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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.	  

	  



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

iii	  

Table of Contents 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. ii 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................... v 

List of Tables .................................................................................................................... vi 

Chapter One: Introduction .............................................................................................. 1 

Purpose of the Study ....................................................................................................... 1 

Justification of the Study ................................................................................................ 3 

Research Question and Hypothesis ................................................................................. 7 

Definition of Terms ......................................................................................................... 7 

Brief Overview of the Study ........................................................................................... 8 

Chapter 2: Review of Relevant Literature ................................................................... 10 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 10 

History of French Immersion in Canada ....................................................................... 10 

Benefits of Learning in a French Immersion Environment .......................................... 12 

Attrition in French Immersion ...................................................................................... 13 

Reading Comprehension in French Immersion ............................................................ 16 

Chapter 3: Methods and Procedures ............................................................................ 18 

Description of the Research Design .............................................................................. 18 

Description of the Sample ............................................................................................. 18 

Description of the Instruments Used ............................................................................. 20 

Explanation of the Procedures Followed ...................................................................... 22 

Discussion of Validity and Reliability .......................................................................... 23 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

iv	  

Description of Analysis Techniques Used .................................................................... 24 

Chapter 4: Findings and Results ................................................................................... 26 

Summary of the Study .................................................................................................. 26 

Tabulation of Existing Data .......................................................................................... 26 

Correlational Analysis of Data ...................................................................................... 30 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 33 

Chapter 5: Summary, Discussion and Conclusions ..................................................... 34 

Summary of the Research ............................................................................................. 34 

Discussion ..................................................................................................................... 35 

Implications ................................................................................................................... 38 

Limitations .................................................................................................................... 39 

Recommendations ......................................................................................................... 40 

References ........................................................................................................................ 43 

Appendix A: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 4) ........ 47 

Appendix B: BC Ministry of Education Grade 4 Foundation Skills Assessment 

Reports for Duncan Elementary 2002-2008 ................................................................. 48 

Appendix C: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 6) ........ 51 

Appendix D: School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) Grade 6 Spring DART 

Assessment Reports for Duncan Elementary 2006-2010 ............................................. 52 

 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

v	  

List of Figures 

Figure 4.1. Correlation between students not yet meeting expectations on grade 4 FSAs 

and attrition between grades 4 and 9……………………..……………………………..31 

Figure 4.2 Correlation between students not yet meeting or minimally meeting 

expectations on grade 6 DART and attrition between grades 6 and 9………………….32 

Figure 4.3 Correlation between students not yet meeting expectations on grade 4 FSAs 

and attrition between grades 4 and 6……………………………………………………33 

	  
	  



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

vi	  

List of Tables 

Table 3.1 Grade 4, 6 and 9 school years for each of the cohorts analyzed…………..….19 

Table 4.1 Enrolment at the beginning of grades 4, 6 and 9…………………………..….27 

Table 4.2 Attrition between grades 4 and 9, 6 and 9, and 4 and 6 from 2002 to 2012…..28 

Table 4.3 Grade 4 FSA results for each cohort from 2003 to 2008……………….……..29 

Table 4.4 Grade 6 spring DART results for each cohort from 2005 to 2010……………30 

 

 

 

 

	  
	  



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

1	  

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 I 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?  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.  As a 

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 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

20	  

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 

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.
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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 École Duncan Elementary, and enrolment data from École 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 École Mount Prevost is being 

referred to in this section of study.  Data from École Mill Bay was also omitted from this 

study since the first cohort of grade 8 students from École 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, École 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 École Duncan Elementary and École 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 Grade 4-9  
Attrition 

Grade 6-9 
Attrition 

Grade 4-6  
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 
Grade 4 

Performance 
Unknown 

NYM Meeting Exceeding 

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 
Grade 6 

NYM Minimally 
Meeting 

Fully Meeting Exceeding 

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 

(r=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 (r=0.007, p<0.01).  In other words, low reading comprehension 

results were not predictors of attrition between grades 6 and 9. 

 

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 (r=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 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

35	  

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 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

36	  

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 (r=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 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

39	  

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 

École 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. 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

43	  

References 

Barik, H. C., & Swain, M. (1978). Evaluation of a French immersion program: The 

ottawa study through grade five. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science/Revue 

Canadienne Des Sciences Du Comportement, 10(3), 192-201. 

BC Ministry of Education (2010). Foundation Skills Assessment. 

BC Ministry of Education Policy (1996). Retrieved from http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/ 

topic.page?id=DCBD126F605646F7B16D62E5D09CD289 

BC Ministry of Education (1995). Integrated Resource Packages. 

Beck, N. W. (2004). Attrition in late French immersion: Discussions with six students. 

(Order No. MQ93872, University of Prince Edward Island (Canada)). ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses, 143-143 p. Retrieved from    

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.viu.ca/docview/305389975?accountid=12246. 

Browlie, F. (2006). One Brave Heart. District Assessment of Reading Team. 

Bruck, M. (1978). The suitability of early French immersion programs for the language-

disabled child. Canadian Journal of Education, 3, 5-72. 

Bruck, M. (1985a). Consequences of transfer out of early French immersion programs.  

Applied Psycholinguistics, 6, 101-120. 

Canadian Parents for French.  BC French Immersion Enrolment and Attrition by Grade 

and by School District (2003-2013). Retrieved from http://bc-yk.cpf.ca/research-

advocacy/enrolment-statistics/. 

Genesee, F. (2007). French immersion and at-risk students: A review of research 

evidence. Canadian Modern Language Review, 63(5), 655-687. 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

44	  

Genesee, F. (1987). Learning through two languages: Studies of bilingual and immersion 

education. Cambridge, MA: Newbury House Publishers. 

Genesee, F. (1983). Bilingual education of majority language children: The immersion 

experiments in review. Applied Psycholinguistics, 4, 1-46. 

Halsall, N. (1997). Report to the superintendent regarding the review of the organization 

of French immersion programs in the Eastern School District. Charlottetown, 

PEI: Eastern School District. 

Halsall, N. D. (1991). Attrition/retention of students in French immersion with particular 

emphasis on secondary school. Ottawa, Ontario: Canadian Parents for French.  

Hayden, R. (1988). French immersion drop-outs: Perspectives of parents, students and 

teachers. Reading Canada Lecture, 6(4), 222-235. 

Jared, D., Cormier, P., Levy, B., & Wade-Woolley, L. (2011). Early predictors of 

biliteracy development in children in French immersion: A 4-year longitudinal 

study. Journal of Educational Psychology, 103(1), 119-139. 

Karsenti, T., Collin, S., Villeneuve, S., Dumouchel, G., & Roy, N. (2008). Why are new 

French immersion and French as a second language teachers leaving the 

profession? Results of a canada-wide survey. Ottawa, ON: Canadian Association 

of Immersion Teachers. 

Keep, L. J. (1993). French immersion attrition: Implications for model building. (Order 

No. NN82181, University of Alberta (Canada)). ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses, 259-259 p. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.viu.ca/ 

docview/304098016?accountid=12246. 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

45	  

Kurk, R. S., & Reynolds, K. A. (2012). French immersion experience and reading skill 

development in at-risk readers. Journal Of Child Language, 39(3), 580-610. 

Lapkin, S. (1983). Late immersion in perspective: The peel study. Canadian Modern 

Language Review, 39(2), 192-206. 

Lapkin, S. (1978). Bilingual education in Ontario: Issues and directions. Interchange, 

9(4), 11-19. 

Lapkin, S., Hart, D., & Turnbull, M. (2003). Grade 6 French immersion students' 

performance on large-scale reading, writing, and mathematics tests: Building 

explanations. Alberta Journal of Educational Research, 49(1), 6-23. 

Lapkin, S., Swain, M., Argue, V., Canadian Parents for French, & Ontario Institute for 

Studies in Education. (1983). French immersion: The trial balloon that flew. 

Toronto, Ont: OISE Press. 

Lapkin, S., & Swain, M. (1977). The use of English and French cloze tests in a bilingual 

education program evaluation: Validity and error analysis. Language Learning, 

27(2), 279-310. 

Makropoulos, J. (2010). Student engagement in an Ottawa French immersion high school 

program. Canadian Journal of Education, 33(3), 516. 

Makropoulos, J. (2002). The French immersion debate. French for all or all for French? 

Toronto: Canadian Society for the Study of Education. 

Mannavarayan, J.-M. (2002). The French immersion debate. French for all or all for 

French? Calgary, AB: Detselig Enterprises Ltd. 

Millstone, C. (1994). False immersion. Saturday Night, 109, 12-18. 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

46	  

Obadia, A. A., & Theriault, C. M. L. (1995). Attrition in French immersion programs: 

Possible solutions. 

Roy, S. & Galiev, A. (2011). Discourses on bilingualism in Canadian French immersion 

programs. The Canadian Modern Language Review / La Revue Canadienne Des 

Langues Vivantes, 67(3), 351-376. 

Shea, J. (2003). Canada's education revolution in its second generation: French-second-

language education on the 40 anniversary of the royal commission on 

bilingualism and biculturalism. Canadian Issues. 

Swain, M. & Lapkin, S. (2011). The Lambert immersion legacy: Research and 

mentorship. Canadian Issues, 14. 

West, M., & Schwerdt, G. (2012). The middle school plunge. Education Next, 12(2), 62-

68. 

 



READING COMPREHENSION & ATTRITION IN FRENCH IMMERSION   

	  
	  

47	  

 

Appendix A: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 4) 
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Appendix B: BC Ministry of Education Grade 4 Foundation Skills Assessment 

Reports for Duncan Elementary 2002-2008 
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Appendix C: BC Reading for Information Performance Standards (Grade 6) 
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Appendix D: School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) Grade 6 Spring DART 

Assessment Reports for Duncan Elementary 2006-2010 
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