). The optional status of the French immersion further
compounds the issue of attrition in French immersion programs. According to Keep
(1993), since the choice to participate in French immersion is optional and there are no
entrance tests required, the program is easy to enter and just as easy to exit should

academic challenges present themselves.
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Studies have been undertaken to look more closely at the experiences of students
in grade 6 to 8 in French immersion to try and isolate factors that are more distinctly
associated with attrition at these grade levels since the rate of attrition jumps fairly
significantly during this period. A study in the United States looking at the middle school
model, whereby students transition from elementary school to a different site from grades
6 to 8, and then transition again to high school for grades 9 to 12, indicated that students
experience a distinct drop in academic performance when they enter middle school (West
and Schwerdt, 2002). The same study noted that students who remained in the same
school from grades k to 8 and transitioned only once to high school in grade 9,
experienced a much less profound drop in academic achievement. Since it was stated
earlier that academic performance impacts attrition in French immersion, it is reasonable
to assume that transitions then also impact attrition due to their link to academic
achievement.

Another factor contributing to the relatively high attrition rate once students leave
the elementary setting may be the difference in program delivery experienced by students
once they enter high school. In BC, for example, students in elementary French
immersion programs are taught in an integrated manner whereby a French language
lesson will incorporate the new vocabulary that is being explored in math, social studies
or science, or the readings used to work on reading comprehension strategies will come
from a social studies or science textbook (Karsenti et al, 2008; BC Ministry of Education,
1995). Students in the elementary setting therefore rely less heavily on the independent

use of textbooks for mastering concepts in curricular areas. The high school model in
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British Columbia has academic subjects being taught in isolation of each other, which is a
big contrast to how the elementary model works (BC Ministry of Education, 1996).

French immersion students in both early immersion programs and late immersion
programs rate difficulties in reading and writing as the primary reasons for transferring
out of French immersion at the grade 6 to 8 levels, and poor test performance was ranked
as the second most important factor (Hayden, 1988). Furthermore, Beck (2004) cites
problems with the reading level of textbooks and classroom resources in grade 7 in
classrooms in Prince Edward Island as a dominant issue in French immersion attrition for
late immersion students. It thus stands to reason that non-fiction reading comprehension
difficulties experienced by French immersion students in a non cross-curricular setting
may be contributing to poorer academic success and to attrition. My experiences in
education and teaching at the grade 5 and 6 level for the past seven years made me keenly
interested in determining whether French reading comprehension could be linked to
attrition once students transition to high school.
Reading Comprehension in French Immersion

The French immersion schools in the Cowichan Valley School District do not
currently use a common French reading assessment tool. As a result, information
pertaining to student achievement in the area of reading comprehension in French is
limited to report card data, which is not generalizable. Therefore, this information could
not be used for the purposes of this study to determine whether there was a relationship
between French reading comprehension and attrition at the high school level.

Studies have proven that French immersion students’ performance on large scale

English reading, writing and mathematics assessments indicate that their academic
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abilities are generally on par or exceeding that of their English program peers by the end
of grade 6 (Lapkin et al., 2003). However, there are at-risk students in French immersion
that do not fit this profile. Kurk and Reynolds (2012) engaged in research that looked
more closely at struggling students and targeted their specific needs. In their study,
French Immersion learners who exhibited low academic ability in reading were compared
to students of similar academic ability enrolled in an English program. When both sets of
students received the same amount and type of learning assistance to address their needs,
the French immersion students actually surpassed their English peers in reading after
receiving these special services (Kurk & Reynolds, 2012). In other words, early
detection of reading difficulty can result in improved long-term outcomes for French
immersion students in the area of reading comprehension if interventions are put into
place when challenges are identified.

The research noted above, in addition to the research conducted by Jared et al.
(2010) cited in chapter 1, supports the notion that English reading skills are predictors of
French reading skills. Consequently, District Assessment of Reading Team (DART)
results, a reading comprehension test administered in English in the fall and in the spring
each year across all grades, and Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) data for reading
comprehension, which is collected in the spring of grade 4, are predictors of reading
comprehension skills in French. Therefore DART and FSA data were used in the current
study to compare low reading comprehension ability to attrition numbers to determine
whether there is a relationship between low reading comprehension levels and attrition in

the French immersion program in the Cowichan Valley School District.
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Chapter 3: Methods and Procedures

Description of the Research Design

The purpose of this research was to determine whether a relationship existed
between the attrition rate in French immersion at the high school level, and student
reading comprehension levels. Foundation Skills Assessments (FSAs) and District
Assessment of Reading Team (DART) spring assessments test reading comprehension
skills, and thus provided a wealth of available data to use for the purpose of this study.
FSA results for individual schools are available online to the public, and spring DART
results are accessible, with permission, from school districts where these assessments are
administered. FSA testing is done in grade 4 and 7 in elementary school, and DART
assessments are done annually in the fall and in the spring of each school year beginning
in grade 4 in the district where this research was conducted. While both tests are
administered in English, as cited in chapter 1, there is research that suggests that English
reading comprehension is a predictor of French reading comprehension (Jared, Cormier,
Levy, & Wade-Wooly, 2011). The quantitative data gathered via these assessments were
compared to the enrolment changes between grades 4 and 9, grades 4 and 6, and grades 6
and 9, to see whether there was a relationship between the number of students who
struggled with reading comprehension in French immersion in elementary school and the
number of students who withdrew from the French immersion program in high school by
grade 9.
Description of the Sample

The sample population for this study was six cohorts of students in grades 4, 6

and 9 from six cohorts who were enrolled in French immersion in the Cowichan Valley
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School District. The number of students in each cohort ranged between 21 and 57. The
number of males and females in the sample population was roughly equal. Students in the
French immersion program in the Cowichan Valley School District currently attend
elementary school from kindergarten to grade 7, and transition to high school for grades 8
to 12. Table 3.1 below identifies each cohort and years when they were in each of the
grade levels being studied.

Table 3.1

Grade 4, 6 and 9 school years for each of the cohorts analyzed

Cohort Grade 4 year Grade 6 year Grade 9 year
A 2002-2003 2004-2005 2007-2008
B 2003-2004 2005-2006 2008-2009
C 2004-2005 2006-2007 2009-2010
D 2005-2006 2007-2008 2010-2011
E 2006-2007 2008-2009 2011-2012
F 2007-2008 2009-2010 2012-2013

Grade 4 students were selected as a sample group for this study because cohort
FSA results, which include an English reading comprehension component, were publicly
available and provided useful information to support this research. Grade 6 students were
selected as a second sample group for this study because literature suggested that there
was a lag in English reading ability for French immersion students between grades 3 and
6, and English Language Arts instruction is only introduced in grade 3 in French
immersion in the district where this study was conducted (Lapkin, Hart, & Turnbull,
2003). The same research indicated that this lag disappears by the end of grade 6. Asa
result, the end of the grade 6 year was selected as a second data collection point for

reading comprehension results. Because the attrition rate in French immersion has
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traditionally been higher at the high school level, grade 9 enrolment data was used to
calculate the attrition rate since attrition has typically been high in this grade according to
the data.

Description of the Instruments Used

The instruments used to collect data on students' reading comprehension levels
were the grade 4 FSA (BC Ministry of Education) and the grade 6 Spring DART
(Brownlie, 2006) reading assessments. The grade 4 FSAs are administered in five
stages. Two stages are completed online using a multiple choice question format. The
other three stages are completed in a booklet with written responses provided by students.
Of the five areas assessed, two are fiction and non-fiction reading comprehension
assessments. For the online reading comprehension component, students log into the
FSA website and instructions are reviewed with their teacher prior to beginning the
assessment. Once the instructions are reviewed and any lingering questions are answered,
students read two passages of text and then answer a series of multiple choice questions
related to the reading. The text is available for reference throughout the test. The written
reading comprehension test is given in the classroom and students respond to a series of
questions in an FSA booklet. Instructions are read aloud by the teacher prior to
beginning the test and are clarified as needed by the teacher.

FSA multiple choice questions are scored by the BC Ministry of Education and
the written response questions are assessed in accordance with criteria outlined in the BC
Performance Standards for reading comprehension by groups of teachers and
administrators who are trained to administer and mark the tests. Teachers and

administrators are randomly assigned student tests to mark and do not mark their own
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schools. The marking sessions include a testing component where markers are given sets
of anchor papers to mark in teams to later use as references to ensure maximum
objectivity in the marking process. Results for the written comprehension tests are
recorded as “not yet meeting expectations”, “minimally meeting expectations”, “fully
meeting expectations” and “exceeding expectations” using the BC Performance
Standards for Reading for Information for grade 4 (see Appendix A), and then they are
sent to the BC Ministry of Education. The final results for the reading comprehension
tests, which summarize the results of the online questions and written response questions,
are compiled by the BC Ministry of Education, coded by district and by school, and are
uploaded to the internet for public viewing. Each school receives a report indicating the
number of students that fell within “not yet meeting expectations”, “meeting
expectations” and “exceeding expectations” for the given assessment year (see Appendix
B). Each student participant receives an individual report of their performance and
classroom teachers of the students assessed receive a summary report outlining each of
their students’ results on the assessment.

The grade 6 Spring DART assessment tool is a non-fiction reading
comprehension assessment that is scored using the BC Performance standards for
reading. Teachers are trained to administer DART tests and follow a detailed protocol,
which is outlined in the DART package. Tests are administered in the classroom and
students who have individualized educational plans are provided with adaptations such as
scribes or voice recording devices to record their responses so that the writing component

does not hamper their ability to respond to questions. Teachers get together in grade

groupings and group-mark these tests to ensure that all students are assessed objectively
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using the BC Performance Standards for Reading for Information for grade 6. The rubric
for this assessment has four categories, which are “not yet within expectations”, “meets
expectations (minimal level)”, “fully meets expectations” and “exceeds expectations”
(see Appendix C). DART data is entered into the school district assessment and
reporting database. Data can be extrapolated by year, by grade level and by school
without individual student names being revealed (see Appendix D).

Explanation of the Procedures Followed

This research was conducted as a correlational study. Therefore, multiple sources
of data were accessed to compare results and present findings in a graphical format. In
order to gain access to FSA data, the BC Ministry of Education website was consulted
and a search was carried out for the school and district in question. Since online data was
only available as far back as 2008, the Ministry of Education was contacted directly to
gain access to data for the period from 2002 to 2008. Only reading results collected
through the FSA tests were used for the purposes of this study, and not the math
components. They were tabulated by cohort and by achievement level of “not yet
meeting expectations”, “meeting expectations” and “exceeding expectations”. The
number of students who received “not yet meeting expectations” results was compared
against the attrition rate at the beginning of grades 6 and 9 in French immersion.

In order to retrieve DART data, permission was requested of the Cowichan Valley
School District to gain access to records of Spring DART results for grade 6 French
immersion students from 2005 to 2010. Since the data extrapolation method is flexible,
the researcher requested that it be presented by school year and in columns with headers

b 1Y

labeled “not yet within expectations”, “meets expectations (minimal level)”, “fully meets
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expectations” and “exceeds expectations” without identifying any student names.
Therefore, individual student data was not provided to the researcher, only the number of
students who achieved in each category in a particular school year. The researcher
compared the number of students who received “not yet within expectations” and “meets
expectations (minimal level)” to the attrition rate by the beginning of grade 9.
Discussion of Validity and Reliability

Several steps were taken to promote the external validity of this study. The
researcher attempted to gather data over a relatively long period of time in order to
maximize the number of data sets that could be compared in the correlational graph. The
researcher was also able to ensure that the data used represented results from the French
immersion program only, since the school district being studied did not offer dual-track
French immersion and English programs at the time that this research was conducted.
External validity was somewhat compromised by the small number of participants in the
sample population who met the reading level criteria being targeted for the purposes of
this research. The number of students that fell within the “not yet meeting expectations”
category for the grade 4 FSA reading tests, and who fell within the “not yet meeting
expectations” or “meeting expectations (minimal level)” for the grade 6 DART tests were
relatively low.

Since all grade 4 and grade 6 students are tested using the FSA and the DART,
internal validity for this study was quite high. In addition, the data was taken from
different classes with different teachers, and prior to the researcher knowing that she
would be undertaking a Masters study of this nature. The results were therefore compiled

completely objectively, as they would be in any given school year. Finally, since the data
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were coded by year, by school, by grade and by assessment criteria, no student names
appeared on any of the data used and could not be linked to individual students. Finally,
FSA and DART tests both require that teachers provide adaptations for students who
have individualized educational plans if they state that the writing process challenges
their ability to adequately answer reading comprehension questions independently.
Therefore, all students are assessed fairly during FSA tests and the DART.

Description of Analysis Techniques Used

The attrition rate in grade 9 was calculated in two different ways. For the
purposes of comparing FSA results to the attrition rate, the attrition rate was calculated
by subtracting the number of French immersion students enrolled in September of their
grade 6 and 9 year, from the French immersion enrolment numbers in September when
the same cohorts were in grade 4. Similarly, for the purposes of comparing DART
results to the attrition rate, the attrition rate was calculated by subtracting the number of
French immersion students enrolled in September of their grade 9 year from the French
immersion enrolment numbers in September when the same cohort was in grade 6.

The number of French immersion students who received “not yet meeting
expectations” on their grade 4 FSA tests and the French immersion attrition rate were
plotted on a graph with the x-axis labeled “Attrition between grades 4 and 9” and the y-
axis labeled “Number of students NYM expectations on grade 4 FSA”. There was one
data point for each cohort.

A second graph was produced that had the same axis labels but compared the
number of French immersion students who received “not yet meeting expectations” and

“meeting expectations (minimal level)” on their grade 6 spring DART assessment to the
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number of French immersion students who had withdrawn from the program between
grade 6 and grade 9, for each of the cohorts, to see if there was a positive correlational
relationship between the two data sets.

Finally, the number of French immersion students who received “not yet meeting
expectations” on their grade 4 FSA tests and the French immersion attrition rate between
grade 4 and 6, were plotted on a graph with the x-axis labeled “Attrition between grades
4 and 6” and the y-axis labeled “Number of students NYM expectations on grade 4

FSA”. Again, there was one data point for each cohort.



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION 26

Chapter 4: Findings and Results

Summary of the Study

The purpose of the current study was to determine whether a relationship existed
between student English reading comprehension at the end of grades 4 and 6, and student
attrition in French immersion based on changes in program enrolment by the beginning
of grade 9. The research took place in the fall of 2013 and the spring of 2014. It was
based on enrolment, DART and FSA data collected during the 2002 to 2012 period for
students from Ecole Duncan Elementary, and enrolment data from Ecole Mount Prevost
Middle School. All data used for this research were collected prior to the district
restructuring to a k-7 and 8-12 model, which is why Ecole Mount Prevost is being
referred to in this section of study. Data from Ecole Mill Bay was also omitted from this
study since the first cohort of grade 8 students from Ecole Mill Bay began their grade 8
year in French immersion year in the fall of 2012. Since attrition at the beginning of the
grade 9 year was the subject of this study, Ecole Mill Bay’s students could not be tracked
along similar timelines. Therefore, their enrolment, DART and FSA data are not
included in the data presented below.
Tabulation of Existing Data

Table 4.1 identifies the six cohorts that were studied for the purposes of this
research. The cohorts identified were selected for this study because grade 4 FSA data,
grade 6 spring DART data and enrolment data for each cohort’s grade 4 and 6 years was
available, and enrolment data for the fall of their grade 9 year was also available. The
year 2003 was the earliest year that FSA data could be accessed, which corresponded to

the 2002-2003 school year since the FSAs are written in the spring each year. This same
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cohort then reached grade 6 in the 2004-2005 school year, and grade 9 in the 2007-2008
school year. This first cohort was therefore identified as cohort A. Each year where all
sets of data were available were subsequently labeled cohorts B, C, D, E and F, resulting
in six cohorts of students from Ecole Duncan Elementary and Ecole Mount Prevost being
studied in total (see Table 3.1).

Each cohort’s enrolment for their grades 4, 6 and 9 years was retrieved from
School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) board office. Table 4.2 represents the enrolment
numbers for each cohort in the fall of their grade 4, 6 and 9 school years respectively.
The total number of students whose FSA and DART results were used for this research
thus varies from year to year and from cohort to cohort.

Table 4.1

Enrolment at the beginning of grades 4, 6 and 9

Cohort Grade 4 Enrolment Grade 6 Enrolment | Grade 9 Enrolment
A 34 27 21
B 50 38 25
C 50 48 33
D 43 39 22
E 55 48 39
F 57 52 40

Based on the enrolment data tabulated above, the number of students who left the
program, or the attrition rate, was calculated for each cohort between their grade 4 and 9
school years, their grade 6 and 9 school years, and their grade 4 and 6 school years.
While attrition between grades 4 to 6 was not initially the subject of this study, this
researcher felt that including it in the study could potentially help isolate some additional

information worthy of consideration. Attrition was calculated by subtracting the
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enrolment in the later grade of a given cohort, from the enrolment from earlier grades of
the same cohort. For example, attrition between grade 4 and 9 for cohort A was
calculated by subtracting enrolment for cohort A for grade 9, which was 21, from the
enrolment for cohort A from grade 4, which was 34. Therefore, as stated in table 4.3,
attrition for cohort A between grade 4 and 9 is 13. Similarly, the attrition rate was
calculated for each cohort and noted below its corresponding grade range in Table 4.3.
Only raw cohort numbers and changes have been compiled in the data tables for this
study. They have not been adjusted to account for mid-year in-migration of new students
to cohorts.

Table 4.2

Attrition between grades 4 and 9, 6 and 9, and 4 and 6 from 2002 to 2012

Cohort Grad.e .4-9 Grad.e .6-9 Grad.e .4-6
Attrition Attrition Attrition
A 13 6 7
B 25 13 12
C 17 15 2
D 21 17 4
E 16 9 7
F 17 12 5

Grade 4 FSA results were obtained from the BC Ministry of Education
Assessment Branch. The results for the 2007-2008 school year were available in detailed
format whereby the number of students “not yet meeting expectations”, “meeting
expectations” and “exceeding expectations” were listed for each category of the

assessment. In addition, students for whom the performance level was unknown were

listed separately and their results were not used to compare the district results to the
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provincial results. It was assumed, for the purposes of this study that students for whom
results were not listed were those who declined to participate.

The results provided from the ministry for the 2002 to 2007 period only listed
students as meeting or exceeding expectations as a sum total. However, the older data
identified the participation rate for each year of testing. As a result, the participation rate,
which was presented as a percentage of the total enrolment for the given year of testing,
was used to identify the number of students whose results were not included in the
meeting or exceeding expectations numbers. The number of students who met or
exceeded expectations plus the number of students who did not participate in the
assessment, were deducted from total enrolment for the given year of assessment to
determine the number of students who were “not yet meeting expectations” for cohorts A,
B, C, D and E as outlined in Table 4.4.

Table 4.3

Grade 4 FSA results for each cohort from 2003 to 2008

Cohort FSA | Performance NYM Meeting Exceeding
Grade 4 Unknown
A 2 8 24
B 2 12 36
C 0 4 46
D 3 3 37
E 5 9 41
F 1 3 53

Grade 6 DART data was supplied by the Cowichan Valley school district by level
of performance for each of the cohorts being analyzed. Table 4.5 provides a summary of

the results from the DART assessment for cohorts A to F, or from the spring of 2005 to
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the spring of 2010. Due to job action by the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation in
the spring of 2005, teachers in the Cowichan Valley school district did not administer the
DART in that particular year. Consequently, there were no results available for cohort A
as indicated in the table below.

Table 4.4

Grade 6 spring DART results for each cohort from 2005 to 2010

Cohort DART NYM Minimally Fully Meeting Exceeding
Grade 6 Meeting
A n/a n/a n/a n/a
B 0 8 30 0
C 1 1 44 2
D 2 11 15 10
E 0 11 30 6
F 0 4 31 18

Correlational Analysis of Data

To determine whether a relationship existed between French immersion attrition
by the beginning of grade 9, and reading comprehension results on grade 4 FSA and
grade 6 DART reading comprehension assessments, the data for attrition (y-axis) was
plotted against the data for students “not yet meeting expectations” on grade 4 FSAs or
students “not yet meeting expectations” or “minimally meeting expectations” on the
grade 6 DART (x-axis). It should be noted that while the line crosses zero in each figure,
there were no zero results in the data. The data point was inserted solely to make the line

graph start from zero. The zero value was not used in any of the statistical calculations.
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Figure 4.1. Correlation between students not yet meeting expectations on grade 4 FSAs
and attrition between grades 4 and 9

A correlation coefficient was used to examine the relationship between attrition
from grade 4 to 9 and low reading comprehension achievement scores on grade 4 FSAs.
Figure 4.1 is a scatter diagram representing the relationship between these two data sets.
Outliers was detected in cohort B and D where attrition for this set of students was
relatively high. For the six cohorts analyzed, the relationship between attrition at the
beginning of grade 9, and low reading comprehension achievement scores was weak
(=0.274, p<0.01).

Figure 4.2 represents the relationship between attrition from grade 6 to 9 and low
reading comprehension achievement on grade 6 spring DART assessments. The scatter
diagram representing this relationship between the two data sets indicated that there was

no relationship between attrition and low reading comprehension results on the grade 6
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DART spring assessment (#=0.007, p<0.01). In other words, low reading comprehension

results were not predictors of attrition between grades 6 and 9.
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Figure 4.2 Correlation between students not yet meeting or minimally meeting
expectations on grade 6 DART and attrition between grades 6 and 9

Figure 4.3 represents attrition between grade 4 and 6, plotted against low
achievement results on grade 4 FSAs for each cohort. A strong positive relationship
exists between attrition and low reading comprehension achievement on grade 4 FSA
assessments (7=0.899, p>0.05). This would indicate that students who withdraw from
French immersion by grade 6 tend to also achieve lower results on the reading

comprehension portion of the grade 4 FSAs.
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Figure 4.3 Correlation between students not yet meeting expectations on grade 4 FSAs
and attrition between grades 4 and 6
Summary

In summary, based on the date range of data available for grade 4 FSAs, grade 6
DART assessments, and enrolment for grades 4, 6 and 9 for six cohorts of students in
French immersion in the Cowichan Valley school district from the 2002 to the 2012
period, there appears to be no relationship between reading comprehension and attrition
between grades 4 and 9, or grades 6 and 9. However, the correlational data analysis
indicates that there is a strong positive relationship between attrition by grade 6 and low

reading comprehension results on grade 4 FSAs.
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Chapter 5: Summary, Discussion and Conclusions

Summary of the Research

The purpose of this study was to determine whether a relationship existed
between low achievement in reading comprehension in elementary French immersion
schools and French immersion attrition by the beginning of grade 9 in School District 79
(Cowichan Valley). The focus of the investigation was to compare the number of
students from six cohorts of one district French immersion elementary school, who
achieved a level of “not yet meeting expectations” on the reading comprehension portion
of the grade 4 FSAs, and the number of students who achieved a level of “not yet
meeting expectations” or “minimally meeting expectations” on grade 6 spring DART
assessments, to the number of students from the same cohorts who left the French
immersion program by the beginning of grade 9. The cohort sizes in grade 4 varied from
34 to 57 students and by the beginning of grade 9 they ranged from 21 to 40 students.
Data were available to tabulate FSA results, DART results and enrolment trends for the
six cohorts who were studied, from 2002 to 2012. The only exception was the
availability of grade 6 DART data for the spring of 2005 when, as a result of teacher job
action, DART assessments were not administered in the district.

The study was carried out in the fall of 2013 for the six chosen cohorts when FSA
data were successfully retrieved from the Ministry of Education, and spring grade 6
DART data and enrolment data were retrieved from School District 79 (Cowichan
Valley). Enrolment changes between grades 4 to 9 and grades 4 to 6 for six cohorts
labelled A to F were plotted in scatter diagrams against “not yet meeting expectations”

reading comprehension results on grade 4 FSAs for each cohort. Similarly, enrolment
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changes between grades 6 to 9 for the same six cohorts were plotted in scatter diagrams
against “not yet meeting expectations” or “minimally meeting expectations” on spring
grade 6 DART assessments for each cohort. Correlation coefficients were calculated for
each data set. The correlation coefficients indicated that there was no relationship
between low reading comprehension in grades 4 and 6, and attrition in grade 9.
However, there was a strong positive correlation between low reading comprehension
results on grade 4 FSAs and attrition by grade 6 in French immersion.

Discussion

As mentioned above, the current study revealed that there is a strong relationship
between low reading comprehension on grade 4 FSAs and attrition by grade 6 in French
immersion. This corroborates with early studies in French immersion in Canada that
pointed at academic difficulty as a primary contributor to attrition in immersion
programs, particularly at the elementary level (Millstone, 1994; Genesee, 1983; Lapkin et
al., 1983; Bruck 1978). These studies did not singularly cite reading comprehension as
the sole area of academic difficulty noted by respondents in their research. However,
according to research by Hayden (1988), students in both early and late French
immersion programs rated reading and writing as the primary reasons for exiting the
program between grades 6 and 8.

In Hayden’s study, students cited poor test performance as the second most
important factor contributing to students leaving French immersion. The significance of
testing and test performance, and their impact on attrition, is also supported by the
findings in the current study. Grade 4 is the first year that students participate in large-

scale, blanket testing in the district where this study was conducted. In addition, FSA and
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DART tests are administered in English, and students in early French immersion only
begin receiving formal instruction in English in grade 3. While there is a assumption that
parents are informed of the biases of these tests against French immersion students, much
like report card results, they have an impact on how students perceive themselves as
learners and how parents perceive their children’s academic status. Even though Lapkin
et al. (2003) demonstrated through their research in Ontario that students in French
immersion generally perform on par or better than their English program peers on large-
scale tests by the end of grade 6, the current research indicates that attrition by grade 6 in
the district where this study took place at least partially occurs as a result of lower than
expected achievement in reading comprehension on large-scale assessments in
elementary school.

The weak relationship that was demonstrated in the current research between
reading comprehension in the elementary grades and attrition by grade 9 may not mean
that reading comprehension is of limited consequence when students decide to continue
with or abandon the French immersion program at the high school level. As Halsall
(1991) and Obadia & Theriault (1995) pointed out in their research, academic difficulty
was cited as only one of several factors affecting attrition at the high school level. Other
causes cited by these researchers included peer pressure, limited course availability and a
perception that an adequate level of French had been achieved by the time students
entered high school.

Referring back to the data on attrition between grades 4 and 9, and the reading
comprehension achievement results for grade 4 FSAs (see table 4.3 and table 4.4) we can

see that the number of students who withdrew from the program by grade 9 were, in most
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cases, more than double the number of students who achieved low results on grade 4
FSAs. While the current study did not identify individual students who withdrew from
the program, nor their respective results on grade 4 FSAs, it is plausible that a portion of
those who performed poorly on grade 4 FSAs were in fact students who went on to
withdraw from the program by grade 9.

It was difficult to interpret the results from the correlational analysis between
attrition by grade 9 and low reading comprehension results on the grade 6 DART
assessment. However, when this researcher conducted a supplemental analysis of the
data, the results proved to be more telling. In this secondary analysis, attrition was
compared only to “not yet meeting expectations” reading comprehension results on the
grade 6 DART assessments for each cohort, and a new correlation coefficient was
calculated. The results yielded a stronger correlation between low reading
comprehension results and attrition by grade 9 in this new scenario (7=0.866). Therefore,
the relationship was stronger than when “minimally meeting expectations” results are
included in the calculation. Again, referring back to Lapkin et al’s (2003) research into
student achievement on large-scale tests, French immersion students generally meet or
exceed grade level expectations in reading, writing and numeracy by grade 6. Given that
the grade 4 FSAs are measured using a 3-point scale (see Appendix A) and the grade 6
DART is measured using a 4-point scale (see Appendix B), it is plausible that students
who minimally meet expectations on the grade 6 DART continue to meet with success,
albeit more limited, in French immersion and remain in the program despite weaker but

not excessively low achievement results.
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Implications

Because the current research demonstrated that there is a strong correlation
between reading comprehension and attrition between grade 4 and 6 at the elementary
level, appropriate interventions in the early years of French immersion can have an
impact on student success in the program. In their research into attrition, Millstone
(1994), Genesee (1983) Lapkin et al. (1983) and Bruck (1978) identified a lack of
adequate remedial services when students experience difficulties in French immersion as
contributing factor to students opting to exit the program.

Reflecting on these past studies and the results of the current study, it is evident
that students faced with reading challenges in the intermediate years of the program
require support in order to feel successful and motivated to continue their education in a
French immersion setting. As a result of these findings, this researcher has started
tracking student reading levels using leveled reading resources and delivers daily reading
comprehension lessons in her intermediate classroom to help students develop stronger
reading strategies to assist them in gaining greater reading comprehension skills.

The intentional instruction of reading strategies may also better prepare students
for the high school years and thus impact the portion of attrition that may be related to
reading achievement at that level. Beck (2004) pointed out in her research that the
reading level of textbooks for grade 7 students in French immersion schools was a
dominant issue related to attrition for late immersion students in Prince Edward Island.
As a result of this study, this researcher has begun implementing the use of textbooks

more regularly in her classroom to familiarize students with text features, vocabulary and
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resources contained within them to foster a smoother transition to high school reading
material.
Limitations

The current study provided a great deal of information regarding student
achievement in reading comprehension and enrolment trends in French immersion in
School District 79 (Cowichan Valley). However, there were several limitations to this
research that are deemed worthy of noting. Firstly, the assessments used to compare
reading achievement and attrition, were administered in English. While Jared et al.
(2010) noted in their research that English reading comprehension skills are predictors of
French reading comprehension skills, having assessment results from French tests would
have been a more suitable alternative for conducting this research. This researcher feels
that French reading comprehension test results would have yielded a more accurate
portrayal of student achievement in French reading comprehension for the French
immersion students being studied.

Secondly, the design of this study required a large amount of data to analyze and
study, to generate study results regarding a relatively small number of cohorts. The
limited number of comparative data points impacted the coefficient of correlation in each
data set since outliers had the ability to skew results quite heavily. If data for two to three
additional cohorts would have been available, there may have been a more significant
correlation noted in the grade 4 to 6 and grade 6 to 9 analyses. Furthermore, the number
of students who achieved low results on reading comprehension assessments was also

quite low, which impacted the generalizability of the results of this research.
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Another limitation of this research is in its inability to track a cause-effect
relationship between attrition and low reading comprehension achievement results. Had
more time been available to conduct a deeper investigation into attrition and its causes in
the Cowichan Valley, this researcher would have designed a qualitative survey to query
current students who have remained in the program about their experiences with French
immersion reading comprehension in the high school grades, or those who had exited the
program, to determine the causes for their departure. The results of these qualitative
surveys would have yielded information that could explain a cause-effect relationship and
guide changes to the program to address attrition at its root causes.

Had there been a possibility of using the grade 7 FSA data for each cohort of
students, the consistency in the type of data used may have yielded additional information
about attrition trends and their relationship to reading comprehension in the upper grades.
Up until the start 2013-2014 school year, French immersion students had transitioned to
Ecole Mount Prevost Middle School in grade 7, which was a dual-track French-English
middle school. The Ministry of Education does not currently compile results separately
for the French immersion students and English students in dual-track schools. Had there
been an opportunity to use the grade 7 data for French immersion students to track their
progress in reading comprehension over time, perhaps the data would have revealed
additional information related to French immersion student progress in reading
comprehension by grade 7.

Recommendations
Attrition in French immersion is relatively high in the Cowichan Valley school

district where, at present, only a little over 50% of the students who enroll in the program
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in kindergarten will continue on to grade 12 in the program and graduate with a BC
Double-Dogwood Graduation Certificate. While this study explored one of the potential
causes of attrition in this school district, there are clearly more factors to consider so that
higher retention rates can be achieved.

As Kurk and Reynolds (2012) pointed out in their research, early identification
and targeted remediation of at-risk students in the elementary years can lead to significant
academic gains for students who struggle in French immersion. Common assessment
tools such as the Cowichan Valley School District Early Success Screening Kit for
kindergarten to grade 3 students, or the GB+ Reading Assessment Toolkit for grades 2
and beyond, if implemented district-wide, would provide a means of tracking student
progress in reading and more consistently support learners when assistance is needed. As
demonstrated through Kurk and Reynolds’ (2012) research, with targeted and intentional
interventions based on assessment findings, at-risk students in the elementary years in
French immersion will perhaps meet with greater success in reading and feel motivated to
continue in immersion beyond grade 6.

In order to determine what specific factors are contributing to attrition in School
District 79, it would be advisable to conduct exit surveys, and to record the data and
identify themes in it, in order to develop effective strategies to target the problem at its
source. Beck (2004), Halsall (1991) and Hayden (1988) surveyed high school students in
their studies and student responses revealed important information that was brought forth
to the districts where the studies were conducted. One question that would be of
particular interest to this researcher would be as follows: “What percentage of French

immersion students in the school district where this study was conducted never intended
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to continue in the program beyond elementary school?”” There are several private high
schools in the district where this study was carried out and many of this researcher’s
students opted to switch to these schools in grade 8 rather than continuing in French
immersion.

If distinct drops in academic performance are often realized at the middle and
high school levels (West and Schwerdt, 2002), we must look at ways to ease transitions
and meet the needs of our learners during this critical period of attrition in French
immersion. Implementing annual transition meetings between the French immersion
upper intermediate elementary teachers and the French immersion high school teachers
would be a good starting point. In particular, it would be important to share effective
practices, resources being used and discuss trends in student performance, including in
reading comprehension, as a basis for planning for instruction to meet the needs of the
diverse set of learners in our French immersion program.

Finally, it is critical that administrators work on changing the mindsets of those
who believe that only strong students will succeed in French immersion. Student success
in any program is founded on a belief that one has the ability to succeed, and that if needs
arise, supports will be available to address them. If for some, as this study has pointed
out, reading comprehension is one of the barriers to student success, it is our duty to
support our learners to succeed. Opting out of French immersion should not be

considered an appropriate alternative for addressing learning difficulties.
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Appendix A: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 4)
Quick Sicale: Grade 4 Reading for Information
Thes Quick Scale & 5 sommevy of the Rating Scale that foflows. Both desonbe student scvevement is Mordh-4pni of the school ear.
/m Not Yot Within Brpoctations | Meots Expoctations Fully Moots Expoctations Exrpocs Bxpoctations \
Vil Lavel)
SHAPSHOT With support, the The student reads, The student independ- The student independ-
Natethesmapbet | oy dont may beableto | wnderstands,and sable | ently reads, enderstands, | entlyreads understands,
anbeuaddboe | ongondunderstand | tousesimpleand direct | and wses smple and and wses straight-
"mi. 0 | brief simple Ieformation and drect informationand | forward information
— information and procedures but may and procedures with
procedures. Often meed some support. assigned tasks, providing |  some technical or
needs one-to-one help. | Work & generally support when prompted. | speciaitzed language.
Work & often occurate, but often Work is generally
Iirthe detad and detatls and
lnu:n.or.'tb MMM: accurate and complete. n&sq
roly on guessing. incomplete or confusing. requirements.
STRATEGIES « fow stratogies for with support, may * baginning to adjust * adjusts stratogies
- comprebersca slf-comecting adjust stratogies stratogios affoctivaly
Srateges * tries to sound out neadspromptingtowse | + uses 2 variaty of woed * uses 2 varkety of word
* word skl naw words; may ghe word strategies; ofton stratogies; may noad strategias; usually offi-
+ predictions up quiddy bagins by asking for prompting dent and seccessful
* text features « prodictions am often help « makes logical « makes logical and
* locating detad flogical guessas * makas simple, cbvious prodictions ofton Insghtfd
« httlo or no wso of taxt prodictions * uses taxt faatums to prdictions
features * with support, wsos taxt proview and locate * usas toxt fastures
« often guesses stead featurs to praview Information affoctively to praviaw,
of locking at sdloction and locate Information | « rersads and skims to locate, and organtze
may have dfficulty find specfic detalls Information
locating some specfic * rreads and skims for
detalls spacific detalls;
becoming efficent
coserereension | « work s ofton mast work Is accurate; « work s acourata, « work s dear accurate,
* acomacy and Incoenplete, nacou- btk dotall or support complete; some datail detalled; parts e
* idontifies and
.u-#: . 3may¢nup e some main . support . mﬁ;
* detaids main ideas « wdentifies some miovant main ideas; may have main ideas In own
+ note-making « with support, may datalls; missas othars troubla restating words
idantify some records and organizes |+ identifies relovant « wdenttfies spacfic,
ralavant datails some Information detalls wiovant dotails
* may record or sort using 3 template * organims nformation |+ selects and uses
Imited Information using a template; appropetate template
using 3 template distinguishes botwoon | or ceganitzer to make
main ldeas and support notes; effident and
complate
ANALYSIS * urable to conmect * makas some connec- * makes logical makes and axplains
+ conaedhans o naw Infoemation to tions batwoon now connactions botwaon logical connections
other what thoy know Information and what new Information and betwaon now
idammation thay akeady know what thoy already nformation and what
_ know thay aksadyknow )/

GRADE 4 READING FOR INFORMATION
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Appendix B: BC Ministry of Education Grade 4 Foundation Skills Assessment

Reports for Duncan Elementary 2002-2008

Grade 4 Performance by Specific Groups of Students Duncan Elementary

Number and Percent of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations

|Reading Comprehension School District Province '
2002/03 2003/04 | 2004/05 | 200506 | 200607 2006/07 2006/07

#F | %] # [ %] & | %] # | %] # |% # | %|| # | %

Al Students 24 | 75| 36 (75 48 | 94| 37 | 95| 41 | 82 368 | 69 | [25842| 75
Male 7 64 B |[57)] 18 [ 90| 15 | 94 g 69 178 | 67 | |12,477| 72
Female 17 | 81| 28 |82 28 | g7 | 22 |96 | 32 | &6 190 | 71| [13,385| 79
Apong nal Msk |Msk| Msk [Msk| Msk |Msk| nla | n/a | Msk [Msk 32 |50 |1828| 59
ESL na |nfal nla [na| nla |na| nla |n'a| nla |nla 3 14| |3.7719 | 62
French Immersion 24 | 75| 36 | 75| 45 | g4 | 37 | 95| 41 |82 42 | 82| |2295( B3
Special Education * na |n/a| Msk [Msk| nla |nfa| nla |na| Msk |Msk 14 | 54 740 55
Gifted na (nfa| nia [nfa| nla |na| Msk |Msk| nla |n/a 14 |100f | S22 a9
| Writing School District Province '

Al Students 28 (97| 40 [ B3| 47 |94 | 38 |95 48 | 96 459 | 86 | |30,715| 90
Male & | 69| 10 | 71| 18 |GO| 15 | G4 | 12 |92 211 | 81| |14,870| B5
Female 20 [100) 30 (88| 29 |97 | 23 |96 | 38 |97 248 | 92| |16,045| 94
Aporignal Msk |Msk| Msk [Msk| Msk |Msk| n/a | nfa | Msk [Msk 45 | 75| |2408| 79
ESL na |nfal| nla [na| nfa |nfa| nla |[nla| nla |nfa 9 53| | 5357 | 69
French Immersion 28 (97| 40 (B3| 48 | G4 | 38 | 95| 48 | 96 49 |96 | |2.508 | 91
Special Education * na |n/a| Msk [Msk| nla |nfa| nla |na| Msk |Msk 17 | 63 g02 69
Gifted na |nfal nla [na| nla |nia| Msk [Msk| nla |n/a 14 (100 508 ar
|Numeracy School District Province '

# Ww| # % | # % | # % | # % # | % # %
Al Students 30 [ 94| 34 | 72| 45 | 92| 33 |a&85 | a1 82 429 | 80 | |29,175| 85
Male 12 |100| 9 64 | 19 |[100] 14 | 93 10 |77 211 | 80| |[14,818] B5
Female 18 |90 | 25 |76 | 26 (&7 | 19 |79 | 31 84 218 | 80 | (14,358 65
Aporgnal Msk [Msk| Msk |Msk| Msk |Msk| n/a |nfa | Msk [Msk| [ 53 | 78| [2216| 73
ESL na |nfa| nla |nfa| nla |na| nla |nia| nia |nia 14 |67 |[a793| 79
French Immersion 30 | 94| 34 | 72| 44 | 92| 33 |85 41 |82 42 | 82| |2455| 90
Special Education * na |n/a| Msk [Msk| n/a |nfa| nla |nia| Msk |Msk 17 | 61 920 69

Gifted na |nfa| nla [nfa| nla |nia| Msk |[Msk| nla |n/a 14 |[100 523 99
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Grade 4 Participation by Specific Groups of Students Duncan Elementary

Number of Participants and Participation Rates

Reading Comprehension School District Province °
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2006/07 2006/07
# % # % # % # % # % # % # %
All Students 3z 94 48 | 96 50 |100)] 40 |100| S50 96 549 | 88 |[35210] 88
Male 11 85 14 a3 20 |100) 16 |100| 13 |[100|| 270 | &8 ||17.827| 66
Female 21 100 34 a7 30 |100) 24 |100)| 37 g5 279 | 90 ||17.383] 90
Aboriginal 1 100 2 100 1 100 0 Ja 3 100 68 65 || 3,248 | B2
ESL 0 n'a 0 /a 0 n'a 0 Ja 0 n/a 22 48 6,193 | 60
French Immersion 3z 94 48 | 96 48 (100 40 [100]| SO 96 51 95 || 2821 98
Special Education * 0 n'a 1 100 0 n/a 0 Ja 1 100 26 55 1413 | 63
Gifted 0 n'a 0 n/a 0 n'a 1 100| 0 n'a 14 |100 538 96
Writing School District Province
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 200607 2006/07 2006/07
# % # % # % # % # % = % # %
All Students 32 g4 48 | 96 50 |100) 40 |100| 51 98 545 | 88 || 34,921 87
Male 11 85 14 a3 20 [100)| 16 [100| 13 | 100|| 267 |85 [[17.844]| 8&
Female 21 100 34 a7 30 |100| 24 |100| 38 g7 276 | 90 ||1r27T| B9
Aboriginal 1 100 2 100 1 100 0 Ja 3 100 68 65 || 3,207 | 81
ESL 0 n'a 0 nla 0 n'a 0 n/a 0 nia 21 48 6142 | 719
French Immersion 3z 94 48 | 96 48 |[100| 40 [100] 51 g8 52 a8 || 2795 | 97
Special Education * 0 n'a 1 100 0 n/a 0 Ja 1 100 28 60 1,382 | 62
Gifted 0 na 0 n/a 0 n'a 1 100 0 n/a 14 [100 533 96
Numeracy School District Province '
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2006/07 2006/07
# % & % # % # % # % & % # %
All Students 3z 94 47 | 94 50 |100| 39 |98 | 50 96 550 | &8 []35,116| 68
Male 12 g2 14 a3 20 |100) 15 | 94| 13 |100|| 268 | &5 [|17.813| 66
Female 20 a5 33 |84 30 |100)] 24 |100| 37 g5 282 | 91 ||17.303] 89
Aboriginal 1 100 2 100 1 100 0 n/a 3 100 72 70 | 3,235 | B2
ESL 0 n'a 0 nla 0 n'a 0 Ja 0 n'a 22 48 6,261 B1
French Immersion 32 g4 47 | 94 48 (100 39 |98 | SO 96 51 95 | 2787 | 96
Special Education * 0 n'a 1 100 0 n'a 0 n/a 1 100 28 60 1413 | 63
Gifted 0 n'a 0 /a 0 n'a 1 100 O n/a 14 |100 534 96
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FSA Grade 4, February 2008 07965002 - Duncan Elementary
Number of Grade 4 students based on February enrolment (may vary from the numbers shown below): 57
Reading Parformance Not Yet
Level Unknown Meeti —— —
# | % | # | % | & [ % [ # [ % |
All Students 1 2 3 5 39 68 14 25
| Male 0 0 1 4 19 68 8 29
Female 1 3 2 7 20 69 6 21
Aboriginal Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk
ESL - - - - - - - -
Special Needs*® - - - - - - - -
Performance Not Yet
Lovel Unknown [ Meeti Meeting Exceeding |
# % # % # % # %
All Students 1 2 9 16 42 74 5 9
[Male 0 0 7 25 18 64 3 11
Female 1 3 2 7 24 83 2 7
Aboriginal Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk Nsk Nsk Msk
ESL - - - - - - - -
Special Needs*® - - - - - - - -
Performance Not Yet
Level Unknown Meeting Exceeding
# [ % | [ o | & [ % | # | % |
All Students 1 2 14 25 40 70 2 4
Male 0 0 a 29 18 64 2 7
Female 1 3 6 21 22 76 0 0
Aboriginal Msk Msk Msk Msk Msk Nsk Msk Msk
ESL - - - - - - - -
Special Needs*® - - -

[ ] Performance Level Unknown [ | Not YetMeeting || Meeting = Exceeding

Note: Specal Needs indudes Sersory Disabilities, Learning Disabiities and Behaviour Disabilities.



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION 51

Appendix C: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 6)

Quick Scale: Grade 6 Reading for Information

Thes Quick Scale & & somme y of the Rating Scle that folows Both desonbe student scvevement is Mordh-4pni of the school jear

/Aqu: Mot Yot Within Expoctations | Mieots Expoctatioes Fully Mosts Expoctations Extoocs Expoctations N
(vemimad Lawed)
SNAPSHOT WIth support, the The student isobie foreod | The studant ks abie toread | The student is abie o
Notcthe sgpshot | stwdentmoy beabieto | generaily stralght- stroightforward infor- raod elgborated infor-
anbewedoooe | raod snort, smpie, and forward materiats, mation and procadaras, mation and procaduras,
@oholtsale | aroct material with Including lustrotions and | inclading (lustrtions and | inclding (Mustrasions
ormotngsame | gmoronguogeand | other grophkcs. wovk s other grophics, with some | and ather grophics, with
Emg—. simpie graphics. Works | offen inconsistent-parts | speciolized languogeand |  speciaitred languoge
often vagus, incom- are occuvate and complex ideas. Work is and compiex ideas.
plete, or inocrurate. Moy | compiete: others are generally occurate and Work s Morough, inde-
nead one-to-one support | vague, incomplete, and complete; gives spacific pendent, and efficlent,
to compiete task. lock detail often exceeding reguire-
ments of e task.
STRATEGIES * does not chack for « chocksforundarstand- | « chedisforendenstand- |+ chacks for undarstand-
 cmprehersion understandng Ing: may noed halp Ing; Craws o 2 Enge of Ing:chooses affactivaly
srateges * tancs10 sound out new choosing strategies fntoges from 2 wide mnge of
+ word skl woncs; ofton ghves up * rellas On sounding out * wsas rENge of word skl sratoghes
* predicting * has dmculty pradict- and contaxt for naw may nead remindor * wes @ange of aective
* text features Ingcontont;may guess wonds « makes logical word i indopendant
*hatngdetal | - noods assktanco o « makes dmplelogicalpr- | predictions sbout « antidipates contont
w0 et fogturas dictions about contont contant; may peadict and sructur
* ofon guasses Gther * may nead prompting to snuchrs * usos taxt foaturas
than resading 1o s tect Ktures * wos ot Ratuws effectivaly to praview,
loGte speciicdatalls | « tondstobomeMickntin | affoctivaly to praview bGite, ceganis
locating detalls and locte Information. |+ efMclently skims and
+ skims, roaads for dotals reraads for detals
comPRereEMsiON | * OMon nacrurte, * partially accurate, but | « clear complete, accurate |« praciss, thosough may
* acomacy and vagua, Incompicte may bevague incompiete |« accutoly idontifes ba Insghttul
* man dezs supporting ideas Mo has troubio * \dantifes miovant main ke may axpiain
cdetals * may identry some rol- Testating In own words datalls how thay connact
+ ot makng evant supporting de- | + Mdontifes soma relevant | + makes accurate notes « dontifias spockic, ral-
* inflevences tGils;omits 2 grast deal sspporting datalls using smpie, logical avant datalls; thorough
« asdMatymaking | + makes simple notesif Gitogores * makas AC0UrAS, Of-
notas aven with 2 gvan 3 tempiate * makas some simpla ganizd notes using
templte * makes some Infrences, nforonces; may be effoctive catogodes
* misEintopeats IRl but haso may bo Bogical unsupporiod * makes and supports
nfoemation mpie Inferances
ANALYSIS * has dfMculty connect- * makas soma simpla, * makes logical connec * compares naw
+ consetions Ing new Infoemation obwious connections thons batwoen now nioemation to peor
other 10 prioe knowledge betwoan new formation and peor nowledge and bollefs;
idamratioe {mary hawe ittie price Information and peor knowladge and ballats may show Insight
* reactions mowledge) knowledge « offors simple ractions. |+ offors reactions of
* mactionsorjudgmants |« offars some Smplo o judgments; RRsoNs Jedgmants with
are often vague or reactions or jedgmants; may be vague Rasons; may evaluate
K unsupportod TRB0NS 3 OfeN Vague niemation /

GCGRADE 6 READING FOR INFORNMATION
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Appendix D: School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) Grade 6 Spring DART

Assessment Reports for Duncan Elementary 2006-2010

Assessment Report (Summary - Straight Averages)

Printed on February 20,2014 9:20:27

52

Score Average (%)
Grade 6 - DART Quick Scale (Spring)

Not Yet Within 0 (0%)
Approaching 8 (21%)

Fully Meets 30 (78%)
Exceeds 0 (0%)

Not Applicable 0 (0%)

All but lowest score 38 (100%)

Total students: 38

Assessment Report (Summary)
2007 DART Gr 6 Duncan El
Printed on February 20, 2014 10:43:02

Score Average (%) Low (%) High (%)
Grade 6 - DART Quick Scale (Spring)

Not Yet Within 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%)
Approaching I (%) I (%) 1 (2%)
Fully Meets 44 (91%) 44 (91%) 44 (91%)
Exceeds 2 (4%) 2 (4%) 2 (4%)
Not Applicable 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
All but lowest score 47 (97%) 47 (97%) 47  (97%)
Total students: 48

Total Records on Report: 48

{ Assessment Report (Summary)

| 2008 Gr 6 Duncan El

' Printed on February 21, 2014 8:54:17

| Score Average (%) Low (%) High (%)
Grade 6 - DART Quick Scale (Spring)
Not Yet Within 2 (5%) 2 (5%) 2 (5%)
Approaching 11 (28%) 11 (28%) 11 (28%)
Fully Meets 15 (39%) 15 (39%) 15 (39%)
Exceeds 10 (26%) 10 (26%) 10 (26%)
Not Applicable 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
All but lowest score 36 (94%) 36 (94%) 36 (94%)

Total students: 38
Total Records on Report: 38
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Assessment Report (Summary)

2009 Gr 6 Duncan El

Printed on February 21,2014 8:57:25

Score Average (%) Low (%) High (%)
Grade 6 - DART Quick Scale (Spring)

Not Yet Within 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Approaching 11 (23%) 11 (23%) 11 (23%)
Fully Meets 30 (63%) 30 (63%) 30 (63%)
Exceeds 6 (12%) 6 (12%) 6 (12%)
Not Applicable 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
All but lowest score 47 (100%) 47  (100%) 47  (100%)

Total students: 47
Total Records on Report: 47

Assessment Report (Summary)

2010 Gr 6 Duncan El

Printed on February 21,2014 9:03:14

Score Average (%) Low (%) High (%)
Grade 6 - DART Quick Scale (Spring)

Not Yet Within 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Approaching 4 (7%) 4 (7%) 4  (7%)
Fully Meets 31  (58%) 31 (58%) 31  (58%)
Exceeds 18 (33%) 18 (33%) 18 (33%)
Not Applicable 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
All but lowest score 53 (100%) 53  (100%) 53 (100%)

Total students: 53
Total Records on Report: 53



